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By 1960, the congregations will 
total 6,760 members, including 
3,800 children in 1,300 families. 

Let’s go to a different town, 
same year. Here too, a new con-
gregation is being formed – this 
one by urban immigrants. By 
1960, this new suburban church 
– we’ll call it Grand CRC – will 
total more than 1,000 members. 
Imagine having 542 children in 
one church! A hundred infants 
in the nursery and 212 teenagers 
in catechism class. Imagine bap-
tizing 45 children in one year! 
It was, by all measures, a bright 
star and a sign of God’s blessings 
for the CRC. 

In 2018, 64 years later, the Ed-
monton-area churches have blos-
somed to about 8,600 souls in 33 
congregations.

But Grand CRC? It closed last 
year

It’s a specific period, 64 years 

THE CHRISTIAN REFORMED CHURCH IN NORTH AMERICA (CRCNA) 
is not a large denomination. It currently has 227,900 members, com-
pared to the Lutheran Church’s eight million. Its relatively small size, 
however, has never stopped the CRC from large-scale outreach and 
mission work or from big-picture thinking. But membership has been 
steadily declining for 25 years, and no one seems to know how to 
stop it. 

The CRC has lost 88,000 members since 1992 – more than all the 
CRCs in Canada combined – and on this critical issue CRC leaders 
are silent. At the present rate, it will fall below 220,000 members in 
2020 – far from the “400,000 by 2000” vision of the early 90s. The 
CRCNA is at the most significant moment in its history. This three-
part Christian Courier series will examine growth patterns in the 
CRC, many of which apply to other denominations; look at member-
ship dynamics; and identify ministry options for your congregation in 
the future. It is possible for local church leaders to guide congrega-
tions towards new life. 

A TALE OF TWO CHURCHES
Before looking forward, we need to go back. 

The year is 1954. The war is over, and soldiers have returned home 
to marry and to normalize their lives. Some prosperity is returning 
after decades of dust-bowl poverty. 

In and around Edmonton, Alberta, an amazing 11 new CRC congre-
gations are being established as post-war immigrants flood the region. 

‘CONTROVERSIAL’ AND ‘EDGY’ are 
two words that have been used 
to describe the Canadian Down 
Syndrome Society’s (CDSS) re-
cent Endangered Syndrome cam-
paign. The campaign announced 
CDSS’ application to the Interna-

tional Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) requesting that 
people with Down syndrome be 
the first humans included on the 
Red List of Threatened Species.
The campaign launched during 
Canadian Down Syndrome Week 
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Nov. 1-7, 2018. When a species 
becomes endangered, conser-
vationists and scientists act to 
secure protection and resources. 

“But what happens when an at-
risk population is a group of hu-
mans with particular characteris-
tics, such as people with Down 
syndrome?” the campaign’s 
press release stated. 

With prenatal testing more 
prevalent in many parts of the 
world, the Down syndrome com-
munity is shrinking. According 
to CBS News, “In Denmark, ter-
mination rates for fetuses with 
Down syndrome stand at 98 per-
cent; the figure in France is 77 
percent; and in the U.S., studies 
suggest about 67 percent. Ice-
land is the only country to have 
reached a consensus: from 2007 
to 2015 every single pregnant 
woman in Iceland terminated a 
fetus with Down syndrome fol-
lowing a positive diagnosis” (Be-
hind the Lens: Iceland’s Down 
syndrome dilemma, August 11, 
2017).

The campaign shared a video 
series and print ads featuring peo-
ple with Down syndrome dressed 
as a polar bear, lion, panda and 
turtle. Why are they dressed like 
animals? Because people with 
Down syndrome are endangered, 
the ads say, and like endangered 
animals they need support.

With the decreasing numbers 
comes fewer support and re-
sources, which the campaign 
aims to highlight, particularly the 
need for employment, housing, 
community services, education 
and awareness. 

According to the campaign’s 
website, endangeredsyndrome.
com, a social media share of the 
campaign’s message was consid-
ered a signature on the petition 
to the IUCN. The CDSS plans to 
submit its letter of application for 
endangered status and its petition 
to the United Nations on World 
Down syndrome Day March 21, 
2019. 

VARIED REACTIONS
When CDSS’ Facebook page 
shared posts about the campaign, 
it created buzz and a wide variety 
of reactions from the community. 
Many people were angry at both 
the idea of comparing humans 
to animals and for the portrayal 
of people with Down syndrome 

If a utilitarian view of human 
beings produces categories of 
desirable and undesirable human 
specimens then it makes sense 
for those who seek justice to put 
people with Down syndrome on 
the Endangered Species list and 
defend them the way people de-
fend animals, he said.

“It’s that hyperbolic reinterpre-
tation or reception on our part 
that took away the offense and 
made me a supporter,” said Van 
Sloten, who shared the campaign 
on his Twitter account. “I think 
God would get the hyperbole in 
this.”

