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Helping churches respond to  
mental health and addictions

By Janelle Bitikofer

At Laurel Street Mennonite Church, in Lancaster, 
PA, we’ve experienced significant opportunities to 
support families, inside and outside of  the church, 
who’ve experienced crisis or struggles related to 
mental health or addictions.  Your church probably 
has too. 

When a teen in the youth group starts using drugs 
after her parents’ divorce or a homeless neighbor 
paces around the church parking lot talking to unseen 
people or someone in the congregation experiences 
PTSD or depression, Christians and church leaders 
wonder: What can we do? How do we help? What is 
our role here? 

None of  us are immune to life stress and 
trauma, and many of  us will experience mental health 
struggles or addictions in our own lives or the lives 
of  someone we love.  In our Anabaptist churches 
we prioritize mutual support – actively walking with 
each other through the ups and downs of  life.  So, 
when it comes to mental illnesses and addictions the 
church community has an important role to play in 
supporting and assisting the individuals and families 
in our midst. 

But many Christians and church leaders say 
they’re not sure exactly how to help, or what types of  
assistance is most helpful, or how and when to connect 
those in their congregation with professional mental 
health or addictions treatment when it’s needed. As 
a licensed mental health and addictions counselor, I 
hear these questions from all types of  church leaders 
and congregations.  So finally I wrote a book on the 
subject – Streetlights - an easy to read, educational 
resource and step by step guide to help church leaders 
and all Christians know exactly what to do and how to 
help and be supportive when someone in your church, 
family, or community experiences a mental illness or 
addiction. You can learn about the book and how to 
use it at www.Streetlightsbook.com.
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Another great opportunity 
to increase your church’s ability 
to help and support individuals 
and families struggling with 
mental health or addictions is the 
Churches Care Program.  This 
training and support program for 
churches and church leaders-- a 
joint initiative in Pennsylvania 
of  We Rise International and 
Eastern Mennonite University, 
with support from the Lancaster 

Legacy foundation – has 
already trained leaders from 
20 Pennsylvania churches to 
address mental illnesses and 
addictions. We will be welcoming 

60 more churches of  all 
denominations into the 
program in Lancaster, 
Chambersburg, and 
Philly in fall 2021.  We 
hope your church will 
participate!

The Churches Care 
Program strengthens 
the ability of  churches 
to understand mental 
illnesses and addictions, 
reduce stigma, and 
provide spiritual, social, 

and emotional support 
and appropriate mental 
health/addictions treatment 
referrals when needed. It 
provides two and a half  days 
of  intensive mental health 
and addictions training to 
church leaders and health 
professionals serving in 
churches, plus 18 months 
of  follow up support to 
help church leaders respond 

to needs in their congregations; 
resources to train and empower 
the whole congregation; and 
networking opportunities with 
other participating churches to 
share insights and resources.  

Find out more about the 
Churches Care Program at 
weriseinternational.org/mental-
health-%26-addiction. Church 
leaders can register at emu.edu/
lancaster/events.

Together we can increase 
our churches’ effectiveness in 
providing mutual support to 
people among us and in the 
community. This can have a huge 
impact and truly save lives. •
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In our Anabaptist churches we prioritize mutual support – actively 
walking with each other through the ups and downs of life.  So, when 
it comes to mental illnesses and addictions the church community has 
an important role to play in supporting and assisting the individuals 
and families in our midst. 

Janelle Bitikofer, MSW, 
LCSW has worked in mental 
illnesses and addictions for 
more than 20 years. She is the 
Executive Director at We Rise 
International, author of the 
book Streetlights:Empowering 
Christians to Respond to 
Mental Illnesses and Addictions, 

Program manager and a lead trainer at the Churches Care Program, 
and a Deacon at Laurel Street Mennonite Church, Lancaster, PA.  
She also works at Mennonite Central Committee and serves as 
adjunct faculty at Eastern Mennonite University, Lancaster. 

http://weriseinternational.org/mental-health-%26-addiction
http://weriseinternational.org/mental-health-%26-addiction
https://emu.edu/lancaster/events
https://emu.edu/lancaster/events


Depression in young 
people on the rise
By Janelle Bitikofer

Approximately 20 percent of  
teens will experience life affecting 
clinical depression before they reach 
adulthood. But less than 50% of  these 
youth get the help and support that they 
need (Mental Health America Youth 
Statistics 2021). Families, churches, 
and peers can help change that.

