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Adventures await
in central Mexico

Last October, the Rev. Bill
Hybels stood before worshippers
at his packed sanctuary andmade
a stunning announcement. After
42 years building northwest sub-
urban Willow Creek Community
Church into one of the nation’s
most iconic and influential
churches, Hybels was planning to
step down as senior pastor.

“I feel released from this role,”
he said, adding that he felt called
to build onWillow
Creek’s reach
across 130 coun-
tries with a focus
on leadership de-
velopment, par-
ticularly in the
poorest regions of
theworld.

After introduc-
ing his successors,
he invited church elders onstage
at the expansive church to lay
hands on themandpray.

What much of the church
didn’t know was that Hybels had
been the subject of inquiries into
claims that he ran afoul of church
teachings by engaging in inappro-
priatebehaviorwithwomen inhis
congregation—includingemploy-
ees — allegedly spanning decades.
The inquiries had cleared Hybels,
and church leaders said his exit
had nothing to do with the
allegations.

An investigationby theChicago
Tribune examined those allega-
tions and other claims of inappro-
priate behavior by Hybels, docu-
mented through interviews with
current and former church mem-
bers, eldersandemployees, aswell
ashundredsof emails and internal
records.

The alleged behavior included
suggestive comments, extended
hugs, anunwantedkiss and invita-
tions to hotel rooms. It also
included an allegation of a pro-
longed consensual affair with a
married woman who later said

Ex-Willow Creek leaders
remain unsatisfied with
misconduct reviews
ByManyaBrachear
PashmanandJeffCoen
ChicagoTribune

Turn to Pastor, Page 10

After years
of inquiries,
pastor denies
allegations

The Rev. Bill
Hybels
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How comics grew
up with Chicago

Smith, a 12-year-old Chi-
cago Heights girl who was
chosen by her peers to
address a March for Our
Lives Chicago crowd so
large it spilled outside the
park boundaries and
blocked traffic nearby.

Smith described how she
became determined to end
Chicago violence after her
older brother was shot in
the head outside her fam-
ily’s former Englewood
home seven years ago. The
crowd erupted into cheers

Pumping their fists and
chanting “student power,”
thousandsofyoungactivists
swarmed Union Park on
Saturday, joining a nation-
wide cry for gun reform
while using the spotlight to
also demand solutions for
everyday violence on Chi-

cago’s streets.
“I don’t have anything to

lose — not a paycheck, not
an endorsement or a fancy
beach house,” said Caitlyn

Young activists stand up against gun violence
Fla. school shooting
moves students
to demand change
By Vikki Ortiz Healy
and Ese Olumhense
Chicago Tribune

Thousands of people gather Saturday in Union Park for the
March for Our Lives Chicago rally against gun violence.
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Turn to March, Page 16

IN WASHINGTON: Stu-
dents from Marjory Stone-
man Douglas High School
took the stage at the March
for Our Lives rally and called
for Congress to enact strict-
er gun controls in response
to the nation’s decadeslong
stretch of campus shootings.
Nation & World, Page 27

High44
Low29

Complete forecast in
Nation&World, Page 39

$3.99 city and suburbs,
$4.99 elsewhere

TOM SKILLING’S
WEATHER

Business

Mental health
assistance is at
breaking point

ATLANTA—The
coach of the team that lets
nothing get in itsway
climbed across the press
table Saturday at Philips
Arena andmadehisway
into the third rowof row-
diness.

PorterMoser hugged
hiswife,Megan,whose
eyesweremoist, before embracing his
crying teenage daughter, Jordan, and each
of his sons, Jake, Ben andMax.

Maroon-and-goldmania surrounded
theMosers in the stands and on the floor,

the euphoria created by
Loyola’s emphatic 78-62
victory overKansas State
in theNCAA tournament
SouthRegion final that
earned the school a trip to
the Final Four in SanAn-
tonio.

“Wedid it,”Moser said
into hiswife’s ear.

Yes, as inexplicable as it seems, Loyola
did it, going to the Final Four for the first
time in 55 years and becoming only the
fourthNo. 11 seed to do so.

Cinderella is off to theAlamo—and it

promises to be a trip to remember.
After returning to the court for the

celebration,Moser grabbed themicro-
phone as captains BenRichardson and
Donte Ingramhoisted a trophy in front of
their teammates,who allwore black “Fi-
nal Four” hats. Sister JeanDolores
Schmidt, the international celebrity smil-
ing in herwheelchair, accepted hugs from
players on theirway to the grandest stage
of their lives.

“Howabout themRamblers?!”Moser
screamed like a basketball evangelist. “I

NCAA TOURNAMENT LOYOLA 78, KANSAS STATE 62

Loyola’s players celebrate their achievement of reaching the NCAA Final Four with their 78-62 victory over Kansas State on Saturday.

JOHN J. KIM/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Turn to Haugh, Page 16

‘WE’RE NOT DONE’
Incredible run goes on as Ramblers become just 4th No. 11 seed to gain Final 4

David Haugh
In the Wake of the News
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her claim about the affair
was not true, the Tribune
found.

