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brother, a political scientist. 
As Chaplain and Refugee Sup-

port Mobilizer with the Chris-
tian Reformed churches of B.C., 
I resonate with and am deeply 
challenged by what Mark says 
about Jesus’ invitation to become 
“makeshift family” with those 
around us, and especially with 
people who have been displaced. 
So we sat down (over Zoom) for 
the following chat.  

Dena: Has the CRC made an 
“idol of biological family,” as 
someone said to me, in a way that 

MARK GLANVILLE AND HIS BROTHER LUKE ARE ON A MISSION TO 
reimagine kinship and its boundaries. What does that mean? “We 
think that the Bible is forming God’s people to embrace people on the 
margins as family.” 

“Jesus had a reputation for creating a ‘makeshift’ family with all 
of the ‘wrong’ people,” Mark says, which “fulfilled what Israel was 
always supposed to be in the Old Testament.”  

“The Old Testament was nourishing the People of God to be a con-
trastive community shaped by the tenderness of Yahweh, which mir-
rored to the world God’s heart for vulnerable people.” Thus “biblical 
kinship – extending family to people who are on the move and need a 
home – can be seen throughout the Biblical story,” he says.

Originally from Australia, Mark Glanville is an Old Testament 
scholar, former Christian Reformed Church (CRC) pastor and cur-
rently associate professor of pastoral theology at Vancouver’s Regent 
College. Earlier this year, he published Refuge Reimagined: Biblical 
Kinship in Global Politics (IVP 2021), which he co-wrote with his 

Accepting the biblical invitation to open our lives to people on the margins.
Dena Nicolai with Mark Glanville

IN THREE YEARS, Willowdale 
Christian Reformed Church 
(CRC) in Toronto has almost 
doubled in size, thanks to Far-
si-speaking newcomers from 
Iran. Long-time members of 
Willowdale’s congregation will 
tell anyone who listens that this 
is the work of the Holy Spirit. No 
one planned to have a ministry to 
Christians who speak Farsi, but 
church members count it a bless-
ing the day that Sylvie and her 
husband Nassar came to worship 
at Willowdale for the first time in 
2015, looking for a distinctive-
ly Reformed community where 
they could be enfolded and invite 
their friends.

And bring their friends they 

did! This congregation has wit-
nessed over 80 baptisms in the 
past two years, with 20 more 
waiting to join. Sylvie Char-
liekaram and Nassar (Nathan) 
Zand are the leaders of a large 
group of Farsi folks who meet 
weekly and stay in touch with 
each other daily through social 
media. But their desire and that 
of the Willowdale congregation 
wasn’t to start a new congre-
gation solely made up of Farsi 
newcomers; it was to lean into 
becoming a church of all na-
tions where ministry, fellowship 
and life was shared with diverse 
members of the community.

From a very young age, I have 
Continued on page 3FAMILY REIMAGINED

How a Toronto church has enfolded Farsi-speaking 
Christians from Iran.  |  Lesli van Milligen

Theme: ECUMENISM & FRIENDSHIP 

A young Chaldean Christian in a refugee camp in Iraq.
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Sylvie and Nassar stay in touch with new members daily through social media.
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inhibits kinship and hospitality? 
How can we address and break 
this idolatry?

Mark: Soften the boundaries of 
our lives and realize the joy of 
saying “yes” to Jesus’ invitation. 
Be confident that as we step into 
God’s way, exemplified by the 
life of Jesus, that it’s for our good 
and for our joy.

This is especially evident when 
we think of raising our kids. For 
[my wife] and I here in East 
Vancouver, we tremble to think 
that [our 11 and 8-year-old kids] 
might be brought up in a middle 
of the road, middle class [up-
wardly] mobile, or middle class 
struggling-to-make-it in Van-
couver way. Often our lifestyles 
and work environments are very 
homogenous. We might have 
ethnic or cultural diversity, but 
they’re essentially still the same 
socioeconomic demographic, the 
same dreams, the same aspira-
tions, the same struggles. So how 
can we parent and live as a family 
in a way that softens those bound-
aries and opens up our kids’ im-
aginations to something bigger, 
fresher, richer, deeper, more like 
Jesus’ way? 

Make sure we’re sharing a table 
with people who perhaps have 
different life experiences than us, 
and not just as a one-off. [Being 
intentional] about who we are 
doing birthdays with, Thanksgiv-
ing and Christmas – all of those 
things make family. So that’s for 
our own personal table at home. 

The other thing is worship. 
Homogenous worship affects our 
politics. When we start worship-
ing in diversity as the people of 

call to enfold the stranger is an 
invitation into a knowledge of 
God – a theological process. And 
it is an invitation to know God – a 
spiritual process.” 

I can see, from reading your 
book and from knowing you, that 
you have accepted these invita-
tions and engaged in these pro-
cesses yourself. What have been 
some of your greatest joys in do-
ing so?

As people who have been bless-
ed, how can we not extend that 
blessing? How can we have pol-
itics of fear or lives that are ex-
clusive as nuclear family when 
we know the grace of God for us? 
I think if we’re not being gener-
ous, if we’re not living into this 
joyful invitation, we don’t know, 
really, what we’ve been given. 

When I’m angry at someone 
and stewing over it at 3 a.m. – 
the Holy Spirit pierces that, and 
I realize it’s not just that I’ve 
forgotten that God loves them, 
I’ve forgotten that God loves me. 
When I know that God loves me, 
then I know that this other person 
is beloved of God.

That’s a piece of it – by ex-
tending a makeshift family, and 
welcome and covenant love to 
newcomers, we’re extending that 
grace from God, and receiving 
that grace from God. It’s almost 
like an enacted, embodied receiv-
ing of God’s love. 

And the other side is that when 
I’m being parochial and bound-
ing my life so that no one who 
is vulnerable can get in except 
on my terms, then I’m forgetting 
that I’m beloved of God and re-
ceiving grace every moment. It’s 
that joyful ecosystem of a life in 
God’s world that’s God-breathed 
and God-given.

God, reflecting Galatians 3 and Revelations 7 – every tribe and nation 
– that opens up our imagination for the joy of living into God’s way 
and expresses the cultural diversity of the world.

 
For Canadians, who like to pride ourselves on our welcome of refu-
gees, I’ve often wondered if a barrier to real kinship with displaced 
people is not necessarily negative rhetoric or ideas about them but 
rather that real kinship can be disruptive to our “safe” and “com-
fortable” lives. In addition to Jesus’ own life, what passages of Scrip-
ture do you think call us into the freedom and freeing disruption and 
service of Christ – what you call the “routine-piercing of the cross”?

Deuteronomy pictures the people of God in real life, feasting. The 
feasts were timed according to harvest rhythms –grain, fruit, grapes 
and olives. In these harvest festivals such as Passover, Weeks and 
Tabernacles, they’d go to the Sanctuary in Jerusalem and feast before 
the Lord with the refugee, the fatherless, and the widow. And it’s a 
great leveler because everyone is there together, feasting on the best. 
The divine gifts for everyone. And we become family at the feast. 

So it’s this integration of life, isn’t it? It’s not about piercing my 
schedule but reconfiguring my familial commitments – reconfiguring 
the relationships that give meaning to our lives. It’s not just “helping”; 
it’s in solidarity, a human connection.

 
You write that “the challenge before us is a spiritual one. Scripture’s 

Dena Nicolai 
Mark Glanville 

Dena and Mark live just 
a few blocks away from 
each other in Vancouver. 
This interview has been 
edited for length and 
clarity.

What are some worship practices 
that can help sustain and replen-
ish our communities as we seek 
biblical kinship? 

Lament is one. And then celebra-
tion with feasting is another.

As Christians in the west, we 
have impoverished emotions 
where we can be happy or sad, 
but [we don’t feel] that deep grief 
that God has over the broken 
parts of the creation   – including 
people globally who are on the 
move, 82 million is the latest sta-
tistic,  unprecedented in human 
history – and Christ grieves that 
deeply. And as Christ followers, 
we have to notice and have the 
sensitivity that Christ does – the 
emotions of Christ.  

How? Liturgy is one way: we 
create and we find ancient and 
contemporary liturgies that name 
brokenness and, in worship be-
fore the Lord, we grieve that 
brokenness. 

Songs of lament is another way, 
which can be a real challenge. If 
you look at the Christian top 40 
you probably won’t find a single 
song of lament. So we need to 
find them (try Porter’s Gate and 
Tom Wuest). 

It’s not enough just to lament. 
Because God has given us a good 
world, and we see beauty and 
celebration in Christ’s life too. 
Can we really feast in diversity, 
a Biblical feast? Can we find two 
or three days a year, in an annual 
way as worshiping communities, 
to gather and feast together in 
community? How can our leaders 
foster diversity so that the di-
versity of our neighbourhoods – 
including newcomers to Canada 
– is reflected in our worshiping 
communities and in our feasting?  

I think that the antidote to con-
sumerism is feasting. I think the 
antidote to homogeneity is feast-
ing in diversity. It’s not a burden, 
it’s a feast. It’s joyful and cele-
bratory and it’s full of music and 
art and food and communion. 
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Mark’s brother & co-author, Luke Glanville.
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been attracted to cross-cultural 
friendships and experiences. I 
was a Spanish major in univer-
sity and lived several times in 
Spain, preaching my first ser-
mon in Spanish. I have traveled 
and lived with families all over 
the world. Those experiences 
have brought me much joy and 
growth, but also challenges and 
even heartache when there have 
been miscommunications or mis-
understandings. In the end, the 
real joy comes from working 
through the challenges to a deep-
er understanding and respect for 
others. Looking back, I believe 
that God used these experiences 
to prepare me for my current sup-
port work as one of the supply 
teaching pastors at Willowdale 
CRC.

 
BUILDING TRUST
How do you create a new com-
munity with two very distinct 
culture groups?

The Holy Spirit had already 
been ushering Willowdale into 
a space of deep hospitality with 
a switch to weekly communion. 
This became pivotal in welcom-
ing new members: despite the 
language barriers in other aspects 
of the worship service, Farsi be-
lievers often mention that gath-
ering each Sunday around the 
Lord’s Table transcends culture 
and language and creates a strong 
sense of belonging for them as 
newcomers.

Another way to build trust in 
the midst of increasing divers-
ity is to share stories and to ex-
plore themes like worldview, 
relationships, power, authority, 
leadership and trust itself. That’s 
why the congregation created an 
Inter-Cultural Enfolding Team 
to help a small group of mem-
bers begin to understand some of 
the cross-cultural dynamics that 
they would need to navigate as 
the congregation grew in num-
bers and diversity. The purpose 
of the group – composed of Far-
si speakers, original Willowdale 
members, a Korean and a Fili-
pino – was to listen and learn 
about how folks from different 
cultural backgrounds and age 
demographics can create a new 
culture at Willowdale. This re-
quired moving from a seeming-
ly benign denial that there are 
any differences to accepting and 

FARSI CONTINUED

making use of cultural diversity, without giving the differences too 
much weight.  

Seeking that fine balance was a joy. Using a book called Under-
standing Us & Them: Interpersonal Cultural Intelligence for Com-
munity Building by Pennylyn Dykstra-Pruim as a guide, the group 
shared stories about their stereotypes of people from other countries. 
They talked about things like collectivism versus individualism, warm 
cultures versus cold cultures, doing versus being, and egalitarian ver-
sus hierarchical leadership.

 Often the first thought that comes to mind, when you’re experien-
cing a cross-cultural moment, is “That’s weird!” We want to move 
past the initial reaction to a place of understanding, care and respect. 
Helping folks from various cultural backgrounds listen to each other 

was most important here. It was 
not one group teaching the other 

“how things ought to be.” It was 
a listen and learn experience 
meant to build relationships and 
mutuality and hopefully lead to 
deepening friendship.

Another hope was that this 
experience would produce 10 
members of the congregation 
who were better attuned to those 
times when occasional conflicts 
or misunderstandings were more 
about cross-cultural disconnects 
and not personality. The shared 
trust between members of this 
group was intended to work like 
leaven within the rest of the con-
gregation. Their focus was on 
strategies for mutually enfolding 
each other into a new expression 
of the Body of Christ at Willow-
dale.

It has been beautiful to see 
participants moving beyond 
the polite stage, willing now to 
state their deepest desires for the 
whole life of the congregation.

 
TRANSLATION APPROACHES
Language barriers remain an 
ongoing challenge. It was decid-
ed early on that the Farsi group 
would meet regularly for teach-
ing and fellowship in Farsi. It is 
helpful and comforting to talk 
about faith in one’s heart lan-
guage. Worship services continue 
to be somewhat bilingual. Every 
week the congregation recites the 
Apostles Creed simultaneous-
ly in English and Farsi. Prayers 
are often projected on the screen 
in the opposite language of the 
person speaking. The occasional 
song is sung in both languages 
when possible.

Sermon outlines are translated 
into Farsi and distributed to lis-

teners, and the sermon video is 
subsequently dubbed into Far-
si and also made available to 
those who would like to listen 
to it again. Because of COVID, 
Willowdale currently does a hy-
brid service with people on Zoom 
and people in the building. This 
allows for the sermon to be tran-
scribed live, which is also helpful 
to those who are English learners. 
A post-worship sermon reflec-
tion time allows for questions 
of clarification and expansion. It 
is attended by both English and 
Farsi speakers and benefits from 
the translation skills of Sylvie 
who has the gifts to be able to do 
this in the moment.

Members of Willowdale are 
aware that having different parts 
of the service led and experi-
enced in one’s heart language 
will long be important, especially 
since Farsi newcomers continue 
to join the fellowship. To that 
end, a room is under construction 
to make simultaneous translation 
of the entire service possible.

 
A RENEWED VISION 
FOR MINISTRY
The work of birthing a new iter-
ation of Willowdale CRC that re-
flects the “Church of All Nations” 
takes a great deal of intentional-
ity and patience. We are all learn-
ers on a long journey. This jour-
ney is forming our faith in deep 
and life-giving ways. The con-
gregation has a front row seat to 
a Revelation 7 vision of Christ’s 
Church, which is appropriate as 
it is located in one of the most 
multicultural cities in Canada.

How the lessons prepare them 
for others the Spirit may bring, 
and how what they’re learning 
may bless other congregations 
around the CRCNA remains to be 
seen. Often members will testify 
to the fact that they can take no 
credit for where they are today. 
It continues to be a partnership 
with the Holy Spirit taking the 
lead, reminding them that pains 
of this shared journey are well 
worth the joy of experiencing re-
newed vision for ministry. 

Lesli van Milligen

Lesli works for Faith For-
mation Ministries with 
the Christian Reformed 
Church of North America 
as a Regional Catalyzer 
for Eastern Canada. 

The Farsi word in the 
title is “Welcome.”
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This table of Bibles in different languages (Heritage Seminary, Dec. 2019) 
made visitors feel welcome.
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MY WIFE SOMETIMES COMPLIMENTS ME AS A HUSBAND. 
“I’m strictly average,” I remind her. I don’t want expectations to 

rise.
Marriages today are emotionally overloaded. We want someone 

who will be a lover, spouse, soulmate and friend – someone who 
“completes us,” as Hollywood suggests. This is much more than the 
biblical “suitable partner.” High expectations lead to disappointment 
and sometimes divorce.

In his book The Four Loves, C. S. Lewis writes: “To the Ancients, 
Friendship seemed the happiest and most fully human of all loves; the 
crown of life and the school of virtue. The modern world, in compari-
son, ignores it.” Or, I would add, eroticizes it. Since Freud, all our re-
lationships have been sexualized – our whole psychological structure 
is deemed to revolve around subterranean desires.

Let’s admit it. It’s not just that we are busy, career-focused, 
hyper-mobile and glued to our screens. We moderns have over-em-
phasized marriage and family at the expense of deep friendships. This 
is a critical part of the Human Sexuality Report now circulating in the 
Christian Reformed Church that is overlooked. The report is a call to 
repentance from an idolatry of the nuclear family, and much of what it 
commends is cultivating friendships that disrupt the insularity of rigid 
kinship circles. 

Sexual ethics is a polarizing conversation, and it’s one that will not 
be resolved on this side of heaven. Everything has become politics 
these days, and we are all poorer for it. Churches will be torn apart, no 
doubt, but committed friendships I truly hope can weather the storm. I 
would even suggest that our non-married acquaintances might be our 
teachers in friendship. Focusing on the family has become myopic. 
We have much to learn.