In the U.S. suicide is the second 
leading cause of  death in people ages 
15-24. During the upheaval of  the 
COVID-19 Pandemic these numbers 
worsened and on a nationwide 
survey by the Centers for Disease 
Control, 26% of  young adults reported 
suicidal thoughts (CDC June 2020). 

Clinical Depression, which is the 
primary cause of  suicide, can also cause 
school, job, and social difficulties, and 
is a key cause of  youth drug use. 

So, what causes depression in youth 
and young adults?  Just like in adults, 
depression in youth and young adults is 
usually caused by life stress or trauma. 
Genetics and other medical conditions 
are also a factor.  In teens and young 
adults bullying, sexual assault, peer 
pressures, strained or limited peer or 
family relationships, school, sports, or 
financial pressures, negative or abusive 
living situations, and limited support 
systems can also contribute to depression.  

Unfortunately, many parents, 
youth leaders, and even teens and young 
adults themselves, aren’t sure how to tell 
if  someone they love is experiencing 
depression, or how to help.  

Depression seems invisible. But if  a 
person has a couple of  these symptoms 
they could have depression: Changes 
in sleep, appetite, or energy; sadness, 
crying, angry, short tempered; staying 
to themselves/isolating, or the opposite 
– not wanting to be alone; hanging out 
less with friends or showing less interest 
in hobbies, school, or things/people 

they used to care about; feeling hopeless, 
having suicidal thoughts or thoughts 
of  harming others, or doing risky or 
dangerous things.  Having just a couple 
of  these symptoms could mean a teen or 
young adult is experiencing depression.

Adult intervention and support, 
whether a family member or part of  
a teen’s broader network, can be a key 
factor in helping young people weather 
these difficult circumstances. How to 
help? 

1.) Ask how they are doing. 
2.) Listen without judgement. Don’t try 
to offer easy answers.
3.) Let them know that whatever they 
feel or are dealing with is a valid and 
important problem.
4.) Let them know you care and are 
here to support them.
5.) Let them know that struggling with 
stress or mental health is a part of  being 
human. It’s nothing to be embarrassed 
or ashamed about. 
6.) Help them connect to a mental 
health counselor who specializes in 
teens or young adults. Professional 
counseling and support, along with 
support from people they love, is an 
effective combination that helps most 
youth and young adults recover from 
depression. 
7.) If  someone is suicidal or thinking 
of  harming someone else, help 
them get an evaluation with your 
community’s mental health emergency 
services that same day. This could save 
their life.  You can also help them call 
the National Suicide Lifeline (1-800-
273-8255).

The great thing about depression 
is that it’s very treatable and youth and 
young adults who get mental health 
treatment and support can feel better and 
live a fulfilling life. •
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Adult intervention and support, 
whether a family member or part of 
a teen’s broader network, can be a 
key factor in helping young people 
weather these difficult circumstances.

More Mental Health 
Resources

Additional Mental Health support, 
including free local support groups, 
can be found at MHA.org and NAMI 
.org. Counselors can be found in your 
local community through an online 
search or at Psychologytoday.com 

Additional Addictions support can be 
found at aa.org (alcoholics anon-
ymous,) celebraterecovery.com, 
SAMHSA.gov, or by searching online 
for “addiction treatment”  in your 
local community.

No Longer Alone Family Support 
Group provides a place for those who 
have a loved one living with men-
tal illness, to learn and share their 
experiences. Meets the 4th Sunday 
of every month, 3:00-5:00 pm in 
the Crossings Meeting Road (2nd 
Floor) in the Calvin G. & Janet C. 
High Learning & Wellness Center at 
Landis Homes, 1001 E. Oregon Road, 
Lititz, PA. For more info, call Landis 
Communities at 717-381-3599. (Due 
to COVID restrictions, meetings are 
now held via Zoom.)

