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Emily Wierenga
AYODHYA, India – A verdict 

made by the Allahabad High Court 
last September, deciding a 150-
year dispute over a 300-year-old 
controversial holy site in Ayodhya, 
India, is threatening to spark a 
new dispute between two groups 
claiming to own the religious 
territory. This is but the most 
recent example in a long history 

of controversy incited by men 
who mistakenly put their faith in a 
location, versus the heart. 

Ayodhya, located in Uttar 
Pradesh, marks both the site of 
the former Babri Mosque and the 
supposed birthplace of the Hindu 
god Rama. An 11th century Ram 
temple stood at Ayodhya until 
destroyed by troops loyal to Muslim 

Mike Wevers
EDMONTON,  Alber ta  –

Growing up in Southern Alberta, 
you certainly know the power of 
creation’s mighty winds. The First 
Nations were early witnesses to 
winds which would sweep down 
from the mountains to the west 
in the middle of winter and blow 
unhindered across the plains. They 
named it Chinook, or snow eater, 
as metres of snow would literally 
melt under the wind’s advance. 
Not surprisingly, then, if you go 
west from Lethbridge in Southern 
Alberta and head to Pincher Creek 
you will now witness long lines of 
giant windmills. They represent 
our attempt to harness that power 
and do good for creation at the 
same time.

Burning fossil fuels, primarily 
coal, generates the vast majority of 
Alberta’s power and contributes to 
greenhouse gases. We do not share 
Canada’s abundance of hydro-
electric power, which provides 
ready access to a clean energy 
source for most Canadians. So 
jurisdictions like Alberta have 
much greater reason to try to find 
alternative sources to meet its 
energy demand.

That is why it is not surprising 
that the City of Medicine Hat, 
east of Lethbridge in the sun-
drenched prairie of Alberta, 
announced that it is developing 
a $9 million Concentrating Solar 
Thermal Energy Demonstration 
Project. This will involve building 
large parabolic reflective dishes to 
capture and concentrate the sun’s 
rays, to heat water and to create 
steam to drive the electricity-
generating turbine.

Electricity on demand
The problem with generating 

electricity is storing it. Conse-
quently, power plants and grids have 
to be built to meet peak demand: 
those times when the power is 
needed. Burning fossil fuels means 
building power plants with more 
capacity than needed normally, 
leaving room to burn more fuel at 
peak times. Hydroelectricity also 
faces the same storage problem, 
resolving it by building water storage 
capacity behind the turbines built to 
meet peak demand. When power 
needs rise, more water is released 
to drive the turbines to generate 
the necessary power. This is what 
China is trying to achieve through its 
massive Three Gorges Dam.

What’s this got to do with 
Pincher Creek’s windmill array? 
Well, everything. Consumers want 
certainty of supply. The central 
problem with wind energy is we 
are never really certain when strong 
enough winds will be blowing 
to drive the windmills. Southern 
Alberta’s winds, of course, blow 

throughout the year, but there 
are days where the long blades 
stand still. So wind power, and its 
environmental benefits, can only 
be supplementary to meeting the 
energy demands of consumers. Use 
it when available, but don’t rely on 
it. For this to work effectively, our 
power grids have to become much 
more interdependent between 
jurisdictions, sharing power to 
help meet peak demands, like B.C. 
currently does with Alberta.

The cost competitiveness of 
wind power generation relative 
to fossil fuel plants is entirely 
dependent on the fuel price. At 
current prices, fossil fuel plants 
make more economic sense. But 
this ignores the environmental toll 
of burning more fossil fuel, which 
has prompted the significant push 
by climate change advisors to 
institute a carbon tax. If burning 
fossil fuels included a tax reflecting 
their true price, alternative forms of 
cleaner energy would be more cost 
competitive.

Unholy fights over holy sites
Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia – once-church, turned-mosque now historic site.

Tapping the power of sun and wind
Part III of a series on global energy issues

Can our energy demands be reconciled with climate change initiatives?

 See Energy on page 2 See Holy sites on page 2
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conqueror and India’s 
first Mughal emperor 
Babur. A mosque was 
then built on the ruins 
of the Hindu temple in 
the emperor’s honour, 
but became known 
as Mosque of the 

Birthplace in recognition of Rama’s birth. 
While the first Hindu-Muslim clash over 

the site was recorded in 1853, and led to 
intermittent riots in years following, the most 
memorable dispute occurred in 1992 when 
150,000 Hindu fundamentalists destroyed the 
mosque. Muslims responded with terrorism 
that claimed more than 2,000 lives. Since 
the mosque’s destruction, barbed wire, 
steel fencing and troops have guarded the 
politically explosive site.

After nearly two decades of retaliation 
and bitterness, the High Court ruled on 
who owns Ayodhya – the Muslim Central 
Sunni Waqf Board, or a Hindu organization 
desiring to build a temple to Lord Rama in 
place of the former mosque. Meanwhile, 
200,000 police and paramilitary forces 
patrolled the streets of Uttar Pradesh, and 
tens of thousands were placed on special 
duty in other vulnerable places. 

It was decided that the site should be split, 
with one third going towards the Muslim 
community and the remaining two thirds to 
two Hindu groups, who had erected a small 
tent-shrine to Rama. “The majority ruled that 

the location of the makeshift temple is the 
birthplace of Rama, and this spot cannot be 
shifted,” said Ravi Shankar Prasad, a lawyer 
for one of the parties, in an interview with 
The Telegraph. 

While immediate riots were successfully 
kept at bay, this December Hindu Mahasabha 
national President Swami Chakra Pani 
challenged the High Court’s decision, seeking 
partial annulment of the majority verdict 
that handed over one third of the land to the 
Muslims. He also sought endorsement of 
the minority verdict of Justice Dharam Veer 
Sharma, who had wanted the entire land 
given to Hindus. 

Sites attract attention 
It’s a dispute that’s bound to continue, due 

to both religious parties finding meaning in the 
politics of the matter rather than in the virtues 
which founded the site. And it’s a dispute 
which echoes the globe-round. In spite of the 
holiness of the sites – in spite of the faith which 
weaves these places together – they serve as 
hot spots for controversy and hate. Sites that 
should be sources of unity become landmarks 
of discord because their worshippers forget: 
it isn’t a man-made structure which gives 
meaning to one’s faith. It’s faith that gives 
meaning to man-made structures.

Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia, known for its 
architectural beauty, stood as the centre of 
Orthodox Christianity for 900 years until it 
was conquered in 1453 by the Ottomans. Five 

hundred years following, 
it became a grand mosque 
of the sultans,only to be 
converted into a museum 
in 1935. Today it’s a 
world heritage site, run 
by UNESCO since 1985. 
Christians mourn, looking 
a t  the  once-church , 
turned-mosque turned-
historic site. “I think it’s 
hard for any Christian 
to go into the massive 
former church and not be 
nearly overwhelmed by 
melancholy,” said Rod 
Dreher of BeliefNet. “I 
thought about how for 
nearly a thousand years, Christians prayed 
and sang and celebrated the Eucharist there, 
and must have thought it would last forever . 
. . I’m sure Muslims must feel the same sense 
of melancholy visiting the cathedral (formerly 
a mosque) at Cordoba, in Spain.”

The Dome of the Rock, found in Jerusalem, 
is another site which has sparked centuries 
of religious conflict. Jews believe the 
sacred rock to be the place where Abraham 
prepared to sacrifice Isaac – an event which 
Muslims attribute to Mecca. The site is also 
believed to overlook both Solomon’s and 
Herod’s temples. The Rock serves as the 
Temple Mount for Muslims, their oldest 
Islamic monument from which the Prophet 
Muhammad ascended into heaven. One of the 
most contested religious sites in the world, 
it has been controlled by Israel since 1967. 
The Israeli government assigned a Muslim 
Council to oversee management of the site. In 
an attempt to maintain peace, a controversial 
ban was placed by the Muslim Council on 
prayers from non-Muslim visitors. 

