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South of the border, in Grand 
Rapids, Calvin University ac-
quired 5,000 testing kits in a deal 
with Helix Diagnostics, a Michi-
gan clinical laboratory, with most 
of those tests slated to be used for 
initial screening of those arriving 
to campus at the beginning of the 
year. Meanwhile in Sioux Center, 
Iowa, Dordt University will be 
conducting regular temperature 
checks of its students and pro-
viding hand sanitizing stations 
throughout campus, along with 
physically-distanced classrooms.

In contrast to these in-per-
son plans, however, many sec-

AS CANADIAN PROVINCES PASS THROUGH their respective stages 
of reopening, social institutions of all kinds are grappling with how 
to effectively and safely offer their services, and universities are no 
exception. By early July, many universities and colleges had already 
released their multifaceted plans for operating come September within 
the restraints of the COVID-19 pandemic, including several Christian 
universities. 

The King’s University in Edmonton will be offering courses online 
with the opportunity for students to have in-person classes or labs at 
least once per week, if they so choose; all in-person classrooms will 
be capped at 30 students with proper physical distancing measures in 
place. Redeemer University in Hamilton, Ontario, will be providing 
all students, faculty and staff with three kinds of personal protective 
equipment (PPE): a two-ply cloth mask, face shield and personal por-
table barrier. The vast majority of its classes will be offered in person 
although, as at King’s, students can decide individually whether to 
take their classes in person or online. 

Four Christian universities prepare to re-open safely while others shift all classes 
online.  |  Noah Van Brenk

IN HIS BOLDLY-TITLED BLOG POST “Beauty will Save the World,” Dr. 
Curt Thompson urges readers to find and create beauty in art and the 
natural world even, and especially, during the stress of a global pan-
demic. He argues that noticing and creating beauty brings us into the 
present moment: “These acts of creativity give us a sense of agency, 
of acting in this world that, for the moment in which we are creat-
ing, changes it by focusing our attention on beauty.” Thompson says 
that when we create or pay attention to beauty, we “actively engage 
our brain’s right hemisphere’s mode of attunement to the world, the 
mode that keeps us temporally engaged in the present moment.” 

Artist and teacher Mary Abma of Sarnia Christian School in Ontar-
io agrees that attunement, of losing a sense of time while immersed 
in a project, is a wonderful gift: “That’s when I feel closest to God; 
that’s when I feel like I am truly praying.” 

During online distance learning, Abma offered her students an art 
lesson inspired by the outdoor art of Andy Goldsworthy. Her You-
Tube lesson invited students to get off their devices and go outdoors 
to find inspiration in nature. Sarnia Christian School students created 
designs out of what they found outside: “They used anything from 
stones to plants to sticks. A lot of them used a combination of what-
ever they had in their yard. They didn’t have to go far afield.” 

Students arranged items they found with symmetry in mind and 
Continued on page 2

ON CAMPUS DURING COVID 

THE PRAYER PROJECT

Finding beauty and community during COVID-19.
Judith Farris 

Outdoor art by Kyle Charlton.

Admissions counselors at Dordt University are ready to welcome students back.
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took a photograph of the final design. This type of art does not leave 
a footprint but captures a moment in time: “The artwork remains 
[only] in the photograph.” Abma explains that this type of project 
is “a responsible way to do land art; it doesn’t take from the natural 
environment.” 

SHADOW AND LIGHT
Abma’s students also participated in a visual prayer project. She 
challenged them to find an object, photograph it with attention to the 
interplay of light and shadow, and write a prayer about its symbolic 
meaning. Some parents, grandparents and community members near 
and far joined in.

Participants explored the effect of shadow and light in their pho-
tographs. Shadow is significant in many ways: “It gives a depth and 
a 3D quality to the work from an artistic point of view.” She gave 
as an example one particularly striking photograph of a toy syringe 
coming out of the shadow into the light. Shadow and light exist in 
relation to each other, as do hope and sorrow. “It’s the human con-
dition,” Abma says. “We hold this duality in our hands all the time.” 
The prayer project gave participants an opportunity to express this 
tension visually and in reflective writing.

The photographs and prayers that were contributed to the prayer 
project were gathered together on a website, in keeping with a phi-
losophy that art is made in community, for the community, and was 
a unique artistic experience: “Art doesn’t have to be a painting or a 
sculpture.”

ON THE PATH OF BEAUTY TOGETHER
This community approach was also evident in a parallel project, a 
Prayer Walk related to Psalm 27. On the first of five “Screen-Free 
Fridays,” students from Sarnia Christian School went for a walk with 
suggested prayers and photographs, such as thanking God for life 
while photographing an example of new life. In Abma’s words, “It 
brought people outside, and they actually walked in the world with 
this intention, a prayerful intention.” Taking photographs along the 
way made an abstract experience more embodied.

Abma believes that putting ourselves on the path of beauty, living 
in resonance with it, is essential during this time in which people are 
struggling with the COVID-19 pandemic as well as with racial injus-
tice. She says it will rescue us “at least psychologically, if not physi-

PRAYER CONTINUED

Judith Farris 

Judith lives with her fami-
ly in Sarnia, Ont.

cally.” For this reason, she plans 
to spend her summer working (at 
a safe distance!) with some stu-
dents on a mural that they start-
ed earlier in the year for Vision 
Nursing and Rest Home’s afford-
able housing building, Welling-
ton Flats, in Sarnia. This project 
is a group effort: “My work and 
my philosophy involve commu-
nity. It is a community of people 
saying, ‘let’s do this.’”

Students are creating 20 pan-
els that will become a large, 
community-driven art installa-
tion to show the past, the pres-
ent and the future of the piece of 
land where the building is locat-
ed as well as its flora, fauna, soil, 
water and geography. During the 
quarantine, they persisted with 
this project at home, completing 
tasks they could do at a distance, 
such as photo transfers and even 
remote interviews with residents. 

The project will now include 
references to COVID-19. Vision 
Nursing Home experienced an 
outbreak of the virus, “such a 
desperate struggle with it.” The 
experience of the pandemic will 
be added to the mural in some 
way: “That story is part of the 
mural now. It can’t not be.” 

Transforming stories of strug-
gle and sorrow into art is an 
act of prayer and redemption. 
Thompson argues that, in Christ, 
beauty has the final word over 
death: “We must look for and 
live in resonance with that very 
oncoming beauty.” 

Outdoor art by Sarnia Christian School student Lucy VanderHeide.

Artist and teacher Mary Abma invites her 
students to encounter nature with 

an eye for art. 

Emma Vrolyk captures the interplay of light and shadow for her art assignment.

Prayer tree by Makayla Dougherty.
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CAMPUS CONTINUED

Noah Van Brenk

Noah lives in Halifax, 
N.S., and is a member 
of All Nations Christian 
Reformed Church. He re-
ceived his MA in English 
from Dalhousie at the 
end of April.

ular universities have opted to 
move most of their departments 
and programs online, including 
Guelph University, the Universi-
ty of British Columbia and Dal-
housie University in Halifax. In 
fact, at almost every larger Cana-
dian university and college, fall 
classes will be held online.  

Education in a pandemic is 
complicated, and while online 
learning solves safety concerns, 
it comes with its own set of chal-
lenges. Professors have spent 
the summer converting their 
coursework into online lectures 
and other digital materials, while 
potentially still being expected 
to produce pre-pandemic levels 
of research. Many of them are 
learning new skill sets on the fly 
– how do you teach and evaluate 
your students through a computer 
screen? Students share those con-
cerns about effective pedagogy; 
aside from the issue of certain 
programs (such as nursing) being 
unable to offer their full services, 
many of my university friends 
worry that it will be more dif-
ficult to access their instructors 
through email, not to mention 
stay engaged in online lectures 
in isolation. 

STILL WORTH IT?
Underneath these concerns are 
a common, fervent desire and 
appreciation for the social in-
teraction inherent in (pre-pan-
demic) university education. For 

students, this includes discussing course concepts with friends, class-
mates and faculty outside of the classroom, and then absorbing and 
responding to those concepts through repetition and reiteration. It also 
includes enjoying sporting events, clubs and other extracurriculars. 
For instructors, in-person classes enable them to orchestrate the “light 
bulb” moments in a room, to watch one student react in real time to 
the ideas of a classmate and then encourage that student to participate 
when ready. Similarly, the emotional support all good professors 
provide – those conversations in offices to help calm anxieties and 
provide encouragement about assignments as just one example – is 
not obviously or easily replicable online. 

The reality that such benefits and joys will be at best reduced and at 
worst unavailable inevitably raises the question: is attending univer-
sity in this manner worthwhile? More pointedly, what is the value of 
a post-secondary education? My answer to the former question is yes, 
and it depends on my answer to the latter. 

BUILDING POTENTIAL
In his book Escape from Skepticism: Liberal Education as if Truth 
Mattered, Christopher Derrick argues that that a person with a uni-
versity education will be, among other things, “well-read, informed, 
sensitive” and “have inner resources.” Post-secondary education 
gives its students access to the world, inviting them to read and think 

Calvin University’s Welcome Center now has plexiglass.

and write and wrestle with things 
they might never have encoun-
tered otherwise. They will be flu-
ent in their world’s issues and be 
well situated to contribute some-
thing constructive. The fact that a 
university degree is no guarantee 
of quick employment may lead 
some to label it as an irresponsi-
ble investment, while others may 
retort that a university education 
is now a minimum requirement 
to become employed and there-
fore simply must be acquired in 
today’s marketplace. Both view-
points, I think, make primary 
what should be secondary or ter-
tiary. Student and faculty fears 
of missing human contact in the 
online fall semester reveal what 
should be the primary aim of the 
university: to create interesting, 
well-rounded, sensitive, humble, 
empathetic people, not merely to 
disseminate information.

Even more importantly, as 
Christians, the expansion of 
one’s worldly fluency is not done 
as an end in itself, but to enable 
us to reveal Christ’s Kingdom. 
The Kingdom is fully established 
but not yet fully revealed, and 

every Christian who desires to 
go to university – even in a pan-
demic! – can cling to Christ and 
trust that he will use their pas-
sions and interests and studies to 
reveal it. Viewed from this angle, 
university education is inherently 
valuable and worth doing, even 
as we grieve its temporarily al-
tered operation. 

Will there be losses felt this 
year (and presumably every year 
until a vaccine or treatment is dis-
covered)? Yes. Will the univer-
sity enterprise still be effective 
in crafting Derrick’s interesting 
individual? Yes. Can an online 
university education still be used 
to reveal the Kingdom? Abso-
lutely. All that is required, uni-
versity students and instructors, 
is that you trust your studies have 
immense Kingdom potential, and 
pursue them accordingly. 

Dordt students socially distanced.

Students walking into King’s University College.
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“Ach, weel, you will nae get 
many customers this week as the 
weether is a bit grim, but lots of 
people from town will pop in to 
meet you! Annie’ll be by with 
your shortbread on Thursday. 
Close up sometimes so you can 
go and see the sights!”  

Many of the other bookshops 
in town (there are 14!) donate 
their unsold wares to the Open 
Book. That’s one reason why no 
one minds how you run things: 
revenue from the apartment 
keeps the store going, not book 
sales. But this information didn’t 
dampen our enthusiasm one 
whit. The kids and I overhauled 
the children’s section, hanging 
up posters and finding some 
newer books to display. We filled 
the window shelf with Canadi-
an authors for World Book Day. 
We wrapped a few carefully se-
lected tomes in brown paper and 
offered customers a Blind Date 
with a Book. Still, business was 
slow, though my parents bought 
at least 12 books! And all of us 
were keen customers of the other 
stores in town, until our purchas-
es outpaced sales at our shop.  

THROUGH THE 
LOOKING GLASS 
“You haven’t been open much,” 
someone stopped in to complain. 
This was another part of the ar-
rangement that we appreciated – 
the Open Book has no set hours. 
We could be there eight hours or 
not at all. Most days, we settled 
somewhere in between: explor-
ing each morning and working 
after lunch. “It’s a wee bit boring, 
isn’t it, just running this shop?” a 
local customer said. “Make sure 
you go see a few castles.” 

For the avid reader, a bookstore 
is never boring. And, even better, 

Editorial

WHEN WE LEFT TORONTO, IT WAS SNOWING SIDEWAYS. When we 
landed in Glasgow eight hours later, the grass was so brightly green 
it almost hurt to look at. It was February 29, 2020. Eight Canadians 
had the novel coronavirus. There were no known cases in Scotland the 
day we arrived. 

This was a long-anticipated family adventure. My husband, our 
three kids, my parents and I were heading to Wigtown, Scotland’s 
National Book Town. It’s an out-of-the-way village in the south west, 
tucked in between the Irish Sea and the Galloway Hills. We had signed 
up three years ago to run one of the town’s many bookstores for a 
week. 

“You’re going to what?” my brother-in-law had asked, incredulous. 
“You paid money to go on holiday and work?” 

Exactly! It’s a dream vacation for book lovers! Haven’t you always 
wondered what it would be like to own a bookstore? People from all 
over the world travel to Wigtown to become temporary proprietors of 
the Open Book. You get to live in a cozy flat above the store and spend 
your days in the shop setting things up just as if it were really yours. 
This unique Airbnb is so popular that reservations are made years in 
advance. 

I had booked it on February 28, 2017 for the next available date – 
February 29, 2020. A leap day. Who could have known that the world 
would be perched on the edge of Regular Life, about to leap off, in 
March 2020? We sure didn’t realize, as we climbed rocky, sea-side 
crags, as we happily sorted books, that the very landscapes of life 
would soon be shifting, all over the globe. 

Nobody did. 

A VILLAGE OF BOOKSHOPS
Ruth was the first person to welcome us to Wigtown. She runs the 
bookstore next door. 

7 TICKETS TO SCOTLAND 
JUST BEFORE THE WORLD 
SHUT DOWN

Angela Reitsma Bick  |  Editor  
Angela is Editor of Christian Courier. She lives in Newcastle, Ont., 
with her family, where just about every room in their house has a 
bookshelf. 

every time we set out in a new direction it felt like we were wandering 
into the pages of our favourite books. Trees thick with moss and ivy 
on the Galloway Hills looked like Narnia. Surely Puddleglum comes 
from Scotland’s salt-marshes? Desolate, sea-side cliffs reminded us 
of Middle Earth. The cobblestone alleys of Glasgow look like Harry 
Potter’s Diagon Alley, and we felt like Mr. Weasley sorting through 
Muggle money every time we had to pay for something with British 
pounds. Plus, there really was a person called St. Mungo! He was one 
of the first Scottish Christians circa 600 A.D.; we saw his crypt in 
the ancient Glasgow Cathedral, which still holds weekly Presbyterian 
services.