LOVE WITHOUT LUST
The Atlantic last October 2020 had an article entitled “What If Friend-
ship, Not Marriage, Was at the Center of Life?” which suggested mar-
riages ought not to end friendships, and that more friendships that 
replicate sibling relationships “can be models for how we as a society 
might expand our conceptions of intimacy and care.” These are not the 
superficial “friends” of Facebook, which are really a network rather 
than buddies or besties. As one inseparable pair say in the article, it’s 

FAITHFUL FRIENDS ARE 
GOOD MEDICINE

Peter Schuurman | Contributing Editor

Peter is executive director of Global Scholars Canada, a kind of “Christian 
scholars without borders.”
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“having a life partner you just don’t want to kiss.” 
Another interviewee describes a buddy as “the friend of my heart, 

the partner of my joys, griefs and affections, the only participator of 
my most secret thoughts.” As historian Richard Godbeer says, “we 
can love without lusting” and so “nurture qualities that would radi-
ate outward and transform society as a whole.” The article suggests 
changing laws so that our best friends come in the circle of legal pro-
tection; this would be one way to switch the price tag on the value of 
friendships.

WORTH THE RISK
As every parent knows, friendships can be toxic, cloying and de-
structive. “Bad company corrupts good morals,” said Paul (1 Cor. 
15:33). We all have friends who disappointed us, and some of us have 
friends who betrayed us – betrayed our trust, turned their back or sud-
denly went off the rails and took off in a destructive direction leaving 
a wake of hurt behind them. No one can hurt us more than a trusted 
friend.

The third weekend of this October I was involved in a national con-
ference entitled “Friendship That Makes a World of Difference” and 
the focus was the nexus of faith, friendship and academic life.

One speaker noted that all his best and richest friendships that have 
survived decades came from his undergraduate and graduate days. 
When students choose universities, they often consider the reputation 
of the institution, the promise of the academic program, and probably 
costs and geography. Maybe a few still consider worldview, too. But 
do we consider that when we choose a college or university, we are 
also choosing the kind of friends we might make?

Academic training can easily be over-rated – at any level of school-
ing. Most schools offer us the basics at least, and family and on-the-
job training can fill in the rest. Worldview is certainly a life-or-death 
matter, but one recently deceased sociologist, Peter Berger, always 
contended that “your friends determine your gods.” Beware what 
friends you choose. 

I noticed another parent from our children’s school walking my way 
one day. He’s a computer science professor, and although that’s as far 
from my academic competency as one could possibly get, we share a 
faith in Christ and an ambivalence for the public university world. We 
decided this year to walk together once a week, and slowly threads 
of attachment and understanding are multiplying between us. I look 
forward to our walks as sort of balm, a refreshing break. We talk about 
our kids, our bad day, our family baggage; about the reduction of truth 
to power and the absurdity of some university administration deci-
sions.

If we are called to love, certainly that love includes friendship. 
Friendship within marriage, friendships beyond marriage, friendships 
in church, and friendships beyond the circles of familiar faith. Ecclesi-
asticus 6:16 proposes that “a faithful friend is the medicine of life.” 
Here lies one ointment that might heal the wound of loneliness in our 
modern age. 

Peter Schuurman (front right) and friends.
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ENCOURAGEMENT FOR 
FEMALE CLERGY
Christ appreciates you, other 
women office holders, women 
and children and who knows who 
else (“Creating Space” Aug.9 and 
“The Hostile ‘Big Tent’” Oct.11 
by Cheryl Mahaffy). I sure do. 
Do not forsake us therefore.

Frances Algera
Hamilton, Ont.

VACCINE SAFETY
The article about tenOever (“Vi-
rus Ninja” by Angela Reitsma 
Bick, Sept. 6) is interesting and 
the research he is doing is exciting 
however I question the following 
quote: “Certainly, if you look at 
the numbers, it’s near 100 percent 
safe,” he says, in response to con-
cerns about the mRNA vaccines. 
“It’s scary because it’s new, but in 
the U.S. we’re already 50 million 
doses in and we’ve had less than 
a half dozen adverse reactions. 
You have more risk of having 
something happen on the way to 
getting the vaccine by several or-
ders of magnitude than you have 
from the vaccine.”

There are more than a half 
dozen adverse reactions in my 
sparsely populated area of British 
Columbia and many have been 
reported to the VAERS system in 
the USA. Many people believe 
the reports represent only a tenth 
or fewer of actual adverse events.  

Jane Marshall 
Midway, B.C.

SONGBIRD DECLINE
As usual we enjoy each issue of 
Christian Courier. I always en-
joy reading Curt’s column. In 
his latest article he mentions his 
hatred of house sparrows. I agree 
with those feelings though over 
30 years of monitoring a Blue-
bird trail in the Bulkley Valley, 
we have had very little difficul-

ty with them. The same cannot 
be said for other Bluebird trails. 
House sparrows become a major 
problem for nesting Bluebirds. 

House or English sparrows 
belonging to the Old-World 
Sparrow group were introduced 
into New York City circa 1851. 
This adaptable species has since 
spread throughout North Ameri-
ca. In the UK, however, they are 
in serious decline for reasons un-
known. They have become a spe-
cies of high conservation concern 
there. Is this another sign of de-
grading habitat, irresponsible use 
of sprays, etc., all contributing to 
climate change? Perhaps they too 
can also be considered a canary in 
the coal mine and join songbirds 
throughout the world which have 
declined by at least 30 percent. 

John Franken
Chilliwack, B.C.

WORK OUT DIFFERENCES
Thanks, Adrian, there is so much 
wisdom here (“Hearing from the 
Moderates,” Sept. 6, by Adrian 
deLange). I found it heartening 
and inspiring to read (and will 
say, I can understand a bit why the 
others would not put their names 
out there). You all are asking good 
questions: “Why end a conver-
sation we haven’t even had well 
yet? Why must we have a “clear” 
answer right now?” What are we 
so afraid of? I’d add this: If God’s 
best for us is union with Christ, in 
not just an individual but the cove-
nantal way you describe, how dare 
we assume it is inevitable and that 
we must divide over our differenc-
es on this matter? Let’s take Jesus’ 
clearer command to unity as a giv-
en, and learn to work it out in the 
ways he modeled: humility, for-
bearance, compassion, gentleness 
and kindness.

Joel DeMoor
Grand Rapids, Mich.

‘WHY WE LOVE CC’ 

LAST MONTH I SPOKE with three 
Christian Courier subscribers, 
Dennis and Jenny DeGroot and 
John Ravensbergen, to ask why 
they love Christian Courier.

My first call was with the De-
Groots. Dennis grew up in Al-
berta, Jenny in Langley, British 
Columbia. They live in Langley 
and are recently retired. 

“We’re recent personal sub-
scribers, but in some ways we’ve 
been subscribers since we were 
little because both of our parents 
always got Christian Courier. . . 
. When we re-subscribed we were 

Bold, radical, diverse journalism. |  Erica Rozema

CC is more than just reporting, 
it’s a part of family traditions. 

“Every Christmas Eve we wait-
ed for the Christian Courier and 
my mom would read the story to 
us,” Jenny remembers. “When I 
was little my siblings and I were 
mesmerized by them.”

But CC goes beyond stories. It 
inspires us as readers to engage 
with our culture. “I’ve been en-
couraged to get involved,” John 
explains. “At one time a federal 
MP had a round table discussion 
on a Canadian Poverty Reduction 
Strategy and CC was instrumental 
in encouraging me to go to that.” 
John wrote a paper about the in-
justices to the Indigenous peoples 
who were denied access to basic 
human rights and presented it at 
the round table. “These opportu-
nities are just not there for them. 
Why is that? It’s a total injustice.”

I asked for one word to explain 
why Jenny, Dennis and John love 
Christian Courier. We narrowed 
it down to CC’s boldness, radical-
ity and strong female voices. But 
it doesn’t end there, this is only 
the beginning of CC’s legacy. 

Erica Rozema

Erica (erica@christian-
courier.ca) is a high school 
co-op student at Christian 
Courier. She loves hearing 
and telling stories, and 
hopes to learn as much as 
she can about the world of 
journalism this semester!

Grade 12 student Rachel reads CC in the 
art room at Durham Christian High School 

in Bowmanville, Ontario.

John Ravensbergen reading his favourite 
Christian publication.

Dennis and Jenny DeGroot reading CC.

pleasantly surprised because CC 
had a freshness about it that we 
didn’t necessarily expect.”

John and Joanne Ravensbergen 
live in Elim Village, a new retire-
ment community in Chilliwack, 
BC. They subscribed to Chris-
tian Courier about 50 years ago. 
“Christian Courier was an obvi-
ous thing to subscribe to,” John 
recalls, “because a lot of articles 
were writing about how Chris-
tianity isn’t just going to church 
and having a relationship with Je-
sus, but also being disciples out in 
society.”

We talked about the recent se-
ries on women ordination, as well 
as the discouraging fact that this 
is still a discussion with polarized 
perspectives. As John says, “Nev-
er mind these people who want to 
sideline women; keep proclaim-
ing the gospel!”

IMPORTANT 
CONVERSATIONS
As we talk, I find myself nodding 
in agreement: one thing we both 
love about CC is the diversity of 
voices. “That’s its mission, really; 
to present a diversity of voices but 
also to participate in the dialogue 
around theological issues, Chris-
tian schools and around Christian 
politics, and I think it’s done well 
at that,” Dennis reflects. “For 
example, there was some pretty 
bold reporting on the bination-
al Christian Reformed Church’s 
recent issues. Christian Courier 
was willing to put out a particu-
larly Canadian perspective say-
ing ‘Look folks, we’re Canadian. 
This is how we’re different. Don’t 
assume you speak for all of us.’”

MAP & MEND
DONATION CAMPAIGN 

Double your impact! Matching grant now on. 
When you donate to Christian Courier, you’re supporting indepedent, 
Christ-centered journalism that offers hope to readers across Canada 
and beyond.

Your next donation will double in size! Help us maximize this 
opportunity by giving what you can today.

GIVE TODAY!
Online (monthly giving also available): 
christiancourier.ca/donate 

EMT (include your name and address): 
admin@christiancourier.ca

Mail a cheque: Christian Courier, 
PO Box 124, Wainfleet, ON L0S 1V0

Call Sarah: 1-800-275-9185

We have raised $5,322 Goal $25,000

CC is a registered charity. Thank you to everyone who has already 
supported this campaign! 
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CRC Ministries within Canada

This page is made possible through a partnership with CRC Ministries within Canada.

THE CHURCH IS 
EVERYWHERE!

WHAT IS CHURCH and what’s 
the point of it all? Many have 
been asking this over the past 18 
months, and these questions were 
also percolating in the hearts and 
minds of some members at Telkwa 
Community Church in B.C. 

“When our in-person Sunday 
services were canceled for months 
on end because of the pandemic,” 
Michelle Ellis, co-pastor at 
Telkwa, recalls, “it invited me and 
others to wonder ‘who we are out-
side of our Sunday gatherings?’ 
When you take that away, what 
remains?”

When Ellis was introduced to 
Tim Soerens’ latest book – Every-
where You Look: Discovering the 
Church Right Where You Are by 
deacon and Diaconal Ministries’ 
Board member Cindy Verbeek 
– she felt the timing was perfect. 
“We had been wondering about 
doing a book study to give shape 
to some of the conversations float-
ing around our community and 
Cindy recommended this one. I’m 
quite thankful she did!”

Diaconal Ministries Canada 
works to equip and support dea-
cons and churches, particularly as 
they “do” ministry in these new 
and challenging times. When staff 
came across Soerens’ book, they, 
as well as their stakeholders, de-

cided to give it a read.
In his book, Soerens reframes 

the question and asks: Do we see 
church as somewhere we go or 
something we are? He suggests 
that the answer lies in not what 
we have believed up until now, 
but how we have behaved. Soer-
ens reminds us that the WHY of 
church (pursuing God’s dreams 
for his world) has often been con-
fused with the WHAT (our pro-
grams, policies, etc.). The WHY 
provides the context for every-
thing we do and when we reframe 
ministry this way, we begin to see 
where God is at work and how 
we can join HIM (not how he can 
join/bless the work/programs we 
are doing).

“We had some excellent dis-
cussion and we are taking some 
small steps towards working with 
Diaconal Ministries on a Com-
munity Opportunity Scan,” said 
Verbeek. “I believe this book set 
the stage for that.”

If your church or diaconate 
would like to study Soerens’ 
book, download a Discussion 
Guide from Diaconal Ministries’ 
website: diaconalministries.com/
devotions/#deacon-book-studies. 
Scholarships are available for 
churches needing help purchasing 
copies.

Erin Knight, Communications Coordinator for Diaconal Ministries Canada

BUILDING BRIDGES HAS BEEN ONE OF THE CENTRAL THEMES of my 
life. Born and raised in Asuncion, Paraguay by Korean parents, I be-
lieved that God called me to build bridges and be a bridge between 
the Korean community and Paraguayan society. I was also a bridge 
between the first and the second-generation Korean immigrants in 
Paraguay. 

This sense of calling has followed me throughout my life in different 
countries and cities. Now, as a Korean-Paraguayan pastor and scholar 
serving as Senior Leader for Antiracism and Intercultural Conciliation 
for CRCNA, I live and engage in the intersection of various identities 
and ministry contexts. 

The concept of “building bridges” within the church community is 
often spoken of in a positive and aspirational way. Christian leaders 
encourage us to be involved in “bridging” ministries such as reconcili-
ation, unity, solidarity and ecumenical work. 

Surely, Christians are called to be involved in these types of activ-
ities, however we need to remember that there are also oppressive, 
harmful, and colonial ways of bridging. To build bridges that reflect 
the gospel requires us to think about why we are building the bridges 
and what purposes they will serve. 

Allow me to explain this further by focusing on the ministry setting 
where I am now serving. Most of us know the importance of the work 
of antiracism, especially in the time where we hear about the mass un-
marked graves of Indigenous children found in various parts of Can-
ada, the exponential increase of hate crime against Asian-Canadians, 
and the pervasive reality of anti-Black racism. 

During this period, I have seen numerous churches making antira-
cism statements. Some churches even mandate antiracism training to 
all their staff, or hire a full-time person to focus on antiracism work. 
All of these efforts are ways to “build bridges” with racialized groups 
who are experiencing overt, and also systemic and cultural, racism. 

As a BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) Christian, 
I am grateful that churches are making these changes. Sometimes I 
wonder, however, why they are engaging in anti-racism work. I have 
no doubt that their primary motivations are to seek God’s kingdom, 
love God and neighbours, and embody unity in Christ. 

Underneath these aspirational reasons, is part of the motivation to 
cover up guilt and shame? Are they striving to look good in our pluralis-
tic and multicultural society? Is it because they sympathize with BIPOC 
Christians and want to welcome racialized people, or is it because they 
realize how they are complicit in the sin of racism and that without 

BUILDING BRIDGES 
FOR ANTIRACISM
Pablo Kim Sun, CRCNA Antiracism

BIPOC brothers and sisters, they 
cannot fully be liberated from it? 

This last question reminds me 
of what Lilla Watson, an Indigen-
ous-Australian artist, and activ-
ist once said, “If you have come 
here to help me, you are wasting 
your time, but if you have come 
because your liberation is bound 
up with mine, then let us work 
together.” 

As a pastor, I know that hu-
mans often have mixed motiv-
ations. Based on my experien-
ces and scholarly work, I would 
argue that if our white brothers 
and sisters engage in anti-racism 
work without yearning to be lib-
erated from the sin of racism, all 
their anti-racism efforts will re-
main at best patronizing, and at 
worst abusive and colonial. 

As we engage in our holy 
calling of “building bridges,” 
reconciliation, and striving for 
unity, I encourage every Chris-
tian to ponder why we are doing 
so. While it can be hard to truly 
discern our motivations, careful-
ly examining our actions may 
help. When we look at how we 
“bridge,” our deeds and actions 
often speak louder than our lofty 
church statements. 

One’s purpose in building 
bridges will define how one 
builds bridges. We are called to 
bridge, yes, but more important-
ly, we are called to build bridges 
that reflect the gospel. Only then 
will our bridges be ones that are 
good news to everyone.
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News

COULD PEACE IN THE MIDDLE EAST 
START IN CANADA? 