When asked about his reac-
tion to prenatal testing leading 
to fewer babies born with Down 
syndrome, Van Sloten said he is 

“horrified for the fact of those hu-

man beings not existing.”
Van Sloten said when Edward 

was first born and diagnosed it 
was difficult, but now his young-
est son is one of the best things in 
John’s life. “Edward has brought 
fullness and a sense of authentic-
ity and beauty and truth to life 
that I am convinced we would 
not have in our lives were it not 
for him,” he said.

Christian Courier reached out 
to CDSS for an interview on the 
campaign at the end of Novem-
ber, which was declined. 

HUMANS CONTINUED

Jennifer Neutel

Jennifer is a journalist 
and  CC’s Development Man-
ager. Jennifer’s niece who has 
Down syndrome celebrated 
her 12th birthday the same 
week this story was written. 

dressed up like animals. Oth-
ers – though a smaller number 

– voiced support for a “brilliant” 
and “creative” campaign. 

A Change.org petition created 
by Christina Keogh of Kamloops, 
B.C., asked the CDSS to stop 
portraying people with Down 
syndrome as animals, “and in-
stead focus on finding ways to 
support and humanize the com-
munity.” The petition received 
10,694 supporters before it was 
closed. 

On Nov. 13, a campaign update 
from CDSS board chair Laura 
LaChance was shared on the soci-
ety’s website and Facebook page. 
She noted that the campaign was 
achieving its goal of raising pub-
lic awareness and starting a deep-
er conversation about accessing 
adequate supports. 

“The numbers show us that 
while most of you support us in 
our goal, for others the campaign 
created controversy. While we 
understand a number of people 
didn’t like this campaign, it was 
never our intention to offend any-
one,” LaChance stated.

“Our intention is not to compare 
humans to animals; no one re-
spects or knows better the beau-
ty, strengths and abilities of this 
community than those of us at 
CDSS who have children of our 
own living with Down syndrome. 
The use of the animal costumes 
is to provide context only, to 
highlight the surprising reality 
that people with Down syndrome 
do meet the Red List criteria for 
being considered endangered.” 
 

‘HYPERBOLIC PARABLE’
Ingrid Jackson, an Ontario moth-
er who has a young son with 

Down syndrome, appreciated 
the campaign’s message and said 
anyone who feels it makes peo-
ple with Down syndrome less 
than human are missing the point. 

“It highlights how society cares 
so deeply for animals that may 
be going extinct, but really cares 
less about our kids going extinct – 
and in fact actually cheer the fact 
they aim for a ‘Downs- free’ so-
ciety,” she told Christian Courier.  

John Van Sloten is an ordained 
Christian Reformed pastor, 
teacher and writer who lives in 
Calgary. His youngest of three 
children is 26-year-old Edward, 
who has Down syndrome. Van 
Sloten has been on Down syn-
drome boards for years and has 
seen clever campaigns from the 
CDSS. 

When he first watched the En-
dangered Syndrome video, Van 
Sloten noticed how beautiful and 
articulate the children featured 
are. “That was a well produced 
marketing campaign,” he said. 

Van Sloten was quick to note 
that with Edward being 26, he 
had a different reaction to the 
campaign than he would have 
had when his son was younger. 

“I think when Edward was six, 
I would have reacted differently; 
when he was six months old, I 
would have been militant; when 
he was 16, I still don’t think I 
would have had this more mature 
response to the campaign as I’m 
having right now,” he said.

“Once you get past the subhu-
man uncomfortableness, I saw 
it as an enacted hyperbolic mar-
keting parable that illumes the 
true offense of fetuses around the 
world being aborted just because 
of a Down syndrome diagnoses.”

Edward and John Van Sloten

People with Down syndrome do meet the Red List criteria for being considered endangered, campaign says.
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children? That’s unlikely. Your 
church probably has fewer young 
families than ever before, and the 
average number of children per 
family is 0.9. Humour aside, we 
do not have enough children to 
grow the CRCNA. 

Can we attract new members 
from other congregations or by 
welcoming new neighbours in 
our community churches? May-
be, and this is an important com-
ponent of membership growth 
for the CRC, but our track record 
has not been encouraging. Even 
as we add congregations – and 
therefore add more “front doors” 
– we are attracting fewer people 
each year. 

What about immigration as a 
source of new members? Many 
new cultures are now part of 
our cities and communities, and 
our churches are slowly become 
more diverse as a result. People 
from Asian, Pacific Island and 
African nations are joining the 
CRCNA and God’s global fami-
ly, but unfortunately, the rate of 
joining is not sufficient to change 
the downward trend at this time.
These four ideas for membership 
growth all have merit and must 
be pursued faithfully, but none 
have proven sufficient for revers-
ing the decline. It’s time to look 
in an entirely different direction. 