The holiest shrine of the Sikh religion, 
Amritsar’s Golden Temple in Amritsar, has 
also incited dispute, with Sikh extremists 

converting it into a haven for terrorists in May 
of 1984. The Prime Minister of India, Indira 
Gandhi, responded by ordering Operation 
Blue Star to remove the separatists. Indian 
troops and tanks forced the extremists from 
the temple. While militarily successful, 
the government’s unconventional method 
was highly disputed and poorly looked 
upon, leading to a Sikh revolt worldwide. 
Four months after the assault, Gandhi was 
assaulted by two of her Sikh bodyguards. 
This was followed by 5,000 Sikhs being 
killed in anti-Sikh riots. 

It is an ironic and common happening, 
this unholy fighting over holy sites. The vice 
of men has proven, repeatedly, to destroy the 
very virtues which the religious territories 
were founded on. In the end, it would seem 
that in spite of the significance religion plays in 
these global conflicts, it’s ultimately a human-
constructed war, with God having no part. 

Solar power’s limits 
Achieving greater reliance on solar energy 

has the same challenges as wind power. 
They are both “intermittent” providers. 
Most solar energy is only available when 
the sun is shining. Work is being done on 
alternative energy storage devices, such 
as simply heating water to use for other 
purposes later. But to build the sun’s energy 
into a reliable power grid means again that it 
can only be used as a supplementary source 
in an interdependent system.  

The main obstacle to widespread solar 
power use is its significant upfront capital 
cost. According to a recent study done by 
the US Department of Energy, the estimated 

lifetime cost of a solar photovoltaic (those 
black panels) power plant would be nearly 
four times higher per megawatt hour than a 
conventional coal plant. It would also be over 
three times the cost if the coal plant included 
a system to capture its carbon emissions and 
store it (carbon sequestration). Solar power 
systems may work for small applications, 
where individuals willingly incur upfront 
costs that have a longer-term payback 
and environmental benefit. However, it 
is very unlikely solar power will become 
more available widely, unless it is heavily 
subsidized to reduce its cost to power users. 

The push for alternatives
So in a world where energy demands 

continue to grow and where greenhouse 
gas emissions continue to be a concern, 
alternative energy sources such as wind and 
solar power are, at best, only a small part 
of the world’s solution. Initiatives continue 
on many fronts. China is not only building 
coal-fired power plants; it is driving forward 
with an ambitious hydroelectric program. 
There is renewed interest in nuclear energy, 
wherefrom, for example, France derives 

over 75 percent of its power needs. Tidal 
power is expanding in seafront nations. 
And although first generation biofuels may 
not be an environmentally friendly option, 
biomass power plants using residual fibre 
are a welcomed addition to the power grid. 

Meanwhile, we need to make sure 
our existing systems are as efficient as 
possible. In its 2010 Survey, the World 
Energy Council recognizes that even though 
the growth in renewable energy sources 
has been spectacular, it will take decades 
before their contribution is sizeable. While 
work continues on their development, 

the Council states we must improve 
existing power systems: a one percentage 
point improvement in the efficiency of a 
conventional coal plant, for example, results 
in a two to three percent reduction in carbon 
dioxide emissions. Highly efficient modern 
coal plants emit almost forty percent less 
CO2 than the average coal plant in service.

Living with less?
While each initiative provides only a 

marginal benefit, cumulatively these new 
or renewed sources of energy will achieve 
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions and 
help climate change initiatives. To achieve 
meaningful change, however, consumption 
needs to be addressed as well. The challenge 
to the developed world is to learn how to live 
with less, so that the developing world may 
have opportunities to grow economically and 
provide better services to a greater proportion 
of its people. 

Holy sites continued from page 1

Emily Wierenga 
(www.emilywierenga.com) is an 
author, artist and freelance writ-

er who lives with her husband 
and son in Neerlandia, AB.

Energy continued from page 1

Mike Wevers is an indepen-
dent consultant, retired from 

the Alberta Government as 
an Assistant Deputy Minister. 

He lives in Edmonton. 

Upfront cost of solar panels can be prohibitive.

Medicine Hat plans to build a solar trough 
like this Nevada one.

Both Jews and Muslims revere Jerusalem's Dome of the Rock.

Ayodhya's mosque torn down in 1992; Muslim-Hindu tension remains taut.
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In a recent bulletin published by the Canadian Association 
of University Teachers, CAUT announced that they have 
added Crandall University (formerly Atlantic Baptist 
University) to Trinity Western University and Canadian 
Mennonite University on their list of Universities that 
Impose a Faith or Ideological Test. They have concluded 
that the faith-based nature of these institutions and their 
requirement that all employees hold a personal Christian 
faith are in conflict with academic freedom. 

Academic freedom, the independence of individual 

researchers from external pressures, has always been 
staunchly defended by CAUT. They recently chastised 
the administrators of Wilfrid Laurier University (where I 
teach) and the University of Waterloo for failing to uphold 
academic freedom in an administrative dismissal case 
(a conclusion hotly contested by the two institutions). In 
another well-publicized case, CAUT actively supported Dr. 
Nancy Olivieri when she publicized her concerns about a 
drug she was testing, despite threats from the drug company 
funding her research and sanctions by her employer, the 
University of Toronto.

CAUT is right to defend academic freedom. As I have 
argued in a previous column, freedom to conduct 
research from a variety of perspectives is critical 
for the advancement of knowledge. I treasure my 

academic freedom as a neuroscientist and as a Christian. 
But academic freedom, like free speech, is not an absolute 
right. There are a number of legal restrictions on what a 
person may say and defend in an academic context. Just 
as it is illegal to shout “fire” in a crowded theatre (unless 
you smell smoke or see flames!), academics are not 
permitted, for example, to publicly deny the Holocaust or 
to produce an anti-Semitic tirade. Hate crime laws restrict 
what a researcher may argue about, regarding an ethnic or 
religious group. These laws sometimes lead to complicated 
discussions. For instance, when an academic researching 
white supremacist groups uncovers a nest of anti-black 
views, to what extent may these views be published as 
part of the research study? What is the line between the 
necessary (and thus lawful) outlining of research data 
or conclusions and the unnecessary (and thus unlawful) 
dissemination of hateful speech? It is only by studying 
such groups that important issues can be understood, but 
researchers involved should rightly remain mindful of hate 
crime laws. Such laws should apply to academics as much 
as to the general population.

Embracing a different freedom
Individual rights, such as academic freedom, have long 

been in tension with the rights and needs of the collective 
community. Christians, as part of the body of Christ, have a 
higher view of collective needs than may be 
evident in our society. Christians are subject to 
the authority of our Lord, a shared worldview. 
Developing and maintaining this shared 
worldview is undoubtedly difficult, and 
points of tension never subside completely 
(not unlike the decades-long discussion over 
women’s roles in church office in the Christian 
Reformed denomination). For Christians 
these tensions are like a family discussion, 
and while unfortunately we sometimes stop 
speaking with each other, the reality is that we 
are all still grafted on the same vine.

As Reformed Christians we believe that the body of 
Christ encompasses all of our creation, including the 
University. Thus it is possible to argue that the constraints 
that give us freedom in Christ also apply to our communal 
academic life. This shared worldview needs to be protected 
and cherished.

For me at a public university, my faith commitment is 
an individual position; it is not explicitly valued by my 
university. Consequently, I do not have the support of 
an immediate faith community in my academic life. At a 
Christian institution I would research and teach in a “family” 
open to exploring specific issues of how God’s creation 
works. While Christian academics do not – and should 
not – agree on all issues, we do approach creation with the 
shared belief that it is God’s world. I find the idea of being 
part of such a community attractive.

So I’ve concluded that CAUT has accurately captured 
what is an important positive feature of these three, and 
perhaps other, Christian institutions. These institutions 
should advertise their inclusion on CAUT’s list, viewing 
it as a strength and a part of their vision of being a 
community of Christian scholars. It not only requires 
healthy consideration of how to deal with the complexities 
that arise, but on the whole, provides a loving support of 
our academics in their work. Other Christian universities 
should ask to be put on this list.   

Academic freedom and the CAUT
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Rudy Eikelboom (reikelboom@wlu.ca) is Professor and Chair of the Psychology Department 
at Wilfrid Laurier University and a member of the Waterloo Christian Reformed Church.  