ON OCTOBER 10 AVI ABRAHAM BENLOLO, A PROMINENT CANADIAN 
expert in Holocaust studies, joined the Global Imams Council’s Inter-
faith Network. Perhaps it seems odd that a Canadian who has devoted 
his life to support Israel, who received an honorary doctorate from 
the University of Haifa in recognition of his work combating anti-an-
tisemitism, would be welcome with an international body of Muslim 
religious leaders spanning all Islamic denominations and schools of 
thought. But Benlolo’s invitation to serve on the interfaith network is 
one more sign of a growing desire of people of Abrahamic faiths to 

New ‘Abraham Global Peace Initiative’ aims for peace among world religions.   
Maaike VanderMeer

work together to recognize peace 
in the Middle East.

The Global Imams Council 
made a point of saying that they 
supported Benlolo’s latest ven-
ture: the brand-new Abraham 
Global Peace Initiative (AGPI). 
Benlolo is the founder of this 
Canadian global human rights 
organization which started “in 
backyards in Thornhill, and 
backyards in midtown Toronto,” 
says Melissa Lantsman, commu-
nity advocate. High-profile Ca-
nadian politicians, lawyers and 
military form the organization’s 
board. Guests and speakers at 
the launch, which took place in 
early October, included UN rep-
resentatives of Australia, Austria, 
Italy, Morocco, Nigeria, Panama 
and Slovakia, the Deputy Perma-
nent Representative of the United 
States to the United Nations, and 
diplomatic representatives from 

Israel, UAE and Bahrain.
“Peace in the Middle East is 

within our grasp,” the AGPI 
website reads. They aim to ad-
vance human knowledge and 
understanding “through the study 
of and research into international 
human rights, fundamental free-
doms, democracy, global peace 
and civil society in Canada, Isra-
el and around the world.”

BOB RAE RECEIVES HUMAN 
RIGHTS AWARD
AGPI hopes to see more Arab 
states join the Abraham Peace 
Accords. “The Abraham Accords 
between Israel, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain, Morocco 
and Sudan shows us that peace 
is possible and collaboration is 
critical in this effort,” says Bon-
lolo. He believes that the prepa-
ration of peace is a task Canada 
is especially equipped for. At the 
launch, the initiative’s first Hu-
man Rights Award was presented 
to Canada’s Permanent Repre-
sentative to the UN, Ambassa-
dor Bob Rae, former Premier of 
Ontario and leader of the Liberal 
Party, for “his work in advancing 
human rights.”

Even with this positivity about 
Canada’s position to “motivate 
peace,” the organization recog-

nizes antisemitism and racism on 
the rise here in Canada. Combat-
ing antisemitism is a communal 
work, too. The same week that 
Benlolo joined the interfaith net-
work of the Global Imams Coun-
cil, the Council unanimously vot-
ed to accept the International Ho-
locaust Remembrance Alliance’s 
definition of antisemitism. “Our 
organization continues on the 
path of building bridges through-
out the world with the Abrahamic 
faiths and all peoples. It is only 
through this process that we can 
eradicate hate and intolerance,” 
said Benlolo.

At AGPI’s launch Raheel 
Raza, Canadian journalist, called 
the initiative “the most challeng-
ing initiative to be launched in 
recent times.” She quoted Hans 
Kung: “‘No peace between Na-
tions till there is peace among 
religions: no peace among reli-
gions till there is dialogue among 
religions.’ AGPI is a portal for 
global dialogue and peace and I 
am honoured to be part of it.” 

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.

Avi Benlolo speaking at the launch.

ALTHOUGH IT HAPPENED ALMOST 78 YEARS AGO, the story of 
four U.S. Army chaplains from different faith backgrounds – a 
Catholic priest, a Jewish rabbi, a Methodist pastor and a Dutch 
Reformed minister – who gave their lives together in wartime still 
speaks powerfully about ecumenism and chaplaincy.

On February 3, 1943, the U.S. Army troop ship SS Dorchester 
was part of a convoy moving across the Atlantic from Newfound-
land to an American base in Greenland. Carrying 902 servicemen, 
merchant seamen and civilian workers, it was only 150 miles 
from its destination when it was targeted by a German subma-

FOUR CHAPLAINS: ECUMENICAL GRACE IN 1943
rine and quickly sank. Of the 230 
individuals who survived, many 
told of the chaplains’ efforts to 
restore calm in a hopeless and 
chaotic situation, and how they 
gave away their life jackets so 
others might live. They were last 
seen at the ship’s stern, stand-
ing together, arms linked, heads 
bowed in prayer. 

In A Moment of Ecumenical 
Grace, Ellen Wilson Fielding 
says, “The four chaplains were 
lovers of God and lovers of souls 
who saw past denominational 
controversies – however real the 
doctrinal differences that divided 
them – to our common relation-
ship as children of our heavenly 
Father.” 

Every November 11 in Canada 
is a chance to honour those who 
gave their lives during wartime.

Don’t miss Janet Greidanus’ 
interview with contemporary 
hospital and hospice chaplains 
on the back page of this issue!

WHERE DO YOU FIND HOPE THESE DAYS? Where do you see the fin-
gerprints of God in our world? 

We want you to see your response . . . in art! You’re invited to sub-
mit original art and blackout poetry that responds to the pandemic 
and relates to our fall campaign theme of “map and mend.” 

The last year and a half have been defined by isolation and social 
distancing. So we are very excited not only to host an art competition 
around community-oriented verbs, but also to offer prizes that come 
from community! Nine award-winning and talented artists, musicians 
and writers have volunteered their own art (pictured above) as prizes. 

What do we mean by map and mend? Since COVID began, our 
writers have been mapping a way through this pandemic with their 
words. CC articles bear witness to the ways in which we as Christ-fol-
lowers help mend the brokenness around us. That’s why we chose 
those two verbs as our Fall donation campaign and art contest theme.

Send your submission to maaike@christiancourier.ca before De-
cember 1 and find all the details at christiancourier.ca/contest.

CALLING ALL ARTISTS & POETS
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Brian Bork

Brian is CC’s Review Ed-
itor and a Christian Re-
formed chaplain at the 
University of Waterloo 
and Wilfrid Laurier Uni-
versity. 

ONE OF THE FIRST ARTICLES DENA NICOLAI wrote for Christian Cour-
ier was eerily prescient: “Ripe for Revolution in Egypt,” we called it. 
It was late Fall, 2009, and the article was based on Dena’s observations 
from three years of living and working in Egypt. I remember crafting 
the title with her and hunting for the right graphic to accompany it. 
It’s hard to describe the feeling that followed a little over a year later, 
on January 25, 2011, when the riots began in Tahrir Square in Cairo. 
Journalism is no ivory tower. That experience hammered home for me 
that these stories are about real people and we owe it to them to get 
every photo, caption and paragraph right.

Since then, Dena has given CC a slew of compelling and thoughtful 
content – on churches sponsoring refugees; on the fallout of the Arab 
Spring; on the integration of new immigrants into Canadian society. In 
2015 she won the A.C. Forrest Memorial Award for “Canadian Doc-
tors and Nurses Fight for Refugees’ Right to Health Care” (July 28, 
2014), which was fun to email her about since I hadn’t told her initial-
ly that any of her pieces were contenders. So you can see why, when 
Dena and I met in person for the first time in Edmonton in 2019, it felt 
like I was meeting an old friend.

For this “Friendship and Ecumenism” theme issue of CC, I’ve been 
reflecting on the friendships that my work here has fostered. It’s fun 
to throw ideas back and forth and share the Editorial page with writers 
on the editorial team like Brian Bork, Mike Buma, Maaike Vander-
Meer and, in this issue, Peter Schuurman. I value the perspectives 

FROM THE EDITOR
How CC’s unique, scattershot community fosters 
friendship. | Angela Reitsma Bick

Angela and Dena in 2019.

THESE ARE LONELY TIMES. Not just because many of us are still navi-
gating pandemic restrictions and limitations, either. We’re more iso-
lated than any time in recent memory. Academia is no safe harbour 
from that loneliness – it’s as prevalent there as it is in the rest of soci-
ety. That’s rather ironic, given the origins of the academy in monaster-
ies – places of rich, long lasting, intentional community. 

Dissatisfied with that disconnection and isolation on campus, over 
the past six months a group of Christian scholars and campus minis-
ters gathered online to plan a conference to explore the possibilities 
for finding friendship in the halls of academia. 

Sponsored by the Society of Christian Scholars, InterVarsity and 
Global Scholars Canada, the conference titled Friendship that Makes 
a World of Difference took place via Zoom on October 22 and 23. It 
gathered faculty, graduate students and campus ministers from across 
Canada for four lectures and a breakout session. 

FLOURISHING TOGETHER
The opening session on the evening of the 22nd was led by Dr. John von 
Heyking, a professor of political science from the University of Leth-
bridge, with Dr. David Koyzis as a respondent. Von Heyking traced 
the philosophical roots of our understanding of friendship through 
an exploration of Aristotle, and then engaged how Christian thinkers 
like Augustine took that work and baptized it in service of building 

THE BLESSED 
WORK AHEAD

Conference emphasizes the importance of building 
relationships in academia. | Brian Bork

that their voices bring to that space. And it goes far beyond content. 
Last week Jennifer Neutel and I had coffee in her backyard and talked 
about non-work-related things and it was lovely. Among CC staff, we 
often lament the lack of a shared office space, though we do our best 
to reproduce that collegiality over email. And after so many years of 
emailing CC columnists, I will tell you that many of them feel like 
friends, too, though I’ve seen less than half of them in person.

In short, these stories are written by real people, which I think you 
already know but which does bear repeating now and then. I have, for 
example, a busy family and a lively dog. Heidi VanderSlikke often 
asks about them before sharing news of her own golden retriever and 
boisterous family members. Lloyd has a new baby. Maaike works on 
a fish farm. Kevin’s mom had a milestone birthday. Naomi just moved 
and her new backyard has apple trees. Even something small like our 
different time zones or weather might get a mention as we email back 
and forth, and all of it informs the final articles you read.

And then, finally, after Hamilton Web and CMeMail and Canada 
Post or Google bring this content to you, there’s a connection with CC 

readers. These stories are read by 
real people. That has led to some 
beautiful friendships too – with 
those of you who respond with a 
steady stream of encouragement 
and kindness, or by sharing your 
own experiences with us. Jour-
nalism really is no ivory tower. 
CC’s unique blend of redemptive 
journalism is more like a dance, 
a conversation, an ongoing nar-
rative in which writer, editor and 
reader all play a crucial part. For 
the friendships that can blossom 
in that process, I am grateful.  

Christian community. He noted 
that many developments in the 
history of academia came about 
because of the collaboration of 
friends; modern understandings 
of science, for instance, arose 
from groups of friends gathered 
in Oxford and Cambridge. He 
also noted the fruitful friendship 
among The Inklings, the liter-
ary circle which included J.R.R. 
Tolkien and C.S. Lewis as mem-
bers. Von Heyking concluded by 
reminding Christians that we are 
primarily lovers, and in the con-
text of a workaholic, competitive 
and isolated academy, Christians 
ought to remember that primary 
identity, and seek out flourishing 
in community. 

Acadia Divinity College schol-
ar Danny Zacharias opened our 
Saturday session with a talk 
called Decolonizing Education: 
Friendship, Neighbors, and 
Treaty-Partners. Zacharias, a 
Cree-Anishinaabe scholar inter-
ested in exploring Indigenous 
approaches to Christian theology, 
gave an overview of how a strat-
egy of decolonization might open 
up possibilities for collaboration 
in the academy, with the rich-
est possibility being friendships 

rooted in respect and reciprocity. 

SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIPS
Dr. Cindy Aalders, a professor 
of history at Regent College, led 
the late morning session, also 
exploring the history of friend-
ship, tracing it from the Roman 
philosopher Cicero through to 
Aelred of Rievaulx, a 12th cen-
tury English monk whose work 
Spiritual Friendship is pro-
foundly influential. Aalders also 
offered compelling portraits of 
the exemplary intellectual friend-
ships among women in the 18th 
century, notably among “The 
Female Brethren” – a group of 
three female Methodist preachers 
– and the epistolary friendship 
of Anne Steele and Mary Steele 
Wakeford.

After a breakout session, Dr. 
Paul Heintzman and Mark Har-
ris closed our time with a reflec-
tion called Leisure and Spiritual 
Companions. Heintzman, a pro-
fessor of Health Sciences at the 
University of Ottawa, and Harris, 
a Spiritual Director in Halifax, 
traced the importance of leisure 
time in shaping friendship. Time 
away from the grindstone and 
worker bee ethos of academia – 

whether in road trips or on long 
hikes – does so much to generate 
deep, reciprocal, intimate rela-
tionships. 

For this pastor who seeks to 
facilitate academic friendships, 
it was an invigorating weekend. 
Much to reflect on, much to put 
into practice not just on cam-
pus, but in our churches and 
neighbourhoods too. I’m left 
pondering a line from Aelred of 
Riveaulx: “God is friendship, and 
he [or she] that abides in friend-
ship abides in God.” 

Friendship is the very heart of 
God, written into the very struc-
ture of the cosmos, and perhaps 
one of the consequences of our 
frantic and workaholic culture 
is that we’ve forgotten that, and 
elevated other preoccupations to 
where friendship should rightly 
sit. There’s some blessed work 
before us as we reconnect and 
rejoin our communities after 
months of isolation.  

Angela Reitsma Bick 

Angela, Editor of CC, 
lives in Newcastle, On-
tario with her family. 
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expected to go on to public office 
himself to serve the empire, navi-
gating his way through the com-
plicated political alliances and re-
lationships that characterized the 
upper ruling class of the known 
world. As the child of a con-
quered people, though, Augus-
tine knew firsthand the anger and 
dissatisfaction of the peoples of 
North Africa with their so-called 
benevolent overlords, who were 
often not benevolent at all, and 
were predictably self-interested, 
ambitious, and dismissive of the 
beliefs and convictions of the 
people they had conquered. 

Augustine’s mestizaje gave 
him unique insight into many 
of the controversies, both local 
and ecumenical, that plagued the 
church over his tenure as bishop 
in Hippo Regius – from Donatism 
to Pelagianism. When Rome fell 
to Germanic invaders, Augus-
tine’s mestizaje gave him the 
categories of thought to explain 
to the larger Roman church how 
a Christian’s identity transcends 
earthly citizenry or belonging to 
a particular “place.” Ultimately, 
González argues, Augustine is 
the one who equipped the Roman 
church with the tools it needed to 
adapt to the fall of Rome to cre-
ate a new culture, the mestizaje 
of Greco-Roman and Germanic 
heritage to create what we now 
know as “Western Culture.”

Accessible, relevant, and 

“IN THE WEST, THERE IS NO THEOLOGIAN WHO CAN COMPARE with 
Augustine.” So González writes in the introduction to his ground-
breaking biography of Augustine’s life, thought and works. Catholics 
and Protestants alike turn to the bishop of Hippo as the patron saint of 
theological discourse, the forefather of our ecclesiological and soteri-
ological imaginations. Whether we are aware of it or not, those of us 
who worship the Triune God in churches that can trace their ecclesi-
astical ancestry back to Europe see God through a framework built by 
Augustine as much as Paul.

Because of this, González argues, it is vital for Christians to know 
and understand who Augustine is and how he has shaped Christian 
thought and language. “Reading the New Testament or understanding 
the Christian faith through the eyes of Augustine is not necessarily 
wrong,” he writes in the introduction. “But it is dangerous to do so 
without being aware of it, which makes us subject to or at least un-
aware followers of someone we do not know.”

Many Christian thinkers, of course, recognize Augustine’s out-
sized influence on Western theological thought. Countless historians, 
theologians, pastors and philosophers have written biographies. He 
has been lauded as the “Father of the Western Church” and was even 
praised by Jerome, his contemporary, as “the one who has established 
anew the ancient faith.” He has been excoriated for embedding gnostic 
(a favourite bogeyman of critical theologians in the 80s and 90s) and 
Neoplatonist ideas into the Western theological imagination. He has 
been condemned as a heretic. He has been canonized as a saint. 

What made Augustine so integral to Western theological thought? 
And what makes González the right thinker to pen yet another biog-
raphy of Numidia’s indefatigable pastor-scholar? González argues that 
Augustine’s genius comes from his mestizaje, a Latin-American word 
that literally means “being of mixed breed,” but over the past cen-
tury has grown to develop an almost mystical meaning that captures 
the ability to navigate life when one is caught between two cultures 
– transcending borders both physical and conceptual, mastering the 
translation not only of words but worldviews, living in the “hyphen” 
that separates identities (as in Cuban-American, which González is). 
To be mestizo, as González explains, “is to belong to two realities and 
at the same time not belong to either of them.”