Elders of the church —
appointed members who
oversee Willow Creek’s ad-
ministration and pastor —
had conducted the reviews
after claims about Hybels
came to their attention
more than four years ago.

Pushing for the investiga-
tionwere two former teach-
ing pastors and thewife of a
longtime president of the
WillowCreekAssociation,a
nonprofit organization re-
lated to the church. Someof
those pressing for more
scrutiny say the church’s
prior investigation had
shortcomings in their opin-
ion and at least three lead-
ers of the association’s
board resigned over what
they believed was an insuf-
ficient inquiry.

A humanitarian aid
agency also chose not to
renewits sponsorshipof the
church’s Global Leadership
Summit over concerns
about the association’s
process for reviewing com-
plaints about senior leaders.

Hybels sat downwith the
Tribune for a lengthy inter-
view last week and at times
grew emotional as he flatly
denied doing anything im-
proper and dismissed the
allegations against him as
lies spun with the intent of
discrediting hisministry.

The pastor said he has
built his church with a
culture of open conversa-
tion, strength and transpar-
ency, and said he could not
understand why a group of
former prominent mem-
bersofhischurch—someof
them onetime close friends
— have “colluded” against
him.

“This has been a calcu-
lated and continual attack
on our elders and onme for
four long years. It’s time
that gets identified,” he told
the Tribune. “I want to
speak to all the people
around the country that
have been misled … for the
past fouryearsandtell them
in my voice, in as strong a
voice as you’ll allow me to
tell it, that the charges
against me are false. There
still to this day is not
evidence of misconduct on
mypart.

“I have a wife and kids
and grandkids,” he added,
praising the elders for their
work to look into the allega-
tions. “My family has had
enough and they want the
record clear. And they feel
strongly supportive of me
saying what I have to say to
protect my family and clear
my family’s name aswell.”

In the case of the alleged
affair, the wife of the asso-
ciation’s outgoing president
said thewoman confided in
her, expressing regret and
misgivings. She later denied
the alleged affairwhen con-
tacted by an elder investi-
gating thematter, according
to internal documents and
interviews.

Hybels also denied the
alleged affair during an ini-
tial inquiry in 2014. The
elders said they believed
him.

Elders have a vital over-
sight role at Willow Creek.
Among their duties is to
“carry the ultimate respon-
sibility and authority to see
that the church remains on
a true biblical course,” the
church’s website says. That
includes an annual review
of the senior pastor, and
“confronting those who are
contradicting biblical truth
or continuing in apattern of
sinful behavior.”

Last year, elders retained
a Chicago law firm that
specializes in workplace is-
sues to look into allegations
against Hybels involving
three women. According to
communications from the
law firm reviewed by the
Tribune, that investigation
was also to include any
other evidence “of sex-re-
lated sin, whether con-
ducted or condoned by Bill
Hybels,” and be limited to
his time as a church min-
ister.

So far this year, two
women have told the Trib-
une that they had been
contacted by an elder to
participate in a review. One
of those women, Vonda
Dyer, declined to participa-
te, citing concerns about the
process. Dyer, a former di-
rector of the church’s vocal
ministrywho often traveled
with Hybels and whose
husband also worked at
Willow, told the Tribune
thatHybels called her to his

hotel suite on a trip to
Sweden in 1998, unexpect-
edly kissed her and sug-
gested they could lead Wil-
lowCreek together.

She said she hoped Hy-
belswouldacknowledgehis
alleged behaviorwaswrong
and look to God for forgiv-
eness.

“I would love for him to
experience that kind of re-
demption,” she said.

Asked about Dyer’s alle-
gations, Hybels told the
Tribune that they are false
and that he never did any-
thing inappropriate with
her. He had invited her to a
conference area of his hotel
suite, he said, to discuss
adding a song to church
programming. He said he
was unsure why Dyer
would nowmake the claim.

“I’ve never had an un-
kindwordor a falling-out of
anykind”withDyer,Hybels
said. “I’ve never had a cross
conversation with her.
Then, in the last fourweeks,
a story from (1998) with
untrue allegations, pops up
right at the same time that
these other ones are being
molded together to dis-
credit myministry. And I’m
like, howconvenient.”

The church’s highest-
ranking elder, PamOrr, said
she is confident that the
church’s inquiries were
thorough and reliable.

“We felt really good
about the conclusions that
we came to, and then put
the matter to rest,” Orr told
theTribune in an interview.
She said the board hired a
“very qualified” outside
lawyer to conduct an inves-
tigation and that he came
back with the same conclu-
sion.

Orr said the church was
not presented with any
clear evidence that Hybels
had behaved inappropri-
ately.

The board of the Willow
Creek Association, a non-
profit founded by Hybels
that trainsChristian leaders
around the globe, also con-
sidered investigating the al-
legations that Hybels had
behaved inappropriately
but ultimately dropped the
matter, internal documents
show.