And, though we tried to ignore it, news updates about coronavirus 
kept thrumming in the background all week, slowly getting louder, 
like background music announcing a villain.  

A WAY THROUGH
When we returned home the snow was gone. Our suitcases bulged 
at the seams with books. It was March 7. Two days before the first 
death of a Canadian related to COVID-19. In two weeks over 10,000 
Canadians would test positive for the virus. With shocking swiftness, 
everything in the country shut down: schools, stores, businesses, 
churches. 

And you know the next part of the story, because we’re all living 
through it together. 

Wigtown from our window.

My parents were our best customers.

Climbing cliffs in south Scotland by the Irish Sea.

Continued on page 5
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Letters

An illustration-to-the-editor by Mark Hobson, in response to Curt Gesch’s June 8 column 
“Vocabulary and Birdsong for Children,” from Mel and Evi Coulson’s CD of birdsongs. 

BIRD-WATCHING IN B.C.
My husband & I both enjoy Christian Courier so much! The articles 
are timely and inspiring.

We do a lot of walking in our area on trails and around some small 
lakes in the city. Just wanted to tell you that last year, when you wrote 
about you and Bob Bruinsma going for a walk and watching for birds 
(“Lost words and holy imprints” by Angela Reitsma Bick, Dec. 9, 
2019), we decided to keep a list of birds we see starting in January 
of 2020.

So far we have 55 identified and we haven’t been too far from 
home! So thanks for getting us started with our list.

Dorothy Kwantes
Abbotsford, B.C.

IN GOD’S HANDS
I thoroughly enjoy Christian Courier’s thought-provoking articles, 
and wish you all God’s blessing and guidance as we navigate through 
these uncertain times. Thankfully we know Whose hands we are in!

Marjorie Tuininga
Neerlandia, Alberta

SLOW LEARNERS
I’ve been browsing back issues of a small publication, Home & Fam-
ily, that came out of the Dutch CRC immigrant community during the 
early 1950s. Considering that more than 60 years have passed since 
then, I was surprised to see a mention of global warming. In the Octo-
ber 1955 issue, an anonymous author describes how the hamlet of Ak-
lavik, near the mouth of the Mackenzie River in the Northwest Terri-
tories, had to be entirely moved to higher ground because its buildings 
had been slowly sinking into the deep mud of its 60 frost-free days. 
One factor was “the fact that the earth’s temperature is rising, with the 
result that Aklavik’s climate is also warming” (my translation).

So many years ago, climate change was already recognized as a fact 
even in a conservative and socially isolated immigrant community. 
And here we are in 2020, with climate change deniers like “the leader 
of the free world” actively dismantling measures that might help stop 
the warming trend. He’s not alone, since there are still millions of 
people who pay no attention whatsoever to the sad state of our planet.

Lots of us are hoping that humans will learn from the lessons being 
taught by this current pandemic: it is possible to regain cleaner skies 
and water (“Eco Sabbath” by Jessica Banninga, CC, July 13); we can 
get by with less; we don’t need annual travels around the world. I 

have to admit that at heart, I’m 
skeptical. Have humans ever re-
ally learned from past experience 
if it means denying themselves 
something they want? It’s not for 
nothing that the Seven Deadly 
Sins name envy, gluttony, greed 
and lust by name. We want! and 
given sufficient cash (or credit) 
we take what we want. A health-
ier earth, unfortunately, requires 
us to be content with what we al-
ready have.

Anne van Arragon
Lakeville, Nova Scotia

RESTRUCTURING 
CONCERNS
To get a layperson’s perspec-
tive on the current restructuring 
happening in the Christian Re-
formed Church, it would perhaps 
have been more helpful to have 
interviewed only Canadian la-
ity involved in the restructuring 
discussions. The fact that the 
restructuring was occasioned 
by federal government officials, 
applying the letter of the law in 
insisting that Canadian charitable 
organizations be fully controlled 
and directed by Canadians, is not 
hard to understand. However, 
many CRC members on this side 
of the border still have concerns 
about the restructuring.

The interview called “The Ca-
nadian Restructuring” (CC, July 
13) does not do much to put those 
concerns to rest. On the issue of 
greater bureaucracy, our Direc-
tor of Canadian Ministries, Dar-
ren Roorda, seems to be evasive 
and confusing, even speaking 
philosophically. He says current 
Canadian staff is providing the 
necessary (initial) oversight. But 
Board Chair Andy DeRuyter tells 
us bluntly there will be two Di-
rectors and an Ecclesiastical Offi-
cer, each of course with their own 
staff.

Similarly, in response to the 
larger concern of continued in-
ternational unity in the North 
American CRC, we get a lot of 
words from the Director of Ca-
nadian Ministries, but none that 
speak reassuringly to the aver-
age church member not involved 
in the restructuring discussions, 
about what this structural change 
will mean for the future of eccle-
siastic unity with the larger U.S. 
portion of the CRC.

Ed Grootenboer
Kitchener, Ont.

For five months now, we’ve 
sheltered-in-place and hoped that 
would beat the pandemic. We’re 
grieving our losses, braced for the 
next plot twist. It feels like we’ve 
left the literature section and en-
tered science fiction. Headlines 
have an apocalyptic tone.  

“What is it all for?” Frodo, 
bone-weary with his burden, asks 
Sam in The Two Towers. 

“To realize that there’s still 
good in the world,” Sam says. 
Steady, loyal Sam. “And it’s 
worth fighting for. This darkness 
won’t last forever.” 

With no end to COVID-19 in 
sight, we need lines like the ones 
J.R.R. Tolkien gave Sam. We 
need people like Sam. We need to 
nourish our imaginations so we 
can dream up different worlds – 
not “back to normal” or “the new 
normal” but entirely fresh ways 
of learning and worshipping and 
being in the world. 

If church isn’t going back to 
the way it was, what other shape 
might the body of believers take? 

If school isn’t face to face five 
days a week, how can we do a 
better job supporting teachers 
and parents?  

We tend to look backward for 
answers, like the Israelites freed 
from slavery and still craning 
their necks toward Egypt. “For-
get the former things!” God says, 
through Isaiah. “I am doing a 
new thing!” 

With no end to COVID-19 in 
sight, we need prophets like Isa-
iah to chide us gently, to bring 
hope. To draw our attention to 
what God is doing now. To help 
us find a way through this pan-
demic when it seems like there is 
no easy way forward. 

Our family is incredibly grate-
ful for our bookish, Scottish ad-
venture, that last week before the 
world shut down. It feels now al-
most like a dream. 

If our lives have changed perma-
nently, may God raise up among 
us more prophets and dreamers 
for these next chapters. 

WHAT ABOUT YOU?

What was the last adventure 
you had before being told to 
“stay home”? 

Send your stories to editor@
christiancourier.ca. 
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WHY I WORSHIP 
WHITENESS

Confessions of a recovering racist.
Jeremiah Damir Bašurič

ARE YOU A RACIST? THINK DEEP, DEEP DOWN INTO YOUR HEART. I 
think I might be. I know God’s truth and have the right beliefs (or-
thodoxy). I strive to live in his ways and pursue right practice (ortho-
praxy). But my heart is broken and I lack the right affections (ortho-
pathy). When I search my own broken heart, I find an ugliness that is 
not aligned with my beliefs or actions. I find that I have embraced the 

lie that I am better than Indigenous Peoples and Black Canadians. K. 
A. Ellis defines racism as elevating one’s people group to a God-like 
status over other peoples. I think this is what I have done. My heart 
has internalized the message that English-colonialism – with all its 
preferences and worldview – is the standard: my security and my sav-
iour. White is right. My mind and will urge this not to be true, but my 
heart is frozen in fear mixed with worship and unable to break free.

This confession may strike you 
as strange, because if you met 
me, you wouldn’t think of me as 
white. I am brown. I got dread-
locks. Yet I still worship at the 
altar of whiteness. 

BEING DIFFERENT
My heart started to develop af-
fections for this god as a child. 
I grew up on an acreage in rural 
Alberta. Our culturally diverse 
family was a bit different and 
our best friends were a Hungar-
ian family and the Hutterites. By 
the time I was in Kindergarten, 
I was able to speak almost five 
languages: Serbo-Croatian, Ta-

galog and a couple dialects from 
Visayas. That all changed when 
I went to a rural school and the 
principal advised my mother to 
stop teaching me languages other 
than English. I still don’t know 
why – maybe teachers were too 
confused by my speech; may-
be they wanted to help me fit in 
better; maybe the idea came as 
a whisper from a white heaven. 
The worlds I had gained from 
words were locked into a dark 
closet of my heart. No matter 
how hard I pulled on the door, it 
would not open. 

Once, at a Filipino party at our 
home, I became so distressed that 
I could not understand anyone. 
I left and started bawling at the 
picnic table. My mother came up 
to me and asked what was wrong. 
I told her. She promised to teach 
me the language again, but our 
home was broken. It did not have 
the necessary roots for culture to 
grow. Resentment grew instead. 

I thought, if I cannot be Filipino, 
or whatever I was, then I will be 
like everyone else: white. 

IN SEARCH OF BELONGING
It didn’t help that my daily life 
proclaimed messages that fed 
that resentment. In school I was 
taught that my parents were stu-
pid. My parent’s limited vocab-
ulary was peppered with com-
mon adjectives such as “nice.” 
I remember in Grade Two when 
our teacher wanted to elevate 
our vocabulary. She demanded 
that we practice the use of more 
sophisticated words, especial-
ly adjectives, and vehemently 

avoid simple words such as nice. 
I thought she was talking straight 
to me and I was ashamed.  

In the media, I was taught that 
my parents were ugly. We had 
the farm-o-vision network back 
then, which consisted of three 
channels, sometimes. In all the 
soaps, crime shows and the news 
there were only people of Eu-
ropean descent who talked with 
“no accent.” Even shows por-
traying different cultures held up 
white heroes such as David Car-
radine in Kung Fu: The Legend 
Continues (one of my favourites 
growing up). 

I started to internalize these 
messages. I looked down on my 
parents for their lack of intelli-
gence and strived to be smart. 
I tried to prevent the sun from 
tanning my skin and avoided 
looking into the mirror to re-
mind myself of my ugliness. 
Whiteness became my saviour 
to escape the curse of my skin. 

I tried to conform myself to its 
power. I tried to say all the right 
things, look the right way. But in 
the end, it failed me. My striving 
for acceptance landed me on the 
road to alcoholism, consumer-
ism and anxiety from the endless 
pressures of being a free, autono-
mous individual. 

DOING THE HEART WORK
Thankfully God, in his grace, 
saved me through the church. My 
first faith community was a coun-
try church in a small hamlet. The 
first Pastor there was a woman. 
The second Pastor was from the 
Congo. I remember the owner of 
the local Chinese restaurant giv-
ing me piggy backs during Sun-
day School. The messages of the 
gospel embodied in this diverse 
family of faith preserved my love 
and worship of God revealed in 
Jesus Christ – the brown Son of 
God.  

At church I learned orthodoxy 
and orthopraxy. I know that my 
identity is first and foremost in 
the person of Christ, not in be-
ing white. However, it has taken 
many years for my heart to grasp 
that truth. Growing in orthop-
athy is a much longer journey. 
My heart is deceitful. I know in-
tellectually that whiteness is not 
divine, but my heart still clings 
to it. 

One powerful tool I have found 
in changing the heart is friend-
ship. Friendship urges the heart 
to move affection from the life-
less image of supreme white-
ness to the person right in front 
you. Currently, I am a Pastor of 
a multi-cultural church. Every 
sacred moment with friends of 
different backgrounds, especial-
ly our African and Indigenous 
brothers and sisters, shines heal-
ing light into my broken heart. 

I am thankful for God’s Spirit 
who guides me to these moments. 
While I may be a recovering rac-
ist, I am strengthened by the Fa-
ther’s love for all nations. 

 News

Jeremiah 
Damir Bašurič

Jeremiah is a Pastor at 
mosaicHouse Church, a 
multi-cultural Christian 
Reformed church plant 
in Edmonton. He also ed-
ucates the general public 
on the issues of poverty 
and homelessness at The 
Mustard Seed. 
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Cobourg home. I visited the toy 
store downtown and bought a gift 
for one of our grandkids; turns 
out the owner of the store, Ter-
esa, is my neighbour. I met Bart 
at the sports shop where I bought 
our kayaks – he lent me some 
paddles and he’ll call me when 
his new supply comes in. Neigh-
bour Ken offered some advice on 
live streaming and the following 
week he asked how it went. Wal-
ter and Barbara, our neighbours 
on the other side, gave us a tag 
for our garbage, explaining that 
you had to buy them at Foodland 
for $3. At a neighbourhood grad 
celebration I met Rachel, whose 
dad was one of my high school 
teachers back in London. 

I’m pretty sure God would 
have been present at the pancake 
breakfast, but I also know God 
reveals himself in the “gentle 
whisper” (I Kings 19:12), softly 
providing openings and oppor-
tunities to get to know my new 
church and community. 

Rita Klein-Geltink

Rita is pastor at Grace 
Church in Cobourg. Rita 
and Gerald have 12 
grandchildren who visit 
often – possibly because 
Lake Ontario is in their 
backyard.

A SOFT OPENING
Called to pastor a new church during COVID-19. 
Rita Klein-Geltink

IT WASN’T ANYTHING LIKE I’D ENVISIONED. I had accepted a call to 
my third church and was ready to do it right this time. Not that I’d 
done it incorrectly the first two times, but you know what they say: 
“Third time’s a charm!” Those first few weeks or months in a new 
church and a new community are the land of opportunity for a new 
pastor and for the church as well. 

I moved to Cobourg, Ontario at the beginning of the summer, that 
special time when you can meet people simply by being outside. 
Neighbours are watering their gardens; people are hanging out at ice 
cream shops. They are on the sidewalks and they’re window shopping 
on King Street.

Grace Christian Reformed Church (CRC) has a reputation for over-
the-top hospitality. So here’s what I had imagined for my kickoff: a 
Saturday morning pancake breakfast on the front lawn of the church. 
It would be so much fun! A banner would say, “Meet our new pas-
tor!” Maybe the event would coincide with a summer sidewalk sale. 
I would invite my neighbours to check out our church – what better 
time to visit a new church than when the pastor, too, is a stranger! 

And then COVID-19. It felt as though I had slipped away from An-
caster CRC under the cover of darkness and my relocation to Cobourg 
was part of some clandestine operation. There would be no commun-
ity pancake breakfast.

