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The Need to Make
Church A Safe Place
For too long, abuse - especially sexual
abuse - in Mennonite institutions has
been a secret, with shame heaped on
those who speak out about it. But
Jesus had something different in mind.
In Luke 12:2, Jesus says, “there is
nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be
made known.” In Matthew 18:6, Jesus
makes an uncharacteristically strong
denouncement of those who hurt children and teaches in Matthew 25:40
that, “whatever you have done to the
least of these, you have done to me.”
Religious institutions, churches, conferences, and schools, should be safe
places for everyone.
The first step is to acknowledge that
currently, and in the past, they have
not been. Mennonite researcher
Conrad Kanagy’s 2006 Church
Member Profile found 20% of female
and 5.6% of male church members in
Mennonite Church USA reported the
experience of sexual violence in their
lifetimes. Sexual violence is defined
by the Center for Disease Control as
an umbrella term of harms including
“verbal sexual harassment,” “unwanted sexual contact,” abuses of power
“through intimidation or misuse of
authority,” and more. An act of sexual
violence may last only seconds, but
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has a lifelong effect. For a church that professes pacifism and prides itself on its peace witness, that level of violence suggests a need to bring our peace witness into our own homes
and church.

Editorial
A year ago, I read the hundreds of
pages documenting sexual abuse
and cover-ups that had become
rampant in the Altoona-Johnstown
Catholic Diocese, the area where I
grew up and first served as a pastor.
My eyes were teary while reading
the list of abuses brought to light by
the Pennsylvania Attorney General's
office. I was horrified and deeply
saddened as the church had colluded with abusers for decades.
Later that spring, I watched
Spotlight which documents the story
of abuses and the journalistic
attempts to seek the truth to move
toward justice in the Diocese of
Boston. I found myself in the midst
of story, trained as a journalist,
steeped in Catholicism, now serving
the church in the equivalent of a
Mennonite diocesan structure.
Among the Mennonites, we have
stories of abuse too, and, too often,
we've been silent. We've kept those
abuses and abusers from the "spotlight" ourselves. We have much to
recognize and much to repent of.
In Franconia Conference, we are
challenged and committed to find
ways that lead toward restoration for
past wrongs while establishing patterns and processes that help keep
us safe together now. We are committed to this work together as an
extension of our
faith, as people of
healing and hope,
as those seeking
God's holy wholeness intended for
all of us.
— Steve Kriss,
Executive Minister