Three association board
members resigned, after ar-
guing to the board at the
time that they believed the
elders’ review had been
inadequate.

Many of the womenwho
spoke with the Tribune
were loath to come forward
for fear of betraying a man
who had encouraged their
leadership in a way that no
other pastor had before and
undermining a ministry
that has transformed thou-
sands of lives. But when
theyheard therewere other
women who had similar
stories to tell, even in the
last year, they said their
silence could not last.

“That was a bit of a
tipping point for me,” said
Nancy Beach, the church’s
first female teaching pastor
and a prominent leader in
the evangelical community.
She recounted more than
oneconversationor interac-
tionshe feltwas inappropri-
ate during moments alone
withHybels over the years.

“He changed my life. I
wouldn’t have the opportu-
nities I’ve had,” she added.
“I know that. I’m very clear
on that. I credithimfor that.
But then there’s this other
side.”

Humble
beginnings

One of the nation’s most
influential pastors, Hybels
grew Willow Creek from a
group of zealous 20-some-
things inside a Palatine
movie theater to one of the
largestmegachurches in the
U.S., hosting more than
25,000 worshippers at its
main campus in South Bar-
rington and seven satellite
sites any given weekend.
The Willow Creek Associ-
ation has expanded Hybels’
vision to more than 11,000
churches worldwide that
share Willow’s core philos-
ophies.

From the beginning, he
has affirmed women in
leadership, tapping them to
serve as elders, key volun-
teers and teaching pastors.
Last October,WillowCreek
made history in evangelical
circles by naming a woman
as lead pastor or effectively
as chief executive of the
megachurch.

“I feel so conflicted about
thewhole situation because
I’m so protective of the
reputation of the church,

not just here but globally,”
Beach said. “But I have
confidence that the truth
matters. Even though he’s
66 years old, there are still
young women in his path. I
certainlywouldn’twantone
of my daughters or anyone
else to be in this kind of
situation.”

The #MeToo movement
has spurred women across
industries and academia to
break their silence about
sexual harassment or abuse.
In the church community,
many say there is a higher
standard for religious lead-
ers.

“In theChristianworld, a
consensual affair is still an
extremely serious offense,”
Beach said.

Beach has knownHybels
since he arrived on his
Harley-Davidsonmore than
45 years ago at her church
in the northwestern suburb
of Park Ridge. The intrepid
youthpastorhadamagnetic
effect on the teens.

“His leadership horse-
powerdidcaptivateme, and
we have a lot in common in
terms of our gift mix,” said
Beach, now 60. “We’re both
communicators, both lead-
ers.”

When Hybels and others
set out to start their own
church in the Palatinemov-
ie theater three years later,

Beach and many others
from the youth group even-
tually joined them.Within a
year, the church had grown
to 1,000 people, many of
them spiritual seekers who
never had set foot inside a
church.

Beach served as a key
volunteer. She joined the
full-time staff in 1984 to
oversee the artistic el-
ements of theworship serv-
ices, and 10 years later she
was preaching on a regular
basis.

In 1992, Hybels ex-
panded Willow’s reach
around the world by estab-
lishing the Willow Creek
Association. He rose to na-
tional prominence, eventu-
ally serving as a spiritual
adviser to President Bill
Clinton around the time of
theMonica Lewinsky scan-
dal.

At least twice a year, a
team traveled overseas to
host conferences or coach
church leaders. During
these travels, Hybels sched-
uled side trips on his own,
sometimes to coach, some-
times to catch his breath,
Beach said.

In 1999, he asked Beach
to tack two extra days on to
a European trip and meet
him on the coast of Spain to
coach a church, she said.
With two young children

and a working husband at
home, Beach didn’t want to
extend the trip but said she
also didn’t want to disap-
point her boss.

But during their twodays
there, work took a back seat
to leisurely walks, long din-
ners and probing personal
conversations, she said.

Overa three-hourdinner,
she said he told her that she
needed to loosen up and
take more emotional risks.
Heaskedherwhathermost
attractive body part was,
then told her it was her
arms, she said. It alsowasn’t
the first time he talked
about how unhappy he was
in his marriage, she re-
called.

“I’m thinking, ‘As a good
friend, I’m going to be a
sounding board for him,’
which is totally inappropri-
ate on my part, but I didn’t
see it that way at the time,”
she said. “I knew him since
I was 15. He was my pastor.
In all those years, nothing
inappropriate had hap-
penedwith himandme.”

But something had
changed, she recalled.

After dinner, Beach said,
Hybels invited her to his
hotel room for a glass of
wine. Before she left, she
recalls him giving her an
awkwardly long embrace.

“He would always say,

‘Youdon’tknowhowtohug.
That’s not a real hug.’ So it
was like a lingeringhug that
made me feel uncomfort-
able. But again, I’m trying to
prove that I’m this open
person.”