CHURCH CLUSTERS
Since 1978, I’ve charted and plot-
ted hundreds of church graphs. 
From that research, I’ve learned 
some of the rules I didn’t know 
back when I served as a church 
planter. Here is the most import-
ant one: Like car dealers, CRC-
NA congregations tend to thrive 
in close proximity to other CRCs. 
The more, the better. These “clus-
ters of congregations” were once 
called Kolonies in a derogatory 

TIES CONTINUED

– the lifespan of men and of many 
churches. I will look at how the 
Edmonton-area churches have 
sidestepped this trend in the next 
article. For now, I’d like to look 
at the significance of that number 
for the CRCNA. 

WELCOME TO MY WORLD
After four decades of research, 
I can explain what happened to 
Grand CRC. It’s what happened 
to First and to Broadway CRC in 
Grand Rapids and dozens more. 
The same rules apply in Nova 
Scotia and in your congregation. 
What happened in Fraser Flats 
also happened in Churchill, Pella, 
Chino, Lynden and many other 
places. Nanaimo and Charlotte-
town are not so different as you 
may think.

Come see what I see. I’ve been 
studying your world for 40 years.

Let’s begin with the big picture. 
The Christian Reformed Church 
grew virtually every year from 
1857 until 1992. Since then, it’s 
been losing members at the dra-
matic rate of 3,400 per year, from 
a peak of 316,415 to 227,968 in 
2018. On average, each congre-

way, a term of scorn for their iso-
lation and insular habits. Things 
have changed. 

Clusters today serve as essen-
tial islands of stability. Clusters 
offer a symbiotic relationship 
among the congregations which 
share resources that come only 
with size, including sufficient 
children for youth groups, ac-
cessible pulpit supply, pastoral 
camaraderie, member fellowship, 
combined services and friendly 
competition. Even small clusters 
may enjoy day schools. Larger 
CRC clusters house a college or 
university. Not to be discounted 
– clusters have pools of eligible 
and culturally-similar marriage 
partners, a benefit that contrib-
utes to membership and minis-
try stability. Clusters often offer 
secular employment to their own 
members, creating a flourishing 
community, because it really is 
“whom you know.” These and 
many additional benefits are 
found inside clusters. 

Your congregation’s relation-
ship to its cluster of surrounding 
CRCs is among the most import-
ant predictors of growth and lon-
gevity. 

WHAT NOW? 
We’re going to get back to Fraser 
Flats, Alberta, and to Grand CRC, 
in the next article. Let me end this 
piece by telling you about two 
additional congregations. 

One was a suburban congrega-
tion planted just five miles from 

gation has lost 125 members – a 
35 percent decline.

The local church, the congre-
gation where you meet to wor-
ship each Sunday, may seem 
unchanged. After all, life hums 
along as it has for decades. 
Preachers preach a little bit too 
long. Councils meet too late into 
the night. Baptisms, graduations, 
weddings and funerals. Not much 
changes.

Or does it? In addition to mem-
bership loss, the past quarter-cen-
tury has brought material losses 
to the denomination’s ministry, 
including reduced world and do-
mestic outreach, partnering with 
the RCA, a shrinking denomina-
tional budget, reduced pastor and 
elder participation in boards, and 
a distressing flurry of disruptive 
changes in the administrative 
structure – sometimes known as 
the institutional church. 

Given all that, is there anything 
Grand CRC could have done to 
prevent closure? What should the 
CRCNA be doing now? We’ll 
answer that question by look-
ing at the growth options for 
any church, alongside the most 
important factor in stability and 
longevity – proximity to other 
churches. 

GROWTH OPTIONS
Experts say that church plants are 
the most effective at evangelism. 
What if we simply add more new 
congregations? Can we out-evan-
gelize our losses?  

No. It’s not that simple. In fact, 
the CRC has added about 150 
congregations during the same 
period that it lost 88,000 mem-
bers. New congregations are not 
(yet) sufficient to slow the loss.

Can we grow by having more 

David Snapper

David has been studying 
growth patterns in the CRC-
NA since 1976, when he dis-
covered a box of abandoned 
Jaarboekje dating back to 
1901. He’s written an MDiv 
and an DMin dissertation, as 
well as an Overture to Synod 
in 2018, on church growth 
and decline. 

The data in this article is based 
on CRC Yearbook statistics, 
with numbers rounded for 
readability. Yearbook numbers 
themselves include many er-
rors. Note that each year refers 
to numbers from the previous 
year.

All the examples are based 
on real churches, some names 
withheld.

Research note

Grand CRC, also in 1954. It too 
experienced dynamic growth and 
then decline. Like Grand, it too 
disbanded exactly 64 years later. 

This is not unusual inside very 
large church clusters. It’s so com-
mon that I call it the One-Gen-
eration-Wonder pattern. It looks 
like this: the founding members 
took over a suburb in 1954. They 
flocked in and were mostly the 
same age – early 20s. They had 
kids who grew up, couldn’t find 
nearby housing in the 80s and 
moved away to a newer suburb. 
About 60 years later, the original 
members are all 88. The church 
lived its life cycle and closed. 

One more church, also about 
five miles from Grand CRC, al-
most shut down too. Membership 
was flagging. Resources were 
gone. Housing around the church 
became vacant and the communi-
ty began to change. 