Research on sexual violence confirms that if officials report information about sexual violence to the community, a sexual offender is less likely to offend another person. If not,
repeat offenders can and will often continue to perpetrate sexual abuse. Yet Mennonite
researchers have documented that a common pattern has been for church officials to take
reports of sexual violence and hold internal accountability processes without informing the
broader church community, putting even more people at serious risk. Furthermore, secret
accountability processes risk the reputation of church institutions, and bring legal liability of
the institution involved in covering up the sexual offense.
As we deal with sexual abuse in the church, there are important things to keep in mind
beyond public accountability. One is the significant power imbalance between a church
worker and their student, congregant, employee, or younger team member. This power
imbalance means there cannot be a “consensual affair” between adults in positions of
authority and those they have authority over. There is no clothing or behavior that invites
sexual violence/manipulation/coercion. Sexual violence is an abuse of power.
In many cases, institutions protect the offender because “they do so much good.” People
who commit sexual offenses are often well-loved community members. Because people
expect that sexual offenders will be monsters that can be clearly recognized, they disbelieve
that Mennonite pastors, sports coaches, professors, Sunday school teachers, choir directors,
or camp counselors can commit sexual violence. Dr. Anna Salter documents countless stories of offenders describing how they deceived others. For many offenders, the thrill of sexual violence is not the sex. It is the grooming, deceiving, and coercing a victim, their family,
and the wider community.
Mennonite theology of love of enemies makes it easy for us to quickly forgive offenders. This
forgiveness is no gift to an offender or their family, as forgiveness without public accountability is dangerous; it does not change the offender’s behavior, and it makes institutions
responsible for the harm done. The Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers (ATSA)
states that there is no definitive “cure” for many of those who commit sexual abuse. Rather,
it takes lifelong management strategies to prevent those who feel tempted to commit sexual
abuse.
Some Mennonites justify sexual violence with a theology of redemptive suffering -- suffering
as a good thing, even a religious experience. We have chastised victims of sexual violence
for not “bearing the cross silently, as Jesus did.”
This is simply bad theology that justifies violence. It
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Abuse must be reported to local and church authorities, so both the victim and offender can get the
help they need. There are real men and women in
our Mennonite institutions suffering right now
because of a lack of attention to the safety and wellbeing of victims of sexual violence. Some victims
leave the church and its institutions. As a community that values peace, we must address abuse within
our communities. We must engage in what is the
painful work of bringing to light what is done in
darkness. As Jesus says, “there is nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will
not be made known.”
— Lisa Schirch, Research Professor at the
Center for Justice and Peacebuilding at
Eastern Mennonite University
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Talking to Kids about Bodies and Boundaries
“Dad, what’s the rooster doing to that hen?” The innocent question from my
young son flustered me. I searched every crevice of my mind to come up with
an answer. All my seminary training seemed vain; why didn’t we cover the hard
topics in theology? Our son was only 4 at the time and a full out answer about
the birds and the bees seemed unnecessary and even harmful. How was I supposed to answer this question? (Who is supposed to teach them these things
anyways? Isn’t that for professionals? Like Sunday school teachers?)
Perhaps you know the feeling. Parenting was so much easier before we actually had the kids and this was only a question about chickens! Harder questions
were sure to come! How do we talk with our kids about sexuality? One guarantee; they’ll learn. The question is, what will they learn and who will teach
them? Knowing they’re learning reminds us how deliberate we have to be in
presenting them truth in a culture that presents lies. It’s an internal struggle to be intentional in things you’d rather just avoid.
The good news is we don’t have to do it alone. We, Kris and Ginger, husband and wife, are a team in this and each April as we
remember Child Abuse Prevention Month, we also take time to talk to each child individually about their bodies, consent, sexuality
and healthy boundaries using age-appropriate Christian resources. Though we considered ourselves well-educated, these books
addressed topics and situations we wouldn’t have thought to discuss on our own. As we read through them, we apologized to our
kids for the time we made them give hugs leaving a family gathering when they didn’t want to and reinforced that their body is
theirs and they can always say no to affection. Simply one example of something we hadn’t thought through. These resources
became a guide to opening communication about sexuality, but more often than “talks” with our kids, we know that we are daily
teaching our kids by how we relate to each other and guide our children to interact with others. And whether it’s kissing my wife
before I leave for the day, standing up for the kid that doesn’t want to give a hug, or simply reminding that one child to put pants on
before they leave the house again; we strive to not only talk about, but live out God’s great design for sexuality.
How do we address the questions? “Tell him that’s how baby chickens are created,” a friend with grown children said and his
advice went beyond chicken relations as he continued, “Just answer as simply and straightforward as possible.” Answer. That was
much better than my feeble response which included something about wrestling. And it is advice we’ve repeated to ourselves on
more than one occasion. Answer. Simple. Straightforward. The simple answer about the chickens satisfied our son’s question and
we turned to ponder other deep questions of life like whether Sonic the Hedgehog could beat the Flash in a race. Obviously the
questions aren’t all so simple, but each simple one sets a foundation for continually speaking into your children’s questions. Our
kids can come and ask anything and know they’ll be given an ear to hear, an honest response, and a safe place to discuss. There’s
nowhere else we want them to go. Lord give us the grace and wisdom we need to care for and guard the children you’ve entrusted
us with.
The resources we use with our children are available at the Conference Office for you to check out and explore. They include:
• Ages 0-5: God Made All of Me: A Book to Help Children Protect Their Bodies by Justin and Lindsey Holcomb
• Ages 3-5: The Story of Me (God’s Design for Sex Book 1), by Stan and Brenna Jones
• Ages 5-8: Before I Was Born (God’s Design for Sex Book 2) by Carolyn Nystrom
• Ages 8-11: What’s the Big Deal? Why God Cares About Sex (God’s Design for Sex Book 3) by Stan and Brenna Jones
• Ages 11-14: Facing the Facts: The Truth about Sex and You (God’s Design for Sex Book 4) by Stan and Brenna Jones
— Pastor Kris and Ginger Wint,
Finland Mennonite Church