The next day, Beach re-
called, Hybels didn’t seem
happy. They didn’t have any
more long conversations
and flew separate flights
home. A week later, he
asked Beach to stay after a
management team meeting
and suggested they not tell
anyone about what hap-
pened in Spain, she said.

“I was so embarrassed. I
was like ‘Oh, no.We’re fine.’
AndIneverdid,” she said. “I
didn’t tell my husband until
recently when all this stuff
came out. I just put it in the
category of ‘That was really
strange.’ ”

Shedid tell church elders
in 2016 about the alleged
incident but later declined
to cooperate with an in-
quiry that she believed
didn’t meet the criteria of a
truly independent investi-
gation.

In the years to come,
Hybels occasionally invited
Beach to his house after
midweek worship services
to catch up, she said, adding
that she stopped going
when she realized he in-
vitedheronlywhenhiswife

Pastor denies misconduct claims
Pastor, from Page 1

The Rev. Bill Hybels, center left, shown Dec. 23 at Willow Creek in South Barrington, said he could not understand why
former church members and employees — some of them onetime close friends — have “colluded” against him.

ERIN HOOLEY/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Vonda Dyer, shown with husband Scott — both former Willow Creek members — said Hybels kissed her during a 1998 trip.

ERIN HOOLEY/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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potentially something sexu-
al ismaddening.”

‘It felt like a
proposition’

Raised in rural Iowa in a
conservative Christian
community that eschewed
the idea of women in the
pulpit, Vonda Dyer discov-
ered a whole new world at
Willow Creek when she
came east to attend
WheatonCollege.

She was immediately
drawn to Willow’s contem-
porary sound and approach
to evangelism and volun-

Creek as she might have
liked but said he did not
know whether that had
triggered her making alle-
gations against him. Re-
gardless, he insisted he did
nothingwrong.

“When (the allegation)
surfaced in 2016, I was like,
no, who twisted that one?”
Hybels told the Tribune. “I
don’t talk about women’s
appendages. But there was
chatter mostly from other
women around (Beach),
and I probably said people
say they wish they could
wear the same outfits you
do.That it got broughtup as

was away.
Hybels, in the interview

with the Tribune, insisted
that he does not give hugs
and denies doing anything
inappropriate with Beach,
at times bringing his hand
down on a table in frustra-
tion. Beachhadbeen a close
friend, he said, and was a
strong enough leader in his
church that shewould have
had the freedom to tell him
at the time that she was
offended by something he
did.

He said he recalled not
giving Beach latitude to do
asmuch teaching atWillow

teered on the vocal team.
She eventually became a
full-time employee in 1997.
She met and married her
husband, Scott, a youthmu-
sic pastor also atWillow.

Both became part of Hy-
bels’ travel teamandaccom-
panied him on more than a
dozentrips.ButVondaDyer
said she made it into Hy-
bels’ inner circle and ac-
companied him on more
trips.

Since Hybels spent most
of his summers at a second
home in South Haven,
Mich., he occasionally took
Dyer and others out on his
sailboat, Dyer said. On one
such excursion with anoth-
er femalecolleague, shesaid
he joked that any woman
who drops the winch han-
dle had to give the men on
the boat a “blow job.” Dyer
told her husband at the
time, an account that he
confirmed recently to the
Tribune.

Hybels denied making
the remark, calling it “dis-
gusting.”

Scott Dyer said Hybels
coachedmen to avoid being
alone with any woman be-
sides the man’s spouse —
known as the Billy Graham
Rule, highlighted recently
by Vice President Mike
Pence. Yet Hybels didn’t
seem to abide by that rule
when it came toVonda, said
her husband of now more
than 26 years. Hybels in-
vited Dyer to meet alone
several times, they said.

“I trusted her character
entirely, so I knew nothing
would happen,” Scott Dyer
said. “But I was like, that
feels like a violation ofwhat
you’ve told everybody. … I
was uncomfortable with it,
and I voiced that to her.”

Onone international trip,
Hybels invited Vonda Dyer
alone tohishotel roomwith
explicit instructions to ex-
cludeher husbandwhowas
there too, theDyers said.On
another trip, Hybels called
her up to his room and
answered the door, freshly
showered, wearing slacks
with no shirt and just star-
ingather, she said.Hemade
a casual remark, she said,
before she returned down-
stairs, wondering why she
had been called there in the
first place. Her husband
remembers being told by
Vonda about that aswell.

“It was these situations
that were not enough to say
that it crossed amajor line,”
she said, “but enough to
make you go, ‘Whoa, what
was that?’ ”

Hybels denied that al-
leged incident occurred.

Vonda Dyer said Hybels
did cross a line inSweden in
February 1998.

Dyerwas getting ready to
go to bed when Hybels
summoned her to his room.
Her roommate at the time
said in an interview with
the Tribune that she re-
members picking up the
phone and relaying Hybels’
message.