But then something happened. 
That original church did die. Just 
about completely. It died and was 
born again to a new life – a new 
ministry, a new community and a 
new identity. That resurrection is 
what I want to talk about next. 

The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is an annual ecu-
menical celebration held around the world, this year from 
January 18-25. Find hymn suggestions, children’s time 
stories, Bible study tips and prayers at weekofprayer.ca. 

Communion in Christ

Isolated Congregations: (25 to 1,000 people) 
They often have limited resources, less brand-rec-
ognition in their community, and are hard pressed 
to fund a pastor and maintain ministry. 

Small Clusters: (1,000-5,000) These communi-
ties include two or more medium-sized congrega-
tions. Small clusters may have a day school, but 
probably not a college. Retired pastors may serve 
as pulpit supply. 

Large Clusters: (from 5,000 to 20,000) These ar-

eas have one or more large congregations (500+) 
along with a surrounding flock of smaller congre-
gations. For example, Hamilton, Ont; Vancouver, 
B.C.; and Sioux Center, IA. 

Cluster of Clusters: West Michigan includes 
one-quarter of the whole CRCNA denomination: 
more than 200 congregations and upwards of 
60,000 members. The list of advantages is much 
longer than our space here.

Note: there are exceptions to all these categories. 

Cluster Sizes

News
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let’s frame the question like this: 
“How can Christians best be salt 
in the world, liberal or conserva-
tive?” Christ told us to be salt; he 
told us that we are to season, pre-
serve and heal the world. He also 
said that if we aren’t salt, we will 
be cast before swine. 

In Johnson’s model we put the 
two terms, liberal and conserva-
tive, on the wings. 

Our “Higher Purpose,” then, is 
to be salt. Our “Deeper Fear,” or 
what lies in the opposite direction 
of the higher purpose, is to be 
cast before swine. All Christians, 
both liberal and conservative, 
have the same higher purpose 
and the same deeper fear. That’s 
encouraging!

Liberals and conservatives 
simply have different ways of 
achieving the higher purpose. 
Liberals champion collective re-
sponsibility and individual rights. 
These are good things – rooted in 
biblical truths. When Jesus calls 
us to be salt, he means, among 
other things, to do what the law 
has always told us to do: take 

care of the stranger, the widow 
and the orphan – the vulnerable. 
These are created in the Image 
of God. The Christian liberal un-
derstands that we are fallen, and 
predicts our natural selfishness 
will interfere with loving our 
neighbour, so it advocates the use 
of government to ensure that we 
meet our collective responsibili-
ties to the vulnerable and to pro-
tect individual rights. 

Conservatives emphasize hu-
man freedom and individual re-
sponsibility. These are also aimed 
toward saltiness and underpinned 
by the same biblical principles. 

When we over-focus on one 
pole,we neglect the other. If we 

neglect the good of either posi-
tion, we are half as salty as we 
are supposed to be. Then we are 
in danger of ending up in the eter-
nal pig pen.

There are good Christian peo-
ple on both side of the political 
spectrum treating both/and argu-
ments like they were either/or. 
They fail to realize that their op-
ponents are trying to do the same 
thing that they are – be true to the 
will of our Lord. 

I don’t hold out a lot of hope 
for non-Christian combatants in 
this war between left and right. 
But for Christians I have hope. 
We have an allegiance that goes 
beyond labels and political par-
ties that makes unity possible. 
We have the commands of our 
Lord. He doesn’t say be left or 
right – he says, “Be salt.” 

For Christians to be salt and 
light in the political sphere, 
we must abandon rigid adherence 
to just one side of the spectrum. 
The Christian can to hold onto his 
or her preferred means to achieve 
saltiness, but they also need to re-

spond with grace and generosity 
toward the other reality, even the 
negatives, for by doing so, they 
may also gain the saltiness of that 
position.

From the broader perspective 
afforded by allegiance to Christ 
and the grace and generosity that 
flows from it, Christians by the 
power of the Spirit, might even 
spread a little seasoning on my 
Twitter feed. 

“HAS HE LOST HIS MIND?” 
This has become a regular reaction to what I find on my Twitter 

feed. American Christians, whom I have long respected for their dis-
cernment, are engaging their political enemies with the acumen of 
torch-bearing villagers. Certain that Jesus is on their side, any who 
disagree with them are considered minions of hell. I look at the church 
divided and I am sad – and glad we are more balanced in Canada.

And then I worry. Is it really any different on this side of the border? 
I know many Christians who believe that being Christian goes hand in 
hand with being conservative or being liberal. 

This is plain wrong. If we follow the Jesus of the Bible, we will find 
ourselves uncomfortable on either end of the spectrum. Some of my 
Christian Twitter friends don’t seem to be feeling much of the tension 
that they ought.

Dr. Barry Johnson’s “Polarity Management” system is a helpful 
tool to analyze polarities. He says that there are two basic kinds of 
problems – either/or and both/and. Either/or problems have one right 
answer: 2+3=____? or, The greatest commandment is ____?” In these 
arguments we try to establish who is right and who is wrong. These 
are usually resolved once we look the issue up on Google and find out 
my wife was right all along.