Augustine, the biracial son of a Roman father and an African (likely 
Berber, but possibly Punic) mother, learned by necessity to navigate 
two very different worlds. As the son of a Roman public official, he was 

THE HYPHENATED AUGUSTINE

THE MESTIZO AUGUSTINE: A 
THEOLOGIAN BETWEEN TWO 
CULTURES
Justo González
InterVarsity Press, 2016.

John Medendorp

in many ways revolutionary, 
González’s retelling of Augus-
tine’s story through the lens 
of mestizaje is compelling and 
illuminating. As is his habit, 
González lifts up the stories of 
women who formed, shaped, and 
challenged Augustine through-
out his life and ministry, which 
other historians tend to gloss 
over or ignore. His exploration 
of the collision of the Roman and 
African concepts of authority, 
at the heart of both the Donatist 
and Pelagian controversies, is 
both riveting and edifying. His 
analysis of The City of God is 
quite simply inspiring. Notably 
missing from the story is On the 
Trinity, a work of immense theo-
logical importance, which didn’t 
surprise me (Augustine biograph-
ers tend either to overemphasize 
it or ignore it), but I was hoping 
for some insight into how Augus-
tine’s unique cultural perspective 
shaped his theological thought in 
this work in particular.

This short, accessible, illumin-
ating, and even entertaining biog-
raphy offers a concise and pro-
foundly insightful introduction 
to a figure all Christians ought to 
know and understand better.    

“The World Cup of Gods”).
A consistent theme through-

out the podcast is the search for 
modern resonances for historical 
events, and parallels between past 
times and our own (“Is Trump 
Caeser or Nixon?”, “We’re all so 
17th century”). Since both hosts 
are non-academic historians, they 
are able to comment as outsiders 
on many of the vitriolic present-
day battles being waged in the 
media and the academy over our 
cultural inheritance or the proper 

MOST HISTORY PODCASTS SOUND LIKE MODIFIED LECTURES or high-
ly detailed disquisitions on discrete issues, requiring copious quanti-
ties of listening time and a certain degree of monomania. For the hist-
ory fans for a moderately long walk, run, or drive, The Rest is History 
is an accessible, entertaining, and well-produced listening experience.

The hosts are two British popular historians, Tom Holland and 
Dominic Sandbrook. The format is simple: each episode focuses on 
a single historical subject, which is elaborated and debated via a mix-
ture of exposition, question and answer, and witty banter between the 
hosts, sometimes supplemented by a guest host, usually an expert on 
the particular subject under discussion. Those subjects include specific 
events (“The Seven Years’ War”, “The French Revolution”, “1066”), 
wide-ranging ideas (“Communism”, “Empires”, “Culture Wars”), and 
the utterly random and peculiar (“Top Ten Eunuchs”, “Weird Wars”, 

TWO BRITS BANTER ABOUT THE PAST

THE REST IS HISTORY 
PODCAST
Hosted by Tom Holland and 
Dominic Sandbrook

Jonathan de Vries

role of history and memorial cul-
ture in society. 

Readers of Christian Courier 
will also appreciate Holland’s 
regular discussion of Christian-
ity’s pervasive and continuous 
influence in Western society.  

Jonathan de Vries

Jonathan lives and practices 
law in London, Ont.

John Medendorp

John is a pastor at Rosewood 
CRC in Bellflower, California. 
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Betsy DeVries

Betsy co-pastors with her 
husband, Daniel, the Beth-
any Christian Reformed 
Church in Gallup, New Mex-
ico. She earned her Ph.D. 
from Emmanuel College at 
the University of Toronto, 
where she studied homiletics.

that disciples were students who 
just sat in classrooms and listened 
to lectures. Instead, disciples may 
be better understood as “appren-
tices” who were on the road with 
Jesus, and who learned by watch-
ing him. Listeners and readers 
are then invited to enrol full-time 
in the trade school of Jesus. He 
uses metaphors regularly to give 
his listeners and readers concrete 
hooks on which they can hang 
abstract or unfamiliar ideas. An-
other example is his description 
of “Vacuum Cleaner Churches.” 
Like a vacuum cleaner, these 
churches suck people into all the 
activities and ministries with-
in the church community at the 
expense of equipping folks for 
their outward-focused mission-
ary work in the world. These are 
the kinds of sticky metaphors that 
permeate Bowen’s preaching and 
writing – they have stuck in my 
mind and kept working on me 
long after reading. 

Another remarkable charac-
teristic of Bowen’s preaching 
and writing is his imaginative 
use of dialogue. One example 
comes from a talk given on the 
“Five Spiritualities in the Body of 
Christ” where, instead of chart-
ing the differences between theo-
logical accents, he gives them 
each a name (Samantha Sacra-
mental, for example) and puts 
them into a conversation with 
each other. This helps listeners to 

JOHN P. BOWEN, EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF EVANGELISM at Wyc-
liffe College, Toronto, has given us a gift in his collection of sermons, 
essays, and reflections titled God is Always Bigger: Reflections by a 
Hopeful Critic. That was his goal as a theologian who is a self-de-
scribed “collector type” – collectors must give away their collections 
to avoid miserliness. The gift is not only in the specific message of each 
sermon and reflection, but also in showing us the breadth, creativity, 
and imagination that makes a theologian like Bowen both reliable and 
relatable.

 The reflections are divided up into seven sections. In the first section, 
“Signature Sermons,” Bowen shares the sermons and texts that he has 
been most drawn to over the years. In these sermons we see Bowen’s 
deep desire to encourage people to follow Jesus, to dethrone the idols 
in their lives, and to embrace the mystery of God who is always “bigger 
than I thought, more mysterious than I thought, more uncontrollable 
than I think I hoped.” Other sections, such as “Facets of Spirituality” 
offer challenging thoughts on a wide variety of topics such as the use-
fulness of Ignatian spirituality for non-Catholics and the benefits of 
pietism. The final section, “Good News about Evangelism”, focuses in 
on Bowen’s valuable work as a Professor of Evangelism  –  a title, he 
admits, that carries a lot of baggage for people both in and outside the 
church. His reflections in this section show us the ways in which he has 
devoted his life’s work to redeeming that title, to equipping students 
and laity alike to put the evangel (good news) back in evangel-ism.  

Throughout this collection, each reflection is preceded by a short ex-
planation of the context where it first appeared that help to frame the 
message for us readers. For example, we see that Bowen is self-con-
scious to save his most in-depth explorations of Koine Greek for sem-
inary audiences. Then there is a whole section of “Sermons for Special 
Occasions” including a daughter’s wedding, a mother’s funeral, and a 
visit from the Archbishop of Canterbury to Wycliffe College. On their 
own, these short contextual notes offer a valuable insight into Bowen’s 
theological life: communicating the good news of the gospel is always 
contextual, and part of the work of the preacher and theologian is to 
exegete their context.

In the very first sermon, “The School of Jesus” based on Matthew 
11:28-30, we get a glimpse of what makes Bowen’s collection remark-
able. He takes the somewhat abstract, churchy concept of “disciple-
ship” and helps us to see it through the more concrete, everyday meta-
phor of a trade school. By using this metaphor, he challenges the idea 

STICKY METAPHORS AND SIGNATURE SERMONS

GOD IS ALWAYS BIGGER: 
REFLECTIONS BY A HOPEFUL 
CRITIC 
John Bowen
Wipf and Stock, 2021.

Betsy DeVries

embody the experiences and val-
ues of each theological accent in-
stead of keeping these differences 
in the realm of ideas or neatly de-
lineated on a chart. It is a valuable 
skill that students of preaching, 
especially, would do well to take 
note of.  

Bowen draws widely from dif-
ferent writers and thinkers, and 
fans of C.S. Lewis will be espe-
cially delighted with the regular-
ity that his writings and stories 
make appearances throughout 
the book. This is not surprising, 
since Bowen and Lewis seem to 
share a deep awareness for how 
story and metaphor speak to us 
and shape us. As with the work of 
Lewis, there is much to be learn-
ed from the content of this collec-
tion as well as from the engaging 
mode of communication. These 
things and more make Bowen’s 
contribution a gift and delight 
for pastors, students, theologians, 
and any follower of Christ who 
desires a generous and challen-
ging encounter with a God who 
is always bigger than we dared to 
hope or imagine.     

together. One day, the inevitable 
happens – Duck feels well when 
autumn arrives and the cries of 
other ducks draw him into flight, 
away from Bear. But before he 
leaves, Duck promises Bear that 
he will be back.

Dejected, lonely, and resigned 
to the loss of his friend, Bear 
carries on with life, eating even 
though he isn’t hungry and final-
ly hibernating when winter winds 
begin to blow. But when spring 
arrives, Bear receives a won-
drous surprise and learns that not 

IN THIS CHARMING CHILDREN’S PICTURE BOOK about an unusual 
friendship, Duck gets off to a bad beginning when, at the end of win-
ter, he takes a running start so he can fly away, but his wings and legs 
get snarled and he crashes into a mishmash of branches. Nearby, as 
Bear enjoys the comfort of his hibernation, he is awoken by the noise 
of Duck’s descent. When Bear leaves his cave, he discovers cranky 
and frightened Duck, who bluffs courage and calls out, “Come any 
closer and I’ll break your head!”

Bear immediately sees through Duck’s show of bravado and assures 
the small creature that he means no harm. After all, Bear says, he is 
old and doesn’t have many teeth left so he wouldn’t even be able to 
harm Duck.

Gently and lovingly, Bear nurses Duck back to health, offering his 
messy den for a shelter and bringing Duck food and water. Soon, Duck 
and Bear are friends, sharing stories, going for walks, and swimming 

AN UNUSUAL FRIENDSHIP

THE BEAR AND THE DUCK 
May Angeli 
Eerdmans Books for Young Readers, 
2020.

Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

all goodbyes are forever.
Author and illustrator May An-

geli’s simple, meaningful story, 
sprinkled with gentle humour, is 
complemented by her emotive, 
earth-toned artwork depicting the 
joy of friendship and the beauty 
of the seasons.  

Sonya VanderVeen 
Feddema

Sonya is a freelance writer 
living in St Catharines, Ont.
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BEST FRIENDS FOR 30 years no 
longer seeing each other because 
one person isn’t vaccinated. 

Anger after someone mentions 
an interesting article about an-
ti-vaxxers that feels like judge-
ment, and the friends stop talking.  

No matter where you stand on 
the vaccine debate, just about ev-
eryone has a tale of tension among 
friends during the pandemic. When 

HOW COVID HAS STRAINED 
OUR FRIENDSHIPS
Social distancing rules aren’t the only thing making compatibility harder. 
 Amy MacLachlan

I put out a call on Facebook for 
stories, a lot of people reached out 
to share their experiences.

Debi from Toronto laments the 
lack of public space to be honest 
about the many peripheral effects 
of COVID. Of grief. Of loss. Of 
not just physical illness and death 
but the ripple effects it has had 
in our lives. When Debi’s father 
died just as COVID-19 was be-

ginning, she discovered that her 
friends from earlier in life, the 
ones she had mostly lost touch 
with, were the ones providing sup-
port instead of her current friends.

“People think they don’t need 
anyone, but you do,” says Debi. 
“Can we come to a collective 
understanding that something’s 
not right?”

Maranda from Montreal, who 

had one friendship end because of 
the Black Lives Matter movement 
and another because of COVID 
disagreements, says it has changed 
what she looks for in close friend-
ships: “Morals aligning are now 
key in all my relationships,” she 
says. “They always have been, 
but I was ignorant to think that my 
friends shared the same beliefs I 
did.  My priorities have changed. 
I don’t care about impressing peo-
ple anymore.” 

Could it be that cultural ex-
pectations around friendship are 
shifting? We don’t keep friend-
ships for as long; they’re harder 
to establish; and what we want 
from our friends has changed. 
The move to a digital world – 
research shows that more time 
spent on social media is correlat-
ed with higher feelings of loneli-
ness – coupled with a breakdown 
of community has made natural-
ly-occurring friendships much 
more difficult. 

In an effort to capitalize on this 
growing disparity, dating apps 
like Bumble have expanded be-
yond romantic connections, add-
ing an option for meeting your 
next best friend.

Billed as “a simplified way to 
make meaningful friendships,” 
Bumble BFF launched in March 
2016, and has been growing 
steadily – particularly during 
COVID. During the first three 
months of 2021, the average time 
spent on Bumble BFF grew by 44 
percent for women and 83 per-
cent for men, a Bumble spokes-
person told CC. “This change in 
our lives really put a spotlight on 
the tools and platforms that help 
people feel connected to others.”

Vetting potential friends online 

makes sense when the friendship 
landscape has become a bit of a 
landmine. A quick scroll through 
social media reveals soapbox po-
sitions on everything from only 
having friends who can help you 
succeed, to being rigid about 
boundaries, to cutting people out 
of your life if they don’t agree 
with you. Even the very idea of 
“likes” and “friends” on social 
media has changed how we think 
of friends, and left many of us 
with only surface relationships. 

“Friendships in [the virtual 
group] space … do not grow for 
their own sake, and individual 
members are not valued for who 
they are,” states the author of a 
Forbes article from earlier this 
year. “Online, we can be whom-
ever we want to be . . . except 
ourselves.”

“Social media has given us a 
sense of knowing someone, and 
allowed us to feel that we know 
them, when in fact we don’t,” 
says Stefanie Peachey, director of 
Peachey Counselling and Fami-
ly Support. “Social media ‘likes’ 
provide a lot of people with val-
idation that they are seeking but 
I’m not sure anyone would deem 
their ‘friends’ or followers as 
meaningful friendships.” 

Our digital world has prompted 
us to focus on what friends can 
give to us, rather than what we 
can give to them. 

CHURCH FRIENDSHIPS
At least we can count on mak-
ing friends at church, right? 
Think again. Cliques and the “in 
crowd” exist in church just like 
anywhere else, and new people 
or simply those who aren’t big 
“joiners” can struggle to make 
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connections. 
Blogger and Australian missi-

ologist Mike Frost wrote last year 
that people are leaving church be-
cause they aren’t making the deep 
connections they seek. “They’re 
nice to you,” Frost wrote, “but no-
one becomes your friend.” 

He notes that church people 
aren’t always good listeners, 
and that they struggle to be vul-
nerable – two things that are of 
critical importance to maintain-
ing and nurturing friendships. 
Churchgoers can also be overly 
busy, leaving little free time to 
invest in relationships, and the 
onus is often on the newcomer to 
“get involved.”

Frost referenced a book by 
Matthew Lieberman entitled So-
cial. The book mentions that in 
1985, a survey found that “only 
10 percent [of respondents] in-
dicated that they had zero confi-
dants. In 2004, this number had 
skyrocketed to 25 percent,” with 
respondents noting that “the most 
common number of friends with 
whom you would discuss import-
ant matters was zero.”

As Lieberman says, “One out 
of every four of us is walking 
around with no one to share our 
lives with.”

So what can we do to change 
that? How can we build mean-
ingful connections into our lives?

“Friendship involves joining 
people on their journey,” says 
Peter Elgersma, Director of Con-

gregational Ministries for the 
Christian Reformed Church and a 
Christian Courier board member. 
“We need to have space, mental 
space, to accommodate some of 
those relationships. 

Elgersma noted that COVID 
has only complicated matters, es-
pecially at church. Not only are 
we simply not at church like we 
used to be, but we aren’t able to 
do the “extracurriculars” that can 
foster connections – potlucks and 
fundraisers and small groups, for 
example – making things all the 
more challenging. 

“As COVID brings our own 
rhythms into question, making 
space for other people’s unpre-
dictable journey becomes a little 
harder. It used to mean that some-
one’s attendance at church made 
us compatible; COVID has intro-
duced new variables that bring 
new challenges to that presumed 
compatibility.” 

You may find a great friend, 
he says, only to find out that we 
differ on our opinions on the 
vaccine, or mask wearing, or we 
might all be vaccinated but have 
different thoughts on visiting 
non-vaccinated friends.

“But perhaps this is just God 
nudging into a new corner – 
stretching our comfort zone in a 
new direction.” 

REPAIRING RELATIONSHIPS
Close relationships that are sup-
portive and uplifting are key to 

our wellbeing, actually protect-
ing us from stress and other un-
healthy parts of life. But negative 
relationships do the opposite, ac-
tually causing stress. A study by 
William J. Chopik in the journal 
Personal Relationships, found 
that valuing friendships was re-
lated to better functioning (par-
ticularly in older adults), while 
“strain from friendships predict-
ed more chronic illnesses.” 