Dyer recounted that she
went to Hybels’ room
where he poured wine and
invited her to stretch out on
the couch while he sat in a
separate chair. She said she
presumed it would be a
quick chatwhenhe toldher
that he had takenAmbien, a
sleep aid.

The conversationquickly
turned uncomfortable, she
said, when he started com-
plimenting her appearance
andcriticizingherhusband,
and suggested they lead
Willow together. She said
he came over, put his hands
on her waist, caressed her
stomach and kissed her.

“He told me what he
thoughtabouthowIlooked,
very specifically, what he
thought about my leader-
shipgifts,mystrengths,” she
said. She recalled Hybels
told her she was “sexy.”
“That was the night that he
painted a picture of what
great leaders we would be.
We could lead Willow to-
gether.”

“It felt likeaproposition,”
she recently told the Trib-
une.

She immediately told
him he should stop and go
to bed, she recalled. As she
left his hotel suite and
pulled the door shut, she
recalled bursting into tears,
still clutching thedoorknob.

“TheHoly Spirit spoke to
me: ‘Get out of here,’ ” she
said. “All I heard the Holy
Spirit say to me is, ‘If you
stay in this room,youwillbe
destroyed.’ ”

The next morning at
breakfast, Dyer said,Hybels
approached her and asked
whether anything had hap-

pened that would prompt
her to tell the elders. She
said she recounted the de-
tails and told him if he did it
again, she would report it.
Though Dyer was con-
tacted independently by
one elder this year, she has
never shareddetails ofwhat
happened with current
elders or church investiga-
tors, because she didn’t
thinkthechurchwouldtake
her allegations seriously.

Hybels told the Tribune
he never kissed or touched
Dyer.

“I don’t even want to
dignify ... I have never tou-
ched another woman’s
stomach other than my
wife. Why in the world
would I touchVondaDyer’s
stomach?” he said.

He said he has a strict
protocol for taking sleep
aids such as Ambien be-
cause he never wants to be
out of control, and charac-
terized the rest of Dyer’s
story as completely false.

“This has reachedapoint
thatIcan’t sit silentlybyand
listen to these allegations
anymore,” he said. “I will
disputewhat she said tomy
dying breath. She is telling
lies.”

Dyer recalled that she
told her husband about
what had happened in Hy-
bels’ hotel suite soon after
she returned,whichhecon-
firmed to the Tribune. But
she said she did not tell
church officials at the time,
confident she had suffi-
ciently admonishedHybels.

She did confide at the
time in her “small group”—
a quartet of church women
who met regularly to sup-
port one another’s spiritual
journeys. One of those in
the group was Betty
Schmidt, anoriginal elderat
Willow Creek and current
member, who confirmed
being told about the un-
wanted kiss in Sweden.

As time went on, Dyer
watched Hybels and how
women acted around him.
By 2000, she remembers
that she started to suspect
he was flirting, if not trying
to seduce others too. She
said she confronted him
and, after listing the specific
women, toldhim toknock it
off. He didn’t deny it, she
said.

“Understood,” she re-
members him saying. Hy-
bels told the Tribune he did
not recall the conversation.

Two years later, she was
terminated. She has not
alleged any connection be-
tween her termination and
her confrontation with Hy-
bels and has not taken legal
action.

When told of Vonda Dy-
er’s story, churchelders said
they did not knowof it.

“We can only act upon
what’s brought toour atten-
tion,” Orr, the highest-rank-
ing elder, said.

Dyer said she is speaking
up now because she does
not want Hybels’ behavior
to continue what she be-
lieves is damaging the
church.

“It is God who saves and
redeems and heals,” she
said, “but he wants none of
this behavior in his people,
in his church.”

An inquiry begins
In the fall of2013,Leanne

Mellado was planning to
move to Colorado with her
husband, Jimmy, the long-
time president of the Wil-
lowCreekAssociation.

Amid the goodbyes, a
friend asked Leanne Mel-
lado for a private conversa-
tion. Something had hap-
pened with Hybels, Mel-
lado recalled the woman
said. The friend arrived at
the Mellados’ home, curled
up on the couch in the fetal
position and began to sob,
Melladorecalledinaninter-
view.

Mellado said the woman

told her things had started
after a meeting at Hybels’
home in Inverness, when
the pastor pulled her in for
an extended hug, which left
her feeling awkward. The
relationship progressed
through intimate commu-
nication over email, the
woman said.

Mellado told the Tribune
that thewoman told her the
two eventually had consen-
sual encounters, including
oral sex.

Leanne Mellado and the
woman exchanged a series
of emails. After seven
months, Mellado said she
decided that the time had
come to tell the elders.

It was up to the elders to
investigate, uncover the
truth and protect everyone,
Mellado believed, including
thiswoman.

She had an additional
concern. Her husband’s
new employer, Compassion
International, helped spon-
sor Willow Creek’s Global
Leadership Summit. It
would be irresponsible, she
said, for the charity to re-
new that sponsorship with-
out making sure the wom-
an’s allegation had been
properly vetted.