Some problems don’t have a right answer. These are both/and prob-
lems. Here are some examples:

Is social media good or is it bad?
Shall we buy carpet or take a trip to Europe?
Ford or Chevy?
Liberal or Conservative?
These are both/and problems. It is vital to know which type of ar-

gument you are in. We want to avoid arguing both/and problems as if 
they were either/or. Johnson says this is like arguing that inhaling is 
better than exhaling. 

SHARED UNDERPINNING
Since Christians are mandated by our Lord to be “the salt of the world,” 

Trent DeJong

Trent teaches Humanities at 
Abbotsford Christian School 
in Abbotsford, B.C., and 
thinks a lot about the inter-
section of culture and faith. 
His reflections can be found 
at trentdejong.com.

TWO KINDS OF SALT
Polarity management for fractious times.
Trent DeJong  |  Guest Editor
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Letters

often get a love letter on Mother’s 
Day or Valentine’s Day. When 
my husband became a board 
member of the National Union of 
Christian Schools, I would often 
put a note in his suitcase. 

My husband passed away in 
1999. Last year I went through 
all of the letters and kept the most 
special ones. If I tell young peo-
ple today about all of our letter 
writing, they have no idea what I 
am talking about.

After eight months of letter 
writing, I came to Canada and we 
had our first kiss at the Vancouver 
Airport; we were married three 
weeks later. I was never home-
sick. And wouldn’t you know it, 
I ended up teaching kindergarten 
for 19 years at Pacific Christian 
School in Victoria, B.C. You nev-

WITVOET WORLDVIEW
Our gift is in recognition of the 
tremendous contribution Bert 
Witvoet has made to Chris-
tian journalism and Christian 
Courier in particular. As my high 
school teacher, and later my boss 
for a time at CC and friend, Bert 
helped shape my worldview and 
hone my own gifts as a writer. 
Our respect and appreciation run 
deep. God bless him and Alice 
and CC in the years ahead.

Elsje (Ellen) Zwart and 
Rich Klajnscek 
Hamilton, Ont.

WEDDING GIFT
When Bill and I were married in 
November 1971, we received a 
free subscription of the then Cal-
vinist Contact for a whole year 
from church. 

We have read the CC ever 
since and enjoy it very much. 
Since my husband passed away 
in June 2017, I still read it from 
cover to cover, and appreciate the 
very good articles. Thank you 
very much for the good work and 
may it continue for many years to 
come.

Alice Thies
Fenwick, Ont. 

A LIFETIME OF LETTERS
Bob Bruinsma’s article about let-
ter writing (“You’ve got mail,” 
Sept. 24, 2018) got me thinking 
about letters. I grew up in Hol-
land and became a kindergarten 
teacher. My job was in a nearby 
town, so I boarded with an el-
derly couple. Their daughter and 
son-in-law had immigrated to 
Canada in 1948 and had planned 
to come back for a visit in 1960. 
Unfortunately, their daughter 
passed away in Canada and their 
son-in-law had to come alone. 

er know what God has in store for 
you.

Diny Wolters
Victoria, B.C.

TELLING THE NEXT 
GENERATION
The piece in CC on hobbies and 
art (“God’s Good Earth,” Oct. 
22, 2018) inspired this letter. 

Our passion or hobby is one 
of mostly hand-written story-
telling, using photos, memora-
bilia and Very Important Papers 
(which we call “VIPS”). We use 
the Creative Memory™ format: 
acid-free paper, pens and other 
archival supplies. We have com-
pleted ten 12” x 15” albums, 90 
pages each, for Jenny’s parents’ 
stories. They kept cherished let-
ters & photos, dating as far back 

We were strangers to each other 
when he came to visit his in-laws, 
but to make a long story short, 
somehow we fell in love.

Once, he asked me if I could 
come to Canada and be a teacher 
in one of the Christian schools. I 
told him, “U ziet mij niet in Can-
ada” (“You won’t see me in Can-
ada”).

I got a letter from him telling 
me he had fallen in love with 
me. I had similar feelings, but 
I did not want to go to Canada. 
However, I prayed about it and 
suddenly it was as if God said, 
“Didn’t you want him to love 
you?” I made the decision that 
night to go to Canada and we be-
gan to correspond regularly.

We each wrote 200 letters in 
eight months. We discussed ev-
erything under the sun: work, 
faith, love, money, children, sad-
ness and the rest. I had no clue 
about the immigration process; 
we discussed how to prepare the 
papers, how to get my things to 
Canada and a hundred other de-
tails.

One time I panicked because 
the letters suddenly stopped. It 
turned out that there was heavy 
fog in Amsterdam and the planes 
could not land. I soon got five let-
ters in one day! 

One interesting part was that I 
might ask a question in one let-
ter and the answer would come 
in his next letter, even before he 
had received the question. That 
continued in our marriage; if one 
would mention something, the 
other would often say, “I’ve been 
thinking about that, too.”