Still, a survey in the U.S. found 
that 1 in 7 respondents had ended 
a friendship over COVID vacci-
nation status, according to a story 
on Today.com. And with tales of 
“COVID scores” (friends rating 
others on how they have behaved 
during the pandemic, and deter-
mining if they’ll still hang out 
with them), extreme positions, 
divisions among families and 
friends, mental health challenges, 
a tightening of social circles, can-
cel culture, tough conversations, 
and loneliness, we may be more 
in need of connection than ever. 

“Do friends really want to talk 
about the hard stuff?” asks Debi.

“There’s a need for communi-
ty,” she continues, “for an out-
let; an opportunity to state what 
you’re feeling, and in so doing, 
what others may be feeling, too.” 

She says COVID has changed 
the way people view each other, 
with a loss of respect being all 
too common. “It’s changed what 
I believe a friend is,” she says. 

Cat was pregnant through the 

early pandemic and saw two 
friendships end during that time. 
“I’m now friends with people I’ve 
lost connection with from years 
ago,” she says. “Now that I have 
my baby, it feels like my world 
is more forgiving. We all want to 
teach our children kindness and it 
just feels beautiful. If I ever come 
across the friends I lost, I’ll still 
love them. I will introduce my son. 
But I think the friendship is over.”

“When I think of journeying 
together, I can’t help but recall 
Christ’s journey to Emmaus,” 
says Elgersma. “He walks along-
side two of his followers (who 
don’t recognize him), but he lis-
tens to them, as they share their 

frustrations of the event of the 
previous few days. He also shares 
his wisdom of the scriptures with 
them. Jesus had the answers the 
entire time, yet he allowed his 
story to be told in their words, 
from their perspective, undoubt-
edly with many of the facts 
scrambled – but the most import-
ant part was that he listened.” 

YOUR TURN
WHAT ABOUT YOU? How has COVID-19 
affected the friendships in your life? Have you 
begun new friendships, connecting more with 
neighbours or the people who live near you? Have 
you lost any friendships due to pandemic-related 
tension? Has the pandemic changed the way you 
view friendship or what you value in a friend? Do 
you have close friends at church? We’d love to 
hear your thoughts! Send your stories to Amy at 
features@christiancourier.ca. 

Amy MacLachlan

Amy is CC’s Features 
Editor. 
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I have a dream about you
in which you are sitting on a bench, your bench,
the one you have always sat on,
at some distance from the sea off Scotland
but close enough to smell and hear it.

Next to you on the bench are your things:
your book, a pair of binoculars,
a bacon sandwich because it is almost lunch,
your smokes and lighter,
your purse containing Sudafed and Kleenex, just in case,
and the Guardian folded in four to the cryptic crossword; 
your sweater hung neatly over the back,
your umbrella leaned against the seat 
with the point in the ground.

I approach, stand near the bench,
and the North Sea music in your head breaks off for a minute
as you look up.

In that minute you put your purse and the book 
in the little space on your other side,
the sandwich, halved, in your lap 

Debbie Sawczak

Debbie’s poems have appeared in Crux, Arc, Writual, 
the U.C. Review, and the McMaster Journal of The-
ology and Ministry; online at McMaster Divinity Col-
lege’s “Poems for Ephesians”; and in the anthologies 
Adam, Eve & the Riders of the Apocalypse and In 
a Strange Land. A member of the Ecclestone writing 
group, she is married and has three adult sons. 

A DREAM OF YOU ON YOUR BENCH
Debbie Sawczak

(for sharing shortly),
the binoculars around your neck, 
the smokes and lighter into your pocket,
the sweater around your shoulders,
the newspaper under your other arm,
and the umbrella behind your heels on the ground
to clear a space for me.

You pat the bench beside you, 
your rings making tinny taps on the wood,
and I sit.
With my eyes I thank you for making room,
and we talk and talk
with the sea-in-the-distance melody
mixing into our every word. 

"As she swept she began to dream."  Painting recreated from 
vintage photos by Lorinda Antonello of Edmonton, Alberta 

(Etsy: wirefishstudio).

PICTURE A STILL, quiet, spacious 
church late in the evening. The 
chairs have been rearranged, mak-
ing open spaces and clusters of 
seating. In the centre of the sanc-
tuary, there is an arrangement of 
candles, their collected light draw-
ing the eye. Some people are sit-
ting quietly and others walk slowly 
through the space, stopping at an 
easel to look at a canvas, a table 
with a few open books or an art 
installation made of small ceramic 
bowls or glass mosaic tiles. 

NITEKIRK 
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.

In one corner, a minister sits with 
an empty chair, ready for anyone 
who seeks private conversation 
or healing prayer. At a large table, 
there are art materials available for 
those who wish to create, and, from 
time to time, music fills the sanc-
tuary: a cello, a flute, the voice of 
the organ, a gathered choir. At the 
far end of the sanctuary or maybe 
in the narthex, tables have been set 
up for tea and good things to eat, 
and people sit there together, chat-
ting softly. There is no schedule for 
the evening and no order of service. 
Instead, this church is open all eve-
ning for contemplation, gentle fel-
lowship and quiet prayer.

AN ECUMENICAL, DROP-IN 
ARTS MINISTRY
Several years ago when I lived in 
Edinburgh, Scotland, this was one 
of my congregations. I divided 
my work week between a fami-
lies ministry with one congrega-
tion with an emphasis on weekly 
Sunday School, pastoral care and 
seasonal events, and this ecumen-
ical, city-centre arts ministry. We 
called it Nitekirk, and it was start-

ed in Greyfriars Kirk, a congrega-
tion of the Church of Scotland, by 
the minster Richard Fraser who 
visited Copenhagen Cathedral and 
learned of a similar event there. 
Greyfriars Kirk hosted their first 
Nitekirk one summer during the 
Edinburgh Fringe Festival, and 
soon started conversations about 
making it an ongoing component 
of their worshipping life. When 
I worked there, it had become a 
community effort, supported and 
hosted by Greyfriars alongside Au-
gustine United Church, a member 
of the United Reformed Church, 
and St Columba’s-by-the-Castle, 
an Episcopal Church. Volunteers 
from these three congregations, 
as well as the wider community, 
cooperated each month to create 
a welcoming contemplative space 
where faith and fellowship were 
explored in new ways.   

CREATIVITY &  
CONTEMPLATION
Each month, the volunteers chose 
a theme to create a framework for 
this drop-in worship service. Mu-
sic, songs and prayerful reflections 
were shared at the beginning and 
end of each session, and the instal-
lations or stations throughout the 
sanctuary invited people to explore, 
contemplate, pray and worship in 
their own way, drawing out spiri-
tual responses from within, which 
people may not have expected or 
intended. Together, we trusted that, 

through prayerful preparation, we 
might create worship spaces where 
people might encounter the Creator 
in creative, contemplative ways 
and find support for their personal 
journeys of faith.

Church members who attended 
these evenings said they came to 
find something different from Sun-
day morning worship or mid-week 
Bible study. They were looking for 
quiet refreshment in a reflective 
space. But we also discovered that 
Nitekirk offered a form of church 
that felt open to those who may 
have lost touch with church life, 
or who were connected to our faith 
traditions in a looser way. These 
evenings became spaces for all 
who were curious about spending 

time in Christian contemplation. I 
met people at Nitekirk who hadn’t 
stepped inside a church in years and 
those who never had. We had visi-
tors from other religions, too, who 
were curious about the shape of 
our church buildings and became 
curious about the shape of our tra-
ditions.

That was a surprise of this ecu-
menical work. We weren’t only 
bringing our three communities to-
gether; when we opened the doors, 
they were open to all. The beauty 
of our quiet sanctuaries late in the 
evening became a witness to the 
ongoing faithful life of these spaces 
and the continuing presence of God 
in the midst of our city and all of 
our lives. 

Like “Nitekirk”, Christian Courier can also be a place for 
creating and contemplating art within a faith community! 
Flip back to page 7 or check out christiancourier.ca/contest 
to find out more.Ka
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The quiet sanctuary during Nitekirk in 
Edinburgh, Scotland.



@ChrCourier ChrCourier CHRISTIANCOURIER.CA      |    NOVEMBER 8, 2021    15

News

WHEN THE CHRISTIAN REFORMED CHURCH (CRC) began allowing the 
ordination of women as clergy, Helen Reitsma anticipated positive change 
for the church she attends in Brantford, Ontario. Twenty-five years later, 
however, her congregation still has no women in office, let alone female 
clergy. Even so, she says, “a lot of stuff is really run by the women.” 

Having served on boards that benefit from the combined insights 
of women and men, Reitsma aches to see the same for her worship-
ping family. Her lament is echoed in dozens of other CRC churches 
that have chosen not to elect women to office or call a woman pastor. 
Those laments stand alongside the pain of clergy women in the CRC 
whose passion for ministry is challenged and even snuffed out by what 
one ordained woman describes as “sexism, discrimination, bullying 
and disrespect” delivered “under the guise of a theological conviction 
that women are not permitted to be pastors.”  

In a denomination that, 25 years ago, gave churches the option of 
choosing for or against women in office, what would it take to not only 
mark this milestone, but celebrate and build on it? In this, the final in-
stallment of a series reflecting on the experiences of the CRC’s clergy 
women, we ask how to bridge differences and move to a better place. 

LEARNING TO LISTEN
If there’s a common hope among the ordained women who responded to 
Christian Courier’s  survey, it’s this: that the members of the body we call 
the CRC will have ears to hear each other speak. “Our God is a big God 
who does marvelous and wonderful things, like creating the world, loving 
an unfaithful people and speaking through men and women,” Lynette van 
de Hoef Meyers says. “I wish we could stop fighting about this (both ac-
tively and passively) and just marvel together at how God works in such 
delightful ways and through such diversity.”

Imagine what we might learn from a denominational meeting dom-
inated by such stories. Delegates hearing Brenda Kronemeijer-Hey-
ink’s story, for example, would learn that she decided to become or-

A BETTER FUTURE

Our final article on women in CRC ministry 
examines hopeful next steps.  | Cheryl Mahaffy

dained for work she was already 
doing as a University of Toronto 
campus pastor not out of a de-
sire for power but to share her 
Old Testament knowledge more 
broadly, to recognize that her 
work is Spirit-led and “to be held 
accountable for my life, doctrine 
and ministry.” 

Heather Stroobosscher’s sto-
ry includes multiple instances 
when being a woman impacted 
her ministerial career. She’s not 
alone. “We need to wake up and 
see as a denomination what sys-
tems are we supporting that harm 
a portion of our leadership,” she 
says. “As a justice matter. As a 
compassion matter. How can we 
become aware? And can we go 
out of our way to support them?”

(RE)DESIGN FOR MUTUALITY
As in many other organizations, 
renewing CRC structures and sys-
tems to support and protect wom-
en can benefit everyone, includ-
ing those whose lives and careers 
deviate from what was once the 
norm. Redesigning governance 
meetings (including classis and 
synod) to prioritize listening over 
speaking, for example, would 
open the floor to the diversity of 
the body, enriching deliberations 
and informing decisions.  

The women contributing to 
this series suggest other system 
changes with equally inclusive 
potential: Pensions and benefits 
for part-timers. Realistic leave 
policies for child and parent care. 
Improved checks and balances to 
address relationships that derail. 
Policies to curtail abuse of power. 
Clear mechanisms for dealing with 
harassment. Training that equips 
everyone involved to contribute to 
diverse leadership teams.

The denomination’s recent de-
cision to require Abuse of Power 
training of all candidates for the 
ministry is a welcome step toward 
making ministry in this denomi-
nation a safer, healthier place for 
leaders – and for all. To be truly 
effective, ordained women ob-
serve, the training must be part of 
an ongoing conversation, coupled 
with wise and decisive action when 
abuse does occur.

GENDER INCLUSIVE ACTION
Bridging to a more mutual future 
takes concerted action, and not 
only by women, says CRC Wom-
en’s Leadership Developer Elaine 

May. “We need to call on the men 
who are allies and show this is not 
just a women’s issue; it is about the 
health and mission of the church. 
About men and women serving to-
gether as God intended.” 

“We need more from our male 
colleagues,” another survey re-
spondent echoes. “We need them 
to use their power and influence to 
open up greater spaces for wom-
en’s contributions and voices, to 
advocate for women’s concerns, 
and to call out sexism and dis-
crimination when they see it.”

Pockets of the denomination 
where women in ministry are 
affirmed offer signs of hope on 
which to build. “I have received 
tremendous support, even by 
those who don’t agree,” one or-
dained woman muses. “Their 
support, words of encouragement 
and love have carried me through 
some really hard times and mod-
eled a way of being in relation-
ship with those with whom I dis-
agree.” 

That said, she believes repen-
tance is prerequisite to bridging 
differences. “I’m not sure if the 
denomination can ever get to a 
point of fully embracing and wel-
coming women in leadership if 
there is not some reckoning of the 
past – how decisions, practices 
and postures have impacted wom-
en who felt called into ministry – 
and an intentional commitment to 
a different future.” 

ROOM FOR ALL
Back in Brantford, Helen Reitsma 
rejoices as women in her family 
are elected to church office in other 
CRC churches even as she laments 
her own congregation’s refusal 
to follow suit. Yet when asked to 
name her hopes, she thinks first 
of ordained women struggling to 
find parish posts, especially as lead 
pastors. “I would like to see it be 
more equitable,” she says, adding: 
“It would be good to do it in a way 
that doesn’t antagonize people.”

May suggests learning from 
churches that have embraced 
women in office through a pro-
cess of mutual discernment, per-
haps facilitated by a trusted per-
son from outside the congrega-
tion. Perhaps similar approaches 
would encourage congregations 
with vacant pulpits to consider 
calling women, she says. 

Intentional and open-hearted 
hiring is key, others agree. That 

Cheryl Mahaffy

Cheryl is an Edmon-
ton-based freelance writer 
who worships at Fellow-
ship CRC. You can find all 
five articles in this series at 
christiancourier.ca.  

Denominational plans to cel-
ebrate the 25th anniversary of 
women’s ordination in the CRC 
include a pre-conference ban-
quet at Inspire 2022 in Chicago 
on Aug. 3, 2022, with Ruth Ha-
ley Barton as keynote speaker. 
“My vision is to fill the event 
with men and women who are 
grateful for the CRCNA wel-
coming the gifts of women in 
their churches,” says Women’s 
Leadership Developer Elaine 
May. 

May’s office has also sent a 
commemorative pin to each of 
the denomination’s female cler-
gy and is creating opportunities 
for women in leadership to con-
nect and learn. 

The anniversary of women’s 
ordination will also be com-
memorated at Synod 2022. 

MARKING A MILESTONE

extends beyond women to people 
of colour, other minorities and 
anyone who thinks and is “differ-
ent,” Chaplain Elizabeth Guillau-
me-Koene observes. “This may 
mean inviting others into roles 
the more privileged (including 
myself) would like.” 

Jennifer Burnett, lead pastor at 
The Well in Kelowna, B.C., puts 
it this way: “We cannot faithfully 
be the body of Christ without all 
being welcome at the table.”  

But perhaps it’s not a table 
at all, suggests Stroobosscher. 
Quoting Sarah Bessey in Jesus 
Feminist, she says, “Let’s just 
burn the table and enfold the peo-
ple at the table and all sit around 
the campfire together. There is 
more room! There is more room! 
There is room for all of us!”

"The Dream Never Ends" by Carl Parker. 
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A SHORT STATEMENT BY CORONER Gehane Kamel pierces through long 
debates within Quebec and in church circles of CC readers. “It’s all ‘us’ 
– no ‘them,’” she said on CBC radio in response to a question about what 
needs to change to end discrimination in Quebec’s health care system. 
The occasion was release of the report from an enquiry into the death of 
Joyce Echaquan, an Atikamekw woman, in a Joliette hospital. The first 
and most controversial recommendation – to recognize systemic racism 
in Quebec’s health care system – continues to be rejected by Premier 
Legault and the Quebec government. “Why is systemic racism written 
in black and white in my report?” Kamel asked. “Because in Ms. Ech-
aquan’s case, it’s exactly what happened. And the day we’ll be able to 
name the term . . . we will have taken a big step forward.” 