EVENTUALLY
Soon after my arrival, Ontario moved into Phase 2 of its reopening 
strategy. And I again started to think big. We’d announce it on our 
church sign: “Open for worship on July 5!” We’d take an ad out in the 
paper! Invite your friends!

Our re-opening committee 
brought me safely back to earth. 
This was going to be a “soft 
opening.” While we could ac-
commodate 45 people, we would 
be reminding those most vulner-
able and anyone who was fear-
ful that they should stay home. 
I could empathize with Gideon; 
when God said to Gideon’s army, 
“anyone who trembles with fear 
may turn back . . .”, most of them 

opted to stay home (Judges 7:3).
We opened on July 5 and a lot 

of people opted to stay home. 
Twenty-two people came to the 
church building that morning. It 
was a soft opening, a worshipful, 
peace-filled, first Sunday back.

Eventually, more people will 
come back to the building for 
worship, but it won’t happen 
overnight. And I’m OK with that. 
In the meantime, I’m making 

Sort of.
Jesus, you know, spent 40 days 

alone. He prayed alone at times. 
Wept alone in the Garden of Ol-
ives, alone. While with his slow-
of-heart Disciples, he must have 
felt alone occasionally. Imagine 
how lonely Jesus felt in the mid-
dle of a room surrounded by cyn-
ical and resistant souls. 

You also know each time the 
Gospels record the moments of 
painful isolation Jesus bounced 
back, not merely to “normal,” 
but to an otherwise impossible 
victory. After 40 days, he had 
crushed Satan’s temptation, en-
dured the Disciples’ weakness, 
withstood the lonely disapproval 
of the crowds. Isolation for Jesus 
was not time lost or wasted; it 
was preparation for the next mo-
ment of grace and victory. 

JESUS WITHDREW ALSO
Things I miss and moments of grace.  |  David Snapper 

I LOVE THE SELF-QUARANTINE of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Really, 
I do.

Sequestered in my study either 
reading or writing, my imagina-
tion slips through closed doors 
and roams freely. I love this gift 
of quiet and solitude. 

Sort of.
Sort of, because I am realiz-

ing how shriveled my world has 
become. Entire parts of my life 
have disappeared. I’ll share some 
examples while you think of your 
own.

Routine: I can no longer chat 
with Scotty in Costco electron-
ics, or wander the aisles of Best 
Buy. I can’t visit the office where 
I work as associate pastor. 

Radius: Since March I have 
traveled less than 200 kilometres, 

total, including groceries, phar-
macy, Home Depot and the ER 
for a broken leg. Friends help us 
shop from time to time, but our 
range of travel has shrunk.

Regular friends: Earlier, I 
would visit with 50 people in 
a week, at least. Now I see my 
neighbors and we talk across the 
street. We take turns buying gro-
ceries. I’ve been mask-to-mask 
with fewer than 10 friends in four 
months. 

Writing: Back in March, I 
imagined writing an entire new 
novel in two months and re-edi-
ting my first five novels. Surpris-
ingly, with the lack of external 
stimulus, I have less drama, less 
joy and less celebration to draw 
upon – less of everything worth 
writing about.

Religious life: Harry, a Lutheran, complains that Methodists are 
too Anglican. From the pew behind, Don snorts disapproval. From 
the middle pew, I laugh and instruct them on the merits of Reformed 
theology. But now, from home, how can I worship without Harry’s 
commentary and Don’s scoffing during worship? Friends improve the 
worship experience.

REFERENCE POINTS 
I miss looking up to my pastor, miss his bad jokes, his laugh, his 
passion, his teaching, his sharing of God’s call in our lives. I miss the 
pastor looking at me, immediately and directly, sharing God’s word. 
You don’t get that connection from an iPad. I miss worship; it’s that 
simple. 

Responsibility: I used to stand in the morning mist of Puget Sound 
greeting arriving worshipers. Young, old, able, disabled, I greet them 
all. Mary struggles to walk ten metres to the door. Normally, I walk 
with her one painful step at a time. A few women may share a hug, 
and it seems important to them as it is to me. Sometimes a man shares 
a brotherly shoulder-punch and I know we could share anything life 
throws our way. I miss the responsibility of greeting in the parking 
lot, helping people feel welcomed and loved by God.

Relatives: A visit to our daughter’s family was cancelled in March. 
Facetime pales in comparison to a real hike with the grandsons fol-
lowed by ice cream at Culver’s and a late evening conversation. It’s 
been a year, and this was the visit I’d hoped we could build a Blue-
tooth amplifier kit – like I did with my father. The window of oppor-
tunity will close soon.

I love the self-quarantine of the COVID-19 pandemic. Really, I do. 
I love writing. I love quiet. I love sheltering at home. 

David Snapper 

David is an associate pas-
tor and member of Marys-
ville CRC in Washington.   
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Cutting-edge Christianity
You can find original reports from conference keynote speakers 
reproduced on Henry’s Square Inch website. Many of the topics 
still resonate today, 50 years later. 

1970: “We Christians must ourselves experience a spiritual dis-
affiliation from the American way of life.” Dr. C.T. McIntire

1971: “Organizations are nothing but channels, and must be 
quickly discarded when they become idolatrous.” Hendrik Hart

1972: “We ought to seek more communal styles with music that 
encourage broad participation by everyone present.” Bert Pol-
man

1972: “Conservativism and progressivism have become terrible 
political choices directing men.” Dr. Runner

1976: Screening of a movie concerned with oil in the Arctic and 
the technology involved in getting it to southern regions. 

SUMMER SESSIONS

This August marks 50 years since the first ICS Niagara 
Family Conferences.  |  Henry de Jong

IT WAS 50 YEARS AGO THIS MONTH that the Institute for Christian 
Studies (ICS) held its first Family Conference in Niagara, Ontario, on 
the August long weekend. Beginning in 1970, the ICS, originally the 
Association for the Advancement of Christian Scholarship (AACS), 
gathered Reformed folks together to worship, learn and camp. Once 
a summer for the next two decades people of all ages came for this 
holiday weekend, staying in dorms and camping on the lawn of the 
Niagara Christian College or across the road at Miller’s Creek Camp-
ground. In my memories, the Family Conference was one big, happy 
mix of generations and occupations, engaging in lectures and work-
shops and worship. Attendees were predominantly Dutch-Canadian 
and Christian Reformed. 

The ICS had local chapters across Canada made up of farmers, 
housewives, engineers, businesspeople, teachers and all sorts. They 
came from a Kuyperian tradition of well-read, religiously, socially 
and politically active “little (ordinary) people” (kleine luyden). These 
people were not fazed by big-picture philosophy or theology, and 
they had activism bred into their bones. The offshoots of this activism 
(such as Citizens for Public Justice and many other organizations) are 
still flourishing across the country. The conference experience spread 
to other locations, most notably in Alberta and B.C. Though smaller 
than the flagship Niagara conference, the regional conferences were 
significant events for many. This movement is but a blip in redemp-
tion history, but it is still worth remembering.

Among my peers – the children of immigrants, cutting our teeth 
on Kuyperian sirloin at ICS Conferences – these weekends stand out 
as formative events, eagerly anticipated and left behind with some 
regret. Who knows, really, how much spiritual and emotional devel-
opment got packed into those three days, over the years. There was 
always so much to digest (see sidebar for sample topics).

HEADY CONVERSATIONS
The early conferences were radical, both in thought and operation, as 
befits any good, youthful start-up. Practically speaking, I’m not sure 

they really wanted or expected 
the deluge of children, but most 
parents, with more than a decade 
of family camping experience un-
der their belts (in those days only 
the Europeans camped), thought 
nothing of taking kids along. The 
result was an inter-generational 
melange that is seldom seen out-
side of church settings.

There was some pretty heavy 
stuff being thrown around in lec-
tures and seminars. It’s fascinat-
ing, now, to read reports of these 
speeches and discussions. From 
criticism of the “American way 
of life,” to the rejection of un-
limited economic growth, to the 
call to care for the environment 
– conference themes seem re-
markably prescient 50 years later. 
Thought ran deep here; the con-
ference was not an echo chamber 
or a billboard for Facebook me-
mes. Disagreements were shared 
and discussions spilled out of the 
halls onto the lawns and well into 
the campfire hours. Being part of 
this, especially for youngsters, 
made for a profound appreciation 
of nuance and possibility.

But it was the worship services 
that stirred many people the most. 
Services were exuberantly pious, 
stretching on for hours, with 
endless singing to the accom-
paniment of guitars and drums. 
Most people would see nothing 
like it the rest of the year. The 
style of worship was way ahead 
of the times and its repercussions 
echoed far and wide.

To have had a hand (sticky 
with watermelon) in this fellow-
ship of believers settling down-
to-earth in a jostle of tents and 
trailers, meal preps and dining, 
to and froing through sweltering 
heat and heavy downpours, hour 
upon hour in session and hall – 
this is a gift that I hold tightly and 
treasure to this day. 

Henry de Jong

Henry is a conference 
alumnus who has spent 
the last 35 years build-
ing and renovating by 
the square inch in the 
Niagara Peninsula. The 
square-inch.net website 
is a personal project of 
his, undertaken with the 
cooperation of ICS board 
and staff.

Square-inch.net
A website has been created to record 
for posterity some of the ICS conference 
flavour and some of its teaching, and 
to gather reflections on its significance. 
Square-Inch is open to submissions of 
pictures, documents, resources, stories, 
comments and reflections from any and 
all who have been a part of the confer-
ence experience.

1986 campfire circle.

1984 gathering of the minds.

1979 bicycle and boat.
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of healing and redemption. I, for 
one, believe the world still needs – 
now more than ever – a place like 
ICS whose stock in trade is to de-
velop and teach the very holistic 
Christian insights that bring our 
Christian faith to bear upon “all 
aspects” of life and creation.  

John Joosse

John is a member of 
Ingersoll Christian Re-
formed Church in Ontar-
io. He enjoys swimming 
and sailing.

WHAT IS AN ‘ICSer’? 
 John Joosse

AS CHAIR OF THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES of the Institute for Christian 
Studies (ICS), I would identify as an “ICSer.” “What’s that?” you 
might ask, especially if you’re younger.

To me, being an ICSer means taking part in a sub-culture, some-
times referred to as the “Reformational movement,” developed by 
post-WWII Dutch immigrants to North America. Many of those im-
migrants brought with them a “vision” of Christianity that followed 
the ideas of Dutch Calvinist leaders like Groen Van Prinsterer, Abra-
ham Kuyper, Herman Bavinck, D.H.T. Vollenhoven and Herman 
Dooyeweerd. This vision is clear in catch phrases like “all of life is re-
ligion” (H. Evan Runner), and “There is not a square inch in the whole 
domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign 
over all, does not cry, ‘Mine!’” (Kuyper). 

This particular Christian worldview sees Jesus not only as Saviour 
of our souls but of all aspects of what it means to be a human in God’s 
world; it believes that Jesus came to redeem and restore all of creation. 
Hence, the Reformational movement established not only churches 
but also schools (at all levels, including ICS), labour unions (like the 
Christian Labour Association of Canada), and political institutions 
(like Citizens for Public Justice). 

Growing up in Canada in the 50s, 60s and 70s, I witnessed a real 
buzz around this movement in the Christian Reformed community. 
ICS used to host summer student conferences for Christian students 

attending “secular” universities (which my dad would take me to as 
a teen). These later developed into well-attended summer “family” 
conferences in Alberta, British Columbia, Michigan and Ontario (see 
Henry de Jong’s adjoining article).

While the era for hosting these family conferences has passed, ICS 
continues to search for new vocabulary to convey the Reformation-
al spirit that energized these conferences to a new generation and a 
broader audience. Through its academic programs, ICS continues to 
form integrally Christian scholars who assume leadership positions 
throughout the world; and through creative forms of public outreach 
it continues to provide intellectual nourishment for faithful seekers 
beyond the academy.

As a lifelong member of this community, I realize that this worldview 
has allowed me to orient my entire life around the gospel’s message 

adult years. That is recommended 
in hundreds of research studies, 
but it is never implemented. 

GOVERNANCE WITH 
YOUTH IN MIND
Canada’s federal system makes 
this area of public policy 
more challenging, as does the 
way we govern slices of life 
through different adult-oriented 
departments. Effective youth 
governance that makes the 
connections between all the 
factors involved in adolescence 
would also know how to 
support young people through 
emergencies like COVID-19, 
which was the goal of this 
initiative. 

Young people deserve better. 
Frankly, Canada can no longer 
afford to let so many adolescents 
fall through the cracks or lose 
years of positive development 
because of our piecemeal 
programs and age-inappropriate 
governing systems. Youth, more 
than seniors, need to be centered 
in public policy for the sake of 
our future.  

Kathy Vandergrift

Kathy, a public policy an-
alyst, brings experience in 
government, social jus-
tice work and a Master’s 
Degree in Public Ethics to 
her writing.

YOUNG PEOPLE ARE 
CITIZENS TOO!
 Kathy Vandergrift

“WHERE WAS THE ‘ADULT’ IN THE PRIME MINISTER’S OFFICE?” 
Commentators asked that question after controversy erupted when 

the charity WE, which has close links with the Trudeau family and 
other Liberals, was chosen without an open process to run a $900 
million dollar youth volunteer program in Canada this summer. 

In contrast I am asking: “Where were the young people?” 
Young people are very alert to unfair treatment. The young people 

I have asked are quick to identify not only the conflict of interest, 
but also issues in the design of the program. They are also alert to 
the difference between good learning-service opportunities and cheap 
labour and being used to avoid hiring other low-income earners. 

UNEMPLOYED YOUTH
On a second level, I ask that question because young people are paying 
the price for diversion of attention to another ethical quagmire with 
high political partisanship instead of issues that they see as important 
for their futures. I say “another” because the earlier SNC Lavalin 
ethical controversy is a major reason why the promised youth policy 
and climate change policy, both of great interest to young people, 
were under-developed before the last election. 

On a third and most important level, I ask that question because the 
core of the WE controversy is a lack of coherent public policy and 
governance for young people in Canada. If Canada had responsible 
governance for young people, it would not need to turn to groups like 
WE for short-term, expensive, band-aid solutions to issues like a high 
level of unemployed young people with little to do this summer.

PREVENTING LONG-TERM HARM
The first attempt at a promised comprehensive youth policy ended 
up being little more than a few just-in-time election goodies, not a 
credible policy framework. Minister Bardish Chagger, charged with 

completing the youth policy, will be so tainted by the WE controversy 
that a credible youth policy will likely not see the light of day. 