ACC Credentialed Leaders and 
their families recieve up to three 
free sessions of counseling through 
Wellspan Philhaven’s Employee 
Assistance Program (EAP) and is 
offered through Wellspan Philhaven. 
Find details and providers at www.
wellspaneap.org.

In an effort to provide a layer of 
support to those who offer support 
to others, Brooklyn Peace Center’s 
inaugural workshop, Wounded Healer, 
aims to introduce clergy and clini-
cians, artists and activists, community 
workers and leaders, to a trauma-in-
formed approach to spiritual care. 
brooklynpeace.center/programs/
classes/

http://Psychologytoday.com
http://aa.org
http://SAMHSA.gov,
http://www.wellspaneap.org
http://www.wellspaneap.org
https://brooklynpeace.center/programs/classes/
https://brooklynpeace.center/programs/classes/
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When mental health 
arrives in the pews 
By Joanne Klassen, M.A. (Marriage and 
Family), M.A. (Theology) 

Ben’s parents were mystified and 
deeply concerned. They had received 
a call that their 22-year-old son was 
being taken for a psychiatric exam at 
the hospital.

He had been a regular kid who 
was bright, creative, fun-loving and 
caring. Now he was acting in ways that 
were unusual for him – making wild 
accusations, seeming paranoid and 
going without sleep for days at a time.

Ben had complained about school 
pressures and his grades had suffered 
this past term; he wasn’t keeping up 
with his friends because he was working 
on a secret project.

The hospital waiting room was 
filled with people, and there was Ben, 
sitting handcuffed between two police 
officers. He had a wild look in his eyes, 
but his body was slumped in defeat.

He glared at his parents and 
accused them of  trying to get him 
arrested. Ben’s parents were shocked 
that their son would say and think such 
things.

They were mortified, since they 
knew many of  the families sitting in 
their small-town emergency room. Ben 
has bipolar disorder.
What is bipolar disorder?

Bipolar disorder has two 
components: depressive episodes and 

manic episodes. There are several types 
of  bipolar disorder, with different 
expressions of  the depressive and 
manic episodes.

A depressive episode includes 
symptoms, such as a depressed mood, 
loss of  interest or pleasure in what used 
to be enjoyable, irritability, dramatic 
changes in weight or appetite, insomnia, 
fatigue, feelings of  worthlessness or 
shame, difficulty concentrating, and 
recurring thoughts of  death or suicide.

During a manic episode, a person 
feels larger than life, needs little sleep, 
is more talkative than usual, has racing 
thoughts, and is physically agitated and 
impulsive, doing things that may have 
painful consequences (spending sprees, 
sexual indiscretions, gambling, driving 
recklessly).

Sometimes a person with bipolar 
disorder will also have psychosis – 
hearing or seeing what the rest of  us 
don’t, or having bizarre or unusual ideas. 
Usually these symptoms are disturbing 
enough that a person can’t function or 
may require hospitalization.
The church’s response

When the church seeks to be a 
compassionate light to the world, how 
does it do so with individuals or families 
affected by bipolar disorder? A church 
community begins by acknowledging 
and identifying with a person’s suffering. 
It works to include people in all states 
of  health, physical or mental, in the 
congregation.

The Bible urges us to care for 

those who have less (e.g., Philippians 
2:1–8, James 1:22–27, 1 John 3:16-
18, Deuteronomy 15:7–11, Matthew 
25:34–46). Many who are homeless 
have mental illness. Many with bipolar 
disorder are not able to work, and even 
with government support can only 
access substandard (or even dangerous) 
housing and not have enough money to 
care for all their needs.

People who have a higher level 
of  functioning may need supports to 
finish schooling, return to work, or find 
suitable work. Could the church find 
ways to help people help themselves?

Eden Health Care Services, 
a Mennonite Church-owned 
organization based in Manitoba, has 
integrated affordable housing in two 
communities, and vocational services 
and transitional housing in another. So 
much more could be, and needs to be, 
done in caring.