From the Lab
Rudy Eikelboom

Crandall University is located in Moncton, New Brunswick.

SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA, Spain (CNA/Europa Press) 
– The president of the Spanish soccer association, Angel 
Maria Villar, and the coach of Spain’s national team, Vicente 
del Bosque, dedicated the country’s World Cup trophy to 
St. James the Apostle on December 27.

The Spanish soccer team won the World Cup in South 
Africa in July 2010.

Though Spain has become increasingly secular, it is 
officially Roman Catholic. Many of those Catholics hold 
the view that the saints know what goes on in each person’s 
life and are capable of bringing humanity’s concerns to God.  

 Villar spoke at the Cathedral of St. James in Santiago 
de Compostela and referred to the Spanish soccer team’s 
“devotion to the apostle.” Villar recalled that during his last 
visit to the cathedral in April 2010 he prayed for the success 
of the team at the World Cup. He believes that St. James 
helped them become world champions. 

Villar noted that the 2010 victory was an achievement the 
country had been dreaming of since 1934. “We had won many 
other tournaments – almost all of them. We had triumphed in 
the greatest of soccer matches but not in the World Cup. We 
put everything we had into it, every human and technological 
resource at our disposal, as well as an unbeatable group of 
players, a truly golden generation. We tied up every loose 

end, and we prayed to you for victory. It was 
very difficult. We faced great rivals. But we 
had faith in you, St. James, and in the quality 
of our players and their coaches.”

On July 11, 2010, he concluded, “all of 
our dreams came true.” Villar asserted that 
they won the Cup “by following the paths you 
showed us 2,000 years ago. These paths are 
none other than those of humility, kindness, 
generosity, solidarity, patience, temperance, 
faith and hope in what we are doing. Thus we 
traveled to South Africa and thus we return 
home to you, in Santiago de Compostela.”

Spain dedicates World Cup trophy to St. James

ISRAEL
A “Mission of Inspiration” Tour

11 exciting days: 
Feb. 28 - March 10, 2011

PERSONALLY ESCORTED BY 
REV. JOHN G. KLOMPS

Emphasis on prayer for the country 
and meditations, along with 
excellent sight-seeing (local guide) 
in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth and more. 
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Included: airfare, daily breakfast/dinner, all sightseeing/special excursions,
and all gratuities. Not included: airport taxes and travel insurance.  

Amsterdam stopover can be arranged upon request.
This tour is now sold out! Call us for information on other tours.

For tour brochure & booking form contact:
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300 - 14845 Yonge St, Aurora ON L4G 6H8  Reg. No.3367728
Tel: 416-969-8100 or 1-800-565-9267   email: aurora@verstraete.com

St. Catharines Office: Tel 905-934-4414 or 1-800-405-6088
Visit us at www.verstraetetravel.com for full details. 



PAGE 4 christian courier

Editorials

Founded in 1945
An independent biweekly that seeks to engage creatively in 
critical Christian journalism, connecting Christians with a 

network of culturally savvy partners in faith for the purpose 
of inspiring all to participate in God’s renewing work 

within his fallen creation.
EDITORIAL TEAM & PRODUCTION STAFF 

Editor: Angela Reitsma Bick  angela@christiancourier.ca
Features Editor: Cathy Smith  cathy@christiancourier.ca
Church Page Editor: Marian Van Til  marianvantil@roadrunner.com
Contributing Editors: 

Bert Witvoet  bert.witvoet@sympatico.ca 
Peter Schuurman  eternalstudent@sympatico.ca

Admin/Bus.ads/Web: Ineke Medcalf-Strayer  ads@christiancourier.ca
Circulation/Fam.ads: Rose der Nederlanden rose@christiancourier.ca
The publication of comments, opinions or advertising does not 
imply agreement or endorsement by Christian Courier or the 
publisher. Please contact circulation if you cannot afford the 

subscription price but want to receive Christian Courier. 
The paper is published the second & fourth Mondays of the month.

Christian Courier
5 Joanna Dr,  St. Catharines ON L2N 1V1

Tel: (905) 682-8311;  1-800-969-4838
Web site: www.christiancourier.ca

Publications Mail Registration No. 09375
We acknowledge the assistance of the Government of Canada, 
through the Canada Periodical Fund (CPF) 
for our publishing activities.

Christian Courier

Michael Buma
The absurdist playwright Eugène 

Ionesco hated watching soccer so 
much when he was a teenager that 
to even encounter the game later in 
life brought back painful memories: 

“The sight and sound of it . . . reminds me of my 
childhood, when I had to tear myself painfully away 
from my books in order to watch those imbecilic, 
stultifying games.”

Those imbecilic, stultifying games! As an 
academic who studies the socio-cultural aspects 
of sport, I’ve often encountered this sort of 
dismissive attitude. Why not do research on 
something more important, like the constitution or 
climate change or Margaret Atwood? Surely, you 
can’t be serious that you wrote your PhD thesis on 
hockey? Well, I did. I happen to love sports, and 
conduct my research and teaching on the subject 
from a position of “critical support” (to borrow a 
phrase from sports historian Bruce Kidd). 

Furthermore, I happen to agree with Christian 
sports sociologist Shirl Hoffman’s suggestion that 
the ubiquity of sport actually constitutes proof of its 
divine appointment. God took pleasure in creating 
us as bodily creatures, and we glorify him when we 
express and explore our physicality through sport 
or appreciate the skilfulness of others who do the 
same. I would submit that I’m in good company 
holding these beliefs: the Pauline letters use sport 
as a metaphor for Christian living so frequently that 
some have speculated the Apostle himself was an 
athlete or at least an avid fan. But even for those 
of us who, like Ionesco, find the omnipresence of 
sports to be oppressive, disinteresting or banal, 
I think there are some very good reasons why 
Christians should pay close attention to sports and 
sporting cultures in our society. 

Sport as religion?
When Christian historian and sociologist Eugen 

Rosenstock-Huessy fled Hitler’s Germany for 
the United States and took a teaching position at 
Harvard, he quickly recognized one major cultural 
difference: while German students responded to 

classical and literary allusions, American students 
were far more intrigued by allusions to the world 
of sport. According to Rosenstock-Huessy, sport 
“encompasses all of [their] virtues and experiences, 
affection and interests; therefore, I have built 
my entire sociology around the experiences an 
American has in athletics and games.” 

In this configuration sports start to sound rather 
like religion, and many critics and commentators 
have in fact suggested that sports have replaced 
or superseded religion in post-Christian societies. 
Although I disagree, there’s something to be said 
for this way of thinking. While sports have little to 
say about metaphysics or eschatology, for instance, 
they tend to be intensely liturgical. In Christian life 
and worship, liturgy testifies both to an ordered 
universe and a proper order of human conduct. 
It gives us necessary structure and allows us to 
learn and absorb through repetition and rehearsal. 
What we don’t often recognize is that sports tend 
to do the same. When we are repeatedly exposed 
to certain values, beliefs, and assumptions, most of 
us can’t help but internalize them to some extent. 
Cultural theory calls this “interpolation,” a term that 
refers to the processes by which ideology becomes 
incorporated into the way we see the world as 
though it inherently belongs or cannot be changed. 
When it comes to sports, this often isn’t a bad thing: 
sports can be an excellent way to learn teamwork, 
cooperation, fair play, and to stay physically and 
mentally healthy. But the values of sporting cultures 
can also be harmful and negative, especially those 
of high level professional sports in our society. 

Evidence of sexism
One quick example that I often give my 

students is the nominal difference between the 
North American men’s and women’s professional 
basketball leagues. The men’s league is called the 
National Basketball Association (NBA) while the 
women’s league is called the Women’s National 
Basketball Association (WNBA). Why not call the 
men’s league the MNBA? The implicit message 
here is that sports are a male domain, a preserve 
of “manly” values, and, ultimately, that men are 

Bert Witvoet
A recent news story about a study of religion and life 

satisfaction drew my attention to the research paper that 
spawned the article. Chaeydoon Lim and Robert D. Putnam 
published their paper “Religion, Social Networks and Life 
Satisfaction” in the American Sociological Review. They 

concluded that it is not so much faith or prayer or listening to sermons 
that makes people happy but building intimate social networks in church. 
In other words, it’s the regular attendance of religious services plus the 
addition of some close friends in that community that makes people score 
high on the scale of life satisfaction. 