Does that matter? The transition from school to work and from 
adolescence to adulthood, in a rapidly changing and uncertain context, 
is a critical societal issue and falls through cracks between traditional 
departments. Inter-generational issues, such as climate change and 
artificial intelligence, that have more impacts for young people, are 
being addressed in the context of an aging population with growing 
political demands on public resources. 

In addition, many young people are falling through the cracks of 
our fragmented community support systems. Let me give just two 
examples. It has taken years of advocacy work in several different 
provinces to address the problem of young people at age 16 being 
“graduated” from child welfare to survive on their own without any 
support. It took evidence in B.C. showing that more than 50 precent 
end up in the youth criminal justice system to get action on just one 
gap in how we don’t support young people.  We know that youth 
homelessness, which is expensive to address, starts young and becomes 
a crisis because calls for help get lost in mental health, education and 
community services. I am now active in a campaign called “Duty to 
Assist” that would require some response within a reasonable time, 
in order to close those gaps and prevent life-long harm through 
early, appropriate assistance. Drug addictions, radicalization, and the 
over-representation of some groups in youth jails all require earlier 
attention and more comprehensive approaches for the adolescent-to-

 ICS faculty and students host the 2019 Undergraduate Workshop.

Youth marching in the Climate Strikes in Toronto, Sept. 2019.
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of the culture and racism that has 
been mixed in with the religion. 
Finally, it was time for Christi-
anity and facing the challenge of 
studying it from the outside.

Part of the challenge was rec-
ognizing that there are many 
Christian churches with many 
different teachings about what 
it means to be a Christian. One 
teaching that Taylor struggles 
with is the emphasis on gaining 
converts and the way evangel-
ism has bruised people of other 
faiths. She questions whether 
faith is a competitive sport with 
one team winning for all eternity. 
In contrast, the Jewish rabbi and 
Buddhist monk they visit advise 
students to learn more about 
their own faith and become bet-
ter at living that faith.The way to 
make a disciple is to be one, they 
advise. A “rose doesn’t have to 
preach,” says Gandhi. But what 
if your neighbour follows a dif-
ferent path to God? How do we 
reconcile the Christian belief 
that Jesus is the only way to God 
when there are so many views 
of the divine?  These and other 
questions challenge one to exam-
ination and reflection. 

Reading this book made me re-
flect on my own spiritual journey, 
back to being immersed in faith 
at home, school and church in the 
Christian Reformed denomina-
tion. I attended catechism class-
es, Sunday School, Calvinettes, 
youth group, Christian school 
and college and acquired a lot of 
knowledge along the way. When 
I made a public profession of 
faith at age 17, along with most 
of the senior high school stu-
dents in my church, I dutifully 
answered the doctrinal questions 
we had all learned in preparation. 
Although I was asked to describe 
my personal relationship with 
Jesus, I do not recall being chal-
lenged on what it meant to be 
a disciple of Jesus and live the 
Christian life. Nor was I exposed 
along the way to learning about 
other religions and how to view 
them as a Christian.

I identify with the “mostly 
white haired” audiences that Tay-
lor speaks to who want to grow 
in their faith and are open to ex-
ploring questions that may not be 

MAKING NEIGHBOURS FROM STRANGERS

I CANNOT REMEMBER A TIME WHEN I DID NOT HAVE A BOOK OR 
TWO on the go. My childhood was spent at the public library, reading 
under a tree, or staying up late into the night with a book. But in this 
time of social distancing and upheaval, my ability to focus has waned 
and I’ve read far less than usual. Although reading fiction is my first 
choice, I agreed to review a non-fiction book, partly as a motivation 
to discipline myself to read and to write. And I’m glad I did. Holy 
Envy: Finding God in the Faith of Others challenged my thinking 
and made me reflect on my own faith journey.

Barbara Brown Taylor, author, teacher and Episcopalian priest, de-
scribes herself as a spiritual contrarian. Her latest memoir recounts 
her experience teaching the Religions of the World class at Piedmont 
College, a small liberal arts college in rural Georgia. Taylor writes 
in a clear and engaging style that wrestles with the idea that there 
is only one way to God. Ultimately, her exploration strengthens her 
Christian faith, but it’s a faith with a bigger box and more windows.

Taylor, author of Learning to Walk in the Dark and Leaving Church, 
came to a point in her ministry where she felt that her spiritual well 
had run dry and that she needed to drink again of the living water and 
maybe draw up new buckets, too. And so she said yes to the invitation 
to teach religion and traded her “altar for a desk” and her collar for 
a dress.

One of the goals of Religion 101 was to improve students’ religious 
literacy. Although many were raised as Christians, they were more 
likely to describe themselves as spiritual, not religious. Working, liv-
ing and socializing with people of different faiths and knowing more 
about those faiths could help the students become better at their occu-
pations and relationships. The exploration of other religions included 
the risk of losing one’s own faith, but also offered the possibility of 
recognizing areas of neglect and strengthening that faith.

Classroom work and field trips introduced students to Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Taylor and her students 
found much to be envious of in other religions as they visited temples, 
churches and mosques. They adopted Krister Stendahl’s guidelines 
for understanding other faiths: talk to the adherents, not the enemies; 
don’t compare your best with their worst; and leave room for holy 
envy. See the value that is “over the fence” but with eyes that rec-
ognize that we are all humans drinking from the same reservoir of 
water. 

In comparison with Christianity, Hinduism seemed more gracious 
in the belief that people are different and that there are different paths 
to union with the divine. In Buddhism, the students identified with the 
central teachings on compassion and suffering, but struggled with the 
idea that belief in God is optional. Judaism, the nearest neighbour, re-
minded them of the power of intentional observances and challenged 
students to see how much hatefulness has come out of Christianity 
toward the Jews. Studying Islam was a particular challenge because 

Joanne Spoelstra 

appropriate for Christians who 
are beginning to learn the lan-
guage of faith. One of the ways 
my spiritual lens was broadened 
was when I became a teacher in 
the Catholic school system in 
Ontario. I discovered that Cath-
olic teachings about God, scrip-
ture, Jesus, and Christian liv-
ing were not that different from 
Protestant teachings. Yet the first 
time a priest led me into cen-
tering prayer at a staff meeting 
and called me to find God with-
in was unsettling and challenged 
my beliefs about the divine. I 
was introduced to new spiritual 
teachers like Richard Rohr and 
Henri Nouwen and participated 
in liturgies and workshops that 
shaped my faith in new ways. It 
was a time of learning from each 
other and developing meaningful 
relationships. The stranger, even 
within my own faith, became my 
neighbour. Still, I recognize that 
there is much more I can do to 
love and welcome the stranger, 
even and maybe especially when 
it causes unease in me.

 Taylor is willing to live with 
the unease that comes from the 
different ways of seeing the div-
ine in other religions. In the end 
and with all she learned and en-
vied in other religions, she re-
mains firm in her Christian faith 
and belief that Jesus is the way 
to God. It is the language she 
knows and the language that 
speaks so excellently of what it 
means to be human: being made 
in the image of God. The monu-
mental spiritual challenge of 
living with religious difference, 
she says, is to “love God in the 
person standing right in front of 
you” and to “treat every human 
being as if he or she were Jesus 
in disguise.”  

HOLY ENVY: FINDING GOD IN 
THE FAITH OF OTHERS 
Barbara Brown Taylor
Harper One, 2019.

Joanne Spoelstra 

Joanne is a retired teacher-li-
brarian living in Hamilton, 
Ontario where she partici-
pates in two book clubs. She 
and her husband enjoy liv-
ing near their children and 
grandchildren.
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scripture faithfully, Keesmaat and 
Walsh argue, God’s people need 
to name names.

Some people will accuse 
Keesmaat and Walsh of disarm-
ing Romans only to wield it as a 
weapon the other way (isn’t there 
something in the Bible about 
double-edged swords?), and that 
might be a fair assessment. The 
authors are rightfully angry about 
how those in power have his-
torically wielded these words of 
scripture to further dehumanize 
the marginalized. Keesmaat and 
Walsh want to put the interpreta-
tion of scripture into the hands of 
the marginalized, “reading from 
the margins,” as they call it. The 
perspective is refreshing, chal-
lenging, infuriating, illuminating, 
terrifying, and encouraging all at 
once. Which feels right, when one 
speaks of the Word of God.

One thing I found troubling – 
I should rephrase that, because 
everything about this book is 
troubling; it will profoundly 
“trouble” you. One thing I didn’t 
really know what to do with was 
Keesmat and Walsh’s lack of en-
gagement with the idea of “re-
demption” of empire. Throughout 
the book there was a kind of heavy 
pessimistic fatalism, as though the 
only faithful response to injustice 
in today’s day and age is to trade 
in your smartphone for 40 acres 
in cottage country. I know that 
that’s an unfair characterization of 
what these two scholars are doing 
up at Russet House Farm, but I 
must admit I was hoping for some 
deeper self-awareness in terms of 
their own privilege, and the ways 
that they (like Paul) use the tools 
of the empire to further the sub-
versive and transformative mes-

I HAD THE OPPORTUNITY TO SEE KEESMAAT AND WALSH speak on 
their latest joint effort, Romans Disarmed, last fall. The medium-sized 
lecture hall at Community Christian Reformed Church in Kitchener 
was packed, with nearly 100 people in attendance. Every seat was full. 
People were sitting in the aisle, standing against the walls, in the gym-
nasium just outside, a dozen people stood huddled at the doors. Seems a 
lifetime ago, in these days of social distancing and self-isolation. Young 
people, seniors, council members, university students, young couples 
with their infants soundly sleeping in strollers or carriers, all huddled 
together to hear two scholars talk for a couple of hours about their years-
long research into the epistle of Paul to the Romans.

As I stood there, surrounded by people, it struck me just how hungry 
the church is for good biblical scholarship.

Keesmaat and Walsh don’t pull punches, they don’t dumb down, they 
don’t play it safe, they don’t say what people want to hear. What they do, 
somehow, is bring the scriptures to life. With an encyclopedic historical 
imagination, a unified and intertextual canon, and a robust hermeneutic 
for engagement with pressing social issues, Keesmaat and Walsh invite 
us into the world of Rome in classical antiquity – or perhaps better put, 
the worlds of Rome, demonstrating how the lived experience of Greek 
and Jew, male and female, slave and free, were indeed worlds apart. 
As they draw us in to the pressing issues of Paul’s day – prime among 
them the dehumanizing and creation-destroying violence of the imperial 
military-economic machine, they draw connections to a whole host of 
contemporary social issues, including economics, colonialism, home-
lessness, ecology, sexuality, justice and war. 

The greatest strength of this volume is the authors’ exhaustive con-
textual scholarship. I was impressed with their respectful treatment of 
the Bible as a coherent whole – a canon, in the fullest sense of the word. 
Their exploration of Paul’s letter leads us from Genesis to Revelation, 
with significant stops in Exodus, Deuteronomy, Psalms, Isaiah, Hosea, 
and Habbakkuk, showing how immersed Paul was in the Hebrew 
scriptures. Likewise, their encyclopedic approach to reconstructing the 
Roman Empire as Paul would have experienced it is creative, engaging, 
and exhaustively researched. This careful scholarship, both biblical and 
historical, opens the reader’s eyes to allusions, references, paraphrases, 
clichés, and sarcasm we might otherwise miss in English translation. 
This research grounds their engagement with contemporary issues. As 
they explain, “Faithfulness to the covenant God is always embodied in 
particular historical situations and contexts. Conversely, the challenges 
to such faithfulness – the power of evil, death, or injustice (adikia, as 
Paul puts it) – are always embodied in particular narratives, particular 
idolatrous practices, particular symbols.” In order to read and interpret 

THE ROMAN WORLDS

ROMANS DISARMED: 
RESISTING EMPIRE, 
DEMANDING JUSTICE
Sylvia Keesmaat and Brian Walsh
Brazos Press, 2019.

John Medendorp

sage of the Kingdom of God.
I think Romans Disarmed is 

a helpful addition to the world 
of biblical scholarship. I would 
encourage pastors and thought-
ful Christians to engage with 
it, understanding that it is not a 
light read. I do wonder, though, 
whether it arrives too late to a 
party that is already well under-
way. Christian leaders have been 
calling for the institutional church 
to lift up the voices of those who 
have historically been silenced 
for decades now, and the institu-
tions of the church are (admittedly 
slowly) changing their practices 
in response. Christian publishers, 
colleges and universities, sem-
inaries, think tanks, journals and 
magazines are all seeking to en-
gage the voices of those who have 
been historically marginalized – 
commentaries, courses, lectures, 
books and scholarly articles by 
women, indigenous writers, and 
ethnic minorities are finding av-
enues for engagement with the 
broader Christian world. Jackson 
Wu’s Reading Romans with East-
ern Eyes, for example, received 
significant engagement and atten-
tion in Protestant and Evangel-
ical circles last year. I wonder if 
these changing realities take some 
of the bite out of Keesmaat and 
Walsh’s critique. As more and 
more diverse voices are included 
in Christian scholarship, I wonder 
how much longer people will read 
books by white authors calling for 
greater representation in theology 
and biblical studies.  

John Medendorp

John is a pastor at Rosewood 
Christian Reformed Church 
in Bellflower, California.

it feels peaceful. Her breathing 
feels like ocean waves gently 
rolling in and out.” Again and 
again in the amautik, the child 
feels the connection with his 
mother, comparing how he feels 
to the beauty of nature.

Artist Lenny Lishchenko’s 
lovely earth-and-sky-tone illus-
trations depict a culture where 
people live close to each other 
and to nature. 

IN THIS SWEET, GENTLE CHILDREN’S PICTURE BOOK, Inuit writer and 
educator Nadia Sammurtok has realized her passion to preserve “the 
traditional Inuit lifestyle and Inuktitut language so that they may 
be enjoyed by future generations.” Her lyrical, repetitive, and in-
formative narrative shows the traditional way a mother – an anaana 
– carried her baby in an amautik, the pouch in the back of a woman’s 
parka designed to carry a child. 

As the baby is sheltered in the amautik, readers experience the 
world from the child’s perspective: “In my anaana’s amautik, I feel 
warm. The warmth of her skin feels like sunshine, keeping me safe 
from the cold…. In my anaana’s amautik, I feel calm. Her scent re-
minds me of flowers in the summertime…. In my anaana’s amautik, 

A WINSOME, WONDERFUL WINDOW INTO INUIT CULTURE

IN MY ANAANA’S AMAUTIK
Nadia Sammurtok
Illustrated by Lenny Lishehenko
Inhabit Media, 2019.

Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

Young children and their par-
ents or caregivers will find in In 
My Anaana’s Amautik a celebra-
tion of the love between a child 
and mother, and a winsome, 
wonderful window into Inuit 
culture.   

Sonya VanderVeen 
Feddema

Sonya is a freelance writer 
living in St Catharines, Ont.
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disembodied to differently em-
bodied. Is that how church has 
felt for you during lockdown?

As the pandemic has spread 
around the world, Christians dis-
covered new ways of forming in-
carnational relationships through 
digital platforms across countless 
miles. Where once apostles used 
letters to stitch together church-
es across the Roman Empire (2 
John: 12), now we use Zoom to 
connect around the world. The 
important emphasis of incarna-
tion, enfleshment, is rightly fo-
cused on relationships, not the 
particular technology used to 
enhance it, whether microphones 
in a church building or Micro-
soft Teams for online church. 
In Pilgrims and Priests, Stefan 
Paas writes, “Viewed through 
(the) lens of koinonia theology 
. . . God’s mission is about the 
restoration and renewal of rela-
tionships.” So, is the online expe-
rience of life together helping to 
restore and renew relationships? 
James K. Smith seems to think 
so. A philosophy prof at Calvin 
University, Michigan, Smith has 
been voicing his thoughts on 
Twitter. He has observed count-
less congregations that are “inno-
vating ways to care for their pa-
rishioners and embody the speci-
ficity and warmth of the commu-
nity they know – their ‘parish’ – 
in digital forms.” The innovation 
that is happening, according to 
Smith, “is often aimed at recre-
ating a sense of being-with, wor-
shipping together, the embodied 
solidarity of being a local con-
gregation. So, this trying experi-
ence of being distant, separated, 

EARLY ON IN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, when Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau advised people to not “speak moistly on others,” for fear of 
spreading the virus, it nudged me to think about the theological sig-
nificance of incarnation for us as Christians. As a Reformed Christian 
I am mindful of our common faith in the risen Christ that takes both 
human flesh and breath seriously, or as Eugene Peterson said, “The 
Word became flesh and blood and moved into the neighbourhood” 
(John 1:14, The Message). Jesus “spoke moistly” on his disciples 
when invoking the Holy Spirit that birthed the church, “‘Peace be with 
you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.’ And with that he 
breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’” (John 20: 21-
22, NIV).

How has our understanding of incarnational faith, of koinonia 
and fellowship changed during this time of physical separation and 
COVID-19, and what might it mean for our understanding of church 
moving forward? Prior to the pandemic, many assumed that the only 
way to experience Christian community was “in the flesh.” As a con-
gregational pastor, I confess that too much of my time was spent try-
ing to figure out how to get people into a church building, rather than 
focusing on equipping people to be sent out as witnesses in the com-
munity, to be the incarnational presence of Christ in God’s beautiful, 
yet broken world. 

But COVID-19 has scrambled all the digits. And despite many 
churches and pastors spending the last decade doing what they can 
to resist change, many have been reflecting on presence, virtual and 
otherwise, long before we discovered how to make non-medical face 
masks out of old socks. Kathryn Reklis was one of those exploring 
this question of incarnation in a digital age, noting in a blog post 
entitled “Give me that digital religion” that online practices are, un-

doubtedly, “altering domains of 
human life that are assumed to 
matter most for the practice of 
religion,” and that “what these 
practices ‘mean’ is harder to pre-
dict without falling into eschato-
logical hopes about the unlimited 
potential of digital technology or 
apocalyptic fears about the way 
the digital will unmoor all that is 
holy.” Perhaps that’s why even 
during COVID-19 some pastors 
still hesitate to engage digital 
Christian community (check out 
the survey by Waybase on how 
COVID-19 has affected Christian 
charities), with one pastor even 
telling me that the online plat-
form was not a “legitimate” way 
to worship God.

RIGHT RELATIONSHIPS 
Surely God has always worked 
through various methods to com-
municate and shape people’s 
faithfulness and build relation-
ships? A burning bush. A talking 
donkey. Angelic visitations. 
Prophetic dreams. A dewy or 

dry fleece. And on and on. God 
is communicating not on our 
terms, but on God’s. In Holding 
Faith: A practical introduction 
to Christian Doctrine, Cynthia 
Rigby reminds us that, “The tri-
une God acts, as Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit, and in these multiple 
actions creaturely existence is 
touched and transformed.” The 
ways in which God shapes be-
lievers’ practices changes from 
culture to culture over time. Rek-
lis has described this distinction 
as moving from the fear of being 

Features

‘SPEAK MOISTLY TO ME’  
Lessons from COVID-19 and our incarnational faith.  |  Ross A. Lockhart 

Continued on page 13
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remote, could turn out to be a 
season of learning to be a more 
incarnate community of faith – 
an embodied, located parish. The 
digital could, paradoxically, be a 
way to renew the local.”

A NEW TOGETHERNESS
Is that the case in your Christian 
witnessing community? Is this 
time of quarantine renewing the 
local or is it continuing to high-
light what Zygmant Baumen 
named as the tension between 
our desire for both autonomy 
and community? We want time 
with others, on our own sched-
ule. And we call this freedom, 
progress. But as Baumen warns, 
progress was once “the most ex-
treme manifestation of radical 
optimism and a promise of uni-
versally shared and lasting hap-
piness” (Liquid Times: Living in 
an Age of Uncertainty) and now 
has moved to the opposite with a 
dystopian and fatalistic anticipa-
tion. Is this what it means to be 
human today in community, ex-
istential angst and never-ending 
FOMO (fear of missing out)?

Surely Christian community, 
the eccleisia, God’s called out 
people, have a deeper example 
of a shared, meaningful life that 
offers the world hope beyond hu-
man progress? Our Saviour has 
“spoken moistly” on us, and the 
Holy Spirit leads the church in its 
continuing conversion and refor-
mation. Our telos is bent towards 
the coming, and already present, 
Kingdom of God. Participating 
in the Missio Dei invites us to, 
as Darrell L. Guder in Called 
to Witness: Doing Missional 
Theology puts it, experience the 
purpose and promise of ecclesi-
ology by reversing the tradition-
al marks of the church to dig in 
and engage with God’s mission 
by being a part of an apostolic, 
worldwide, sanctifying and uni-
fying body of Christ. By doing so 
it provides the opportunity to be 
far more than simply human be-
ings being human; rather, it is the 
chance to become fully alive and 
catch a glimpse of the Kingdom 
that is coming, and by grace has 
already arrived. 

Features

WALKING AND PRAYING

Finding a way to be together when we have to be apart.  |  Amanda Currie 

Ross A. Lockhart 

Ross is Dean of St. An-
drew’s Hall, Vancouver, 
and Professor of Mission 
Studies.

Amanda Currie 

Amanda serves as the minister at First Presbyterian in Regina, Sask. 
She is also the Moderator of the 145th General Assembly of The 
Presbyterian Church in Canada. She enjoys preaching, singing, and 
ecumenical prayer and worship. She also really likes walking.

WHEN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HIT CANADA IN MARCH, it in-
terrupted my plans. I had five more flights booked for visits to 
various Presbyterian congregations and larger gatherings in my 
role as Moderator of the 2019 General Assembly. In June I would 
install the next moderator and then be free to focus on my own 
congregational ministry in Regina. But, like everyone else, I had 
to change my plans and adjust to the requirements of continuing 
ministry in a global pandemic without an end in sight.

The 2020 General Assembly had to be cancelled, so I would be 
moderator for an extra year. And since I couldn’t travel or visit 
congregations or attend in-person meetings, I had to figure out 
how to fulfill my role in new ways. I wrote and shared letters 
and prayers, recorded video greetings and reflections, “visited” 
presbyteries by video conference, and took part in online worship 
services and special events. One Sunday I preached at a service 
of the Guyana Presbyterian Church (one of our ecumenical part-
ners) and then later preached in Regina. Another week I shared a 
message in Mosa, Ont., while simultaneously reading scripture in 
Cranbrook, B.C.

Like many people during the pandemic, I worked from home 
and spent a huge amount of time sitting at a computer. I soon real-
ized that I was struggling to maintain balance in my life between 
work and rest, between meetings and time for personal reflection 
and prayer. It took great determination to find opportunities to 
keep moving my body, rather than just sitting and meeting and 
eating all day.

Almost four years ago, I made an intentional decision to walk 
every day. I did it to improve my health and increase my energy 
level, beginning with just a kilometre or two each day, and slowly 
increasing my pace and distance. The difference it made in my 
health was remarkable, and it led me to make changes in my food 
choices as well. But the extra blessing that came with the addition 
of walking in my life was that it opened up space in my days for 
thinking, pondering and prayer. Walking every day, even on the 
coldest January days in Saskatchewan, has encouraged my spir-
it, helped me to pray, reduced my stress level, made me a better 
preacher and a more confident leader, and given me a fresh appre-
ciation for God’s Creation.

So, I decided to re-commit to walking every day as a spiritual 
discipline, and to put my daily practice of walking at the service 

of the Presbyterian Church in Canada. I decided to go on a pil-
grimage of prayer for my church. It wasn’t a pilgrimage to a cer-
tain destination. I walked around my own quiet neighbourhood, 
and occasionally went out to some other beautiful, wide-open 
spaces on the Prairie. It was less about a destination, and more 
about the journey.

I prayed as I walked, walking 1 km for each ministry of my 
denomination, plus 1 km for our ecumenical partners in the Ca-
nadian Council of Churches. That meant about 10-11 km per day, 
adding up to 931 km between June 1 and Aug. 31. I invited con-
gregations and other churches to submit prayer requests so that I 
could pray more specifically. So, for example, on July 9 I prayed 
for the continued strengthening of the Canadian ministries of the 
Christian Reformed Church in North America – that they will be 
strengthened in governance, operation, direction, and control – all 
in an effort to strengthen evangelism.

Over a hundred Presbyterians across Canada walked and prayed 
with me throughout the summer. We followed the same prayer 
list each day and prayed our way across Canada from the West 
Coast to the East. We shared experiences and prayed for one an-
other through monthly video conferences and daily engagement 
on Facebook. We gave thanks for the bodies God gave us and the 
fact that they can move. We got out of our homes to places where 
we could walk safely and keep physical distance from others. We 
enjoyed the air and the sun and much beauty along the way. And 
we prayed together for our wonderful, creative, faithful, and di-
verse Presbyterian Church in Canada and our ecumenical siblings 
in the One Body of Christ.

I don’t know what new challenges our churches may face in the 
coming months and years, and how our plans may be interrupted. 
We will need to continually adjust to new circumstances. I hope 
we can keep walking and praying together, trusting that God will 
be with us to guide us through. 

The author walking with her sister last summer on the Camino Nova Scotia.
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THE COVID CRISIS SPARKS A BROAD SPECTRUM OF EMOTIONS for 
me. Some days I’m faithfully optimistic – trusting God’s promise that 
he works all things for the good of those who love him. Other times 
I’m seriously discouraged by the grim statistics, the spectre of the 
“second wave,” and the ever-changing restrictions and regulations 
we’re subjected to. 

I’ve weaned myself from daily newscasts, weary of the steady 
stream of pandemic related stories. Even commercials for everything 
from fast food to furniture feature some angle of the virus. I’m sick of 
hearing that “we’re in this together” (which is why we have to stay six 
feet apart). Church is a distant memory. Simple errands are a challenge. 

Last Tuesday morning I lay in bed waiting for the alarm clock to 
sound. Summer is my favourite time of year. Watching the sunrise 
and listening to the birds sing brings me great joy. But the joy was 
tempered by thoughts of the day ahead and the new normal we’re all 
facing at the moment. 

Then a text message from my son focused me on better things: 
“We’re at the hospital. Have been all night. No news just yet.” 

Our eighth grandchild was about to arrive.
I walked past the collage of photographs taken for our 35th anniver-

sary and smiled at the memory of that day. The family had gathered at 
James and Willene’s farm on a glorious fall afternoon. As we ate lunch 

afterward James said with a grin, 
“Well, Mom, I hope you’re happy 
with your grandchildren. This is 
it for us – a boy and a girl.”

“I couldn’t be happier, James,” 
I said. “Daniel and Cassy are 
wonderful. But Stephanie and 
Aaron just married last year, and 
Jessica may very well have more 
children in the future.”

“Yup,” he continued. “Just say-
ing that this branch of the family 
tree is full.” 

GLIMPSES OF EDEN
I took him at his word. In the 
seven years since, our family has 
grown. Stephanie and Aaron had 
Abigail, Hanna and Chloe. Jessi-
ca married Graham, and together 
with RJ, they welcomed Emmett 
to the family. 

Then one night last winter 
James called. Daniel, now age 
eleven, and Cassy, seven, giggled 
on speaker phone. “The kids have 
some news for you,” said James.

They burst forth in unison: 
“Mom’s going to have a baby!” 

“Oh wow!” I said, playing 

along with the joke. “And when 
is the baby coming?”

“July 16!” 
This was genuine. I was 

stunned. Thrilled. Delighted. 
Stunned! As Willene’s mom, 
Joan, put it, everyone was sur-
prised – except James and Wil-
lene, who had decided their fami-
ly wasn’t quite complete after all.

And now the big day was here. 
Shortly before 8:00 a.m. a pre-
cious baby girl made her debut – 
Eden Joan.

The next day I sat between Dan-
iel and Cassy and cradled Eden, a 
tiny little bundle as exquisite as 
her name. “Is she adorable?” said 
Cassy fondly.

“Absolutely adorable,” I said.
Later I lay in bed, thinking of 

what a strange year this has been 
so far. Things we never thought 
possible are now part of our daily 
lives. Events we never anticipat-
ed have rocked the globe. Never 
say never, the old adage goes. 
But through it all, God’s love and 
mercy prevail. Traces of Eden 
surround us, as pervasive and re-
freshing as the dew on the lawn, 
as spectacular as the sunset, as 
enchanting as a newborn’s face. 
They are evidence of his abid-
ing presence and assurance of his 
promise to take us home. 

He alone can say “never” with 
authority and confidence, as in 
“Never will I leave you or forsake 
you.” 

Columns

THERE. IT WAS JUST LIKE THAT; the 
sky was a bowl above me, and its 
rim the horizon in every direction. 
I’d read that line in a book and 
which book I couldn’t remember, 
but I must have liked the image 
because it stuck in my mind and 
surfaced in that sudden 12-year-old 
moment when I saw it was true. 

