Con R Howerton, Pastor of Temple Baptist Church in Wichita, KS

Testimony on HB 2352

Introduction

Chairman, Members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to
speak. | come to you today as a Youth Pastor for 5 years and a Senior pastor of
25 years, more importantly | speak as a father of 4 amazing daughters, and a
grandfather of 8 glorious grandchildren - the oldest of which is 7. | have
baptized hundreds of children over the years and been at the hospital to
welcome these precious babies to our world - and | am strongly in favor of
making clergy mandatory reporters for crimes against children.

Biblical Foundation

The Bible is very clear about where God’s heart is. “A father of the fatherless,
and a judge of the widows, is God in his holy habitation.” (Psalm 68:5) That
verse tells me that when | step into a pulpit, | represent a God who is very
attentive toward the most vulnerable—toward the child who cannot protect
himself or herself. “Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted
and needy.” (Psalm 82:3-4) Those are not suggestions; they are commands. If
pastors claim to stand on the Lord’s side, we must stand on the side of the
fatherless and afflicted child.

Shepherd’s Duty

Scripture also describes what a true shepherd looks like. The Lord Jesus said,
“l'am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep... But
he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd... seeth the wolf coming, and
leaveth the sheep, and fleeth.” (John 10:11-13) When a pastor hears of abuse
and stays silent, he behaves like a hireling, not a shepherd. In this specific




context, the “wolf” is the abuser, and the way we drive that wolf away is by
bringing the matter into the light, including reporting to law enforcement. Give
abuse NO SAFE HARBOR!!

Exposing Darkness

The Bible also tells us “And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of
darkness, but rather reprove them” (Ephesians 5:11) Child sexual abuse is
one of the darkest works we can imagine. To conceal it is to have fellowship
with it, to condone it by silence, to leave the vulnerable without the protection
God Himself has called us to provide. To reprove it, in our modern context,
includes picking up the phone and telling the proper authorities, “A child may
be in danger.” That is not a betrayal of our faith, it is not a betrayal of trust; it is
an expression of it.

God’s Three | nstitutions

God Himself established three foundational institutions: the family as the
cradle of life, civil government as His Seérvant to punish evil and protect the
innocent, and the Church as the pillar of truth. | serve as shepherdto a
congregation of amazing people; you serve as shepherds of State
governance—a divine gift that people have twisted into politics. Today we
stand together, as shepherds, resolving that no wolf shall devour the lambs
that God has entrusted to our care.

Public Trust Gap

That brings me to our role in public trust. In practice, clergy function as
public-trust officers. We are often the first adults a frightened child, ora
burdened parent, will Speak to about abuse. Parents believe that if their child
tells the pastor, the pastor will act - and let me tell you, I have! There is no safe
Harbor for abusers at our Church - but NO CHURCH should be a safe




harbor. We are called by God to be a safe Harbor for those children!! Under
current law, in Kansas, many professionals—teachers, school staff, medical
personnel—are required by law to report abuse. But the pastor who hears a
detailed disclosure in his office is not. That hypocrisy sends a terrible
message: Children are not safe.

Strengthening Ministry

This bill helps to correct that. |t says simply that when clergy are entrusted
with information that a child may be in danger, they must act like every other
trusted professional and report it. That does not weaken the ministry; it
strengthens it. It protects pastors who want to do right but face internal
pressure to “handle it quietly.” When the law is clear, a pastor can saytoa
deacon board or a denominational official, “I do not have the option to keep
this in-house. As a Pastor, | was clear from the very beginning, that |
considered myself g Mmandatory reporter regardless of the law. That protects
the child, and it protects the integrity of the ministry.

Legal Foundation

From a legal and constitutional standpoint, this is not an attack on religion; it
is a law of common sense. It does not tell me what to preach, which Bible to
use, or how to administer my ordinances. It simply says that when I, in my role
as atrusted adult, learn of a crime against a child, | must report that suspicion
just like a teacher or nurse must. Our courts have consistently recognized that
the state’s interest in protecting children from abuse is among the highest
interests a government can have. No evidentiary privilege, including the
clergy-penitent privilege, has ever been absolute. Legislatures have always
defined and limited these privileges, especially when they stand in the way of
discovering and preventing ongoing abuse.

Specific Kansas Clergy Cover-Ups




We know, in our own state, that keeping these matters “in-house” has not
worked. Take the Kansas Bureau of Investigation’s 2023 report on Catholic
clergy abuse: after reviewing over 40,000 pages of records, it identified 188
priests across Kansas suspected of crimes including child rape and sodomy.
Church leaders minimized “rape” as “inappropriate contact” or “boundary
issues,” quietly transferred accused priests to new parishes, and continued
paying their living expenses—even after substantiated abuse—allowing some
to abuse additional children. In Kansas City, a 2018 review found 15 clergy
needing further investigation, yet no police reports were filed at the time. The
Diocese of Salina’s 2019 list admitted 14 priests with substantiated abuse of
minors, plus 13 others who served there. The KBI task force explicitly stated:
“Practices existed that were designed to conceal the truth,” including
inadequate internal investigations and shielding priests from prosecution.
They allowed abusers to move on to new victims. And that is just the cases we
know of. There are hundreds if not thousands of cases where clergy knew of
abuse but did not report it - covered it up allowing the abuser to find new
victims. This must stop!

Conclusion

Let me summarize with this: this bill aligns our law with both biblical duty and
civic duty. Biblically, pastors are commanded to defend the fatherless, to
reprove works of darkness, and to act as true shepherds who drive away
wolves. Civically, clergy already occupy positions of deep public trust; we
cannot ask parents to trust us with their children’s souls while the law allows
us to keep secrets about crimes against their bodies. Legally, this law serves
a compelling state interest and allows the 3 God-ordained institutions to work
together in trust.

I am asking you to call the church to the Public Trust it should hold - to the
standard it already preaches—and to close the gap that allows abusers to




avoid justice. When a child is in danger, silence is not spiritual, silence is not
godly and silence is not righteous. It is complicity. Making clergy mandatory
reporters is one way for Kansas to say, with one voice, that our first allegiance
in these cases, is to the safety of the child. Thank you for considering this bill,
and | urge you to support it.

>