Good news for Christians? According to the authors, it does not matter 
what your religion is as long as you attend services regularly and have 
co-religious friends. So Christians have no advantage. Mormons and 
Jews who visit their house of worship regularly and associate with fellow 
believers also report a high level of life satisfaction. The authors do say that 
secular networks of friends cannot duplicate such a high score. So religious 
observance is good, if you want to be happy, that is.

I have two reservations regarding the value of this study. First of all, the 
report tends to lead people into a relativistic view of religions. It makes 
it look as if the “happiness principle” is the most important issue facing 
people today. That is a misleading notion. When it comes to religion, the 
most prominent question always has to be, “What is truth?” not, “What will 
make me happy?” Truth is not, first of all, a road to happiness but a road 
that leads to the source of life eternal – God. Without truth, we perish, no 
matter how satisfied we are for the moment. 

Secondly, it bothers me that prayer and faith and even sermons are not 
given much weight in this report when it comes to impacting our level of 
contentment. I agree that people who regularly attend church and enjoy 
friendship with like-minded believers get a substantial benefit from that. I 
would not say, however, that their satisfaction exists apart from faith in God. 
How could a sociological study measure the impact of one’s faith, anyway? 

Surprising turn of events
In order to throw a bit of a monkey wrench into this study about life 

satisfaction, let me tell you about Jewish dissident Natan Sharansky, who 
was imprisoned in 1977 by the KGB, the Soviet Secret police. I found his 
story in Out of the Depths by Berhard W. Anderson. Although Sharansky 
was a Jew, he was not a very observant one. In other words, he did not 
attend worship services much nor did he develop a strong network of 
believing Jews before he was imprisoned. And he certainly did not improve 
his chances of gaining much life satisfaction by being in jail. According 
to the research by Chaeyoon and Putnam, he was headed for a depressing 
situation – no synagogue, no friends, no satisfaction. 

However, things turned out differently for Sharansky. His one and only 
possession in jail was the book of Psalms given to him by his wife. Out of 
boredom he began to read it. This book of Psalms saved his life, he later 
testified. He read the Psalms regularly and even memorized them. He was 
greatly and strangely comforted by this rich store of prayers and songs. His 
level of life satisfaction went up significantly. 

When in 1986, after nine years of detention, he was finally released at an 
airport in a choreographed moment intended to give the West a favourable 
impression of the Soviet Union’s thirst for justice, Sharansky spoiled 
the performance. Instead of heading for the plane that would take him to 
freedom, he began to ask for his Psalm book, which had been confiscated 
for the so-many-eth time.  The Soviet official in charge told him that he 
had received everything that had been permitted. Sharansky dropped to the 
snow-covered ground. “I won’t move until you give me back my Psalm 
book,” he insisted. When there was no response, Sharansky lay down in 
the snow and shouted, “Give me back my Psalm book!” The official finally 
gave him back his Psalm book. On the plane to freedom, Sharansky opened 
his book of Psalms to keep a vow he had made in prison. He read Palm 30:

I extol you, O Lord, for you have lifted me up,
   and not let my enemies rejoice over me.
O Lord, my God, I cried out to you, and you healed me.
O Lord, you brought me up from Sheol,
   preserved me from going down into the Pit.

I wonder how the researchers will explain this level of satisfaction 
without the aid of social networking, unless you count the support group of 
prison guards who made life miserable for Sharansky. 

Only God’s truth can set you freeSport as liturgy

Michael Buma (mikebuma@gmail.com) teaches 
in the English and Kinesiology departments at 

the University of Western Ontario. 

somehow “better” than women because they 
tend to be physically stronger. In other words, 
the perceived need to distinguish “women’s 
basketball” from “basketball” suggests that 
women don’t belong in sports and need to be 
singled out as different or exceptional when 
they play (sports sociologists refer to this sort 
of delineation as “gender marking”). 

This is clearly an idea that Christians 
should reject and condemn, because it is one 
of many ways in which sporting cultures in 
our society run counter to the proper Scriptural 
order of things. Hoffman’s latest book, Good 
Game: Christianity and the Culture of Sports, 
makes a thorough and compelling argument 
that, rather than working to transform sports, 
North American Christians have often been 
transformed by them. Whether we love, hate 
or are passively indifferent toward sports,  
Christians should recognize both the need to 
reclaim this fallen sphere of culture for Christ 
and the danger that we ourselves might be 
“reformed” in its often troublesome image. 

Bert Witvoet and his wife Alice live in St. Catharines, Ontario.
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We’ve enjoyed hearing from many 
faithful readers since advertising 
our search for the longest-running 
subscription to CC. If you’ve been 
getting CC since 1960 or earlier, you’re 
still welcome to enter the contest.

Call 1-800-969-4838 to introduce 
yourself or email editor@christiancourier.ca (or ask a relative to). The 
winner will receive five free gift subscriptions for his or her children and 
grandchildren! The deadline for submitting your name is January 31, 2010. 

Helen Tangelder
My journey with books has been a long one. As a child, I grew up with books, all 

the way from The Book of Knowledge encyclopedia, the Bobsey Twin series, and the 
Grace Livingstone Hill books. I kept my nursing and my Bible college textbooks. Not 
until I met John did I really know what it was to have books in the house. On our very 
first date, I mentioned that I had Berkoff’s Systematic Theology textbook. John said that 
maybe he could borrow it sometime. I thought to myself that in no way he was going to 
get that textbook.

During our first three months of marriage, we lived with John’s parents in Oshawa 
before we moved to Grand Rapids, where John studied at Calvin Seminary. During 
those three months I decided to straighten out John’s bookcases. That meant putting 
the books all in neat rows according to height and size. I was tired of looking at messy 
bookshelves. John was not a happy camper when he came home and found out that his 
books were not in subject order. Oh well, live and learn. Early marriage days!

Throughout his ministry, the supply of books increased. John mostly bought books 
at garage sales, library sales, or people would kindly give him books from their 
collections. John never said no to that. Then we needed more bookshelves and more 
space. In all our moves, the books came with us. From Vernon, B.C. to Wellandport, 
Ontario, they came by train in the deep of winter. None were lost. John took about 400 
books with us to the Philippines – ones he needed for teaching at the seminary. It was 
a challenge to sort and choose. He took some Dutch books as well, only to find that the 
bookworms liked the glue in his Dutch books, and not in the cheap paperbacks. In all 
our pastorates, John had his study in the house, taking up a bedroom for his books. In 
Wellandport, the church built a special addition onto the parsonage for his study. It was 
much needed. Having a family of six, we needed all the other rooms. The quantity of 
books increased greatly.

John was happiest 
when he had a book and 
pen in his hand to make 
his own personal notes 
and scribbles. He did not 
use a highlighter for his 
markings. John was an 
eclectic reader, having 
read many topics, ranging 
from the Communist 
Manifesto to Francis 
Schaeffer’s writings. One 
of his all-time favourite 
books was Augustine’s 
Confessions. He also 
loved C.S. Lewis, Chuck 
Colson, Martin Lloyd-

Jones, Abraham Kuyper. There was no end to his favourite writers. I could tell when 
John was tired. He would pull out a good Dutch novel. Though he was a reader of 
serious literature, John enjoyed a good mystery – the likes of Agatha Christie and G. K. 
Chesterton.

My journey with books

Looking after books 
was a challenge, especially 
when it came to dusting and 
straightening up the shelves. 
Books are real dust collectors. 
Every year, around Christmas 
and New Year, I would take 
books off the shelf and give 
them a good dusting. I kept that 
up till the last two years, when 
I simply did not have the time. 
I would find pieces of paper 
stuck in a book, along with 
clippings of articles and any 
other kid of paper for his notes.

John was often asked if he had read then all. Yes, he would say. Mind you, some of 
them were strictly reference material for his sermons and articles. Throughout the years 
he gave away books or threw some out. Did it make a dent on the shelf? Hardly. 