Leanne Mellado emailed
the woman in late March
2014 saying it was time for
light to shine on what had
happened. But the woman
did notwant to cooperate.

“I hope you understand.
But if it comesto forcingme,
I will be silent,” the woman
wrote in an email reviewed
by the Tribune. “I feel I
should not have trusted
you.” The woman did not
respond to Tribune re-
quests for comment.

But by April that year,
Mellado had shared her
concerns with Willow
Creek’s highest-ranking
elder at the time, Brian
Johnson.

Johnson, who did not
respond to requests for
comment, told Mellado in
textmessages that he found
1,150 emails between the
woman andHybels but was
not able to read them. He
then alerted other elders
about the situation, said
PamOrr andRobCampbell,
two elders at that time.

The woman urged Mel-
lado to drop it because the
board did not have the
woman’s firsthand story,
“which for all anybody
knows could be a made-up
lie,” shewrote in an email.

By then it was too late.
Mellado had shared the
allegations with Johnson.
In addition, she also had
sought pastoral counsel
from John and Nancy Ort-
berg, former teaching pas-
tors at the church. Nancy
Ortberg was then on the
board of the Willow Creek
Association.

Ortberg reached out to
Johnson to emphasize the
need for a “fair and thor-
ough investigative process
… that has high integrity
which protects all parties in
pursuit ofwhat is true.”

But Ortberg andMellado
would allege later that the
elders’ review was not as
thorough as they had ex-
pected.

On April 6, 2014, a Sun-
day, Johnson and another
elder asked Hybels about
the alleged affair, and he
denied it, Campbell said.
Though Hybels offered his
electronic devices and fi-
nancial records for review,
the elders were unable to
read the emails.

Hybels told the Tribune
that his email had been
hacked twice in the last 20
years, so he made sure his
messages weren’t archived
toprevent sensitivepastoral
matters from leaking out.

Also on April 6, Orr
contacted the woman, who
also denied any affair. Later
that day, the woman wrote
an apologetic email to Mel-
lado.

“Some of what I told you
happened .. the insinua-
tions, the flirting. But there
is no truth to the other
things,” she wrote in an
email, adding that she had
invented the rest because
she was angry with Hybels
and the church.

Hybels remembersmeet-
ing two elders backstage
that day after he preached,
and being told hewas being
accused of having an affair
with a woman he describes
as a friend.

“It was shocking to me,”
he told the Tribune. “I told
them in the first 30 seconds
of hearing it, ‘This is a lie.
There is no truth to this.’ ”

Turn to Pastor, Page 12

Hybels, right, chats with worshippers in 1989. From the beginning, he has affirmed women
in leadership, tapping them to serve as elders, key volunteers and teaching pastors.
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Hybels built Willow Creek into one of the largest megachurches in the U.S.; it hosts more
than 25,000 congregants at its main campus and seven satellite sites any given weekend.
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“He changed my
life. I wouldn’t
have the oppor-
tunities I’ve had.
... I credit him for
that. But then
there’s this other
side.”
—Nancy Beach, Willow
Creek’s first female teaching
pastor, who recounted
interactions over the years
with the Rev. Bill Hybels
she felt were inappropriate
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Hybels said he knew the
womanwas angrywith him
at the timefornotgivingher
a job.Hesaidsheshowedup
on the doorstep of his home
the following night sobbing
and apologized for having
lied to Mellado about Hy-
bels, adding that she had
considered taking her own
life.

“It came likeameteorout
of the sky,” he said of the
allegation. “To this day, I
cannot understand. I have
no way of knowing what
was going on in hermind.”

Less than a week later,
Hybels emailed Nancy Ort-
berg and told her the wom-
an had “made it all up,”
Ortberg said.

Ortberg, though, was un-
satisfied. She and other
members of the association
board pushed for an inde-
pendent investigation.

Ortberg recalled that her
frustrations with the pastor
mounted while the initial
allegations of an affair were
being considered by the
Willow Creek Association
board. She recalled that
during that debate, Hybels
told her that the woman at
the center of the inquiry
was suicidal. He said he
continuedtoofferhercoun-
seling — a clear conflict, in
Ortberg’s view, for someone
inHybels’ position.

The elders, though,
didn’t shareOrtberg’s alarm
because,Campbell said,Hy-
bels was fulfilling his pa-
storal duty and had kept
elders informed every time
the woman reached out to
him.

After hearing this, Ort-
berg renewed contact with
another woman who, eight
years earlier, had confided
in Ortberg about her own
allegedly inappropriate en-
counterwithHybels.

The woman told Ortberg
about hugs thatwent on too
long and flirty emails and
texts using what she said
was the code word “moon”
— a reference to a time they
had been on Hybels’ boat
alone gazing at a full moon
in the night sky, Ortberg
said.

The woman also told
Ortberg in2014 that shehad
stripped naked on his boat
and swam in front of Hy-
bels, Ortberg said. The
woman did not allege sexu-
al contact, Ortberg said.

