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Two women’s ministries feed growing hunger  
for prevention, healing of sexual abuse  

     When it comes to creating a culture of safety for Western    
District Conference (WDC) and the wider Mennonite church, 
Kathy Wiens and Jeanette Harder are not the only people at the 
table. 
     They are, however, two vivid examples of how a focus on  
tackling sexual abuse through prevention and healing is feeding a 
growing hunger for resources, education and hope.  
     Both Wiens and Harder are involved in ministries that address 
abuse issues –authoring books, providing workshops and         
resources, creating websites and writing blogs. They have      
committed their lives toward working at these issues themselves 
as well as galvanizing the energies of fellow Christians.  

     “We are called to work at these issues 
as an entire church because of the commit-
ments we make to our children when they 
are born,” said Wiens, a member of the 
Nurture Commission at First Mennonite 
Church in Newton.  “At child dedications, 
we promise to care for them and nurture 
their faith. That implies that we provide 
them with a safe environment in which that 
can happen. 

     “Our mandate comes from Jesus, who models how we are to 
make children a priority/ We get embroiled in sexuality issues 
that affect adults with power to make their own choices. It is more 
helpful to focus on protecting the powerless – children – from   
being sinned against.” 
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WDC casting a safety net of sexual abuse  
prevention, healing across conference 

 As awareness of sexual abuse is storming into the church, Marlene 
Bogard is casting a safety net of resources across Western District        
Conference (WDC) to provide a sanctuary of prevention and healing. 
 Congregations can join this movement by creating policies that   
provide safe environments of worship and nurture for children, youth and 
people with disabilities, said Bogard, Minister of Christian Formation and 
Director of the Resource Library for WDC. 
 “I am grateful that about half of our congregations have policies,” 
she said.  “It’s become the norm in many of our churches to ask, ‘Does this 
program, activity, relationship work, in light of our safe sanctuary policies?’ 
 “Safe Sanctuaries has become a bigger piece of my pie and I am 
getting more questions regarding the upgrading of policies versus policy 
formation.  As congregations work in real time, complications arise that   
require more nuanced discernment.” 
 For example, a pastor sought Bogard’s advice about a dilemma  
involving a high school girl attending youth group who was uncomfortable 
because a young man who had sexually harassed her was also attending.  
He was there as a result of outreach to youth in the community.   
 “Ten years ago, my approach to outreach was that we should do 
whatever it took to bring kids from outside our church into our programs,” 
she said.  “Today, I am more aware that we need to also allow young     
people who have been violated to voice their fears and feelings so they   
become re-empowered in a safe environment. 
 “We are increasingly aware that we must add new layers of         
discernment on how we run programs, do outreach and offer faith formation.  
...Doing all this with integrity and safety is integral for shaping and forming 
our lives into the likeness of Christ.” 

 Bogard offers tips for congregations who want to develop such 
cultures of safety: 

• Check out materials at the WDC Resource Library, 2517 North Main, in 

North Newton or see www.mennowdc.org. 

• Direct questions to Bogard at 316-283-6300; or email her at             

mbogard@mennowdc.org. 

• Check out Dove’s Nest sample policies online at www.dovesnest.net. 

• Invite Bogard for awareness training and policy development. 
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     Towards that end, Wiens, who has a master’s degree in            
elementary education has founded a ministry, Welcome the Children. 
She provides educational workshops, written materials, sermons and 
other presentations. She also has a blog at welcomingchil-
dren.blogspot.com, and can be reached at 316-283-8533, or 
twiens@pixius.net.   
     Soon to be published is her book, Dumps, Bars and Other     
Childhood Hangouts, the story of her childhood, due in local        
bookstores by spring 2013. The account describes her abusive   
childhood and the healing she received after being adopted by a  
Mennonite family.  

     Joining Wiens in the mission is Harder, co-founder 
and board president of Dove’s Nest. This church-wide 
ministry is tackling abuse and its prevention by       
collaborating with WDC and Mennonite Church USA 
to provide resources.  Recently Dove’s Nest was 
granted non-profit status and soon will welcome its 
first paid coordinator.  
     “Throughout Mennonite Church USA, we discover 
that many area conferences are looking to WDC for 

leadership,” Harder said. “I applaud the work of Marlene Bogard, who 
began focusing on this material way before it was on anyone’s radar.  
     “When she began this work, it didn’t make sense to folks why we 
were even talking about this. But this topic is gaining a lot of           
momentum. We constantly hear stories, such as Penn State, how 
sexual abuse is plaguing all parts of our communities and our 
churches.  We are becoming aware that our safe little bubble is not 
safe anymore.” 
     A major way Dove’s Nest collaborates with area conferences is at 
www.dovesnest.net, a site chock full of resources and policies for 
congregations desiring to implement Safe Sanctuaries, including 
covenants that keep children, youth and other vulnerable people safe 
in congregational settings. Also found is information about Circle of 
Grace, a Christian safe environment K-12 curriculum that educates 
children/youth how to identify and maintain appropriate physical,  
emotional, spiritual and sexual boundaries. 
     “Dove’s Nest is focused on training, educating,” said Harder,     
associate professor at the University of Nebraska in Omaha School of 
Social Work and author of Let the Children Come (Herald Press). “In 
the future we hope to offer more virtual types of training.”  
     “We are growing by leaps and bounds./ Board members and  
volunteers are saying, ‘God is so good.’ God is propelling us forward 
nearly faster than we can keep up.” 

Care for people is heartbeat behind  
congregation’s policies 

     In its journey with creating safety in 
the congregation, Alexanderwohl      
Mennonite Church in Goessel, Kan., has 
learned that policies are the hands that 
hold the hearts of people and families. 
     The shaping of guidelines and     
covenants to prevent and heal sexual 
abuse is propelled by the sacred trust 
given by God to care for souls, said Linda 
Ewert, associate pastor for visitation/Christian formation.  And so 
the congregation approaches this charge with humble carefulness. 
     “It’s become increasingly clear to us that anything we put down 
on paper involves human relationships,” Ewert said.  “And so we 
create our policies with as much care and intentionality as possible. 
/We engage a multifaceted discernment process that includes 
meetings with deacons and members, dialogue with other congre-
gations and guidance from other professionals.” 
     Alexanderwohl has applied this approach in the creation of two 
different kinds of policies.  In 2004 (revised 2007), the congregation 
created guidelines for working with children and youth.  It was one 
of the first congregations within Western District Conference (WDC) 
to create a safe sanctuary policy.  Since then, about half of WDC’s 
70 congregations have shaped similar documents. 
     The congregation - serving about 80 children and youth (nursery 
through senior high) - utilizes about 125 volunteers that work with 
them.  The church mandates that all these volunteers must engage 
in training and sign a covenant that is regularly renewed.  They also 
must be attendees at Alexanderwohl for at least six months before 
serving in such ministries. 
     Specific guidelines include but are not limited to: 

• Having two adults present in children/youth activities and      

programs when possible, and if not, to engage spot checks by 
another adult. 

• Having windows in all classrooms. 

• Requiring that children and youth have written parental           

permission for participation in church-sponsored programs    
and activities. 

• Under no circumstances will there be a 1-1 adult/youth lodging 

arrangement.  (Continue reading this article at: mennowdc.org/resources/publications/wdc-news/) 
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