Yes, books were part and parcel of John’s ministry and our married life. Books 
were his tools, the way carpenters and painters have tools. They had to be accessible 
somewhere, even if it meant a pile on the floor by his chair.

In the last two months of John’s life, he could not hold a pen or book, let alone have 
the stamina to read. That was a blow – to give up something he loved dearly all his life. 
One of the hardest things for me was to go into his study, where I saw piles of books he 
had gathered for his articles, his pens, his notes, and the discarded scraps of paper in his 
wastebasket – all just where he left it.

A year later I sorted John’s Dutch books, computer-filed each title and author, and 
boxed 1300 books, which I took to the Canadian Reformed Seminary in Hamilton. I did 
the same with 3600 English titles, which I dropped off at Redeemer University College 
in Ancaster. Some books went to family and several to John’s colleagues. I wanted to 
honour John’s will about his books.

So this is my journey with books – from a few boxes when we arrived in Vernon, 
B.C. to over 200 boxes when I disposed of them recently. The journey has been long 
and good. Do I have regrets about living with books? Indeed – NO! 

Helen Tangelder lives in London, Ontario.

How long have you 
been reading CC?
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LONDON (TCI) – The 400th anniversary of the King 
James Version of the Bible (KJV) was a centerpiece of 
festive messages from the Queen and Archbishop of 
Canterbury this past Christmas. 

During her message broadcast on Christmas Day, 
Queen Elizabeth highlighted the King James translation’s 
“glorious language,” saying it has “given many of us the 
most widely recognized and beautiful descriptions of the 
birth of Jesus Christ.”

The Queen’s message came from Hampton Court where, 
she told viewers, King James had “convened a conference 
of churchmen of all shades of opinion to discuss the future 
of Christianity in this country.

“The King agreed to commission a new translation of the 

Bible that was acceptable to all parties. This was to become 
the King James or Authorized Bible,” said Elizabeth. She 
concluded by noting that it is still “acknowledged as a 
masterpiece of English prose and the most vivid translation 
of the Scriptures.” 

BURTTS CORNER, N.B. (CRCNA) – As travelers and 
their luggage finally reached their Christmas destinations 
after being delayed by a massive snowstorm on the East 
Coast, an amazing 38 volunteers gathered in Burtts Corner, 
New Brunswick, to begin clean-up from severe flooding.

CRWRC Disaster Response Services, in collaboration 
with Samaritan’s Purse and other organizations, provided 
volunteers from CRC classes in Eastern Canada to clean-up 
and otherwise assist with flood recovery from a torrential 
24-hour rainstorm on December 13. In addition, volunteers 
from local Mennonite and other congregations arrived from 
the Centreville and Fredericton areas.

CRWRC-DRS program manager Art Opperwall said that 
“with coordination from area managers Dirk and Margaret Van 
Oord, CRC congregations in eastern Canada [sent] volunteers, 
and churches nearby [helped] to house and feed people.”

The volunteers were joined in Burtts Corner by Kirk 
MacDonald, the provincial government representative, and by 
MP Mike Allen, to clean out and repair flood-damaged homes. 
The region’s public safety minister Robert Trevors said that 
the deluge was the second-most expensive natural disaster in 
New Brunswick in recent memory. While the clean-up was 
going on, local weather conditions included not more rain but 
heavy snow and temperatures well below freezing.

New volunteers from CRWRC and other organizations 
continued to arrive on the site each day for a week. Dirk 
Van Oord reported that nearly a dozen homeowners needing 
critical assistance were identified in an area about an hour 
from Burtts Corner. In all, the heavy rain and a foot of flood 
water made 100 homes uninhabitable.

The flood response in New Brunswick is an inter-
denominational effort coordinated by CRWRC Disaster 
Response Services and Samaritan’s Purse, which provides 
oversight, tools and home inspections. 

CRC volunteers have been asked for help via bulletin 
announcements, pulpit requests, through local ministerial 
associations and in newspapers in the Fredericton area. 

To support CRWRC’s response in New Brunswick, checks 
marked “Storms 2010” may still be sent to denominational 
headquarters. 

BAGDHAD, Iraq (Christian Post) – Open Doors, a 
ministry that supports persecuted Christians, ranked Iraq 
eighth, up from 17th, in its 2011 World Watch List. The 
country suffered its worst year of Christian persecution 
since the 2003 U.S.-led invasion.

The onslaught of attacks in Iraq began with the 
Baghdad church massacre on October 31, 2010, that 
killed 58 people. The devastating attack was followed 
by unrelenting bombings and shootings targeting 
Christians throughout Iraq, including a few incidents 
where militants invaded Christian homes and killed 
people sitting in their living rooms. A series of 10 bombs 
exploded in Christian homes in Baghdad on December 
30, killing two people and wounding more than a dozen.

At least 90 Christians were killed last year in Iraq, 
while hundreds more were injured in bomb and gun 
attacks, according to Open Doors.

Eight of the top 10 countries where it is most 
dangerous to practice Christianity have Islam as the 
dominant religion.

“We have always, in 55 years working with perse-
cuted Christians, responded only to one agenda – what 
do they [persecuted Christians] need? The reason we do 
the World Watch List is one response to that question: 
their request to making the world more aware of what is 
going on in their countries,” says Carl Moeller, president 
and CEO of Open Doors USA. 

 
Please pray! 

The annual list, compiled by the research department 
of Open Doors International, helps Christians target 
their prayers. It is also a powerful tool to help govern-
ments and public policy bodies understand Christian 
persecution around the world. The list has been used 
by the U.S. State Department, the U.S. Commission 
on International Religious Freedom and the European 
Union, according to Moeller.

The report states that persecution has increased in 
seven of the top 10 countries on the list, even though 
in some cases the countries’ rank did not change. 
Afghanistan rose from sixth to third and Uzbekistan, 
from 10th to ninth. Despite not making the top 10 list, 
Open Doors highlighted Pakistan in its reporting, noting 
that it jumped from Number 14 to Number 11 this year. 
Mauritania, however, dropped from Number eight to 
Number 13. Communist North Korea, meanwhile, 
topped the list for the ninth consecutive year.

“Please pray for brave believers like Asia Noreen, 
who remains in prison in Pakistan after being sentenced 
to death on a false blasphemy charge,” Moeller urged. 
“And for the dwindling Christian population in Iraq 
who are facing ‘religicide’ from Muslim extremists.”

The World Watch List is based on an extensive 
questionnaire sent to Open Doors co-workers, key 
church leaders and recognized experts in 77 societies. 
The questionnaire examines every aspect of persecution, 
including the degree of legal restriction, state attitudes, 
how free the church is to organize itself, as well as 
incidents of persecution such as church burnings, anti-
Christian riots and even martyrdom. The reporting 
period for this year’s list was from November 1, 2009, 
through October 31, 2010. 

Top 10 on World Watch List 2011:

ROME (NCR) – The managing editor 
of Sacred Music says that the forthcoming 
revised translation of the Roman missal 
will likely augur a revival of sacred music 
in the Roman Catholic church. A missal 
is a “service book,” with music, used in 
Catholic worship worldwide. 

“This is a chance for a new begin-
ning…,” said Jeffrey Tucker. “The new 
translation is so much better, so much more 
beautiful. People will notice immediately, 
not just in the order of Mass but in all the 
celebrant parts, too. The chants are now 
embedded in the structure of the missal; 
this was not previously true.” 

From silly songs to Gregorian chant
When sked “What do you say to people who think that 

‘contemporary’ or rock music is necessary to attract young 

people to Mass?”, Tucker replied, “So far as I can tell, the 
only people who really argue this way are old people. It’s 
true that plenty of young people are not interested in true 
liturgical music, but those same people are not interested 
in Catholicism either. How do we draw people to the faith? 
By lying about it and substituting false teaching? I don’t 
think so. The faith draws people when it is not ashamed of 
itself and when it has the ring of truth. It is the same with 
liturgical music…."

Tucker continued, “We are living in times of transition, and 
young people seem to know this even more than older people. 
I don’t think there is any doubt where that transition is headed. 
People are discovering the sacred music tradition. If you look 
around at the Catholic music world, you quickly find that this 
is where the interest and energy is. This is the future.”

