
It Couldn’t Happen Here… 
Or Could it?



Welcome to this GMC workshop

My name is Dawn Carlson. I’m the pastor of The Phoenix 
Congregational Fellowship - A Church Without Walls

I live in Terre Haute, Indiana

And I have a new neighbor.  



We all remember this story...

On June 17, 2015, a 
young man walked into the 
Emanuel AME Church in 
Charleston, SC and spent 
time in Bible study. Then 
he pulled out a gun and 
murdered nine innocent 
people. 



We know the stories too well...

The death tolls change. The places change: 26 in an 
elementary school, 49 in a nightclub, five in an airport, 14 at 
an office party. 

The faces in the memorial photos change very time.

We react: Prayer, candlelight vigils, letters to the editor



We know the stories too well...

And then, it hits even closer to home, in a church, a 
synagogue, a mosque.

And we’re suddenly reminded, it CAN happen here.



Deadly Force Incidents (DFIs)

Includes: 
● Abductions (and attempts)
● Attacks
● Suspicious deaths
● Suicides
● Deadly force intervention / prevention



From 1.1.1999 to 5.4.2017

DFIs at faith-based organization
● 1526

○ 433 - Where the attack resulted in death of others
○ 71  - Based on religious bias - Only 6%

● Top 3 known single issue triggers
○ Robbery
○ Domestic spillover
○ Personal conflict - non-domestic related



From 1.1.1999 to 5.4.2017

DFIs at faith-based organization
● 1526

○ 350 - No known incident trigger
■ They could be religious bias, too.
■ But religious bias is not the only trigger than can 

result in a DFI in / around a Faith-based 
organization

● 902 (57.05%) incidents involved 1 or more guns
● 1401 persons killed or injured
● 549 killed



NOBODY wants to see this from the pew, the choir 
loft or the pulpit.



The Basics of the Situation...

● While rare, acts of violence DO occur at churches.
● Violent acts may include robbery, assault, rape, 

attempted murder or murder
● The majority of violent acts are carried out by people 

who have some connection to the congregation.
● The most common violent act at churches, as with 

schools, is a shooting.



The Basics of the Situation...

● Often there are pre-cursors or warning signs to the 
violent act, such as threats or previous outbursts, 
disputes, or confrontations

● Most churches are unprepared for a violent event or its 
aftermath.



Who is at risk?

● No church is immune to the risk of a violent episode 
occurring.

● Churches of all sizes, locations and resources have 
experienced acts of violence.



Can a Violent Outburst be Avoided?

● There is no assurance that a violent episode in a church 
can be avoided.  However, you can be prepared for the 
possibility of an incident occurring.

● By taking personal responsibility for the safety of your 
church, you will have done the best thing possible to 
prevent a violent incident from occurring.



How to make your church less vulnerable

● Working with your church’s Safety & Security Team, 
designate a point person on security issues to be the 
church security director.  Define the responsibilities of 
that position.

● Conduct a security assessment to identify your church’s 
vulnerabilities. Ideally, this assessment is conducted in 
conjunction with  your local law enforcement agency or 
other security professional.



How to make your church less vulnerable

● Develop a church security plan and guidelines with 
defined roles for all staff persons, including greeters, 
ushers, and other frontline workers and volunteers. Your 
local law enforcement agency may be a resource to you 
informing the security plan.



How to make your church less vulnerable

● Include in the plan a seating location for ushers, and / or 
security personnel (strategically stationed in both the 
front and the rear of the sanctuary), lockdown 
procedures for areas of the church, crisis 
communications and an evacuation plan for the building.



How to make your church less vulnerable

● Establish a method for quickly communicating issues of 
concern, such as a weapon, to appropriate church 
personnel, such as the security director, as well as to 
authorities. Depending on the size of your church, 
walkie-talkies, two-way radios, pagers, and / or cell 
phones may be appropriate to have on hand.



How to make your church less vulnerable

● Establish a no tolerance policy for fights, altercations 
and other disruptions.

● Work with your local law enforcement agency to provide 
training for staff and frontline workers and volunteers on 
topics such as dealing with disruptive individuals and 
identifying and defusing potentially violent situations.



What about Security Guards?

● There are typically 3 options for professional or 
volunteer security guards at church:
○ Hire off-duty law enforcement personnel
○ Hire a professional security guard service
○ Maintain your own security guard force



What about Security Guards?

● While the presence of armed guards can potentially 
prevent or bring an end to an episode of church 
violence, their use also raises the risk of injury or death 
to innocent bystanders, claims for use of excessive force 
and an increased burden for ensuring that all guards are 
properly screened, trained and supervised.

● Arming your church’s security guards is something that 
should only be undertaken in consultation with your 
church’s legal counsel, local law enforcement and your 
insurance agent.



Developing Emergency Plans

● ALL churches should engage in emergency planning so 
that when an incident occurs, staff and church leaders 
follow safe procedures.

● Emergencies can arise from storms, accidents and 
violence.



Developing Emergency Plans

● Form a committee
○ Past / present property committee
○ Members of church staff
○ Church members with experience in emergency 

management, insurance, law enforcement, safety / 
security



Developing Emergency Plans

● Begin by contacting your insurer
● Contact local law enforcement

○ Survey your building to identify high risk areas, 
assess door locks, and security in general

● Identify resources from FEMA, Church Mutual and other 
sources



Developing Emergency Plans

● Examine your property 
○ Secure locks
○ Door alarms
○ Marked exits
○ Locks on all first floor windows
○ Remote sections of the building
○ Security cameras

● Planning for emergencies on Sundays may be different 
than other days of the week



Developing Emergency Plans

● Identify who in your congregation can help in a crisis
○ Medical professionals
○ Law enforcement
○ Members of the media

● Have a frank conversation with staff about being vigilent 
in observing people



Developing Emergency Plans

● Plan communications
○ Who takes charge during an incident
○ Who deals with first responders
○ Who deals with media after an incident

● Create diagrams of your building with shelter places, 
routes and meet-up points

● Train everyone on your plan, especially greeters and 
ushers



●



What to Do in the Event of a Violent Incident

● Call 911

● If there is an opportunity to keep the invader out by 
locking doors and / or closing off areas of the church, 
do so.

● If there is an opportunity to remove all members / 
guests from the premises, do so as quickly as possible



What to Do in the Event of a Violent Incident

● Quickly control panic situations. By doing so, you will be 
more likely to conduct a sequenced evacuation

● A leader, whether the pastor or security director, must 
take charge and provide orders to be followed.



What to Do in the Event of a Violent Incident

● All orders must be clear and direct, such as:
○ “Ushers, secure the building.”
○ “(Designated person), contact the police.”
○ “(Designated person), secure the nursery.”
○ “Everyone, take cover on the floor.”
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