The list of  fundamental Christian 
values could go on: love, forgiveness, 
restoration, inclusion, and not judging. 
Their application to people struggling 
with bipolar disorder and other mental 
illnesses are endless. As the larger 
church we’re limited only by our 
imagination and determination.
Valuing gifts

If  we take seriously the image of  
the church as a body, we must ask what 
each person has to offer the community. 
“In fact, some parts of  the body that 
seem weakest and least important are 
actually the most necessary…So God 
has put the body together such that 

 One of my approaches to achieving good mental 
health is self-reflection, contemplation and medi-
tation in creation. Photo Dan Dyck, Home Street 
Mennonite Church, Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada.



extra honour and care are given to 
those parts that have less dignity” (1 
Corinthians 12: 22, 24, NLT).

Often, we think of  those with 
bipolar disorder as a burden to the 
church. However, each and every 
person has gifts: enthusiasm, drama, 
honesty about vulnerability, experience 
with the mental health system and 
more.

One of  the best ways for a person 
to feel a sense of  belonging is to be a 
participant, to have something to offer 
others. The body is made up of  many 
parts, and when we are open to diversity 
we’re enriched!
Judge not

As previously mentioned, bipolar 
disorder can cause thought when, 
if  ever, is a person not responsible 
for their behaviour? What role do 
physical factors play with emotions 
and relationships – how much do 
our brains affect our relationships? 
What about choice and tolerance – if  
a person chooses a behaviour that we 
have trouble with, can we tolerate it in 
order to remain in relationship?

There are natural and sometimes 
legal consequences for behaviours that 
fall outside the norm. How might we 
take to heart Jesus’ words, “Judge not 
lest you be judged”? Might we advocate 
for a person in the health care system, 
the judicial system, with an employer, at 
a store, with family members?
Mental health in worship

A very damaging aspect of  a mental 
health diagnosis is the stigma that comes 
with it. Society and church sometimes 
perpetuate that marginalization out of  
fear and/or misunderstanding.

How liberating might it be to hear 
Scriptures, prayers, songs and sermons 
that take mental illness as seriously as 
physical illness? What if  mental health 
issues were spoken of  using “us” 
language rather than “them” language?

When we have the courage to speak 
about mental health compassionately, 

intelligently and publicly, we begin to 
make our congregations safe places for 
people whose lives aren’t all in order (all 
of  us!).

When things are spoken aloud they 
become less secretive, less shameful, 
less binding; they have less ability to 

produce fear and fearful reactions.
While everyone has abilities to 

offer the church, there are some who 
require much care and support. In 
small churches or towns, it may seem 
as though the same person (or the same 
few people) are available for crisis or 
support help. After a time, these people 
may become exhausted from their 
efforts.

There are ways to prevent 
fatigue. They take effort to establish, 
but eventually make the quality of  
caregiving and of  the caregiver’s 
personal life go up.

First, find a group of  people to 
support a high-needs individual. If  one 
person isn’t available at a certain time, 
another can be called. People may have 
specific abilities and roles: offering 
practical aid, social contact or spiritual 
care.

Second, set personal boundaries. 
If  Saturday is your 
family day, set a limit 
on caregiving activities. 
Being direct is helpful, 
since it provides clarity 
in the relationship.

Third, know your 
limits. These limits 
may include time (I 
can’t spend more than 
two hours per week), 
comfort factors (I can 
bring food, but I’m not 
a great listener), and 
awareness of  your own 
well-being (I have been 

struggling with depression myself  lately 
and don’t have the same emotional 
resources I used to).

The church is made up of  human 
beings in all our diversity, uniqueness, 
abilities and difficulties. It’s a place 
where we can come together to explore 

our common humanity and grow 
together into people who express our 
greatest potential.

This is a journey we take together 
as we encounter a world that’s often 
challenging and often delightful. Let 
us delight in our relationships with one 
another! •

This piece was originally written for 
Meetinghouse, an association of 
Anabaptist editors in Canada, USA. 
It was posted by Mennonite World 
Conference on July 14, 2017, mwc-
cmm.org/stories
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A church community begins by acknowledging and identifying 
with a person’s suffering. It works to include people in all states 
of health, physical or mental, in the congregation.

http://mwc-cmm.org/stories
http://mwc-cmm.org/stories


     6  |  Currents  Summer 2021

Creation care 
retreat urges church 
invovlement in 
climate action
By Brook Musselman

“What role should our churches 
play in addressing the climate crisis?” 
This was a central question during 
the May 7-8 retreat hosted by the 
ACC Peace & Justice Committee 
and the Center for Sustainable 
Climate Solutions (CSCS), which is 
a partnership of Mennonite Central 
Committee, Eastern Mennonite 
University and Goshen College. 