The new missal edition and additional musical-liturgical 
revisions will help Catholic parishes make the transition 
“from silly songs to serious Gregorian chant,” asserted 
Tucker. 

Iraq jumps nine spots in 
world’s worst persecutors list

1. North Korea
2. Iran
3. Afghanistan
4. Saudi Arabia
5. Somalia

6. Maldives
7. Yemen
8. Iraq
9. Uzbekistan
10. Laos                                         

CRWRC-Canada
3475 Mainway
PO Box 5070 STN LCD
Burlington ON L7R 3Y8
Phone: 1-800-730-3490

or:
CRWRC-US
2850 Kalamazoo Ave SE
Grand Rapids MI 49560
Phone: 1-800-55-CRWRC

CRWRC volunteers lend help in flooded New Brunswick

Music editor: Revised missal will revive Catholic church music

Britain: Queen marks 400th anniversary of King James Bible

Queen spoke to the world from Hampton Court, site of KJ conference.
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With files from Sarah Vander Plaats, Dordt College
SIOUX CENTER, Iowa (CRCNA) – Students Without 

Borders, a film by two Dordt College digital media 
students, has won a gold Ava Award, which is part of 
an international awards competition that recognizes 
outstanding achievement by creative filmmaking 
professionals.

The film, which is in DVD 
format, is intended to explain 
American culture as seen through 
the eyes of international students.

“Imagine [going to school] and 
not being able to speak, read, listen, 
or learn in your own language,” said 
Vero Visser Galvan, an international 
student at Dordt College.

This is a struggle that many international students 
studying in North America face, and it is the subject of 
the new Prairie Grass Productions film, created by Daniel 
Kauten and Dale Vande Griend.

“I hope the video will be used in a way that makes the 
transition to American life a little easier, but I also hope 
it gives American students an insight into the life of an 
international student,” said Kauten, a 2010 Dordt graduate.

The year-long independent studies project helped hone 
the young filmmaker's skills beyond traditional academic 
learning. “Doing something like this with just us really 
helps to teach things you can’t learn [only] in a classroom. 
You learn what works and what doesn’t. A book can’t 
always tell you that,” said Vande Griend, a senior digital 
media major at Dordt.

After the film was complete, Kauten and Vande Griend 
shared the remaining workload with other students. 
Business administration students Braden Kooiker, Sarah 
Skidmore, Lauren Ridder and Jordan Herrema came 
up with a distribution and promotion plan for the film. 
Graphic design students Michelle Stam, Ellie Dykstra, 
Aaron Yoder and Alyssa Hoogendoorn (the copy writer) 
created packaging for the DVD.

Though the film was created at Dordt, the fact that it 
won the gold Ava indicates that its quality and storytelling 
make it marketable to other colleges and universities in 
the United States as well. 

GRAND RAPIDS, Mich. (CRCNA) – Albert Einstein did 
not believe in a God who interacts with each of us and rewards 
and punishes his creatures. Yet the world-renowned physicist 
did believe in the “mystery of eternity of life,” as well as in 
“the marvelous structure of reality,” said Krista Tippett, host 

of the popular American National Public 
Radio (NPR) program “On Being” 
formerly known as “Speaking of Faith.” 

To kick-off Calvin College’s annual 
“January Series” of lectures at the 
beginning of this month, Tippett spoke 
about Einstein (and other scientists) 
and how science interacts with faith. 
Her presentation was called “Einstein’s 
God: Conversations About Science 
and the Human Spirit.” That is also 
the name of her new book. Tippett is a 
graduate of Yale Divinity School and 
a former journalist.

She discussed similarities between science and religion 
and what she thinks people can learn from each. “Science 
and religion together help inform all of life in its totality,” she 
said. “Something eternal lies behind what both science and 
religion have to teach. We do them a disservice in this culture 
by reducing discussion about them to debates and sound bites.”

Tippett’s book contains interviews with 13 guests from her 
radio program: physicists, physicians, psychologists, authors, 

poets, educators and clergy, all of whom offer their perspectives 
on the human search for meaning. Some are Christians; others 
passionately approach the question from a secular viewpoint.

Mystery, not ‘rules’
The granddaughter of a Baptist preacher, Tippett had many 

questions that weren’t answered by the church she attended as a 
youth. Today, she says, she finds herself much more interested in 
the great mysteries of existence – but “not the rules for living.” 
She asserted “I appreciate more and more the notion of mystery 
being right alongside what we see as truth. We’re living in a 
moment when we are poised to learn so much more…. We don’t 
know what is essential and amazing that is happening right now 
that will keep us alive and sustainable 100 years from now.” 

Once she left home for college and then a career as an 
overseas correspondent, faith in God was not a subject she 
thought much about, she admitted. She was “probably an 
agnostic at the time,” though didn’t think about it seriously 
enough to claim that “label.” Now, she says, “I have less and less 
patience with religious abstractions that are utterly disconnected 
from the world, from how we live every day,” she said.

Tippett’s program airs on some 200 public radio stations 
in the U.S. and internationally via the web. Tippett has won 
a Peabody award for the program. 

Calvin College’s 24th annual January Series runs through 
January 25. This year the lectures were also webcast to 30 
remote locations continent-wide and overseas in Lithuania. 

Marian Van Til
WASHINGTON, D.C. – CC previously reported that Apple 

Computer Corp. had removed the Manhattan Declaration 
iPhone application from its app store. The Manhattan 
Declaration is a statement of orthodox Christian belief 
originally signed in 2009 by 150 Christian leaders “known for 
their public witness on behalf of justice, human rights and the 
common good.” Since then a movement has grown around the 
declaration and its signers, and a half-million North American 
Christians have signed the declaration.

ManhattanDeclaration.org created an iPhone application 
last year which was available at the Apple iPhone store. 
It became popular. Then in late fall the app was pulled by 
Apple, developers of the iPhone. According to Apple’s public 
relations department, the Manhattan Declaration is “offensive 
to large groups of people.” 

That “a statement of conscience signed by half a million 
Christians in support of the sanctity of human life, traditional 
marriage and religious freedom” could be seen as offensive 
was highly troubling not only to Charles Colson and the other 
original signers but to the hundreds of thousands of orthodox 
Christians who support the declaration and its intent. 

Colson explained, “Over the [American] Thanksgiving 
holiday, some advocates of same-sex marriage petitioned 
Apple, saying that the Manhattan Declaration promoted hate 

and homophobia. So Apple pulled the app.”
 The app contained a questionnaire that 

users could answer and that “became a 
lightning rod for gay activists,” according to 
Colson. Two of its questions were: “Do you 
believe in protecting life from the moment 
of conception?” and “Do you support same-
sex relationships?”

‘Triumph of political correctness’
Colson continued, “It was a triumph of political 

correctness and ad hominem attack over civil discourse. 
And I am saddened – and very concerned – that a pioneering 
company like Apple, whose products are used by untold 
millions to interact and communicate, chose to shut down the 
dialogue over one of the defining cultural issues of our time.”

In response, thousands of Christians petitioned Apple, 
the Manhattan Declaration app was resubmitted to Apple 
on December 8 and Apple was asked to reconsider. Apple 
has just released its second response. That response is even 
harsher than the first one was. 

Apple again rejected the app, asserting in a letter dated 
December 22 that “references or commentary about a religious, 
cultural or ethnic group that are defamatory, offensive, mean-
spirited or likely to expose the targeted group to harm or 

violence will be rejected. We have evaluated the content of 
this application and consider its contents to be objectionable 
and potentially harmful to others.” 

Colson and two other original signers, Robert George 
and Timothy George (a divinity school dean), said in a press 
release, “What this means is that the teachings of the Bible itself 
are offensive, even dangerous.” They are urging Christians 
to continue to voice their support for the app and for the 
Manhattan Declaration, and to let Apple know of their support.

 Chilling to all faith groups 
“We have to persevere until Apple relents. If we don’t, it 

will mean that merely citing Scripture on some key moral 
issues is grounds for removal of apps and the limitation of 
speech entailed by that,” said the three men. “This app is 
no more objectionable than any other app that includes the 
Bible or the Quran, or other religious texts that speak to 
moral issues. The result of this decision will be chilling to 
all faith groups.”  

