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Special Administrative Review Committee for Geneva Presbytery 
Special Report and Recommendations to Synod in Aftermath of the Drowning Death of Graham Andrus, March 25, 2015 

 

Background and Rationale for this Separate Report: 

In two interviews with Karen Andrus, mother of Graham Andrus, a 24-year-old counselor who drowned at the camp 

in August 2011, SARC found a number of significant loose ends from this tragic event.  Although apparently not 

connected to the broader review of Presbytery operations mandated by Synod in forming the SARC, this single 

event exposed a number of serious problems in oversight, accountability, and communication that center on camp 

policies, operations, and the role of the former EP, Joelle Davis.   

These interviews also revealed ongoing brokenness in the relationship between Mrs. Andrus and the Church 

(primarily represented by the Presbytery of Geneva) due to actions taken and actions that failed to be taken.  This 

breach continues to cause Mrs. Andrus great pain.  Furthermore, the interviews indicated that there is still an 

opportunity for the Presbytery of Geneva to take steps to bring some measure of healing and reconciliation with 

Mrs. Andrus. It is the SARC’s deepest hope that the Presbytery of Geneva does so in a compassionate and pastoral 

way. 

SARC Observations on the Aftermath of Graham Andrus’ Death: 

• Actions taken by the Executive Presbyter, camp staff, and Presbytery representatives in the aftermath of the 

drowning focused on mitigating legal liability at the expense of providing ongoing pastoral support to Graham’s 

family. Quite simply put, the Church failed to be the Church when it was needed most. 

• The Presbytery immediately requested donations for the Andrus family and publicized it in the media without 

consulting the Andrus family. Mrs. Andrus communicated that her family wanted no memorial for Graham at 

the camp where tragic negligence had occurred, yet the camp erected a memorial bench without consulting the 

family. 

• Mrs. Andrus has never felt acknowledged by the camp or presbytery for what happened. She believes the camp 

was negligent in its oversight and that there was inadequate attention to safety at the waterfront. Through 

the Center for Dispute Settlement, she requested a “Restorative Circle” meeting with the Executive Presbyter 

and the then-Camp Director Idelle Dillon, but the Executive Presbyter declined and that meeting never 

happened (although Ms. Dillon was willing). The only appropriate responses Mrs. Andrus received were from the 

Rev. Nancy Farrell, a former board member, and the Rev. Laurel Nelson, a then current board member. 

• Presbytery Council representatives did not meet with Mrs. Andrus until after the statute of limitations for all 

possible legal actions had passed - over two-and-a-half years after Graham’s death.  While the Council chair 

and another representative did subsequently meet with Mrs. Andrus to discuss concerns about safety 

procedures at the camp, radically disparate perceptions of that meeting persist. While August 12, 2014 Council 

minutes state “she felt as if she had been heard and hopefully that will bring some closure to the issue,” this is 

clearly not the case. 

• The SARC wants to ensure that Mrs. Andrus’ concerns are clearly communicated to both the Synod and to the 

Presbytery of Geneva, and that she be genuinely listened to. The SARC has reviewed these concerns with Mrs. 

Andrus for their completeness; they are as follows: 

1. Karen Andrus demonstrated great care and concern for Graham’s friends.  Because of the 

potential negative impact on them, she has not been interested in pursuing any legal action against 

the Presbytery of Geneva.  

2. At the same time, she wants to receive a formal acknowledgement of responsibility from the 

Presbytery of Geneva for actions and lack of safeguards at Camp Whitman that could have 

prevented Graham’s death. As a church, we need to rise above our fear of liability and 

acknowledge where we have failed. 
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3. The camp should implement policies and procedures that provide staff with necessary 

safeguards.  Most of all, the camp should establish a process for review and approval of staff-

sanctioned parties and the activities to take place at the party and include assurances of 

safeguards being in place.  This would include an assigned adult who is responsible to oversee the 

activities and camp counselors.  The designated adult would not participate in the activities but 

rather would be the person to oversee the activities and ensure safety.  The camp should also 

review the communication plan at the camp for reporting emergencies to first responders.   

4. The camp should develop a communication plan for after an accident that includes consideration of 

the family, including communication and consideration for the establishment of memorials, 

scholarships and the use of photographs.  

5. Mrs. Andrus wants any photos of Graham to be removed from Presbytery or Camp Whitman web 

sites if they have not already been removed.  Furthermore, she would like an apology from the 

camp and the presbytery for placing a memorial bench for Graham at the camp without family 

permission.  She would also like the opportunity to speak with camp and presbytery leadership 

about the memorial bench, and mutually agree on whether the bench should remain (if it is 

meaningful to counselors) or whether it should be removed. 

6. She requests a contribution from the Presbytery of Geneva to Graham’s scholarship fund at SUNY 

Fredonia. 

7. She wants to see a strong protocol in the operations of the presbytery and camp that when any 

Presbytery staff or leaders are invited to participate in a “Restorative Circle” (such as the one 

requested on her behalf by the Center for Dispute Settlement) that they do so. 

8. Mrs. Andrus would like to see a print copy of the portion of SARC recommendations to Synod 

concerning the Presbytery of Geneva that relate to the drowning death of her son.   

9. In speaking to Mrs. Andrus it was apparent that the defensive posture of the church has been 

incomprehensible to her and has added greatly to her suffering. 

10. In light of the fact that all of her efforts have been an attempt to bring something worthwhile 

out of this dark chapter she very much hopes that the church will learn the importance of 

listening to the needs and feelings of the grieving person(s) and in the future be guided by those 

in their response. 

 Additional SARC Recommendations and Observations 

• This is a time for corporate confession of sin for the ways the Church and presbytery have hurt the 

Andrus family, for the ways they failed to consider their feelings on multiple occasions, and for the failure 

to offer pastoral care and compassion to them. 

• We recommend that the Presbytery, through the General Council, reach out to Mrs. Andrus and offer to 

meet with her on terms acceptable to her.  An appropriate way to do this would be through a well-
regarded third party organization that focuses on restorative justice practices, such as Partners in 
Restorative Initiatives (based in Rochester). Without such guidance, Mrs. Andrus risks being re-victimized 

yet again.  Members of the SARC would be willing to participate as appropriate in any restorative initiative 

that Mrs. Andrus might request.   

• Mrs. Andrus has affirmed on several occasions the importance of the visit by SARC interviewers, and she has 

expressed appreciation for their listening, sensitivity and follow-through.  The SARC does not want to squander 

an important opportunity to address Mrs. Andrus’ concerns.  Though deeply wounded by the death of her son, she 

continues to be courageous, thoughtful and willing to engage.  It was an unexpected privilege to receive her trust 

even after so many disappointments.  