As I follow the discussion in Quebec I am struck by similar patterns in 
discussions about racism within church communities. Perhaps I should 
not be surprised. Both cultures give high priority to preserving a distinct 
identity in a context that seems threatening; both cultures have deep roots 
in beliefs and traditions that are passed down through generations and re-
sist change because of fear the foundations will not hold. Understanding 
that pattern is essential to breaking it. 

DEFINITIONS BECOME DIVERSION
“Systemic racism” is a controversial term in Quebec and in churches. 
Many will recognize that there are racist incidents and members with rac-
ist attitudes, but not systemic racism. Similar debates occur in churches 
over other terms, such as Islamophobia, critical race theory, “Black Lives 
Matter” versus “All Lives Matter” and whether injustice to Indigenous 
peoples was “genocide.” 

The next step in these linguistic disputes is war over definitions and 
ideas. Legault cites a particular dictionary definition and church leaders 

 ALL ‘US’ – NO ‘THEM’
Kathy Vandergrift  |  kathyvandergrift@rogers.com 

Kathy, a public policy analyst, brings experience in government, social 
justice work and a Master’s Degree in Public Ethics to her reflections.

cite synodical decisions and theo-
logical concepts to defend the sta-
tus quo. Then comes debates about 
whose definition or basic value is 
more valid. While definitions and 
abstract ideas are important, they 
tend to divert attention from the 
substance of the injustice and the 
people suffering injustice. Public 
debate shifts to focus on love of 
values, traditions and reputations 
under threat. 

WORDS OR/AND ACTION 
Another layer adds tension be-
tween words and action. “Just fix 
the problem,” some people say, 
“and forget what name it has.” But 
fixes are usually superficial if they 
do not recognize deeper causes. I 
have documented this pattern with 
reports on deaths in child welfare. 
Extensive research goes into a re-
port that is lauded for addressing 
deeper causes, but those recom-
mendations are ignored. Quick 
fixes fail over time, a tragedy 
happens, and the pattern is repeat-
ed. The same pattern happens in 
churches. New initiatives to en-
courage Multicultural Leadership 
Development or hear more diverse 
voices just scratch the surface, with 
hopes that gradual change will per-
meate deeper – until another inci-
dent that can’t be ignored exposes 
deeper cracks again.  

WORDS AND ACTIONS BOTH MATTER
Words matter. Indigenous and Black church leaders, such as Pastor Jemar 
Tisby, remind us that the way we use words to soften the edges of injustice 
can be as harmful as the specific acts of violence we all abhor, and they 
are a bigger barrier to necessary change. His latest book, How to Fight 
Racism: Courageous Christianity and the Journey toward Racial Justice, 
urges us to face the harder questions and avoid half-measures. 

RECKONINGS AND REFORM
But actions matter too. There are moments in the history of churches and 
identity-based cultures like Quebec that seem to cut through decades of 
assumptions. Both cultures are facing tough questions about deeply root-
ed ideas that categorize people and lead to harmful “us/them” thinking. 
We now know the harms of racism and sexism more clearly than ever, 
but change is hard because it means replacing some beams as well as the 
wallpaper in our houses of faith. 

The trite phrase “always reforming” might apply to this moment in 
our history as Christian churches and inter-faith movements in Canada. 
The question is whether we will seize it, take some risks, and end up in 
a better place or whether we will double down in defensive mode and 
use both words and quick fixes to get through this moment and hope to 
survive for another day.  

IT IS UNDERSTANDABLE that Can-
adians would become increasing-
ly frustrated with the country’s 
political system. Our constitution 
is generally said to be character-
ized by responsible government, 
the central principle of our system 
since 1848. Responsible govern-
ment means that the government 
of the day, led by the Prime Min-
ister, is responsible to parliament 
for everything it does. But we 
might be forgiven for thinking 
that it was long ago replaced by 
prime-ministerial government.

Indeed, the party leader generally 
has virtually total control over his or 
her parliamentary caucus, with rigid 
party discipline keeping in line pot-
entially troublesome backbenchers. 
This is far different from the United 

NEEDED REFORMS
David T. Koyzis  |  dtkoyzis@gmail.com
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Kingdom, the country to which our 
constitution is “similar in princi-
ple,” as the Constitution Act, 1867 
famously puts it. No Canadian PM 
has had to endure the sorts of back-
bench revolts that plagued Margaret 
Thatcher’s or Tony Blair’s govern-
ments in the UK.

PARADOX
Over the decades, this imbalance 
has worsened. Efforts to democ-
ratize the leader selection process 
more thoroughly have not real-
ly empowered the grassroots, as 
many would like to see. Instead, 
they have disempowered the par-
liamentary caucus, increasing the 
dominance of the prime minister. 
The People (with an upper-case P) 
are too nebulous an entity to exer-

cise effective control over an exec-
utive, but a party’s parliamentary 
caucus is small enough and more 
intimately associated with its leader 
to keep him or her in check. 

This reality has led to a paradox: 
an effort to extend the validity of 
democracy throughout a political 
system inadvertently contributes 
to a rise of Napoleonic leadership 
and an erosion of democracy. The 
United States has experienced this 
with Donald Trump, whose evident 
narcissism threatened to unravel 
the system from within and to undo 
decades of carefully nurtured inter-
national relationships.

Canada has always been a hybrid 
of British and American ways. Un-
fortunately, in my judgement, we 
have set aside the best features of 
Westminster and adopted some of 
the worst features of the American 
presidential model. Similar efforts 
to democratize our system have 
only served to make the prime 
minister less accountable and to 
bring to the surface undesirable 
autocratic proclivities.

IMBALANCE
That Justin Trudeau could request 
a ridiculously early dissolution 
from a compliant and toothless 
governor general only under-
scores the deep imbalance in our 
constitution. If the Queen’s repre-
sentative is supposed to play the 
role of a constitutional watchdog, 
as some have put it, she is failing 
utterly in this, hemmed in by the 
fiction that a PM with a democrat-
ic mandate should not be second-
guessed. The Fathers of Confeder-
ation would not be pleased.

So what can we do? There is 
always room for political reform, 
but three specific ones are es-
pecially urgent. First, return the 
authority to elect and depose a 
party leader to the parliament-
ary caucus. Our PM is supposed 
to be first among equals, and his 
cabinet minister colleagues, not 
underlings.

Second, extend the term of a 
governor general to 10 or more 
years. I rather enjoyed seeing 
the Queen dressing down Mar-

garet Thatcher in the otherwise 
depressing fourth season of The 
Crown. Thatcher’s policy to-
wards apartheid-era South Africa 
was threatening the unity of the 
Commonwealth, and the Queen 
is thought to have taken her PM 
to task for this. It’s difficult to 
imagine our new governor gen-
eral Mary Simon doing this with 
Justin Trudeau. A longer serving 
governor general might be able to 
take a longer view of things, as the 
Queen herself does.

Third, codify the governor 
general’s responsibilities, includ-
ing specifying the circumstances 
under which she might refuse the 
advice of her PM. Leaving this 
all up to unwritten convention 
has not served us well, and it has 
only increased the PM’s lack of 
accountability.

Canada has solid political institu-
tions. However, they could do with 
some tweaking to restore a better 
balance and to ensure that they con-
tinue to do public justice. More on 
this in a future column.
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HAD KING DAVID lived in On-
tario, I think a September day 
might well have inspired him to 
write Psalm 19. You know the 
sort – where the sapphire sky 
beckons your gaze irresistibly 
upward and your heart craves 
something more. It’s nothing 
less than a glimpse of the eter-
nal. The breeze is like a heav-
enly hug – mostly summer, but 
scented with an undeniable hint 
of autumn glory just ahead. Sat-
isfaction and anticipation are all 
wrapped up together in the wide 
open spaces. You close your eyes 
and breathe in deeply, trying to 
hang onto something that cannot 
be captured.

On just such an afternoon Jack 
and I set off on a motorcycle ride. 

WEATHER OR NOT
Heidi VanderSlikke  |  hmvanderslikke@hotmail.com

Heidi lives in Mapleton Township, Ont. Her life and writing centre 
on faith, family and farm life.

Thunderstorms were forecast for 
late evening, predicted to usher 
in a cold front and several rainy 
days ahead. But that was hours 
away. We planned to tour the 
shoreline of the Nottawasaga 
Bay and return through the Grey 
County highlands. The words of 
the Psalm echoed merrily in my 
mind: The heavens declare the 
glory of God. The skies proclaim 
his handiwork.

An hour or so later the dis-
tant panorama over the lake was 
dark and threatening. Venturing 
any closer would surely get us 
drenched. The sun continued to 
shine toward the southwest, so 
we changed direction and altered 
our plans. I suggested stopping at 
a restaurant along the new route. 

With blue skies ahead we left 
the darkness behind. Or so we 
thought.

Jack was dreaming about des-
sert when the dining room explod-
ed with the sound of cell phones 
receiving a tornado warning from 
Environment Canada. What a 
racket! We quickly paid the bill 
and stepped out into the parking 
lot, shocked to see those dark 
skies nearly overhead – big black 
clouds throbbing ominously.

We hurried home with light 
still on the horizon. Slowpokes 
are everywhere when you’re in 
a rush. We safely passed some 
massive farm machinery, only 
to get stuck behind a transport 
truck and trailer. He traveled at 
a snail’s pace as the wind buffet-
ed the rig. With no chance to get 
around we plodded on, trying to 
ignore the relentless darkness in 
the rear view mirrors.

EVEN STORMS ARE SACRED
At last we pulled into our drive-
way, nearly giddy with relief. 

With the bikes in the garage we 
stared out at the approaching 
storm. The words of another 
hymn rattled through my mem-
ory – His chariots of wrath the 
deep thunder clouds form, and 
dark is his path on the wings of 
the storm.

Within minutes the eerie dark-
ness hovered over us. Sudden-
ly the sky erupted. Thankful to 
be safe and sound in the house, 
we watched the show – thunder, 

lightning, sheets of rain and some 
hail for the big finale. 

In those dramatic moments it 
occurred to me – the heavens de-
clare his glory! Praise flows easily 
from a grateful heart when the sun 
is shining and the world is warm 
and beautiful. But what a mistake 
it would be to miss the glorious 
presence and power of the Lord 
as demonstrated in the sacredness 
of a storm. The skies proclaim his 
handiwork whether they’re deep 
blue or fiercely black.

Creation has been called God’s 
second book. Psalm 19 moves 
from the testimony of nature to 
the wonder and importance of his 
word. It closes with a heartfelt 
prayer – Let the words of my mouth 
and the meditation of my heart be 
acceptable in your sight, O LORD, 
my rock and my Redeemer. 

Lessons learned from nature ap-
ply to life itself. That’s our calling 
– to recognize the gracious sover-
eignty of God, in all circumstanc-
es and situations. Whether we like 
the weather or not! 

FROM JANUARY 2016 TO MARCH 2021, 22,828 people died in Cana-
da’s “other” pandemic: drug overdose deaths. This total does not in-
clude the numbers since March, which are reportedly high but not yet 
available. By contrast, the COVID-19 pandemic, which has profound-
ly affected us all, has caused a similar number of Canadian deaths 
(27,500 through September). But while the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been front and center, the drug overdose crisis has seen a much more 
diffuse and tangled response.

We have tried several strategies to fight drug abuse – from the war on 
drugs, to just say no, to safe injection sites and more treatment options. 
On the other side of the equation, the promotion of OxyContin, a power-
ful opioid, by Purdue Pharma led many people to become addicted, often 
due to an initial pain problem. The relatively wide availability of this drug 
and its cousins – and of the unclean, dangerous street drugs people turn to 
once they are addicted – has exacerbated the problem to the point where 

THE OTHER PANDEMIC
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we are now faced with a crisis.
In March of this year, the federal 

government convened the Health 
Canada Expert Task Force on Sub-
stance Use, which moved quickly 
to release reports in early May on 
how drug policy should address 
substance abuse and overdose. 

REGULATION & SAFE SITES
The reports are readily available on 
the web, and Christians should pay 
attention to their recommendations 
for two reasons. First, we are not 
immune to this drug crisis. Chris-
tians and their families have been 
struck by addiction (often hidden) 
and overdose deaths, just like every-
one else. Second, Christians have a 
long history of expressing love of 
neighbours by setting up hospitals 
and working with and on behalf of 
the sick. And drug addiction, once 
thought of as a willpower problem, 
now is more helpfully understood 
from a medical perspective as a 
mental and physical illness.

While the expert task force made 
multiple recommendations, two 
stand out and should be quickly im-
plemented by this new government. 
One is to end criminal penalties for 
the simple possession and con-
sumption of all drugs. The other is 
that the government change legisla-
tion to bring all types of substances 

used and abused under a common 
framework.

The first recommendation – de-
criminalization – is different from 
legalizing all drugs. People who are 
using and addicted to drugs should 
not also face criminal charges. But 
we should recognize that many sub-
stances pose profound dangers of 
addiction and toxicity, so availabil-
ity needs to be regulated. Thus, per-
mitting simple possession for users 
does not imply opening the door to 
widespread availability. It is cruel 
that a person who already suffers 
from addiction currently faces the 
additional stigma of criminalization.

The second significant recom-
mendation looks at our complex 
regulatory framework for tobac-
co, alcohol and cannabis, which 
are legal but regulated in different 
ways, and the Controlled Drug and 
Substances Act, which deals with 
drugs that are currently illegal in 
most situations. All these substanc-
es have benefits but are harmful to 
some degree, and Canada needs 
a common legal framework with 
regulatory structures specific to 
different substances.

Related to these measures, the 
committee recognized that street 
drugs often contain a toxic mixture 
of substances and recommended 
providing a safe, regulated sup-

ply of clean drugs to people with 
a demonstrated need. This policy 
has been tried in other countries 
with positive results. Right now 
in B.C limited programs are (suc-
cessfully) testing this approach. 
Multiple strategies, including a safe 
drug supply, safe injection sites and 
treatment options, are needed to ad-
dress this pandemic.

As Christians, we should work 
to ensure that implementation does 
not stigmatize people, recogniz-
ing that some populations (such as 
Black and Indigenous) have histor-
ically experienced disproportionate 
and distinct harms from our drug 
policy. Prison and criminal records 
are not a loving way to help people 
with medical problems. We should 
seek ways to positively express our 
Christian love for people who have 
fallen between the cracks of our  
society and who suffer from the 
other pandemic. 

Watching the storm roll in.
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above), located in Quick, B.C. (Any analogies to the human condi-
tion of 73-year-old columnists is entirely coincidental.)

AUTUMN IS ONE OF my favour-
ite seasons (the others are win-
ter, spring and summer). In au-
tumn one can harvest potatoes, 
carrots, late cabbages, painted 
corn, hemp, beets, winter squash 
and more. 

Summer is a fading memory for 
me. And autumn has its times of 
glory, to be sure: when the aspen 
leaves resemble gold coins. But 
that time is brief. 

G.M. Hopkins describes au-
tumn (“Summer ends now”) as 
“barbarous in beauty.”  True: es-
pecially where grain harvest or a 
Carolinian forest of maple, beech 
and oak stuns our eyes with glory. 

But here I’m referring to an-
other autumn scene, the one I 
look at 20 times a day: my garden 
in dishabille. 

I’m using the word in the 
French sense (déshabillé) mean-
ing simply “undressed,” not “sal-
acious” (see sidebar). 

My garden is undressed. Gone 
are the bright petunias, calen-
dulas, marigolds, coloured flax, 
California poppies, lavatera, 
snapdragons and rudbeckia. 
Though the plants are not com-
pletely gone. Some are piled up 
for composting; others are there 
sagging. The garden looks scrag-
gly, gaunt, ragged, haggard, care-
worn, drawn, exhausted:  just 

THE STORY BEHIND THE 
WORDS

“Dishabille” entered the 
English language in the 19th 
century. As one of the editors 
of a website called Unused 
Words says, “when the English 
incorporated it, the word 
immediately gained a negative 
connotation – as in ‘poorly 
dressed’ or ‘scandalously 
dressed.’ […] The fact that 
they chose to import a word 
perhaps points to the idea that 
the English language was so 
pure and proper that it could 
itself never give birth to a 
word that could aptly describe 
both nakedness/scandalously 
clothed and impart a ‘proper’ 
sense of indignity at the 
thought.” 

plain old and tuckered out. 
Not for everyone is beauty 

predicated upon blazing glory, 
bright colours and heights of pro-
cess and result. For me, beauty 
is “splendor in the ordinary,” to 
use Thomas Howard’s phrase. I 
amplify his meaning to suggest 
that beauty is also splendor in 
the fading and fallen, dignity in 
the worn, and victory displayed  
by scars. 

