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SACRED TRUST
FOSTERING SAFE SPACE IN CONGREGATIONS 

As a community of congregaƟ ons, everyone in MCEC has a duty to ensure that our congregaƟ ons are 
safe spaces so that persons of all ages can freely enjoy the many giŌ s and opportuniƟ es of our faith 

communiƟ es. ProtecƟ ng persons from sexual harassment and abuse is everyone’s responsibility.

Sexual misconduct by church leaders is a topic most people want to avoid. Unfortunately, the church is 
not immune, abuse does occur, and the eff ects can be devastaƟ ng. It is a topic we need to talk about in 
our congregaƟ ons. When sexual misconduct occurs (that is, uninvited sexual engagement of any kind by 
a church leader), the church takes this very seriously. At no Ɵ me, can we as a church cover-up or ignore 
sexual abuse or even the risk of sexual abuse.

As the MCEC community of congregaƟ ons, we need to create an environment that is as highly “abuse 
proof” as possible. As congregaƟ ons, we must do everything we can to ensure that our congregaƟ onal 
environments, whether physical, emoƟ onal, or spiritual, are as immune as possible to the potenƟ al 
for abuse. Every congregaƟ on needs to have its own Safe Spaces policy that is rigorously implemented 
and frequently reviewed and updated. CreaƟ ng a culture where sexual harassment and abuse are not 
tolerated and ongoing educaƟ on equips both young and old to be resistant to abuse aƩ empts should 
be a priority of every MCEC congregaƟ on. Zero tolerance for abuse by church leaders needs to be the 
standard for the church, however, zero tolerance for abuse must also become the standard for every 
relaƟ onship in the faith community.

In addiƟ on, the church needs to foster an environment that is as “vicƟ m friendly” as possible. Despite 
our best aƩ empts, abuse can sƟ ll occur. When it does, vicƟ ms deserve to be heard and the harm 
must be acknowledged. If ongoing, it must be stopped immediately. When persons have experienced 
sexual misconduct, they need to be heard and off ered support to move beyond the pain to a place of 
restoraƟ on and healing. It is vitally important that the church creates an environment that is safe for 
vicƟ ms of abuse to tell their story, where vicƟ m confi denƟ ality is respected, and where vicƟ ms are 
encouraged to seek support and generously receive compassion and care from the faith community.

In the past few years, MCEC has unfortunately dealt with several incidents of sexual abuse by 
ministerial leaders. Whenever MCEC is informed of a suspicion or incident of abuse the concern is 
taken seriously. AllegaƟ ons of abuse are invesƟ gated according to MCEC’s ministerial misconduct 
policy and appropriate discipline is enforced. If MCEC is informed of an allegaƟ on of abuse by a non-
credenƟ aled church leader, MCEC does not invesƟ gate directly but provides support and guidance for 
the appropriate congregaƟ onal leaders so that they can conduct their own invesƟ gaƟ on. MCEC funds an 
interdenominaƟ onal resource group called the Sexual Misconduct and Abuse Resource Response Team 
(SMARRT), which is available to MCEC and to congregaƟ ons to assist with invesƟ gaƟ ons and provide 
guidance for follow-up in the congregaƟ on. SMARRT also off ers prevenƟ ve educaƟ on on sexual abuse.

In response to the above concerns, MCEC has taken addiƟ onal steps to help congregaƟ ons become 
safer communiƟ es that are more immune to sexual harassment and abuse.
• In September 2015 MCEC launched a series of web pages enƟ tled, ReporƟ ng Sexual Misconduct by 

Church Leaders. This web resource can be accessed on the MCEC homepage (mcec.ca) and provides 
an overview of what consƟ tutes sexual misconduct, describes how MCEC responds to sexual 
misconduct, and off ers a mechanism to report misconduct.
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• In January 2016 MCEC added an educaƟ onal feature to the website enƟ tled Sacred Trust – 
Fostering Safe Space in CongregaƟ ons. Carol Penner, former MCEC pastor, has been commissioned 
to write a series of educaƟ onal stories that help us to understand the nature of sexual misconduct. 
These will conƟ nue to be released online throughout the year and it is MCEC’s intent to publish 
them in print at some point in the future. CongregaƟ ons are encouraged to promote these 
resources and to use them for Sunday School material for youth and adults.

• MCEC has also promoted the SMARRT curriculum, Circles of Grace, which gives children and 
teens concepts and language to enable them to feel safe in their various environments (linked 
from mcec.ca/sacredtrust). MCEC encourages every congregaƟ on to include this resource in their 
congregaƟ onal strategy to prevent sexual harassment and abuse. SMARRT has a promoƟ onal video 
to help acquaint leaders with this material. 