They added, “Apple may be banking on the fact that people 
have short memories; that this issue will just go away after a 
few days.” Signing the petition at the Manhattan Declaration 
website will “make sure this doesn’t happen,” they urged 
fellow Christians. Nearly 60,000 people have signed. The 
site and petition are at www.ManhattanDeclartion.org. 

ANCASTER, Ont. (RUC) – In mid-January Redeemer 
University College was the setting for a lecture and discussion 
that considered the relationship between faith and work. 

Called “The World and Our Calling,” this 
year’s featured speaker was Dr. Steven Garber, 
who is director of The Washington Institute. The 
institute calls itself “a still-point . . . connecting 
knowing and doing, heart and mind, belief and 
behaviour, worldview and way of life.” 

At the event, open to the academic community and to 
the public, Garber explored “the relationship of faith to 
vocation and to the responsible engagement of the culture” 
in North America and beyond. 

Garber is described as having “a classroom among many 
people in many places – wherever he is and whatever he is 

doing, always wanting to understand more fully the integral 
character of faith to vocation to culture.”

He is the author of The Fabric of Faithfulness: Weaving 
Together Belief and Behavior (2nd ed., 2007) and was also a 
contributor to the volumes Faith Goes to Work: Reflections 
From the Marketplace, and Get Up Off Your Knees: 
Preaching the U2 Catalogue. 

 For many years he taught on Washington’s Capitol Hill in 
the American Studies Program, and is particularly interested 
in the relationship of popular culture to political culture; from 
that appointment he became the Scholar-in-Residence for the 
Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. 

The Washington Institute’s website, dealing as the 
institute itself does with “faith, vocation, culture,” can be 
seen at www.washingtoninst.org.

Follow-up: Apple Computer now calls Christian belief  ‘objectionable and potentially harmful’

Dordt students win film award

‘Einstein’s God’ initiates Calvin College January lectures 

Redeemer explores relation between faith and work
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“Do you think you’re called to singleness?” 
a married friend of mine asked me a couple 
of years ago. 

“I’m called to singleness right now, I 
guess,” I ventured.

“No – but, I mean, do you have The Gift 
of Singleness?” he asked.

“Right now I do.” I knew I was being 
difficult, but I continued. “Sometimes I think 
I would like to serve God as a single, and other 
times I think it might be right for me to serve 
God through marriage and family. Sometimes 
people end up single for their whole lives even 
though when they were younger they had 
thought they would marry.” 

“That’s different,” he said. “When you 
have The Gift of Singleness, you know. You 
don’t desire marriage.” 

And I had believed that for a while too, 

but I don’t think God’s will works in these 
set categories that one needs to recognize at 
the onset of adult life. 

I don’t deny that there are a number of 
people who feel committed to living lives as 
singles from a young age. But I think there are 
a number of people who are called to single-
ness and find out along the way. Or people 
who remain open to marriage throughout 
their whole lives but never find a person with 
whom they wish to spend the rest of their lives. 
This whole topic raises some deeper issues 
about our theology of providence and God’s 
guidance in our lives that I won’t get into right 
now. Suffice it to say that I believe if one is 
single, she or he is called, and gifted, to serve 
God in that role for whatever length of time 
that singleness continues. 

Finding fulfillment 
The above conversation reminded me of 

a woman named Jennifer I met years ago 
at a church potluck in downtown Toronto. 
She was probably the first person I had ever 
spoken to expressly about embracing a life 
of singleness. She was beautiful, confident, 
vivacious, talented and authentic, the kind of 
woman that I, in my early twenties, hoped to 
be like in 40 years. She has remained in my 

memory as one of the most self-realized and 
contented people I have ever met. 

But she had not always felt this way. As 
we shared a meal, she spoke openly about 
how it had been her dream to get married and 
have a family, but she never met the man she 
was looking for. After four years of waiting 
and intensely praying, she began to doubt, 
finding it difficult to reconcile her unfulfilled 
dreams with the promise she had heard 
throughout her Christian upbringing that 
God will provide the desires of our hearts. 
Eventually her anger drove her to abandon 
her commitment to church and God. After 
ten years, she could not resist God’s love 
anymore and came to accept that her life, 
though different than what she had expected 
and prayed for, was beautiful. 

“And now, my friends are jealous of me!” 
Jennifer said, and listed the different benefits 
she experienced as a single – benefits that for 
years she had not recognized. 

I was so moved by how Jennifer was 
living a life of contentment out of the ashes 
of unfulfilled dreams. By contentment, I don’t 
mean resolving to grin and bear it or to make 
the most of a bad situation. I mean, rather, a 
deep sense of fulfillment: though she had once 
planned for things to be different, now she 

would not have it any other way. 

A gift of blessing
It can become easy in our church circles 

to feel that family is the ultimate calling, that 
it is the foremost way to serve God. It can 
also become easy to believe that if we want 
a good thing and are trusting God for it, we’ll 
get it. These teachings and mentalities can 
leave people like Jennifer feeling betrayed by 
God when they find, as life progresses, that 
perhaps their callings will not transpire as 
expected. While marriage and family are very 
good things, they are not the only good things, 
and are not the only good ways in which to 
serve. Sometimes life doesn’t take us in the 
directions we expect it to, but this in no way 
negates God’s calling. When our prayers are 
not answered in the ways which we expect, 
we may grieve, we may be disappointed, but 
let us never feel that God’s calling is absent 
from any given stage of life. Singleness is still 
a gift, full of blessings and joy and to be used 
for God’s glory, regardless of 
whether it’s chosen or not. 

Our metaphors are 
revealing. We talk about 
“spending” time as if it 
were an economic thing. 
“How did you spend your 
time this Christmas?”

If I spend time, then it 
is used up, gone, kaput. 
We are told that God has 

put eternity in men’s minds (Ecclesiastes 
3:11). I doubt that the teaching of Ecclesiastes 
will change our use of the phrase, spending 
time, but it is worth considering. 

The opposite of spending time must 
be saving time. I know that, in my youth, 
we were all influenced by devices that 
would save time. I’m not sure that socks 
are matched and sorted any more often 
because we have automatic washers and 
dryers. Surreptitious peeks in other people’s 
laundry rooms have also convinced me that 
dirty clothes baskets seem to be always full. 
Dishes often come out of the dishwasher 
directly onto the table or into the cupboard 
just before the machine is re-filled. 

I’m still trying to figure out what one does 
with the time one saves. Where does a person 
store saved time? More importantly, what 
does a person do with time that is saved? 
As far as I can tell, people “spend” saved-up 
time doing things that keep them busier and 
busier: recreation, travel and so on. In other 
words, the time that is saved is soon “spent.” 

My question for the new year is this: Who 
told you that saving time is always a virtue? 
Was Mr. Geertsma foolish because he 
wanted to spade his garden instead of using 

a rototiller? Is driving through a car-wash a 
wiser use of time than spraying and soaping 
and having a water-fight while you clean your 
car on a hot summer afternoon? Is sending an 
e-card something “better” to do than making 
your own greeting card and hand-writing a 
message, preferably with a fountain pen? 

Wisely wasteful
Sometimes I prefer what might be called 

inefficiency as a wise use of time. And so I 
suggest what we used to call “going outside” 
as a fruitful activity for the new year. When 
we were children, we were sent out after 
breakfast with the charge, “Out you go, now, 
and don’t come in until lunch time.” 

This “staying outside” involved nothing 
more complicated than simple tools, an axe, a 
bicycle, plus some basketballs, baseballs, bats 
and fishing rods. We were bored sometimes, 
or said we were. We figured out how to play 
fast-pitch baseball with a whiffle-ball covered 
with tape. We played football. We made forts. 
We tried to catch rabbits with our bare hands 
during the winter when we could track them 
to their “forms” in the snow. In the summer 
we took our bikes to the Onion River and 
competed to see who could catch the most 
tiny bullheads, which we unceremoniously 
threw over our shoulders for raccoons’ supper. 