I was sitting in the backseat 
of my parents’ car and we were 
driving west across the prairies, 
heading for B.C. and a grown-up 
cousin’s wedding. I was bored and 
the day was hot, the windows open 
and noisy only we didn’t hear it 
anymore because we’d been driv-
ing so long. I’d never seen a road 
so straight. My little brother slept 
beside me, his mouth open, his 
cheeks flushed and his feet shoved 
over on my side of the backseat. I 
edged closer to the open window 
and looked out over the endless 
fields to the round horizon and the 
ceaseless sky.

That colour. That arc. The edge 

RADIUS 
Katie Munnik  |  katiemunnik@yahoo.ca

Katie is an Ottawa writer living in Cardiff with her spouse and three growing 
children. You can also find Katie on twitter @messy_table.

of the bowl. 
That night, I told my mother 

about it – about the hot afternoon 
sky and the line I remembered 
reading – and she smiled and told 
me that’s what books were for. 
They showed you the world so that 
when you saw it yourself, you re-
cognised it. You felt at home.

I don’t recognise the world any-
more. 

And don’t feel at home. 

WALKING IN CIRCLES
Since March, time has stretched, 
shrunk, changed and arced above 
us. It feels like forever. It feels 
timeless and out of time. And how 
much longer will things be strange? 
Who knows? Maybe we’re only in 
the middle of things. 

Until recently, our local govern-
ment mandated that we were to 
control the spread of the virus by 
staying local. We could go out of 
our homes to shop and to exercise, 
but were to stay within five miles 

of home. So we walked to the park and rode our bikes to the river, slowed 
down and tried to pay attention to the gentle changes of the seasons. Com-
ing back towards home, our youngest would look for the church spire at 

the end of our street. He took to calling it our church, even though it isn’t. 
Our church is further away, and he hasn’t seen it in months. We’ve been 
spending Sunday mornings around the kitchen table, reading, praying and 
singing together, so you could say church has become a verb. But for our 

youngest, our church, with its grey 
stone tower, tells him he’s nearly 
home. All spring and summer, it’s 
been the spired centre of our circle 
in these smaller days.

OPENING UP 
Then, last week the rules shifted, 
and our circle could expand, so we 
got in the car and went out explor-
ing. Living in Wales means we’re 
always close to a castle, and we 
found two we hadn’t visited before, 
both in exciting states of ruin. We 
climbed towers, we walked along 
the walls, peered into dungeons 
and lay flat on the grass, watching 
the clouds pass overhead. It was a 
fabulous day out in the sunshine. 
Smiles all round. It felt like a holi-
day and it felt familiar.

That’s going to be the trick go-
ing forward, I think. We need to 
find ways of feeling at home and 
it’s hard to say how to do this other 
than to be open. Maybe that’s the 
best way to push past fear. To be 
open to the words we read, to the 
Word living among us, and to our 
children as they describe their 
world to us. 

We talk about reopening schools 
and shops, reopening this locked-
down world. Maybe this is what 
we should mean. 

NEVER SAY NEVER
Heidi VanderSlikke  |  hmvanderslikke@hotmail.com
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I don’t recognise the world anymore. 

The Munnik family enjoyed a day of exploring once their 5 mile travel limit was expanded.

Eden Joan VanderSlikke.
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WHEN I THINK ABOUT A FAMILY farm of 18,000 acres or people with 
two snowmobiles, two pickup trucks, two ATVs and a motorhome, I 
react with (self-?) righteousness: “Too much stuff.” 

Then I think about our home: Betsey and I have five vacuum clean-
ers – a water vac, a shop vac, two Dysons and a robo-vac named Nelda. 
Wendell Berry’s question, which he calls “the most urgent question of 
the time,” is on my mind. “How much is enough?” It’s relatively easy 
to point to others, those lives marked by conspicuous consumption. 
It’s much harder to deal with your own patterns of living. 

My grandfather answered Berry’s question. Long, long ago, they 
“lost the farm,” bought a house in town (I think he paid $3,000) and 
took decades to pay for it, and then finally sold it for $18,000 in the 
1970s. He promptly took some of the money from the sale of the 
house and handed out cash to others who were having a tough time 
financially. I remember him saying something like this: “All my life I 
have been poor, and now I am finally able to give more.”  

My daughter Elisabeth Gesch is a hospital pharmacist in Thunder 
Bay, Ontario. Her union is voting for a one-day walkout to advocate 
for pandemic pay for all healthcare workers. This is her response:

“Please STOP advocating for pandemic pay for people like me: 
healthcare professionals who already make far more than a living 

HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH?
Curt Gesch   |  cgesch63@gmail.com

Curt is a farmer and writer living in Quick, B.C.

wage. There are limited dollars 
available for healthcare. Al-
though this pandemic has certain-
ly changed my daily work and in-
creased stress, I don’t need more 
money. Advocate for those below 
a certain wage to get fair pay, and 
then advocate for that fair pay to 
continue regardless of pandemic. 

Our healthcare system is 
underfunded already, and the 
last thing it needs is for well-off 
people who are fortunate enough 
to be still employed to take 
money from a very stressed sys-
tem. This will inevitably result in 
cuts to services elsewhere in the 
system and/or in non-healthcare 
services. The federal government 

just released the report on the 
billions of dollars this pandemic 
is costing us already. Others are 
suffering from lack of funds, but 
it’s not healthcare professionals. 

If you want to help profession-
als in their very challenging jobs 
during this pandemic, advocate 
for childcare for front-line work-
ers, or housing benefits for those 

who have to isolate away from 
their families. These are tangible 
ways to help out front-line work-
ers who need assistance, without 
just giving money to those who 
already have enough to live com-
fortably.”

What would happen if more 
of us answered Berry’s question 
honestly, for ourselves? 

GRACE IN THE GARDEN
Sara Pot |  thepotfamily@gmail.com

The Pot family story includes daughters Rachel and Janneke 
who are severely disabled but radiate joy and grace.

IT’S 7:30 IN THE MORNING, AND I AM PULLING A SHIRT over Janneke’s 
head. Rachel is already in her wheelchair and watching us intently. 
She’s typically more cooperative with getting dressed, offering me a 
gentle grin after stretching her long legs. Feisty Janneke treats the 
process like a wrestling match, complete with her fist jabs, wriggling 
legs and giggles over the movement.

Janneke has been coughing more, creating some concern with 
COVID-19 on the mind, but I suspect it’s related to allergies and ex-
cess saliva from teething. Rachel has been sleeping more through the 
day and night, but I prefer that over the days and nights she can’t sleep 

because of her pain. Thankfully, 
Rachel seems content today, as I 
finish up with Janneke. 

CARPE DIEM
Once I’ve placed Janneke in her 
wheelchair, she and Rachel are 
led to the picture window in their 
room that overlooks our back-
yard. The early morning sunshine 
seems to be calling the girls out-
side. I quickly grab my coffee, so 
we can accept the invitation. 

I catch Ralph’s eye, and he 
shakes his head at my determin-
ation to cling to my coffee while 
one-handedly manipulating the 
wheelchairs down the lift and 
into the backyard, first Janneke 
and then Rachel. He knows well 
enough not to comment until af-
ter the coffee. He grabs his coffee 
and joins us. 

FROM WEEDS TO WONDER
In past years, we would have been 
less excited to take the wheel-
chairs out to the back. The back-
yard, with its grass-weed blend, 
housed the occasional trampoline 
or inflatable pool for Emily and 
Sophia in their early years. It was 
always a challenge to take Rachel 
and Janneke off the deck and into 
the yard. However, in the past 
few weeks, we’ve been channel-

ing our COVID-19 frustrations into soil, mulch and pollinator-friend-
ly plants. Now our backyard includes an accessible butterfly garden, 
complete with a crushed gravel path!  Unprecedented times, indeed. 

A landscaper friend created the path and layout of the yard. Differ-
ent plants were split from neighbours’ perennials, gifted from friends 
and rescued from the clearance shelf at Walmart. Several accessories 
were purchased at the local dollar store, and others, such as the alum-
inum pots and colander, retired from Oma Pot’s kitchen to hosting 
flowers in the new garden.

SUMMER STRESS
As Rachel and Janneke get older, it’s been more challenging to figure 
out their activities each day. We long for informal interaction with 
friends for the girls, but we know it’s hard for their peers to have 
a one-sided conversation. Taking everyone out for camping trips or 
outings is no longer safe or doable. By the end of last summer, I was 
painfully aware of how much stress I was holding within over how to 
make the days meaningful here. 

This morning, as I take in my coffee and watch the girls in our new 
garden, I’m reminded of how important it is to slow down and see the 
small things. I’m teaching myself to be thankful for the wind mov-
ing through the leaves. The garden may not be Algonquin, but there’s 
beauty to be found. I observe Rachel’s eyes taking in the flowers and 
then shifting up towards the direction of a what sounds like a cardin-
al. I laugh as Janneke sticks out her hand to catch the spray of water 
from the hose, as Ralph waters the garden. These are good and rich 
moments. I will miss them if I am not careful. 

If you are in St. Catharines some sunny day, stop in and sit awhile. 
We’re hoping the butterflies do too. 

“The only Commandment I ever obeyed – 
‘Consider the Lilies.”  Emily Dickinson 

 Elizabeth Gesch in her garden in 
Thunder Bay, Ontario.
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A TIME TO SPEAK
To be silent or not to be silent, that is the question.  |  Sandra Scarlett

Sandra Scarlett

Sandra is a Pastor and 
Pastoral Counselor. She 
lives in Chateauguay, 
Quebec.

AS A BLACK WOMAN, FOR TOO MANY YEARS, I have also struggled 
with keeping silent or speaking out regarding systemic and individ-
ual racism. I always felt that if I spoke out, I would be reprimanded, 
lose my job (a very good and well paid job), or not be taken seriously. 

Over the years, I have encountered systematic and individual rac-
ism. For instance, 20 years ago, one week after I started to work for 
a specific corporation, a petition was circulated to get rid of me, even 
though I had not worked with 99 percent of the people whose names 
were on the petition. After a few months, someone approached me 
and asked me how did I make it this far, because Black people do not 
tend to stay for very long. I was shocked to hear this. I responded, 
“Well, I am here to stay.” 

Now, as a Supervisor, I occupy a position of decision making. 
Some white employees believe that I should not “tell them what to 
do,” because they prefer someone of their own kind. The employ-
ees tend to feel more comfortable with people who talk and act like 
themselves.

I also find that I am monitored more by my boss than my white 
colleagues, which gives me the impression that I am not working 
hard enough. As a result, I feel that I have to work harder to prove 
myself, even though I am doing my job and following procedures. 
I also find that in a group of my peers where I am the only person 

of colour, my voice is overpow-
ered. This means, if I want to be 
heard, I either raise my voice – 
which creates a double paradox, 
because now I am yelling, which 
is indicative of Black people – or 
I remain silent.

ENOUGH IS ENOUGH
As a Pastor, I worked at an in-
stitution that did not empower 
women to become pastors. Wom-
en were told that only men should 
preach and teach.

In spite of these challenges, I 
have made it my responsibility to 
speak out rather than keep silent 
regarding racism. Over the years, 
my motto has been to help people 
who are different than I to under-
stand who I am and who Black 
people are through open and con-

EDITOR’S NOTE
In “The Problem with Silence” (July 13), Roland De Vries wrote that, “When it comes to social and 
political issues, I confess that my own impulse is toward public silence. Even in the face of the on-
going, widespread protests against anti-Black racism, part of me preferred silence.” He concluded by 
saying, “I don’t have anything to teach anyone here. Rather, I have much to learn.”

In that spirit De Vries, a pastor as well as a professor at The Presbyterian College in Montreal, invit-
ed one of his students – Sandra Scarlett – to write his column this month. 

structive conversation. Although 
this has been quite challenging, 
because nobody wants to be told 
that their actions are racist, I have 
made it my duty to deal with sys-
tematic and individual racism by 
educating individuals, one on 
one, who have demonstrated rac-
ism, in a loving and caring way.

I witnessed on social media 
what happened to George Floyd, 
a 46-year-old Black man, killed 
in Minneapolis during an arrest. 
Enough is enough, I thought. 
This is not acceptable. No matter 
what a person’s skin colour, he 
or she is created in God’s image, 
and nobody should be treated the 
way George Floyd was treated. 

As the weeks went by, the idea 
of remaining silent rested heavily 
on my heart, and I asked myself 
another question. What more can 
I do to bring about awareness to 
systematic and individual rac-
ism? Mostly importantly, what 
would Jesus do? 

When Jesus was on the Earth, 
he made a huge impact on peo-
ple’s lives, societal values and 
on a hurting world. Jesus also 
spoke out against injustice, when 
it was necessary. In Luke 10, Je-
sus tells the story of a Samaritan 
man who helped a wounded Jew. 
There had been tension between 
the Jews and Samaritans for cen-
turies. Yet the Samaritan looked 
beyond the political tension and 
showed compassion and empathy 
to a Jew. The Samaritan did not 
let the Jew die on the road. The 
Samaritan stopped what he was 
doing, noticed the man’s pain, 

and went out of his way to help.

A TIME TO ACT
Jesus told his followers “go and 
do likewise.” One way we as a 
society can help bring aware-
ness to systematic and individu-
al racism is to place ourselves in 
someone else’s pain. As I placed 
myself in George Floyd’s pain, I 
realized that I cannot remain si-
lent. I can no longer stay in my 
comfort zone and hope that it 
will eventually go away. I need 
to continue to speak out against 
racism. I realized that for healing 
and restoration to take place, I 
need to act, by speaking out.

One thing that I appreciated 
about my journey at the Pres-
byterian College was that I felt 
included and accepted. I didn’t 
encounter racism there, not even 
as a Black woman from another 
denomination. I was encouraged 
to be me and to share who I am 
with the College. And for this, I 
will forever be grateful. 

I encourage all Christian uni-
versities and colleges to con-
tinue to empower their students 
no matter who they are, and to 
always remember Whose they 
are. All people are children of the 
Most High God, created in his 
image. Use your voices to speak 
out.  
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THIS IS MY FATHER’S WORLD. 
This is a meaningful phrase 

to me as I garden, go about my 
days, and focus my prayers. This 
line forms the start to a familiar 
hymn that was inspired by the 
Niagara Escarpment as its author, 
Pastor Maltbie D. Babcock, took 
frequent walks along the beauti-
ful ridge in Lockport, New York 
120 years ago. 

I rest me in the thought / Of 
rocks and trees, of skies and seas 
/ His hand the wonders wrought.