• MCEC has also adopted a therapeuƟ c counselling policy to support persons who have experienced 
misconduct by a credenƟ aled leader. Persons who are vicƟ ms of ministerial sexual misconduct can 
confi denƟ ally request support for counselling by contacƟ ng SMARRT or the MCEC Area Church 
Minister.

What else does MCEC do to prevent sexual misconduct?
• All MCEC ministers sign a Covenant Regarding Ethics in Ministry with MCEC and the congregaƟ on 

in which they are serving.
• Every fi ve years all acƟ ve and credenƟ aled ministers are required to aƩ end conƟ nuing educaƟ on 

events such as the Healthy Pastoral RelaƟ onships Workshop which outlines appropriate behavioral 
boundaries.

• As an Area Church, MCEC has its own misconduct and sexual harassment policies that govern staff  
conduct and protocols.

• MCEC also has its own Safe Spaces policy that guides how MCEC sponsored events such as Youth 
retreats or Jr. Youth events are conducted, including a requirement for police checks, reference 
checks, supervision raƟ os, etc.

• MCEC strongly encourages all congregaƟ ons to construct and implement a Safe Church Policy, 
which outlines appropriate and inappropriate behavior, requires windows in commonly used 
meeƟ ng spaces, and sets in place pracƟ cal procedures to ensure that their faith community is a 
safe space for everyone.

• MCEC funds and works with SMARRT to provide educaƟ on and resources to foster Church as a safe 
space for persons of all ages.

MCEC is commiƩ ed to supporƟ ng congregaƟ ons to ensure that they are safe for everyone. Together, 
let’s do our part to foster safe space in our congregaƟ ons. It’s a sacred trust!

David MarƟ n
ExecuƟ ve Minister
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The SMARRT team is a cooperaƟ ve RestoraƟ ve JusƟ ce Program and includes representaƟ ves from 
the Brethren in Christ Canada, the Ontario Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches and the 

Mennonite Church of Eastern Canada. While funcƟ oning within the three consƟ tuent conferences the 
team also assists other conferences part of the family of Mennonite Central CommiƩ ee Ontario upon 
request and as exampled in this year a congregaƟ on outside of our community.

Requests come through the MCCO offi  ce. For more informaƟ on please contact us at 519-745-8458 x 254 
or toll free 1-800-313-6226 ex 254 or email smarrt@MCCO.ca. 
 
Our primary mandate conƟ nues to assist conferences and congregaƟ ons with informaƟ on and resources 
about a number of issues including sexual misconduct, abuse and the establishment of healthy 
boundaries. We also conƟ nue to support and mentor pastoral and lay leadership in these areas as well.

We conƟ nue to champion the “Circle of Grace” safe place program which has been implemented by a 
number of congregaƟ ons. This program is valuable curriculum for children and youth in the area of healthy 
boundaries and is a key tool in the prevenƟ on of abuse. SMARRT is available with informaƟ on on this 
program for any congregaƟ ons contemplaƟ ng using this resource.

The Team is aware of the risk of the internet as it relates to sexual misconduct. We have idenƟ fi ed a 
number of informaƟ ve resources to assist church leadership and members in this area of concern. Team 
members have gained insight into these types of concerns due to our involvement in supporƟ ng various 
congregaƟ ons.  

SMARRT ConƟ nues to respond to incidents of sexual misconduct and abuse by providing leadership in 
invesƟ gaƟ ons, facilitaƟ ng counselling, and helping with healing and restoraƟ on. Over the last year the 
team has been involved in eight incidents by providing consultaƟ ons to MCEC leadership and local pastors, 
meeƟ ng with congregaƟ ons, and providing counselling to aff ected individuals. During one parƟ cular 
incident almost the enƟ re team was involved with providing assistance.

SMARRT will conƟ nue to be available to the conferences and congregaƟ ons in the areas of resources, 
prevenƟ on and in dealing with incidents. The Team contains a wide range of skill sets and experience. We 
encourage you make use of our services.

This year one of our charter members reƟ red aŌ er almost 25 years of service. Her service is appreciated 
and we deeply cherish her faith and friendship.

The members of SMARRT appreciate your prayers and support.

The Team:
Leonard Chester, AdministraƟ ve Manager, BIC RepresentaƟ ve
Joan HyaƩ , Mennonite Brethren RepresentaƟ ve 
Julie Torrance-Perks and John Rempel, MCEC RepresentaƟ ves
Beth Springle and Allister Field, Brethren in Christ RepresentaƟ ves
Eileen Henderson , MCC Staff  member