Ortberg took notes —
reviewed by the Tribune —
on the conversation, in
2014.

Ortberg says she sent the
notes to her board col-
leagues and tried to per-
suade the woman to talk
with a private investigator.
But thewomanbalked in an

emailed reply, saying she
did not want to be singled
out as an accuser.

What she allegedly did
on theboat, she said, didnot
compare to Hybels’ alleged
extended and consensual
affairwith anotherwoman.

“The main reason: if (the
firstwoman) does not come
clean there is clearlynocase
— and having my name out
there associated with him,
as little a deal as it is
comparatively, does not do
any good other than me
looking foolish,” she wrote
in an email reviewed by the
Tribune. The woman did
not respond to Tribune re-
quests for comment.

Hybels scoffed when
asked by the Tribune about
that alleged incident on the
boat, sayinghedidrecall the
woman swimming at night
near his boat, but denied
doing anything improper or
maintaining an inappropri-
ate relationship with her
that included coded mes-
saging.

The word moon was not
a code word and instead
was a reference to leisure
time in South Haven, he
said.

“When the moon would
come up over the trees she
thought that was the most

wonderful manifestation of
God’s beautiful creative
hand,”Hybels said. “Lookat
the moon, everybody. This
became a thing. She’s a
religious, spiritual person.”

Once again, Ortberg said
her pleas ended in frustra-
tion. Church elders in-
formed the association in
late 2014 that they consid-
ered the matter closed.
Without any clear evidence,
they had found nothing
indicatinganimproperrela-
tionship, elders said. In De-
cember, the association
board decided to drop the
matter, too.

Mounting
concerns

For Ortberg and two
other board members, the
decisionwas the last straw.

Ortberg, along with Jon
Wallace, president of Azusa
Pacific University, and Kara
Powell, executive director
of a research center at
Fuller Theological Semi-
nary, resigned from the as-
sociation board in January
2015, later citing what they
deemed an inadequate re-
view.

“It is our firm belief that
leaders should be open to
examination of and ac-
countability for our ac-
tions,” Wallace and Powell
said in a joint statement
provided to the Tribune
earlier thismonth.

Ortberg told the Tribune
that theboard’sdecisionnot
to pursue another inquiry
was, in her opinion, a “com-
plete abdicationof fiduciary
responsibility,” and left the
board vulnerable to litiga-
tion if the allegations were
proved true.

Soon after, there was
more fallout from the
board’s decision. Compas-
sionInternationalchosenot
to renew a long-standing
sponsorship of the Willow
Creek Association’s Global
Leadership Summit.

“The decision was made,
in part, as a result of Com-
passion’s concerns over
WCA’s process for review-
ing complaints regarding
Willow Creek Community
Church senior leadership,”
the organization said in a
statement.

Still, for much of 2015
and 2016, Leanne Mellado
and Nancy Ortberg would,
together and separately,
continue to seek more ac-
countability.

It was in this period that
Mellado reached out to Hy-
bels’ wife, whom she con-
sidered a close friend, to
ensure she knew about the
allegations swirling around
her husband.

For nine months, John
Ortberg tried unsuccess-
fully to set up a meeting
between Hybels and the
four of them.Hybels saidhe
would meet with them as a
group only if he could do
one-on-one meetings first.
Concerned Hybels may try
to intimidate them in indi-
vidual meetings, they re-
fused, Ortberg said.

Hybels said theMellados
and Ortbergs are at the
center of what he describes
as the collusionagainst him,
describing the couples as a
kind of “vacuum cleaner”
pulling in false accusations.

Both couples denied or-
chestrating a campaign to
bringHybels down by gath-
ering false claims to bring
against him. The last four
years have been painful,
they said.

“It’s absolutely not the
case,” John Ortberg said.
“This information came to
us in a way that was un-
looked for, unwanted, and it
put us in a terrible situation.
To say I was motivated to

find a problem couldn’t be
further from the truth.”

He added, “I loveWillow
Creek dearly.”

PamOrr, the leadingWil-
low Creek elder, said she
realized that those pushing
for continued investigation
were not going to drop the
matter unless the elders did
something drastic.

“By 2016, it had become
clear there was a whisper
campaign,” Orr said. “Itwas
the overall persistence.
Their claim was that we
hadn’t done a thorough
investigation.”

In August 2016, five
elders gathered with the
Mellados, Ortbergs, Beach
and Schmidt for a frank
conversation about their
concerns. Beach disclosed
her alleged hug in Spain.
Schmidt disclosed Hybels’
alleged kiss with another
woman in Sweden but
didn’t shareDyer’s name.

In March 2017, Lynne
Hybels wrote to Leanne
Mellado, saying she had
been shocked and disori-
entedby the allegationof an
affair, and had eventually
talkedwith thewomanwho
Mellado said made the
claim. Lynne Hybels wrote
that the woman again had
denied the affair.