We continued writing letters 
after we got married. One year 
I went to Holland to visit family 
and where ever I went, there was 
a letter waiting for me. I would 

as the 1950 emigration days! It is 
Psalm 71:18, which was so im-
portant to our parents, and is to us 
today: “Even when I am old and 
grey, do not forsake me, O God, 
till I declare your power to the 
next generation, your might to all 
who are to come.” 

These projects are ongoing. We 
make pages on “day to day” or-
dinary lives, our travels & tours, 
hobbies, friends & family, adven-
tures in moving, barns, interest-
ing signs, and Martin’s 30 years 
of serving the Christian Farmers 
Federation of Ontario (CFFO). 
There is, of course, no such a 
thing as an “ordinary day,” each 
day being a precious gift from the 
Lord.  

Martin & Jenny Oldengarm
Kitchener, Ont.
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FOR MANY CANADIANS, recyc-
ling has become a part of daily 
life. Despite the positive growth 
of the recycling industry, how-
ever, the amount of trash entering 
landfills continues to pose prob-
lems for the future. We simply 
don’t have the capacity to sustain 
current levels. The planet needs 
us to be wiser and more steward-
ly. 

In 2018, CBC ran a series 
about the recycling habits of Can-
adians. Their study revealed an 
important wrinkle: that recycling 
mistakes are costing recycling 
programs millions of dollars each 
year. Canada is facing an increas-
ing problem with recycling con-

tamination. This is “the technical 
name for non-recyclable material 
or garbage in the recycling sys-
tem,” according to Emily Chung, 
“from leftover food in containers 
to non-recyclable plastic pack-
aging to more obvious garbage 
such as clothing and propane 
tanks.” Contaminated recycling 
makes recycling more difficult 
and expensive. 

In a Global News report, Arti 
Patel reported that recycling mis-
takes in Canada cost the nation 
millions of dollars per year. She 
notes that people commonly as-
sume that when they toss some-
thing in the recycling bin, some-
one else will sort it out. This is 

not always the case. As Chung 
observed, this “can turn tonnes 
of other perfectly good recyc-
lables into garbage or at least 
lower their value and make them 
more difficult to sell to offset the 
cost of recycling programs.” One 
city official pointed out that “you 
basically pay twice to manage 
garbage.”

Recognizing the concept of 
contaminated recycling has 
opened my eyes to the extent of 
the problem. When I head out for 
a walk on recycling days, I am 
struck by how many blue boxes 
contain contaminated materials – 
food remnants. At fast food res-
taurants, I see how poorly both 
customers and employees sort 
food wastes and packaging, even 
when appropriate disposal bins 
are available and clearly labelled. 
Many “recycling mistakes” can 
be easily addressed through 
changed behaviour.

RECYCLABLE OR NOT?
Part of the challenge, however, is 
that new products and new con-
sumer patterns have made recyc-
ling more complex. As Daniel 
Hoornweg, a former World Bank 
waste management advisor ob-
served, as the reduce / reuse / re-
cycle mindset has grown, so has 
the opposite mindset: manufac-

 News

RECYCLING MISTAKES
Make a New Year’s resolution to combat recycling contamination.  |  Sean Schat

Sean Schat
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er University College and is 
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Courier. 

ture / consume / discard. While 
we may be recycling more, we 
are also creating more products 
and packaging that require more 
disposal. Last year, China banned 
the import of contaminated re-
cycling, a decision that has sig-
nificantly impacted nations that 
had been farming their recycling 
overseas, including Canada and 
the U.S. Further complicating the 
issue, different regions and muni-
cipalities have different recycling 
policies. As a result, not every-
thing that should be recycled (or 
claims to be recyclable) can ac-
tually be recycled. Coffee cups, 
for example, certainly should 
be recycled, but in a number of 
Canadian municipalities, cannot 
be, even though the cups claim to 
be recyclable. As one city official 
recognized, “It’s becoming com-
plicated for a resident to under-
stand what is recyclable and what 
isn’t.” 

Many early recyclers were 
Christians who took seriously 
their responsibility to care for 
Creation and steward the earth’s 
finite resources. In addition to 
adopting a recycling mindset, 
Christians also have an obliga-
tion to honour recycling workers 
and approaches. We can educate 
ourselves and take responsibility 
for our own trash.  

Many people have the best of 
intentions when it comes to re-
cycling, but tend to be habitu-
al and somewhat unthinking in 
practice. They toss pizza boxes, 
peanut butter jars and yogurt 
containers in blue bins without 
realizing that pizza grease, pea-
nut butter and yogurt remnants 
are some of the most common 
household recycling contamin-
ants. We’re mistakenly confident 
that we are part of the solution, 

not the problem.

THE BIGGER PICTURE
Recycling is part of the solution 
to our growing waste disposal 
crisis, but it is not enough. Hoor-
nweg observes that “the solution 
is not at the ‘back end’ but in re-
ducing ‘front end’ consumerism. 
By the time waste gets recycled, 
95 percent of the environmental 
damage has already occurred – in 
manufacturing, in oil extraction, 
in the poisoning of our rivers and 
air . . .  the output of carbon.”