The virtual portion of the 
retreat provided plenary sessions and 
educational workshop/discussion 
groups for participants to join remotely. 
“Beyond Genesis: Creation throughout 
the Bible,” “Climate Justice is Pacifism,” 
and “Making a congregational plan 
for carbon reduction” were a few of  
the workshops hosted to encourage 
learning and conversation. 

The weekend was hosted by 
Doug Kaufman, director of pastoral 
ecology at CSCS and former pastor 
of Forest Hills Mennonite Church. 
He has led numerous retreats 
with MC USA pastors to explore 
congregational creation care. 

The virtual portion of the 
retreat closed with a keynote 
from Dr. Sibonokuhle Ncube, 
the former National Coordinator 
of Combassionate Development 
Service, the relief and service agency 
of the Bretherin in Christ Church of  
Zimbabwe. 

She shared her firsthand 
experience of the effects of climate 
change that are already affecting her 
home country in catestrophic ways 
and urged church leaders in the U.S. 
to stand up for substantial change for 
both their congregations and their 
local/national governments. 

The weekend ended with an 
in-person learning tour of several 
community projects working toward 
local land and water conservation 
practices and community food 
projects. At the New Holland 
Mennonite Church community 
garden, participants learned about 
ways the church is connecting with 
the community by sharing land, 
gardening lessons, and nutritious 
food. 

Recordings of all virtual 
workshops and keynotes are 
available at the ACC Peace & Justice 
Committee’s resource page found at 
tinyurl.com/yjzenpal. •

News from Around ACC Safe for consumption: a list 
of media to feed the soul

Each quarter we’ll  bring you a list of  new and old 
content that’s worth consuming from someone 
in the ACC family. This column comes from Ron 
Adams and ACC’s Anti-Racism Task Group. At 
the July meeting, the group noted the abundance 
of  good content coming out of  Herald Press and 
MennoMedia.

Plantation Jesus: Race, Faith, 
and a New Way Forward, by Skot 

Welch, Rick Wilson and Andi Cumbo-Floyd 
(Herald Press, 2018). Asks white congregations 
to consider a question, Is the Jesus we worship 
okay with racism in church and society? Or 
does Jesus call us to the difficult, faithful work 
of  dismantling racism? A challenging read and a 
necessary one. 

Dear White Peacemakers: Dismantling 
Racism with Grit and Grace, by Osheta Moore. 
Published in 2021(Herald Press), this book insists 
that if  we are to be authentic peacemakers, we 
have an obligation to be anti-racist. Our failure 
to do so suggests that we prefer peace and quiet 
over peace and justice. Moore calls us to become 
our best selves as we seek to follow Jesus. 

-ing podcast is a resource from 
MennoMedia. Hosted by Rev. 

Dennis Edwards and Allison Maus, the series 
provides insights from individuals who are living 
the gospel with spirit and creativity.

What Would It Take? is a podcast identified by 
host Ben Tapper as, “an endeavor in imaginative 
liberation.” Offers listeners an opportunity to 
join Ben as dives deeply into important issues 
and imagines what could be. Co-produced by 
Anabaptist World. 

The Black Church: This is 
Our Story, This is Our Song 

is a two-part (four hours total)  documentary 
from PBS (2021). Hosted by Henry Louis Gates, 
the program highlights the essential role played 
by the Black Church in the lives of  African-
Americans. Moving and beautiful. 