Staying outside might also have meant 
watching the chickens and pigeons. We 
learned about mating – “Oh, look, that one is 
roosting on the other one!” We watched mice 
sneak out into the coop and get eaten, whole, 
by chickens. (Furry eggs were a nightmare.) 
We felt sympathy for the pigeon thrown 

out of its nest, and once my brother raised 
one by feeding it chewed up crackers from 
his mouth. But mostly, we sat on upturned 
buckets and watched. 

As a retired-but-not-yet-completely-
decrepit man of 62 years, I now find that 
watching our cows eat is a very good way 
to use time. Neither spending it nor saving 
it. Especially towards dusk in the winter, 
the three cows come into the little shed and 
I fork hay out for them. They start slowly, 
and then get into a regular routine, crunching 
(who knew hay would crunch?), swallowing, 
belching sweet belches and vile farts. From 
time to time I scratch Cow’s forehead, or go 
outside to hand-feed Patty. On a good day 
the bull, McMeyer, lets me run my fingers 
through his Scottish Highlander bangs. 

But mostly I sit on my chair and watch. I 

do learn some things but mostly I practice a 
meditative posture: feet up, coffee at the right 
hand, the occasional “it’s all right” to the cows. 

People say, “You have too much time 
on your hands.” For those who think 
snowmobiling or DVD-watching or more 
work is a better use of time I say this: You 
may save time and you may spend time; I 
prefer to savour it. 

Called to singleness

Spending time profitably

Flowers &
Thistles

Curt Gesch

Patchwork Words
Melissa Kuipers

Curt and Betsy Gesch 
(curtgesch@hotmail.com) live in Telkwa, BC.

Melissa Kuipers (mckuip@gmail.
com) is completing a Masters of 

Arts in Creative Writing at the 
University of Toronto.
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Review by Cathy Smith 
A Million Miles in a Thousand Years by Donald Miller
Nashville, Tennessee. Thomas Nelson, Inc., 2009

Initially I was disappointed in Donald Miller’s new 
book, A Million Miles in a Thousand Years. His first 
successful book, Blue Like Jazz (2003), a New York 
Times bestseller, was delightfully honest and funny. 
His follow-up book, Searching For God Knows What 
(2004) was similarly honest, humorous and literate. 
In comparison, A Million Miles in a Thousand Years 
struck me as dumbed-down. Simpler prose, fewer 
literary references, a quieter wit.

It’s a good thing I read the book twice, because 
my first impression wasn’t really fair. In his characteristic no-holds-barred way, 
Miller applies the elements of story as a rubric to test the credibility of his faith. 
A film producer has made him an offer. He wants to make a movie about Donald’s 
life. Says Miller, “I was going to tell him I needed a couple of weeks to consider the 
idea, but then he said how much he’d pay me, so I told him I’d do it.” In working 
with the filmmakers, Donald discovers that his life is boring. He learns that character 
transformation is the point of a story, but also the point of life itself. He concludes that 
his own life’s story has stalled along the way. Despite renown as an author, he is forced 
to confront “the absent glory of a life that could have been.”

Donald attends the funeral of his uncle and begins to unravel what’s missing. His 
uncle, who had devoted his life to helping young men in trouble, had lived a life 
beyond himself: “his life was like the roots of a tree that went miles around its trunk 
and came up in my cousins, in their faces and their voices and their character. I didn’t 
think you could kill a tree that big.”

Spurred by the movie project, Donald undertakes some “inciting incidents” in his 
own life to notch up his own story. Conquering his deep-seated reluctance and dread, 
he re-connects with the father who abandoned him. He hikes the physically-challenging 
pilgrimage route up Maachu Pichu in Peru and reflects on how pain develops character. 
The many Incas who gave their lives to build the city infused it with an even greater 
grandeur than it would have had without such tremendous sacrifice: “The pain made 
the city more beautiful. The story made us different characters than if we’d showed 
up at the ending a different way. It made me think about the hard lives so many 
people have had, the sacrifices they’d endured, and how those people will see heaven 
differently from those of us who have had easier lives.” 

Eventually, with 15 other individuals, Donald takes on a 3000 mile cross-country 
bike marathon in support of fresh water wells for Africa. This, too, becomes another 
chapter in plotting a more intentional and better story for himself. He falls in love and 
experiences a heart-wrenching breakup. He walks beside a friend who loses his wife 
to cancer. At the conclusion of his “story,” Donald inaugurates an ambitious urban 
outreach program for fatherless children called The Mentoring Project.

Miller’s candour won me 
over once again. Targeting 
his postmodern peers, 
Miller’s A Million Miles in 
a Thousand Years embeds 
a solid Christian perspective 
ever-so-casually into a non-
doctrinaire conversation. But 
his conclusions speak to me, 
too, the not-so-modern baby 
boomer. “If I have a hope,” he 
writes, “it’s that God sat over 
the dark nothing and wrote 
you and me, specifically, into 
the story, and put us in with 

the sunset and the rainstorm as if to say, Enjoy your place in my story. The beauty of 
it means you matter, and you can create within it even as I have created you.” That 
doesn’t sound so different, after all, from one of my favourite T.S.Eliot quotes: “The 
Lord who created must wish us to create / And employ our creation again in his service 
/ Which is already his service in creating” (Choruses from ‘the Rock’). 

By Mario Toneguzzi 
Seeking God’s Face: Praying with the Bible Through the Year by Philip F. Reinders
Baker Books, Faith Alive Christian Resources, Calvin Institute of Christian Worship 2010

For many people, prayer is not the easiest thing to do. 
People of faith often struggle with prayer, and even clergy do as well.
Pastor Phil Reinders of River Park Church, a Christian Reformed church in the 

Marda Loop area, recently published a book on daily prayer that is modelled after the 
ancient Christian practice of praying the daily office – a practice that is becoming new 
to many people these days.

“I think the real genesis of the project, the whole book, is the poverty of my own 
prayer life. I think really I wrote the book for myself to help me. Prayer probably had 
to be one of the biggest struggles of my relationship with God,” says Reinders. 

The daily office is simply a form of prayer – a structure people pray with. It’s an 
invitation to a conversation with God. Some space for silence to listen is included. A 
Psalm is read. There is a passage of scripture. In the book, Reinders has prepared a 
place for free prayer. Set prayer is also said and there is a closing blessing. 

“A lot of people assume that the best or the most genuine type of prayer is sort of 
the spontaneous riff. Something that flows freely. At its rawest, most natural, it is. But 
I found, along with many others, that sort of praying can’t sustain me in the long term. 
I need some structure or some pattern. That’s what the daily office is. It’s got a long 
history,” says Reinders. 

The key is to carve out a specific time in a day. 
Cease whatever you are doing and re-orient your life 
around God. 

Reinders’ book is called Seeking God’s Face: 
Praying with the Bible Through the Year. 

“Ever since the disciples asked Jesus, ‘Lord, teach us 
to pray,’ followers of Christ have sought out guides to a 
richer prayer life. If you’re at all like me, learning about 
and living a life of prayer can be a steep challenge. 
Who hasn’t struggled with it? And like the disciples, 
I’ve wanted a guide to lead me into a richer life of 
prayer,” he says. 

“Seeking God’s Face provides a way of praying new 
to many of us, but is rooted in an ancient practice of 
prayer that has sustained the prayer life of Christians 
for thousands of years. Modelled after the Christian 
practice of praying the daily office, Seeking God’s Face 
provides a simple daily pattern for prayer. 

“So why might this ancient practice be a helpful practice to reclaim? While God is 
omnipresent, we are not. We so often take a theological truth – such as God is present 
everywhere, at all times – and construct a flawed practice around it. Therefore, I can 
pray whenever I feel like it. God is everywhere and always available to us. We are not. 
And so we find specific places and times to pray. The goal is to make us awake to God 
in all our waking moments.” 

Reinders says living as a follower of Jesus involves a new way of thinking and 
believing, yet so much more than adopting a set of beliefs. Christian beliefs open up a 
whole new world, the kingdom of God. It’s a way of life that shapes our living. 

Reprinted with permission from the Calgary Herald  (October 30, 2010) 
mtoneguzzi@calgaryherald.com

Taking the struggle out of prayer

Bestselling Blue Like Jazz author on tour to promote new book.

Miller edits himself
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