In a Huffington Post article last 
year, Carl Duivenvoorden iden-
tified three important strategies: 
think waste minimization when 
you shop, become a committed 
recycler, and compost everything 
possible. Many municipalities 
have worked hard over the past 
few years to improve their green 
bin composting program. These 
programs are often underused. 
Recycling alone is not sufficient 
for addressing the global trash 
crisis. We need to make better 
choices. There are steps we can 
take to reduce waste.

“If you’re not sure whether 
something is recyclable and don’t 
have time to do the research,” 
Chung says, “it’s better to put it 
in your recycling bin and risk a 
little contamination.” Michael 
Robertson, a materials recovery 
manager agrees: “We would rath-
er have it come here so we can 
determine if it’s recyclable than 
erring the other way and losing 
the opportunity to recycle that 
material.”  

NON-RECYCLABLE
• black plastic meal contain-

ers/take out trays
• upright-standing white 

plastic frozen fruit and veg-
etable re-sealable bags

• multi-material products 
(multi-layered packaging, 
padded envelopes, plas-
tic-lined paper food pack-
aging)

• grease-lined pizza-box 
cardboard (separate the 
grease-lined pieces, recycle 
the rest)

• plastic bread ties 

DON’T
• throw out a dirty container 
• forget to check if your plas-

tic is actually recyclable
• throw disposable coffee 

cups in the wrong bin
• chuck Styrofoam in your 

blue bin
• try to recycle broken glass 
• put coffee and tea pods in 

the garbage
• toss plastic water bottles in 

the trash  

-Adapted from an article by 
Amy Grief in Chatelaine. 
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nered with Double Diamond 
Farms in Leamington, Ontario, 
to convert 32 acres (1,400,000 
square feet) of greenhouse space 
from vegetable to cannabis culti-
vation. 

As of the October 17 legaliza-
tion, cannabis producers, with all 
of their new greenhouse space, 
have still encountered shortages, 
with producers only able to meet 
roughly two-thirds of the market 
demand. This will likely lead to 
further acquisitions of food pro-
ducing greenhouses to fill the 
gap.

Cannabis producers such 
as Aphria, Aurora and Can-
opy Growth have been actively 
participating in what could be 
deemed as a cultivation arms race 
by acquiring greenhouses. This 
expansion of growing space will 
likely continue as other foreign 
jurisdictions outside of Canada 
warm up to the idea of medical 
cannabis or fully legal adult-use 
cannabis.

Joe Sbrocchi, general manager 
of the Ontario Greenhouse Vege-
table Growers, told CBC that 
consumers should not be worried 

about reduced vegetable produc-
tion. His organization estimates 
vegetable producing greenhouses 
will still grow next year, though 
not as much as they’d anticipated 
before cannabis became legal.

A larger problem, according to 
Sbrocchi, is that “Cannabis can 
afford to pay workers more at 
this point. We could lose some 
of our best young people.” The 
subsequent demand for employ-
ees with expertise in greenhouse 
cultivation will potentially draw 
a skilled workforce away from 
vegetable growers – further re-
ducing food production capacity 
in Canada. 

With the mounting pressure 
coming from the cannabis indus-
try, the question remains: What 
could this mean for the future 
of food security in Canada? For 
now, we will have to wait and 
see. 

LAST YEAR CANADA MADE INTERNATIONAL HEADLINES for a na-
tion-wide legalization of recreational, adult-use cannabis. Although 
the overall reaction seems to be positive, many religious leaders have 
voiced concerns. For example, the Canadian Council of Catholic 
Bishops published their statement on the Cannabis Act the same day 
it came into effect, underlining the ethical problems with the recrea-
tional use of cannabis, including psychological and physical health 
and society’s increasing dependence on drugs and alcohol.

Both leading up to, and following, its legalization, debates have 
focused primarily on the social implications. One issue that has not 
received enough attention is how legalization will affect Canada’s 
food systems. 

‘FOOD’ PRODUCT
Full legalization in Canada means that cannabis is now listed as an 
agricultural product. How will cannabis cultivation influence the rest 
of the industry? As an agricultural product, cannabis has equal rights 
to be grown on what would be traditional cropland. Considering the 
deep pockets of cannabis producers, it’s easy to suppose that trad-
itional greenhouse farmers might be inclined to either sell their green-
houses to cannabis producers or convert them for cannabis cultivation 
themselves. What would this mean for food security in Canada?

Some people have already been raising the alarm. Lois Jackson, the 
mayor of Delta, B.C., is calling for regulations to protect farmland 

News

A GREENHOUSE NEAR YOU
What does a booming marijuana market mean for food security in Canada?  
Josh Kraemer
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for food production. According 
to a recent Global News article, 
she believes that the prospect of 
prime farmland around the city 
being glassed in or paved over 
for cannabis production is con-
cerning for her community. Con-
sidering that only about 1.5 per-
cent of land in B.C. is considered 
prime farmland, increased canna-
bis production could pose a threat 
to regional food security. 