For a full list of resources check out
http://franconiaconference.org/church-safety

Resources Available to Prevent
and Address Abuse within
our Midst
Most of us can agree that sexual abuse and violence are realities we would like to see eradicated from our communities,
especially our faith communities. Yet at the end of the day,
we often remain paralyzed by the difficulty of these issues
and realities, failing to take proactive steps that might prevent or better equip us to respond to sexual abuse. One of
those proactive steps is to begin to more openly talk about
sexuality, a topic that is seen within our scriptures, from the
creation of Adam and Eve who are naked and commanded to
“be fruitful and multiply,” to Song of Songs, a poem some
would call erotic that celebrates healthy sexuality as beautiful and holy, to plenty of stories of sexuality gone wrong, such
as the women at the well with multiple husbands. We also
need to recognize and begin talking about the presence of
sexual abuse and violence in our Mennonite communities. To
accomplish either of these we need resources to help us have
conversations that are healing and action that leads towards
genuinely safe and whole communities.

Conference Financial Update
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2 Months (FY 2017-18 unaudited))
Operating Budget
Actual
Budget
Last Year
REVENUE
Congregational contrib. $ 39,087
Properties Subsidy
$ 61,500
All Other Sources
$ 10,842
_________
Total Revenue (+)
$111,429
EXPENSES
Ministries/Programs
Support Services
Total Expenses (-)
NET

$ 80,674
$ 27,260
_________
$107,934
_________
$ 3,495

$ 36,203
$ 61,500
$ 16,988
_________
$114,691

$ 51,801
$ 58,334
$ 3,834
_________
$113,969

$101,508
$ 33,680
_________
$135,188
_________
($ 20,497)

$ 74,135
$ 26,915
_________
$101,050
_________
$ 12,919

Franconia Conference has formed an Addressing Abuse
Taskforce to identify resources to help with these much needed conversations to prevent and heal abuse. Part of that
includes reviewing policy, working at identifying areas for
equipping/education and developing a list of resources, both
print and online. This fall the taskforce is looking forward to
offering a training on boundaries for pastors and congregations. The resources identified by the taskforce are for individuals, parents, small groups, Sunday School teachers, pastors, and elders/deacons and can be found at http://franconiaconference.org/church-safety/.
The list of resource books is extensive and the taskforce has
begun reviewing them for you. You can find a review of two of
the resource books listed at
http://franconiaconference.org/resource-review/.
One of the books is a curriculum produced by MennoMedia’s
Faith & Life Resources, seeking to encourage congregations
to talk openly about and to celebrate sexuality entitled Body
& Soul: Healthy Sexuality and the People of God. The
other book being reviewed is The Little Book of
Restorative Justice for Sexual Abuse, an under 80-page
book geared specifically towards confronting the deeply broken reality of sexual abuse. More specifically the book
applies the Restorative Justice framework specifically to situations of sexual abuse. To read these reviews and see how
you might utilize these resources in your community visit:
http://franconiaconference.org/resource-review/.
— Krista Showalter Ehst, Pastor at Alpha Mennonite
Church and member of the Addressing Abuse Taskforce

Read a full review of Body & Soul: Healthy Sexuality
and the People of God curriculum & The Little Book
of Restorative Justice for Sexual Abuse at
http://franconiaconference.org/resource-review/
For all Addressing Abuse Resource visit:
http://franconiaconference.org/church-safety/