Today, children (and many 
adults) typically spend over 90 
percent of their days indoors, a 
historically new phenomenon. 
Could it be that they miss out and 
lose out on the sense of wonder 
that the outdoors inspires if they 
are not often exposed to it? Au-
thor Richard Louv thinks they 
do, and that they miss out on a 
lot more too. In Last Child in the 
Woods, he writes, “The woods 
were my Ritalin. Nature calmed 

SCHOOL’S OUT
Carina Schuurman  |  Guest Columnist

Carina has been an elementary school teacher in Ontario, and 
now substitute teaches in Kent County, Michigan. She writes about 
outdoor education at wonderatschool.blogspot.com

me, focused me, and yet excited 
my senses.” He continues, “Na-
ture – the sublime, the harsh, and 
the beautiful – offers something 
that the street or mall or computer 
game cannot. Nature presents the 
young with something so much 
greater than they are; it offers an 
environment where they can eas-
ily contemplate infinity and eter-
nity.” 

For those benefits and others, 
teachers are rediscovering out-
door learning at school. Research 
repeatedly reveals the following 
benefits: students have the oppor-
tunity to be more active, to be in 
fresh air, to learn not only cogni-
tively but also experientially, to 
develop better problem solving 
skills, physical literacy and bet-
ter social skills. Being outdoors 
makes children more observant, 
more curious and more creative. 
Moreover, the creation allows 
them to get to know the Creator 
better.

This is my Father’s world / He shines in all that’s fair / In the rus-
tling grass I hear Him pass /

He speaks to me everywhere.

MOVE SCHOOL OUTDOORS
Now there is a new reason to more urgently consider outdoor learn-
ing at school: safety amidst a pandemic. “Move everything outdoors,” 
wrote Megan McArdle, a Washington Post columnist on July 7, 2020, 
“Yes, the weather will sometimes be a problem. But . . . we’re long past 
searching for ideal solutions. We’re now hunting for adequate ones.” 

This is my Father’s world / O let me ne’er forget / That though the 
wrong seems oft so strong / God is the ruler yet.

A lot of school districts are anticipating being able to host 50 per-
cent classroom capacity in September due to COVID-19. Organiza-
tions like Green Schoolyards America are exploring how a school 
might place the remaining students in the environment outside, either 
at parks or at school grounds, in order to potentially serve 100 per-
cent of enrolled students. But what a learning curve, and what a lot of 
daunting preparations! As the summer progresses, resources and cur-

riculum-specific lesson plans are 
starting to emerge online to sup-
port schools as they consider 
adding an outdoor component to 
reopening in the fall. 

Even if efforts to move school 
into the schoolyard is far from 
perfect at first, school communi-
ties may find that they don’t have 
a choice but to try. And they may 
find that the benefits will long 
outlive the pandemic. For exam-
ple, teachers repeatedly report 
that students who are typically 
bored and tuned-out inside start 
participating, even leading, in the 
learning activities outside. They 
report that having class outside is 
good, even urgent, in the face of 
not only contagion, but also pas-
sivity, anxiety, physical illiteracy, 
nearsightedness, restlessness and 
rootlessness.

The school grounds don’t have 
to be a forest or field either. Some 
shrubs, soil and insects can go a 
long way towards inspiration. 
Have you ever had a child bring 
you a field bouquet or a woolly 
bear caterpillar? How wide were 
their eyes? That’s the kind of 
wonder that makes any of us more 
teachable. May kids have eyes to 
see, and opportunity, to learn that 
This is our Father’s world. 

“Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose” (Kris Kris-
topherson).
“You gotta serve somebody” (Bob Dylan).
“People are slaves to whatever masters them” (2 Peter 2:19b).
“If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (Jesus in Jn.8:36).

WHEN I RETRIEVED MY MORNING NEWSPAPER FROM THE MAILBOX 
the day after Canada Day, there, on the front page, was a photograph 
of a large group of people on Parliament Hill holding up various 
placards expressing their opposition to many of the restrictions on 
their “freedoms” occasioned by the government’s response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. None of these protestors was wearing a mask, 
and they were certainly not maintaining the safe distancing protocols 
called for by every chief medical officer of the Canadian provinces 
and territories. 

Freedom. Who can be against freedom? We’ve fought wars for free-
dom. Many people have risked life and limb for freedom as they fled 
tyranny and oppression. Some antonyms for freedom are restriction, 
servitude, slavery. And who would be in favour of such things? How-
ever, in a strange and paradoxical way, some of our pop artists have 
been the chief critics of freedom, and they join St. Peter, St. Paul and 
Jesus in this critique.

FREEDOM IN THE TIME OF COVID-19
Bob Bruinsma |  bruinsmabob@gmail.com

Bob laments the fact that he hasn’t hugged his children or grandchil-
dren for months but, paradoxically, this is because he loves them dearly.

IDOLS & OTHERS
In the plaintive song “Me and 
Bobby McGee,” American sing-
er/songwriter Kris Kristopher-
son sings of the loss of his lover. 
When she leaves him unexpect-
edly, he is free of her, but he la-
ments that this “freedom” leaves 
him heartbroken. He recognizes 
loving someone always involves 
attachment. Unencumbered free-
dom is heartbreaking; it’s “just 
another word for nothing left to 
lose; freedom ain’t worth noth-
ing, but it’s free.”

Bob Dylan, another great 
American songwriter, points 
out in his profoundly Christian 
album Slow Train Coming, that 
every person must serve some-
thing or somebody: “It may be 
the Devil, or it may be the Lord, 
but you gotta serve somebody.” 
Often, in our post-modern, me-
first culture that service turns 
inwards to an idolatrous self-ser-
vice where any consideration 
of the “other” is considered a 

restriction on one’s freedom. As St. Peter tells us, such people are 
not free, but “are slaves to whatever masters them.” St. Paul also dis-
covered that he found true freedom when he turned from his freely 
chosen life of persecution of Christians and instead became a slave 
to Jesus Christ.

I think that what all these folks are telling us is also what Jesus told 
us and made manifest in his life on earth. The great paradox of life 
is that to be truly free one must abandon self(ishness) and embrace 
service and love to neighbour. The COVID-19 pandemic is making 
that abundantly clear, although some refuse to recognize this. So, 
let’s take on the restrictions of face masks, social distancing, fre-
quent handwashing, and eventual anti-COVID vaccination to enjoy 
the freedom of health for both self and neighbour.  
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LAST MONTH IT WAS REPORTED that a Turkish court has cleared the 
way for the historic Hagia Sophia, an ancient Roman church built by 
the Emperor Justinian in the 6th century, to return to its former use as 
a mosque. Known as Ayasofya to the Turks, it functioned as a Muslim 
place of worship between 1453, when the Ottoman armies of Mehmed 
II, the Conqueror, conquered Constantinople, and 1934, when Musta-
fa Kemal Atatürk turned it into a museum.

Since then this architectural wonder has seen millions of tourists file 
through its interior, which once echoed with the sounds of Byzantine 
chant and Muslim prayers but now houses the ancient artefacts of two 
civilizations and two religions. Because Islam prohibits the presence 
of images in worship, the status of the building’s Byzantine mosaics, 
uncovered in recent times, remains uncertain.

This development is consistent with the efforts of President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan to move his country away from the secularizing Ke-
malist legacy towards a more Islamic identity. 

FATHER OF THE TURKS 
After Turkey’s defeat in the Great War, the victorious allies had 
planned to partition its remaining territory, creating client states un-
der their domination. But a Turkish military officer had other plans 
and fought to create a Turkish republic in the Anatolian heartland of 
the former empire. Mustafa Kemal, later surnamed Atatürk, or father 
of the Turks, formed an army of nationalists who effectively gained 
sovereignty over this reduced territory, which was now much more 
ethnically homogeneous than its predecessor had been.

HAGIA SOPHIA MOSQUE
David T. Koyzis  |  dtkoyzis@gmail.com

David is a global scholar with Global Scholars Canada. He is the 
author of the award-winning Political Visions and Illusions and 
We Answer to Another: Authority, Office, and the Image of God.

Kemal imposed an official secularism on the country, banned the 
wearing of the fez (a symbol of fealty to the former sultan), adopted 
the roman alphabet for the language, established a mass education 
system and changed the names of several prominent cities, such as 
Istanbul and İzmir. Under Kemalist secularism, Islam would play no 
role in the nation’s public life, with the army jealously guarding it 
against the incursion of the traditional religions. Turks were encour-
aged to wear western clothing as of the 1920s, and Turkey began a 
long courtship with the west, entering NATO in 1952 and subsequent-
ly applying for membership in the European Union.

ERDOĞAN’S VICTORY
Two things have combined to curb the Kemalist legacy in recent years. 
First, Turkey’s protracted flirtation with all things western has not 
been entirely reciprocated. Brussels has held Turkey at arm’s length, 
reluctant to let it go entirely but even more skittish about embracing 
it altogether. As Turkey’s population has expanded, it could become 
the largest country in an enlarged EU – something that makes central 
European nations, which suffered from Ottoman expansionist policies 
in the early modern era, nervous at best.

Second, Turkey’s westernized élites, disproportionately concentrat-
ed in its major urban centres along the Aegean coast, are gradually be-

ing outnumbered by a more tradi-
tional population in the Anatolian 
interior, which form the support 
base for Erdoğan’s Justice and 
Development Party, or AKP. The 
AKP, while not a radical jihadist 
party, is nevertheless more sym-
pathetic to traditional Islam. Four 
years ago the Turkish military 
unsuccessfully attempted to oust 
Erdoğan from power and return 
the country to its 20th-century 
Kemalist legacy. Erdoğan’s vic-
tory was powerful evidence that 
Turkey has indeed changed its 
course.

It’s possible that the authorities 
will come up with a compromise 
for Hagia Sophia. The mosa-
ics may be covered temporarily 
during the Muslim prayer hours 
but will be visible at all other 
times for the benefit of the tour-
ists, whose preferences Turkey 
cannot afford to ignore. How-
ever, given my paternal Greek 
heritage and my Christian faith, I 
cannot but hope that one day the 
praises of the God who revealed 
himself in the person of Jesus 
Christ might again echo through 
the cavernous space of what was 
once the largest church in Chris-
tendom. 

JUST BEFORE RECITING WHAT 
has become known as “The 
Lord’s Prayer” in Matthew 6, 
Jesus drops some uncomfortable 
truths about hypocrisy. He says: 
“Be careful not to practice your 
righteousness in front of others 
to be seen by them . . . do not be 
like the hypocrites, for they love 
to pray standing on the street 
corners to be seen by others . . . 
but when you pray, go into your 
room, close the door and pray to 
your Father, who is unseen.” 

In the politically charged early 
decades of the 21st century, there 
is a new term to describe the pub-
lic performance of righteousness. 
These days, it’s called “virtue 
signaling.” 

Virtue signaling is when you 
share your opinion on a social 
or political issue simply to get 
praise or acknowledgment from 

people who share that point of 
view. It’s the social media equiv-
alent of praying in public. 

However, just like the terms 
“politically correct” or “cham-
pagne socialist” before it, “virtue 
signaling” has become a short-
hand to dismiss a whole set of 
ideas held by a wide group of peo-
ple. It has become political. 

Take, for example, what critics 
say about actor Leonardo DiCap-
rio, who is a climate-change activ-
ist. When he – or any activist, for 
that matter – speaks about climate 
change, their views are written off 
by their critics as virtue signaling 
because they own gas-powered 
cars, or take planes to conferences.  
“See,” the critics say, “They don’t 
believe what they say – otherwise 
they wouldn’t fly or drive any-
where. All their comments about 
climate are just virtue signaling.” 

VIRTUE SIGNALING AND THE CYNIC  
If you express just about any 

progressive belief – whether that’s 
supporting Black Lives Matter, or 
wage equality, or LGTBQ rights, 
or alternative energy – someone 
will accuse you of virtue signal-
ing. Or, increasingly, of being 
“woke,” which is another way of 
accusing someone of holding an 
opinion that is shallow or insin-
cere. 

And that’s why both “woke” 
and “virtue signaling” have be-
come tiresome right-wing polit-
ical putdowns – and need to be 
retired. 

GENUINE OUTRAGE
Smearing every action or every 
opinion as being performed simply 
for the optics means that you don’t 
believe they are sincere. You don’t 
believe that someone could – let’s 
say – be a vegan simply because 
they love animals. Instead, you 
think their “real” reason for sup-
porting a belief is to be seen to be 
righteous. 

In other words, accusing some-

one else of being a virtue signaler 
says far more about the cynicism 
of the critic than it does about the 
subject of their criticism. After 
all, if you can’t possibly imagine 
someone holding a sincere belief 
that differs from yours, perhaps it’s 
because you have no sincerely held 
beliefs of your own. 

And, if we’re going to get bibli-
cal about it, Jesus didn’t command 
people not to brag about being 
vegan or doing Crossfit or running 
marathons. Specifically, Jesus cau-
tions against praying in public. His 
concern is not about political hy-
pocrisy, but spiritual hypocrisy. 

So, if we are weighing which is 
worse – a celebrity decrying ani-
mal cruelty while wearing leather 

shoes or a right-wing politician 
holding a prayer breakfast in the 
morning and accepting a bribe in 
the afternoon, only one rates a spe-
cific mention by Jesus. 

We need to accept that some-
times people are outraged by in-
justice because injustice is outra-
geous. People speak against ani-
mal cruelty, because animals can’t 
speak for themselves. Sometimes, 
people will tweet about the waste-
fulness and greed that is killing the 
planet because they want to make 
change happen, but don’t know 
where to start. Sometimes, people 
cry out in public because the public 
need to hear those cries. 

People may disagree on social 
and political issues. But when 
we imply that those who we dis-
agree with have no principles – if 
we think everyone on the right is 
a fascist and everyone on the left 
is a fool – we cannot respect one 
another. 

And ultimately accusing those 
you disagree with of virtue signal-
ing means that you do not believe 
virtue is real – and that is a sad, 
cynical – and unchristian – way to 
live.  

Lloyd Rang |  lloyd@lloydrang.com

Lloyd works in communications and is a member of Rehoboth 
CRC in Bowmanville, Ont.
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TEACHERS LIE. It happens more 
often than you’d think. We don’t 
want to do it. It’s just that telling 
the truth is hard.

We lie for a few reasons. First, 
we may not know the complete 
story. Often, as an individual or 
a scientific community, we just 
don’t fully know how some-
thing works. It’s hard to teach 
half-truths, and so we massage 
the story to make it complete. 
Second, the whole story may be 
too complicated and perhaps not 
critical for this level of learning. 
So we simplify the story, espe-
cially in introductory classes at 
university, so that a framework 
may be put in place, like the 
skeleton of a building, before 
moving on to the details in lat-
er courses. Or finally, at other 
times, advances mean our sim-
ple story is quickly becoming 

out of date, and we need time to 
reframe our understanding, but 
we keep telling the simple story 
even when we know it’s not ex-
actly the truth.