“I believed her,” Lynne
Hybels wrote, lamenting
what she said were
breaches in confidence and
askingMellado to “drop this
battle, or whatever it is.”
Lynne Hybels did not re-
spond to messages seeking
comment.

Hiring outside
attorney

By then, Willow Creek
elders had taken a more
dramatic step, hiring attor-
ney Jeffrey Fowler of Laner
Muchin in Chicago, a law
firm that specializes in
workplace issues.

Fowlerreachedout to the
Mellados and Ortbergs re-
questing their participation
in a renewed investigation.
The Mellados and Ortbergs
brought on as an adviser
BasyleTchividjian, a former
sex-crimes prosecutor in
Florida and founder of a
nonprofit group the helps
victims of sexual abuse and
abuse of power by clergy
members.

Tchividjian lateroutlined
for Fowler what he viewed
as deficiencies in Willow
Creek church’s earlier han-
dling of the Hybels situa-
tion, calling it a “cursory
examination of Pastor Hy-
bels’ electronic devices, fi-
nances and travel records.”

Tchividjian said theMel-
lados and Ortbergs would
participate in Laner
Muchin’s investigation only
if it was, in their view,
“thorough, objective, and
independent.”

In an interview with the
Tribune, Fowler said his
work led to no findings of
misconduct, even if the in-
vestigation was somewhat
hamperedbynot having the
full cooperation of many
involved in thematter.

“After looking at thou-
sands of documents, after
interviewing 29 people, and
doing as much as I possibly
could, I concluded that
there was no basis for be-
lieving that Pastor Hybels
had engaged in a pattern
and practice of misconduct,
and to theextent any specif-
ic incident had been raised
with me, I concluded that
his actions in those in-
stances were not inappro-
priate,” Fowler said.

In April 2017, Fowler
closed his investigation,
clearing Hybels. The elders
declined to release a full
copy of any final report to

the Mellados and Ortbergs,
andacopywasnotprovided
to theTribune.

Just weeks ago, another
womanwho allegedHybels
made improper contactmet
withFowler andOrr tohear
the results of the investiga-
tion of her claims. The
woman,whoaskednot tobe
identified, said she told
church leaders last summer
that Hybels had put her in
several uncomfortable
situations, which included
remarks about how she
looked inher clothes andan
invitation to a hotel room.

Hybels denied anything
improperoccurredandpro-
vided emails that he said
showed he discouraged the
woman’s suggestions to go
to his hotel room for a glass
ofwine.

The woman also de-
scribed witnessing an epi-
sode with another woman
on a boat in South Haven,
where she said Hybels had
suggestively touched the
woman’s bare leg.

During the course of the
investigation, she said,
Fowler askedher to identify
the model of the boat and
presented a pair of images.
He told her later that he
questioned the validity of
her account because she
had failed to identify Hy-
bels’ boat correctly, she said.

Fowler said he inter-
viewed 11 witnesses related
to claimsmadeby thewom-
an,anddidnotconcludeher
account was credible. He
acknowledged sending her
images of boats because
Hybelshad indicated tohim
hewasreachingforaswitch
in the well of his boat and
haddone nothingwrong.

“I sent the photos to that
individual, and she re-
sponded by sending me a
photo of about a 12-foot-
long, single-sail boat with
nowellwhatsoever,”Fowler
told the Tribune. “It would
have been in my mind
absolutely impossible for
there to have been six peo-
pleonaboatandnoneof the
(others) had seen what she
said she saw.”

Hybels denied the ac-
count to theTribune,noting
with emotion that his son
was on thewatercraft at the
time. The pastor said he
believes the woman has
been totally discredited.

“I’mout of explanations,”
he said, adding, “I’m so
exhausted of hearing so
many lies that I’ve stopped
playing detective.”

Fowler ended this most
recent inquiry and issued a
report in February, again
clearing Hybels of miscon-
duct. The woman resigned
and declined the church’s
requests tokeep itconfiden-
tial.

Hybels’ successor as lead
pastor, Heather Larson,
echoedhis contention there
had been collusion against
him. “This situation has
been heartbreaking forme,”
she said in a statement.

For Betty Schmidt, the
former elder who has been
a member of Willow Creek
since the beginning, the
most recent controversy
over the investigation of
Hybels has “been very dis-
appointing and disillusion-
ing,”

“There was nothing like
(Willow) in the first 15, 20
years,” she said. “People
were coming to Christ.
They were finding their
spiritual gifts. They were
being forgiven of pasts that
could have been very hor-
rible. … There was power,
God’s power. Somehow
that’s kind of gotten
tarnished.”
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Ex-leaders unsatisfied with reviews
Pastor, from Page 11

The Rev. Bill Hybels preaches in 1985. An attorney hired by Willow Creek elders last year said his investigation of Hybels found no pattern of misconduct.

ERNIE COX JR./CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Hybels in 1974. Willow Creek
lost an event sponsor over
concerns about how com-
plaints are reviewed.
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