I WAS RECENTLY AT A gathering 
discussing churches leaving their 
denomination. It struck me that the 
attitude was “you have our permis-
sion to get divorced.” There was 
no plea for reconciliation.

When I was in a congregation-
al pastorate and a married couple 
would come to me talking about 
divorce, my reaction was not how 
can we make this divorce easi-
er. My counsel was, “Let’s slow 
down and talk.” Next, I would 
point out the consequences of di-
vorce. There would be great pain. 
Immediate and extended family 
relationships would be damaged 
or destroyed. Reputation in church 
and community could suffer. Re-
sources of time, talents and treas-
ures would be wasted. All this 
would have negative generational 
effects and not solve most of the 
issues. There is a reason God says, 
“I hate divorce” (Mal. 2:16).

We would then start to work on 
communication: how to listen, 
how to state your thoughts fair-
ly and clearly (maybe through 
writing), and how to identify the 
noise, the problems before mak-
ing small steps of cooperation. 
The goal was renewing vows – 
restoring love, the desire to be 
with each other in communion.

MARRIAGE 
In Ephesians 5 Paul presents mar-
riage as a reflection of Christ’s 
relationship to his church. Some 
people are troubled by this pas-
sage because it has been inter-
preted and used to subjugate 
women. This is a misinterpreta-
tion and misuse of power. Paul 
is expressing in the language and 
culture of his time a radical pic-
ture of couples serving each other 
as God in Christ has served us. 

This service in a broken world 
with broken people is not easy. 
In Matthew 19 the Pharisees test 
Jesus concerning the legitimate 
reasons for divorce. Jesus rejects 
their premise and points out the 
foundational purpose of marriage 
is to build human community 
from one generation to the next. 
The Pharisees question this with 
Moses’ divorce “command.” 

PERMISSION TO DIVORCE?
Tom Wolthuis  |  tomwolthuis@gmail.com

Tom  is a minister in the Christian Reformed Church and the Direc-
tor of Geneva Campus Ministry at the University of Iowa. He has a 
series of podcasts on reading scripture at genevaui.podbean.com.

Jesus corrects this to a “permis-
sion” because “your hearts were 
hard.” While divorce is permit-
ted, it is not the goal or principle.

CHILDREN OF DIVORCE
We are all children of a great di-
vorce. Some might think of Gen-
esis 3. I am referencing 1054, 
1517, 1834, 1857,1886, 1924, 
1996, 202?. Children of divorce 
often have trust, anger, medic-
al and depression issues. They 
wrestle with love. This can lead 
to a lineage of divorce, as the 
previous and other dates make 
too clear. We have accepted, 
permitted and promoted church 

divorce because it is in our lin-
eage. It is permitted, but it is not 
the goal.

NEW COMMUNITY
Jesus worked, died and prayed for 
new community: “. . . that all of 
them may be one, Father, just as 
you are in me and I am in you. May 
they also be in us so that the world 
may believe that you have sent me 
. . . so that they may be brought to 
complete unity. Then the world will 
know that you sent me and have 
loved them even as you have loved 
me” (John 17:21-23).

Paul celebrates, “For he himself 
is our peace, who has made the two 
groups one and has destroyed the 
barrier, the dividing wall of hostil-
ity . . . his purpose was to create 
in himself one new humanity out 
of the two, thus making peace, and 
in one body to reconcile both of 
them to God through the cross, by 
which he put to death their hostili-
ty” (Eph. 2:14-16).

DENOMINATIONALISM
Denominationalism is dying. 
Many university students do not 
know their denomination, and if 
they do, little of its distinctive-
ness. Church structures still re-
tain the scars and divisions of old 
battles Europe exported to Amer-
ica, Africa and the world. New 
battles are destroying those old 
structures, but this is only bring-
ing greater divorce. Jesus and 
Paul reflect the consequences. 
The world often does not believe 
or know God’s love in Christ or 
see peace.

ECUMENISM
“Ecumenism” is related to the 
Greek word for “house.” How do 
we as children of divorce learn 
to live in the same house without 
extending the legacy of divorce? 
Let’s slow down and talk. Listen. 
Learn to understand more than 
be understood (cf. Saint Francis 

Peace Prayer).
We can move to greater 

cooperation. I have a vision of 
one brand of Christ’s church 
with different flavours in every 
community. There could be a 
church community council that 
meets to talk, listen and learn; 
to pray; to explore needs and 
opportunities; to share resour-
ces; and to console and encour-
age, not compete. It is about 
the purpose of love and ser-
vice, not power.

Twenty-five years ago, 90 per-
cent of the churches in Byron Cen-
ter, Michigan cooperated to create 
the Byron Community Ministries. 
The churches of Platte, South Da-
kota created a community youth 
ministry. I hope you know many 
other examples. In Christ recon-
ciliation, restoring love, commun-
ion, community and cooperation 
are possible. 

Let’s renew our covenant 
vows. 

Fresco of the 6th Ecumenical Council, Constantinople 680 AD. 
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HANS’ STORY
Derek Schuurman  |  derek@calvin.edu

Derek is a husband to Carina, and a brother-in-law to Hans.

THEY SAY THAT WHEN YOU GET MARRIED you not only join a spouse but a 
whole family. When I got married to my wife Carina, I gained several new 
siblings, including a new brother-in-law named Hans.

Hans was only 12 years old when Carina and I were married. He was a 
healthy boy, growing up on their family farm and aspiring one day to be a 
farmer himself. He was also extremely social, able to strike a conversation 
with almost anyone. And he often did.

Shortly after our wedding, I came home to find my wife in tears. She 
had just received a call with the tragic news that Hans had been diagnosed 
with a brain tumour. We were shocked and we feared the worst. Through-
out the scans and tests that followed we were encouraged by a great cloud 
of believers who were praying for Hans.

In the following months, my in-laws navigated a confusing labyrinth of 
medical options and opinions, special diets and anti-seizure medications 
(some of which came with difficult side-effects). Despite the precarious 
location and shape of the tumour, the decision was made to operate. After 
a long and complex surgical procedure, we received the news: the tumour 
was partially removed but the prognosis going forward was uncertain.

Hans eventually returned to school and regular life; his ability to 
return to regular activities were an answer to many prayers. But our 
prayers continued with the uneasy fear of the tumour growing. Along 
the way, Hans endured various challenges including issues with his 
memory.

But there were also times of joy. Hans graduated from high school and 
then agricultural college. He met a young woman, Rachel, and they were 
soon married. Just as he always dreamed, Hans took over part of the fam-
ily farm near Peterborough, and soon two children came along. 

A STRONG FAITH
As the years passed, however, Hans endured increasing memory loss 
and seizures. In time, the seizures became more frequent and accom-
panied by other symptoms, like narcolepsy. One day in 2017, a scan 
revealed bleeding around his tumour and doctors recommended emer-
gency brain surgery.

Throughout Hans’ journey, I had been bewildered with how he re-
mained upbeat and unwavering in his faith. As he waited for surgery, I 
had a conversation with Hans, expressing respect for his faith which I had 
observed through many times of challenge. 

That turned out to be the last conversation I had with Hans. The sur-
geon emerged with grim news – the delicate procedure had been chal-
lenging, and Hans did not appear to be very responsive. We could see 
that something was not right. 

Since that day, Hans has only been able to communicate using a few 
occasional words and limited gestures. He is no longer able to walk and 
lives in a long-term care facility. Regular visits from his wife and fami-
ly reveal occasional glimmers of recognition, but it’s hard to know how 
much he understands. As a sociable person, Hans is now trapped in a 
body with a limited ability to communicate.

Events like this make one question the Heidelberg Catechism which 
declares that “health and sickness, riches and poverty, indeed, all things 
come not by chance, but by His fatherly hand” (Q&A 27). I am comforted 
that things “come not by chance,” but does Hans’ situation really come 
“by His fatherly hand”?

We have fervently prayed for Hans’ healing, but he remains in a nurs-
ing home. I have found the words of Daniel 3:18 instructive: Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego declare that God can save them from the fiery 
furnace, but they conclude by saying “even if he does not,” they will 
still trust in God. I know God can heal Hans, but even if not, we need to 
continue trusting God. 

Although I can’t ask him, I believe that Hans’ strong faith persists 
through his challenges. Perhaps Q&A 27 of the catechism is best under-
stood in the light of Q&A 1, that “I am not my own, but belong body 

and soul, in life and in death to my 
faithful Savior, Jesus Christ” and 
that somehow, “all things must 
work together for my salvation” 
– a salvation that will include the 
complete restoration of our bodies. 
May God grant us, and Hans, that 
hope and comfort. 

IT WAS AWKWARD AND wonderful 
at the same time. For 18 months 
our college community had func-
tioned at a distance – with online 
classes, virtual prayer times and 
Zoom worship services. The build-
ing had been unnaturally quiet, and 
the dust had settled in the chapel. 
But there we were, on September 
8, 2021, gathered for in-person 
worship. It was a joyful moment 
that has been marked, also, by 
congregations across the country. 
I was the preacher at that opening 
chapel service, and as I moved 
from my seat to the lectern, I no-
ticed something; I noticed. . . my 
body. For so many weeks, the 
movement of my body hadn’t 
particularly mattered for worship. 
Sure, I had to get myself centred in 
front of a webcam. And for a bene-
diction I would try to make sure 
my raised hand was visible. But 

RETURN TO THE BODY 

otherwise my body felt redundant.
In those few steps from chair 

to lectern I became aware of two 
things. First, of my own joy in 
standing among students and fac-
ulty as we offered praise to God. 
It is a gift, indeed, to be together 
in time and space as the people of 
God. My joy in that moment told 
me that an online/digital com-
promise can only ever be that: a 
compromise.

Those steps to the lectern also 
reminded me just how much our 
bodies matter for leadership in 
worship. In just a few steps, I be-
came aware again that my body 
communicates. What was I com-
municating with my movements? 
Was I supporting worship or de-
tracting from it? Our embodied 
leadership is able (before a word 
is spoken) to exhibit the gospel 
through a posture of gracious wel-

come and gentle confidence. Alternatively, we sometimes exhibit a cas-
ualness bordering on the unserious or a formality that diminishes the 
personal nature of our faith.

HANDS, POSTURE, STEPS
I’ve borrowed the title of this column from a book on embodied lit-
urgy by Frank Senn, which was written well before the pandemic sent 
us all scurrying home. The church has always needed to think about 
the fact that we are a body/bodies in worship. Our return to in-person 
worship is perhaps the best possible time to explore again what we are 
saying with our hands and by our posture and through our steps. As 
we inhabit worship, have our bodies been captured by the good news, 
or become a distraction from it?

These reflections cannot help but lead us to another set of questions that 
demand much more than the brief mention I will give them. During the 
pandemic, worship became somewhat more accessible to those who are 
frequently excluded due to what we call a disability – frequently exclud-

ed because we have defined their 
embodiment as disabling. Online 
worship sometimes meant a high-
er degree of access for those with 
mobility challenges or who inhabit 
worship in ways we think of as dis-
tracting or (too) different.

As we rush back to our chap-
els and sanctuaries, there is a 
risk that we will forget the limits 
built into our physical spaces and 
the limits of our hospitality. We 
may forget that one of the few, 
but very real gifts of our online 
worship was the new welcome 
it offered to some who are often, 
otherwise excluded.

If embodied worship matters, 
and if the joy of proximity and 
presence is real and to be cele-
brated, then more is required of us 
as we return to the body – to the 
Body of Christ and to our particu-
lar bodies. We must imagine and 
shape worship so that it includes 
bodies of all kinds, both behind 
the lectern (or whatever will re-
place it) and in the pews (or be-
side them or among them). It’s an 
invitation to finally be together, as 
we must be. 

Derek's brother-in-law Hans.

Roland De Vries |  rdevries@pcmtl.ca

Roland is Principal of The Presbyterian College in Montreal 
where he also teaches.
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VISIT OUR NEW WEBSITE WWW.LINKCHARITY.CA 
OR CALL 1-800-387-8146 FOR MORE INFORMATION.

Gift Planning
. . . simplified

GUARANTEED LIFETIME INCOME AND GREAT GIFTS TO YOUR CHARITIES
Link Charity has issued $7 million in new Charitable Gift Annuity agreements in the last 22 
months. With a dramatic drop in interest rates recently, these life income guaranteed rates 
are looking better than ever! Link Charity is now the leading issuer of the Charitable Gift 
Annuity in Canada.

HERE ARE SOME SAMPLE RATES OF CHARITABLE GIFT ANNUITIES
Based on a single life $100,000.00 and payable quarterly. Smaller agreements in the 
$20,000.00 range are available also, but Canada Revenue Agency builds in some extra ex-
pense and requires Link Charity to reduce the payment a little. 

EXACT RATES OCTOBER 27 - NOVEMBER 3 IN THE CHART  
Joint Life agreements would pay less but would pay as long as either of the two people are living. 

You can estimate a payment rate if your age is between the samples listed. An accurate quota-
tion is available for you, confidentially, and without obligation. Call Harry Houtman today!

MALE FEMALE

Donor Age 87 8.87% 8.66%

Donor Age 82 7.67% 7.40%

Donor Age 78 6.93% 6.65%

Donor Age 72 5.86% 5.42%

Age means a birthday anytime during 
the calendar year for that age.

Some or all the income would be 
completely tax free.

OOuurr  eennhhaanncceedd  sseerrvviicceess  ffeeaattuurree  
tthhrreeee  CChheeff  pprreeppaarreedd  mmeeaallss  ppeerr  ddaayy,,  wweeeekkllyy    
hhoouusseekkeeeeppiinngg,,  ffllaatt  llaauunnddrryy  sseerrvviiccee,,  aa  ffuullll    
aaccttiivviittyy  pprrooggrraamm,,  sscchheedduulleedd  ttrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn    
aanndd  aann  eemmeerrggeennccyy  rreessppoonnssee  ssyysstteemm  

  

wwwwww..MMaarrttiinnddaalleePPllaaccee..ccoomm        ||        ffaacceebbooookk..ccoomm//MMaarrttiinnddaalleePPllaaccee  

IINNDDEEPPEENNDDEENNTT  LLIIVVIINNGG  
LLiiffee  LLeeaassee  &&  MMoonntthhllyy  RReennttaallss  

wwiitthh  EEnnhhaanncceedd  SSeerrvviicceess  

CCoonnttaacctt  uuss  @@  ((990055))  998888--99441144  
  accommodations@martindaleplace.com  

11112288  VVaannssiicckkllee  RRooaadd  NNoorrtthh,,  SStt..  CCaatthhaarriinneess  

SPECIAL OFFER FOR NEW READERS

CC makes a great gift – a Christmas 
present that lasts throughout 2022! 

Use code “50off ” at christiancourier.ca 
or contact our circulation manager and 

mention this ad. 
(Canada and U.S. subscriptions only.) 

Email: subs@christiancourier.ca
Phone: 1-800-275-9185

Thanks to a gracious donor, we’re offering 

50 subscriptions 
at 50% off!
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FULL-TIME PASTOR 
Community Christian Reformed Church of Meadowvale, a vibrant faith community in Mis-
sissauga, Ontario, is now accepting applications for the position of full-time pastor. In this 
role, you will begin by serving with the current pastor during a transitional phase until his 
retirement in Oct 2022.
Gifts in spiritual direction, preaching, and pastoral care are key as you anticipate partnering 
with a creative, diverse, and inclusive congregation that celebrates the outrageous and uncon-
ditional love of God, and seeks to be a transforming presence in the community.
You can learn more at meadowvalecrc.org, view our church profile here, and send your re-
sume and letter of interest by e-mail to applications@meadcrc.com. 
 
FULL-TIME TEACHING PASTOR
Hope Fellowship Christian Reformed Church in Courtice, Ontario, is actively seeking a full-
time Teaching Pastor passionate about preaching God’s word within dynamic worship, with a 
focus on cross-generational shepherding and discipleship and a passion for engaging the next 
generation. Hope Fellowship embraces and lives out God's redemptive plan by inviting peo-
ple to believe in Jesus, belong to God's family and bless every neighbour. Send questions and 
resumes to search@hopefellowship.ca. 
 