Such is the case with neurons. 
Our understanding of how neu-
rons function is currently being 
reframed. In my intro psycholo-
gy course, I talk about neurons 
as three-part cells. First, there 
are dendrites, which receive 
signals, combine them and send 
the result to the cell body. If the 
combined input is strong enough, 
the cell body sends its own sig-
nal as an electrical spike through 
the third part of the neuron, the 
axon. At the end of the axon are 
areas, terminal buttons, that re-
lease neurotransmitters, which 
then act on the dendrites of the 
next neuron, and so the signal 
gets sent through the brain. 

GENIUS-LEVEL NEURONS 
Rudy Eikelboom | reikelboom@wlu.ca
Rudy, who has complex neurons in his brain, is a pastoral elder 
at Waterloo CRC and a professor in the Psychology Department 
at Wilfrid Laurier University.

DENDRITE SUPERSTARS
We have long known that neu-
rotransmitter release at the end of 
axons is complex, with multiple 
receptors, including some on the 
sending neuron, that make for a 
feedback system with numerous 
loops. Recently, we have discov-
ered that what we thought were 
simple collectors of input, the 
dendrites, also have sophisticated 
information processing capabili-
ties. In the past, we assumed that 
all the dendrites do is add up the 
positive and negative inputs and 
present a total to the cell body. 
But in a recent paper in Science, 
Albert Gidon and colleagues 
found that neurons in the cortex 
have additional ways to process 
information received in an in-
dividual dendrite (a neuron has 
many dendrites). Dendrites have 
receptors that respond to an input 
with a strong response, but if the 
input continues the response gets 
much smaller. Effectively, if a 
dendrite receives input from only 
one of two inputs, it will signal, 
but if both inputs occur together, 
then the signal does not happen.

Computer scientists call this an 

“exclusive OR gate.” In addition to other known actions at the den-
drites, it suggests a whole new level of information processing with-
in a single neuron that exponentially increases the complexity of our 
brains. The neuron itself has become a brain within the brain. Cur-
rently, artificial intelligence systems have multiple layers of electronic 
units that mimic the simplified neurons discussed above. These have 
brought impressive strides in what computers can do and learn. Com-
puters can teach themselves complex games like checkers, chess and 
go, even playing them better than humans. We are getting to the point 
where these artificial intelligence programs are supplementing our 
driving, providing emergency braking and other safety features. At 
some point, AI will be driving cars and trucks for us. But now we find 
that, in the human brain, neurons are considerably more complex than 
the units used in artificial intelligence systems, suggesting that it will 
be a long time before these systems match overall human abilities, and 
a long time before we fully understand how our brains work.

Indeed, we are “wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14), and I’m trying my 
best not to mislead you, although as I tell my first class in the term, at 
least 10 percent is probably a lie. 

Columns
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Classi� eds

Holiday accommodation in 
Holland  with vehicle rentals and 
tours. Website: chestnutlane.nl

House for rent in Holland 
(Friesland) available Oct. 2020 
until Apr. 2021. 
Email: sjoerdannette@gmail.com

VACATIONS

The ANNUAL DUTCH HYMN SING, 
which was planned August 26th in Strath-
roy, has been cancelled this year due to 
the risk associated with COVID-19.
If you have any questions please contact 
Marianne at 226-373-4401 or email 
jmkingma7@gmail.com.

ANNIVERSARIES
DEWEERD, John & Mary (Rumph)    

Married July 31, 1970 
Congratulations, Mom & Dad / Grandma & Grandpa, on your 50th 
Wedding Anniversary!  
May God continue to richly bless your marriage!
With love from your kids and grandkids:  

Julie & Elden Westendorp (Carly & Eric, Shaelyn, Justine), 
Mike & Tracy DeWeerd (Kaitlyn & Kyle, Cody, Ryan, Rick), 
Steve & Judy DeWeerd (Jasmine & Ian, Josh, Jocelyn) 
Rob & Denise DeWeerd (Lucia, Jude, Arlo, Adeline)

Address: 7585 Wellington Road 8, Alma ON N0B 1A0

BROUWER, Rev. Peter & Maaike (Venema) 
Hamilton, ON Surrey, BC

1955        August 6        2020
“And the Lord will guide you continually.” Isaiah 58:11a
With thankful hearts to God for his immeasurable rich blessings and 
continued guidance especially in these uncertain times we to celebrate 
D.V. the 65th Wedding Anniversary of Peter and Maaike Brouwer.
With love from your children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren:
Garret & Wendy Brouwer – Surrey BC

Pete & Sarah: Gerrit, Willa, Ben – Ingersoll ON
Dan & Johanna: Eden, Rowan – Langley BC
Jeff  & Erin – Surrey BC
Rachel – Surrey BC

Sonya & Ray Lenos – Simcoe ON
Annemarie – Simcoe ON
Jessica  – Hamilton ON

Pete & Joanne Brouwer – Jarvis ON
David & Jacqueline: Eli, Naomi – St George ON
Alicia & Dan Groen: Hannah, Brooklyn, Caden – Dundas ON
Emily & Aaron Rijgersberg: Kaylee, Noah, Jack – Grimsby ON
Heather & Dave Mobach: Lincoln, Raelyn, Elise – Caledonia ON

Tricia & Dave Cook – Grimsby ON
Derek & Hali: Lylah – Smithville ON
Brian & Jess – Beamsville ON
Janine – Grimsby ON
Jeliesa & Mark Tiersma: Cohen, Luke – Canfi eld ON

Fred & Jacquie Brouwer – Baden ON
Krista, Amanda, Nate, Janessa

Mike & Marguerite Brouwer – Abbotsford BC
Nicole – Toronto ON
Angela Mikhaila 

Annette & Vince Van Randen – Surrey BC
Theresa & Graham Putland: Leo, Amos, Silas – Whitehorse YK
Ryan & Samantha: Noah, Sophia, Crew – Langley BC
Jennifer

Due to COVID-19, there will be no formal celebrations. Please reach 
out to them by mail or phone.
Address: 7-9088-158th Street, Surrey BC V4N 5G4

OBITUARY
DIELEMAN, Andrew (Andy)
It is with sadness we 
announce the death 
of Andy Dieleman, 
age 90, formerly of 
Corinth and Aylmer, 
and more recently, a 
resident of Oneida 
Long Term Care 
Facility. He is now 
united in glory with God.
He is survived by his beloved wife of 
68 years, Betsie, as well as children 
Adrian (Ruth), Bob (Marion), Joanne 
(John), and Ria (Kerry). He will be 
missed by his 11 grandchildren and 13 
great-grandchildren.  Also survived by 
his brother Adrian and sister Annie. He 
is predeceased by his son Jim (1996), 
Jim’s wife Diane (2002), and also by 
his brother Martin and sister Corrie.
Born in Axel, The Netherlands in 1929, 
Andy moved to Canada at the age of 
18 and was a tobacco farmer. He was 
a faithful member of the Aylmer Chris-
tian Reformed Church and a long serv-
ing Board member of Immanuel Chris-
tian School.
Upon his retirement from farming, he 
enjoyed gardening, biking, playing Ca-
nasta, spending time with his grandchil-
dren and great-grandchildren, and vol-
unteering at the Gleaners and also at the 
St Thomas Mission Thrift Store.
Correspondence: Betsie Dieleman

16-110 Caverly Road
Aylmer  ON  N5H 2P4

CANCELLATION

BIRTHDAY
ANEMA, Betty

Our mom Betty Anema is 90 years young 
on August 5th! 
We would love to have a party for her but 
during these times we can't. 
So from Stan & Val, Ray & Lisa, Francine 
& Rick, Roger & Annalea, nine grandchil-
dren and 13 great grandchildren, we want 
to say Happy Birthday!

CLASSIFIEDS
For information and to submit an ad, 
email ads@christiancourier.ca or sub-
mit online at christiancourier.ca.
Family ads and job postings can be 
found on our website by using the 
classifi ed link. 
Next issue date: Sept. 14.
Deadlines: August 26.

JOB POSTING
FULL-TIME PASTOR 
Inglewood Christian Reformed Church in 
Edmonton, Alberta is actively seeking a full-
time pastor who is passionate in preaching 
God’s word, in pastoral care and in leading and equip-
ping us in community outreach. 
For more information go to our website: inglewoodcrc.org 
or email pastorsearch@inglewoodcrc.org.
HELP CC
GROW

20 issues/one year: 
$55 ($10 off!)

10 issues/6 months: 
$35

THREE WAYS TO BUY

christiancourier.ca

rose@christiancourier.ca

1-800-969-4838 

Give a gift subscription!

THREE WAYS TO BUY
christiancourier.ca

subs@christiancourier.ca

Call Sarah at 1-800-275-9185

HELP CC Grow
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CHILDREN, LIKE PUPPIES, are 
always zooming around. They 
zoom until they drop exhausted, 
and it’s great fantastic fun. But 
Zooming with a capital Z – or 
whatever your video conferenc-
ing platform of choice may be 
– is not good for teaching stu-
dents except as a last resort. Our 
local Christian elementary school 
just announced they will open in 
September and have all students 
in the building five days a week, 
with many new protocols in 
place. But that’s not every school 
or university!

Zoom means fast. Zoom is so 
fast it connects two distant points 
almost instantly. For those who 
are isolated in remote regions, 
it’s a Godsend. You can live in 
Nunavut and take a class at Har-
vard. Zoom compresses time and 
space, offering an advantage that 
extends our reach. I use it almost 
every day for my work with my 
global network, and it’s efficient. 
Public schools couldn’t Zoom 
because of privacy laws, but our 
Christian school students were in 
constant visual contact with their 
teachers and classmates. Zoom 
means connecting without infect-
ing.

Yet I’ll say only two cheers 
for Zoom and its competitors, 
not three, because at the heart of 
my Christian faith is a love that 
is fully present. “Incarnation” 
means literally “in the flesh,” and 
our full healing and redemption 
comes because God made him-

self fully present in the roving 
teacher Jesus Christ. Love risks 
coming close, being vulnerable 
and touching another person. Ap-
propriate touch reminds us we 
are real embodied creatures and 
we matter; we are not mere an-
gels or avatars, let alone binary 
code.

WHAT DO SCREENS HIDE?
We are certainly more than our 
images, and more than our voice. 
We all have a spirit, a sort of 
non-physical energy that is in-
timately tied to our body, which 
is not perceived in the same way 
through wires and screens. A 
screen reveals, but the meaning 
of a screen is also something that 
conceals and partitions one thing 
from another. What does your 
device “screen out”? Usually we 
see only heads and shoulders, and 
much body language is missing – 
the bulk of authentic communica-
tion. Some people Zoom in their 
underwear and do personal email 
while appearing to be attentive to 
a meeting. Zoom discarnates our 
relations.

Or think of this: we say some 
people have presence – some-
thing that makes you turn and 
look when they walk into a room. 
Some people are like fresh air – 
you breathe better as soon as they 
appear. Others we speak of as a 
toxic presence – their entry into 
our space causes us to cringe or 
even feel a little ill. Presence is 
not automatically a blessed thing, 

WILL YOUNG STUDENTS 
‘ZOOM’ THIS FALL?

Peter Schuurman 
Peter is Executive Director of Global Scholars Canada, Contrib-
uting Editor of CC and author of The Subversive Evangelical: 
The Ironic Charisma of an Irreligious Megachurch. 

but it has an extra power that is 
not equalled by our digital avatar.

DRAINING THE BRAIN
The Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation carried an article on June 
19, 2020 by education writer 
Becki Supiano that claims Zoom 
is draining, distracting and de-
humanizing. We don’t normally 
look directly at someone’s face so 
close up, and for teachers, there is 
no walking back and forth, and no 
way to really gauge the response 
from the class. In the midst of a 
global pandemic, a professor can’t 
really tell how his students are 
coping. The brain works overtime 
trying to fill in for missing cues 
that are normally there. Techno-
logical fatigue and compassion fa-
tigue – and just pandemic fatigue 
– all combine to leave us worn and 
weary.

There has been other research 
on the student side of the equa-
tion. The New York Times reports: 
“New research suggests that, by 
September, most students will 
have fallen behind where they 
would have been if they had 
stayed in classrooms, with some 
losing the equivalent of a full 
school year’s worth of academic 
gains” (June 5, 2020). That’s not 
just Zoom, as many schools didn’t 
have such personal communica-
tions. We know that staring at a 
screen, by yourself, trying to mo-
tivate yourself to keep up, stick to 
the schedule and just sit for hours 
on end is draining.

But don’t break any COVID 
restriction policies on account of 
the limits of technology that I’m 
naming here. Lockdowns are 
much worse! I am still offering 
two cheers for Zoom for bridging 
distances. Compared to the tele-
graph, let’s say, it is a rich, sophis-
ticated, gift of communication. A 
hundred years ago we would be 
hand-writing letters to each other 
instead, and, if we played by the 
rules, those letters would have to 
be quarantined for days before 
they could be opened. Thank God 
for Zoom.

Zoom is fast. Presence is slow. 
Presence takes time, extra effort, 
loving intention – if it is to be the 
kind of presence that is like fresh 
air. Such presence is not instan-
taneous. Children, puppies – and 
parents – prefer real, live zooming 
around the school yard and hall-
ways. We pray it happens for all 
students this fall. Safely.  

I know it. He knows it.
I am here only to serve
one teriyaki chicken on steamed rice
extra broccoli extra carrots,
your meal is ready sir,
you’re welcome.
I may be the only human he speaks with
face to face this week, this month.
I know it. He knows it.
Only my eyes are visible
behind glasses,
peeping above my
blue face mask.
A counter between us. Hand sanitizer.

We are clearly
carefully divided. He is
alone, scared, anxious
and losing his mind at home.

I am not a counselor,
but I am human.
A Ugandan Uncle told me we are all
counselors, for better and for worse.

So I scrunch my eyes into a smile and say, stay safe,
take care, you’ll be alright, God bless you

words thin as ice which lies like clear glass
holding each trapped bubble
showing you everything in its depths

I know he knows what’s underneath –
I see you. I hear you.
Take courage.

‘I AM NOT A COUNSELOR’
Maaike VanderMeer

Maaike VanderMeer

Maaike is a freelance writer from Ontario and raised in Africa, 
where her heart stayed. Her degree is in Intercultural Service and 
World Arts. She blogs at shoutofjoy.wordpress.com

Peter’s son Joseph doing schoolwork from home.

News