Summer of  Soul (…or, when the revolution 
could not be televised). A 2021 documentary 
film about a 6 week series of  concerts held in 
Harlem in 1969. Uplifting music and revelatory 
commentary from musicians and attendees. In 
theaters and streaming on Hulu. •

 Fieldtrip partcipants listen to Lamonte 
Garber during a New Holland-area 
tour of a restoration project of the 

Stroud Water Resource Center

Books

Podcasts

TV & Movies

http://tinyurl.com/yjzenpal
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ACC Leadership Transitions

Dave Gehman (Sylvia) began as interim pastor at 
Oley Valley Mennonite Church. He most recently 
served as pastor at Parkesburg Mennonite.

Miriam Cruz (Jesus) ended her role as 
transition team pastor at East Chestnut 
Street Mennonite Church on April 6.

Dave Greiser (Anita) ended his ministry at North 
Baltimore Mennonite Church on April 11. He began 
as pastor at Salford Mennonite Church on May 1.

Robert Kanagy (Audrey) ended his role as co-pastor 
at Ridgeview Mennonite Church on July 3, 2021. 
He has begun a role as Chaplain at Landis Homes. 

ACC finances at a glance: Fiscal year 
end, June 30, 2021

Warm weather 
allows for 
regathering 
outdoors

Springtime 
temperatures and 
increasing vaccination 
rates allowed many 
congregations to 
regather for outdoor 
services lately:

Top left: an arial view 
of  Blossom Hill’s 
outdoor service on May 
2 (credit: Max Cambell)

Top right: Bethel 
gathers under the trees 
on June 13 (credit: 
Jennie Brown).

Center: Landisville 
regathers on May 
16 (credit Jen 
Bowman Sauder).

Bottom: Laurel Street 
meets in their parking 
lot to celebrate Easter 
Sunday. This year they 
were able to continue 
their tradition of  
flowering the cross.
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Upcoming 
Events

2021 Fall Youth 
Retreat
September 10-12, 2021
Refreshing Mountain, 
Stevens PA

ACC youth groups are 
invited to the 2021 Fall Youth Retreat at Refreshing 
Mountain. The weekend will include daily worship and 
resource times, elevated obstacle course, nighttime 
climbing wall and zipline, and talent show. Our theme 
this year is “Becoming Me.”
Over our retreat weekend, we’ll hear the stories of  four 
leaders from ACC congregations about their processes 
of  becoming who they are. They’ll share what brought 
them to their current understanding of  what their 
identity and purpose is and where they saw God in 
that process. Information and registration detailis at 
atlanticcoastconference.net/youth/retreat. 
Youth Group registration is due August 27.

“Believe and Be 
Baptized” workshop 
with John Roth
Friday, Nov. 12, 2021  
9:30 am - 2:30 pm
Neffsville Mennonie 
Church

Led by historian John D. 
Roth, this workshop will introduce participants to the 
Trilateral Dialogue on baptism between Mennonites, 
Lutherans, and Catholics and will invite Mennonite 
participants to come to a deeper understanding of  
baptism through conversations with each other and with 
local Lutheran and Catholic clergy. Info and registration at 
atlanticcoastconference.net/baptism

Fall Assembly 
Celebration
Saturday October 23, 2021 
9:00 am - 3:00 pm
Blossom Hill 
Mennonite Church

Plan to join us in person for 
our Fall Assembly! Delegates 
will meet for business and updates in the morning, 
followed by conversation after lunch. We will continue to 
monitor and follow local health recommendations. More 
information will be available at atlanticcoastconference.
net/assembly.

Healthy Boundaries 
101 Training
Wednesday, Nov. 17, 2021
10:00 am - 4:00 pm
Frazer Mennonite Church

In Healthy Boundaries 101 Training you will be introduced 
to the nature of  boundaries and the issues of  power and 
vulnerability. The course provides an ethical and theological 
understanding of  healthy boundaries, as well as practical 
acknowledgement of  the arenas that are often challenging 
for those in ministry. This course fulfills the HB training 
requirement for all ACC credentialed ministers. Information 
and registration at tinyurl.com/yhyur74c.

https://atlanticcoastconference.net/youth/retreat/
https://atlanticcoastconference.net/baptism
https://atlanticcoastconference.net/assembly
https://atlanticcoastconference.net/assembly
http://tinyurl.com/yhyur74c