FULL-TIME MINISTER 
Monarch Reformed Church We are a congregation of the Reformed Churches of America 
based in Monarch, Alberta. We are seeking a full-time minister to shepherd our church with 
solid, inspiring, Christ-centered Biblical preaching. 
We would like you to be self-motivated and compassionate with a passion for nurturing spiri-
tual growth and pastoral care for our members. We are a diverse group and would need you to 
relate well with all ages. 
We desire to grow spiritually and, with God’s help and yours, numerically so that we can do 
the work of God’s kingdom in our community and around the world. Your ability to be a vi-
sionary and encourage vision in others will be instrumental in meeting this goal. 
If you feel God’s call to this posting, please reply with your resume and references to:
Mrs. Barb Harbers  
11 Blackfoot Rd. W  
Lethbridge, AB T1K 7P6  
Email: gbm3@shaw.ca  
Phone: 403-894-5320

JOBS

info@Dykstrabros.com
St Catharines > 905.646.0199

Beamsville > 905.563.7374
Burlington > 905.643.6978

www.dykstrabros.com
DYKSTRA BROS ROOFING LTD, R.R.#1 BEAMSVILLE ON L0R 1B1

BAKKER
BARRISTER & SOLICITOR
     1 Keefer Road

  St. Catharines ON  L2M 6K4
Email: Bert@bakkerlaw.ca

East of Lock 1 - on site parking
905-688-9352

Albert J Bakker 

Serving Beamsville 
and area since 1969

Complete Collision Repairs
Quality Refinishing

 Jerry Gerritsen  5529 Regional Rd. #81

 Alan Gerritsen Beamsville ON L0R 1B3

            Phone/Fax: 905-563-7702

Hulse & English
Funeral Home

75 Church St.  St. Catharines
905-684-6346  - 24 Hours

hulseandenglish.com
 Holly Rousseau - Managing Director

Serving the community over150 years

RAMAKER'S IMPORTS INC.
We specialize in 

DUTCH FOOD / CHEESE / 
CHOCOLATE / TEXTILES & GIFTS

579 Ontario St., St. Catharines ON L2N 4N8
Fax: 905-934-3344      905-934-6454

ramakersimports@bellnet.ca
ramakersimports.com

GARY VAN EYK CPA,CMA 
  Chartered Professional Accountant
  Accounting - Tax - Financial Consulting

201- 50 Lakeport Rd.,
           St. Catharines ON L2N 4P7

 Ph: 905-646-7331     Fax: 905-646-0951

E-mail: gary@garyvaneyk.ca

European Deli and Gifts
118 Wyndham St. N. Guelph

519-822-4690
760 Upper James St., Hamilton

905-383-2981

Home • Auto • Farm • Business • Life

Meester 
 Insurance Centre

o/b P.V.& V. Insurance Centre Ltd.

The Village Square
Regional Rd 20, P.O. Box 299     
Smithville, ON  L0R 2A0

Tel: 905.957.2333 • Fax: 905.957.2599 
Toll Free: 1.800.465.8256

           meesterinsurance.com

The business directory ads are 2.4068 by 1.6708 inches - can that be 
simplified? 
Will send individually and also greyscale ones in proper .pdfs when I 
know these are ok.  
They are currently for the second issue of the month but can put 4 in one 
issue and 4 in another or so when there are two issues in the month.

European Deli and Gifts
118 Wyndham St. N. Guelph

519-822-4690
760 Upper James St., Hamilton

905-383-2981

I N S U R A N C E  C E N T R E
MEESTER

Home • Auto • Farm • Business • Life

Meester 
Insurance Centre

o/b P.V.& V. Insurance Centre Ltd.

The Village Square
Regional Rd 20, P.O. Box 299     
Smithville, ON  L0R 2A0

Tel: 905.957.2333 • Fax: 905.957.2599 
Toll Free: 1.800.465.8256

Serving Beamsville 
and area since 1969

Complete Collision Repairs
Quality Refinishing

 Jerry Gerritsen  5529 Regional Rd. #81

 Alan Gerritsen Beamsville ON L0R 1B3

            Phone/Fax: 905-563-7702

CC EMAIL 
NEWSLETTER
Stay updated between print issues 
by signing up for CC's free email 
newsletter, sent every Monday. Email 
maaike@christiancourier.ca or visit 
our website to subscribe!

info@Dykstrabros.com
St Catharines > 905.646.0199

Beamsville > 905.563.7374
Burlington > 905.643.6978

www.dykstrabros.com
DYKSTRA BROS ROOFING LTD, R.R.#1 BEAMSVILLE ON L0R 1B1

ADVERTISE WITH CC
Share your message with CC’s readers! 
Upcoming issues & ad deadlines: 
December 13th, ad deadline: November 24th 
January 10th, ad deadline: December 22nd   

Find more information and submit your ad at christiancourier.ca/advertise
Or email: ads@christiancourier.ca
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OBITUARIES
LOCK, Janine (nee Arends)
June 13, 1933 – October 8, 2021
Following a courageous battle with cancer, the Lord called to him-
self his beloved child, Janine Lock. Her great and earnest desire to 
see her Lord and Saviour face to face is now a reality.
Dearly loved wife of the late Gerald John Lock for almost 62 
years. Loving mother of Karon and Pete Van Hartingsveldt, the 
late David John Lock (1962-1983), and Joanne “Jodi” and Dave 
Wilsack. Much loved Oma of Daniel Van Hartingsveldt, Kevin and Sarah Van Hartingsveldt 
(Jakob, Aiden, Asher), Michelle and Jonathan Vander Meulen (Jared, Alaina, Kaiyah, Ian), 
Stefan and Lisa Van Hartingsveldt (Keira, Teresa, Samuel, Logan), Dylan Van Hartingsveldt, 
Jessica and Tim Adams, and Kayla and Nigel Potter (Ada, Clark). Janine will be missed by 
her sister, Lee Downey, and her brother Hank (Femy) Arends, and many nieces and nephews. 
Janine will also be greatly missed by her very close and supportive friend, Bert Kamphuis, of 
Holland Christian Homes.
Visitation and Memorial Service were held at KITCHING, STEEPE & LUDWIG FUNER-
AL HOME, 146 Mill St. N., Waterdown. Private interment service at Burlington Memorial 
Gardens. In lieu of flowers, donations to Voice of the Martyrs would be appreciated as expres-
sions of sympathy. Please sign the Tribute Wall at kitchingsteepeandludwig.com.
“Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.” 
- Hebrews 10:23

GELEYNSE, Martin D. 
The Lord took home his faithful servant, Rev. Martin D. Geleynse, 
on October 1, 2021, at Huronview Home for the Aged in Clinton, 
Ontario, in his 97th year.
He is predeceased by his beloved wife of 62 years Alida (Pouwels) 
(2012), daughters Ellie Duiker (2015) and Tina Aukema (2000) 
and by his son-in-law John Oegema (2013).
He is survived by:
Gerard Duiker (Wilma-Joy) - Willowdale, ON 
Bart Geleynse (Wendy) - Osgoode, ON 
Joyce Geleynse - Kemptville, ON 
Carel Geleynse (Irene) - Kitchener, ON 
John Aukema - London 
Nick Geleynse (Fanny) - Clinton, ON 
Anneke Oegema - Kitchener, ON 
Andy Geleynse (Yvonne) - Redding, California 
John Geleynse (Melanie) - Los Altos, California 
Jeff Geleynse - Stratford, ON 
And 37 grandchildren and 46 great-grandchildren.
He is also survived by one brother and three sisters and many nephews and nieces in the 
Netherlands.
Martin dedicated his life to testifying to the love and faithfulness of God, his Father. As a 
pastor, an identity that still filled his mind in the latter years of his life, he loved to preach and 
teach. He was a man of conviction, intensity and passion. He often looked beyond this world 
to the world to come. “Great is thy faithfulness!”
Martin was born on March 31, 1925 in Barneveld, The Netherlands, one of a family of 11 
children born to Bartel and Maria Geleijnse. After graduating from the Free University of 
Amsterdam he was called to the Christian ministry and served two congregations in the 
Netherlands (Winsum, Friesland and Roermond, Limburg) before immigrating to Canada in 
1960. In Canada he served Christian Reformed congregations in Medicine Hat, Alberta, and 
St. Catharines, Ontario before returning to school to attend Calvin Seminary in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan where he obtained his Master of Theology degree. Following his studies, he spent 
some time in the Field Education office at Calvin Seminary before returning to the pastorate 
in Montreal, PQ. French was to become a new fulltime language for him as he took on the 
task of beginning Institut Farel in Quebec City in 1986. His final congregation was the Chris-
tian Reformed Church of Stratford, ON where he retired in 1990.
The funeral took place at Stratford Christian Reformed Church on October 7, 2021.
Correspondence address: 175 Autumn Hill Crescent, Kitchener, ON N2N 1K9 or  
cigeleynse@gmail.com

KLOET, Martin Oliver 
Peacefully, at Anson Place Care Centre, on Thursday, July 29, 
2021 in his 86th year. Martin went into Glory with the sure knowl-
edge of eternal life.
Beloved husband of Marilyn (nee DeVries), for 61 years. Loving 
father and friend of James, Owen Jeffrey (Jennifer) and Jeanne 
(Tim) Fisher. Proud Opa of Matthew Oliver (Saffron), Logan 
(Kaitlin), Samantha (Adam), Jacob Oliver, Andrew, James Martin, Joel, Eric Martin (Erin) 
and Trent (Kristen) and Great Opa of Mak Oliver, Sloane, Shae and Collins. Son of Jacobus† 
and Petronella† Kloet and brother of Anne (Fred†) Schuringa, John (Trudy†; Claire), Leni† 
Blyleven, Adrian (Ann†; Karen), Hans† (Teena), Dick†, Peter (Rita) and George (Ada). Son-
in-law Oeds† and Sjoukje† DeVries and brother-in-law of Jessie (George†) Visser, Klaas† 
(Ann) DeVries, Jacob† (Barb†; Carol) DeVries, Berend (Jane†; Ileen) DeVries, Tilly (Peter) 
Vandersar and Elly (Ken) Esson. Also loved by many nieces and nephews.
Martin was born in Zierikzee, NL. He immigrated to Canada with his family in 1953. He 
worked for the Norfolk Co-op for 45+ years. He was a long-time member of Simcoe CRC 
and supporter of Christian schools. He was loved and respected by many. He will be missed.
A Celebration of Life was held at Ebenezer Christian Reformed Church in Jarvis on August 4, 
2021 with Jeff Vandermeer officiating.
Correspondence: Marilyn Kloet, 76 Town Centre Dr, #202 Valley View, Townsend, ON, N0A 1S0

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

VACATION

A Dutch Christmas Service will be held on Sunday, Dec. 5th at 2:30 p.m. at Emmanuel Re-
formed Church, 170 Clarke St. N., Woodstock, On. The meditation will be by Rev. Ralph 
Koops. Public Health guidelines will be followed. For more information email:  
office@emmanuelreformedchurch.ca.

EVENT
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AS INDIVIDUALS SPECIALLY TRAINED TO MINISTER outside the struc-
ture of religious institutions, chaplains exemplify and inspire a more 
ecumenical world. Most chaplains provide ministry in a multi-faith 
context where they perform worship or sacred rituals for those of their 
own faith tradition as well as those of other faiths. Hospital and long-
term care home chaplains minister to the dying who may belong to 
religions far different from their own. Military and prison chaplains 
are called to provide pastoral care to people separated from their own 
religious organizations either by the judicial system or because they 
are deployed and stationed far from home.

But it’s not only the people they serve that encourages ecumenism; 
chaplains regularly work with people from other faith backgrounds, 
too. When he was a U.S. Army military chaplain, Tim Rietkerk was 
part of a team that included Catholic priests, a rabbi, an imam, a chap-
lain from the Church of Christ Scientist, and one from the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Rietkerk spent 20 years as an army 
chaplain followed by one year as a chaplain resident in the Veteran 
Affairs Health Care System, and, more recently, as a hospice chap-
lain. “Almost 30 years after seminary,” he says, “I’m still serving as 
a chaplain, finding meaning in the call to be an agent of God’s grace 
in everyday life.”

Rietkerk is now the Director of Chaplaincy and Care Ministry for 
the Christian Reformed Church.  

“We are a better society together under common grace when we 
serve alongside other faiths rather than making it adversarial,” Riet-
kerk reflects. “It’s about cooperation, not compromise. It has been said 
that as a chaplain you build your spiritual rolodex. You know who 
to call when you need them. Building and establishing relationships 
[with those of other faith traditions] is key.”

LONGING FOR GOD’S PRESENCE
Those relationships are also important for spiritual care teams in the 
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hospital setting, where the focus 
is not on differences between 
faith groups but on the spiritual 
needs of patients.  

“When I started as a chaplaincy 
student,” Heather Roukema-Grit-
ter, chaplain at a cancer care 
hospital in Edmonton, Alberta, 
says, “I came from the relative-
ly narrow silo of the Christian 
Reformed Church community. 
Over the past 14 years, I have 
journeyed with thousands of pa-
tients in ICU, ER, palliative care, 
cancer care and stroke, medicine 
and surgery units. My patients 
have shown me that theological 
discussions fall away in light of 
the longing for a sense of God’s 
presence. People intuitively real-
ize that the particular details of 
doctrine and dogma that split 
the hairs between what Roman 

CALL THE CHAPLAIN
Ecumenicism, not doctrinal distinctions, defines the 
work of hospital and hospice chaplains. 
Janet A. Greidanus

Catholics, Anglicans, Baptists, 
Lutherans, Mennonites and 
Christian Reformed believe are 
inconsequential compared to the 
need for assurance that God is 
with them and in their wondering 
about dying, death and the mys-
tery that lies beyond this earthly 
existence.”

She recalls a touching ecu-
menical moment when a military 
padre (chaplain) with whom she 
was collaborating while caring 
for a soldier who had attempted 
suicide called “Hey padre!” to 
her down the hallway. On an-
other occasion, she was offering 
trauma and anticipatory grief 
support to the adult children of 
a 55-year-old man who had suf-
fered a traumatic brain injury 
from a motorcycle collision. “As 
we discussed the medical plan to 
withdraw life support, they stated 
they could not bear to be at their 
dad’s bedside as this was done.  
I offered to stay with him and 
say a prayer over him, and they 
smiled saying, ‘Our dad would be 
so thrilled to know that a female 
‘priest’ was praying for him as he 
died.’”

SEEKING GOD’S FACE
In Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
Erika Dekker has been a hospital 
chaplain for 20 years at Spec-
trum Health, where the Spiritual 
Care Department has chaplains 

Janet A. Greidanus

A former hospital chap-
lain and counsellor, Janet 
lives in Edmonton where 
she now works as a free-
lance writer. Turn to page 
7 for a story about Army 
Chaplains during WWII. 

Chaplain Elizabeth Guillaume-Koene meets one-on-one with residents.

CRC Chaplain Kristen Pikaart visits an ICU patient with COVID in Gallup, New Mexico.

Erika Dekker.

Heather Roukema-Gritter.

Tim Rietkerk.

from within the Christian trad-
ition only. “In my experience, 
we all respect each other’s trad-
itions. The focus is very much on 
our shared departmental mission 
which is to provide healing to the 
human spirit.”

“We do not assign patients 
according to denominational af-
filiation,” she says. “Instead, we 
are assigned to particular units 
so that we can also become inte-
grated into the multi-disciplinary 
team and become known as the 
face of spiritual care in the hos-
pital.”

“Our chaplain-priest regularly 
says mass in the hospital chap-
el so that patients, families and 
staff can participate,” she says. 
“While the eucharist itself is lim-
ited to professing Catholics and 
Catholics in good standing, there 
is nothing barring anyone who 
wants to attend the service. I’ve 
attended the mass a number of 
times for personal spiritual nour-
ishment and, without fail, when-
ever I do, the chaplain-priest in-
vites me to do one of the Bible 
readings. And I always say yes! 
I love this experience of the ecu-
menical spirit. It’s so natural and 
matter-of-fact for both of us. It 
may be a small thing, but it is sig-
nificant, powerful and beautiful.” 

“Time and again,” concludes 
Roukema-Gritter, “I have heard 
from people that, at the end of the 
day and at the end of their days, 
the finer theological distinctions 
are not the hill to die on.  Connec-
tion with God and spiritual com-
fort supersedes doctrine, dogma 
and denominations.  Truly the 
heart of the gospel is grace, love 
and peace.”  

Chaplain Ed Hommes.

It’s about cooperation, 
not compromise.