Leading up to the official legal-
ization of cannabis, pot producers 
were active in acquiring green-
house space across the country 
to meet the accurately forecasted 
heavy demand for their product. 
That meant snatching up existing 
greenhouses and converting them 
from their previous function (in 
many cases, vegetable produc-
tion). For instance, the medical 
cannabis company Aphria part-

finance women’s critical role in 
conflict prevention and resolu-
tion, as well as in building and 
sustaining an inclusive and just 
peace.

While the context of conflict 
in their countries differ, the im-
pacts on women are very similar. 
Gender-based violence such as 
rape is often used as a weapon of 
war. However, when women vic-
tims access the support necessary 
to heal, reclaim dignity and assert 
their rights, they can become ac-
tive and effective peace-builders 
and human rights defenders. 

In 2013, Canada made a sig-
nificant investment of $18 mil-
lion through the United Nations 
Development Program to fight 
impunity around sexual violence 
in the DRC. Through this project, 
mobile tribunals travel into rural 
areas of eastern Congo to facili-
tate access to justice. While this 
institution building is critical, 
it requires the participation and 
trust of women at a local level. 
Without investing in such grass-
roots capacity building by local 
organizations, Canada’s commit-
ment to ending impunity through 
this large multilateral project will 
not be fully realized.

KAIROS has asked Canada to 
match dollars to words. As the 
federal government prepares the 
2019/20 budget, we urge that it 
fund and implement its Feminist 
International Assistance Policy 
and focus support on grassroots 
organizations. This cannot hap-
pen if its international assistance 
remains stagnant at 0.26 percent 
of gross national income. The 
international standard is 0.7 per-
cent. Canada could match this 
standard with an annual increase 
of 15 percent over the next 10 
years. 

Research by UN Women 
shows that only five percent of 
international funds are allocat-
ed to programs targeting gender 
equality and women’s empower-
ment in fragile states. Canada can 
change this chronic underfunding 
by investing in the best chance 
for sustained peace in the world’s 
most volatile regions. 

PEACE-BUILDING SOUNDS LOFTY and is often seen as the respons-
ibility of world leaders and armed actors, but quite often it is mani-
fested in the tireless work of women and male allies in communities 
caught in a conflict’s cross-fire.

Héritiers de la Justice is one such grassroots organization. Based in 
the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), it offers legal 
aid to women victims of war and delivers programs that transform 
victims into advocates for change.

The important role of women is recognized in UN Security Coun-
cil Resolution 1325, and Canada’s Feminist International Assistance 
Policy, which was approved last year, identifies women and peace-
building as an action area, although to date the policy is not fully 
funded.

The case for full funding is compelling. According to UN Women, 
the probability of a peace agreement lasting at least 15 years increas-
es by 35 percent when women are included in the process.

For example, in the DRC, which has been embroiled in two civil 
wars since the 1990s, Héritiers de la Justice has established local 
women’s committees in towns and villages to help women support 
each other and break the silence around sexual violence. 

Héritiers de la Justice provides legal training, accompaniment and 
mediation to promote peace and justice in the DRC’s eastern region. 
It documents cases of sexual violence, accompanies women through 
the judicial process, and educates them on Congolese and inter-
national laws that are meant to protect their rights.

By working directly with at-risk communities to help improve their 
conditions, Héritiers de la Justice and other grassroots organizations 

FEMINIST FOREIGN AID 
Women peacebuilders are worth the investment.  |  Jim Davis & Chantal Bilulu
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Héritiers de la Justice.

are laying the groundwork for 
resiliency and development to 
improve the conditions for sus-
tained peace.

A KAIROS-sponsored delega-
tion of five grassroots organiza-
tions focused on women in fra-
gile states, including Héritiers de 
la Justice, was in Canada during 
the 16 Days of Activism Against 
Gender-Based Violence cam-
paign, which began in late Nov-
ember, on the International Day 
for the Elimination of Violence 
Against Women.

KAIROS is a faith-based so-
cial justice organization of 10 
Canadian churches and reli-
gious organizations, focused on 
Indigenous rights, international 
human rights, and ecological and 
gender justice.

GRASSROOTS CAPACITY
In meetings with Parliamentar-
ians the delegates called on the 
Canadian government to fully 
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from “religionless Christianity.” 
He understood Bonhoeffer to 
advocate abandoning necessary 
Christian disciplines as corpor-
ate worship. How accurate are 
Morris’s and other evangelicals’ 
evaluations remain moot.

While throughout Haynes’s 
tone and diction are far from 
careless, he reveals his persis-
tent target in chapter three’s title 
“The Evangelical Bonhoeffer be-
fore Metaxas.” Haynes’s temper-
ature rises whenever he refers to 
Eric Metaxas’s 2010 biography 
Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, 
Prophet, Spy. That book hugely 
popularized Bonhoeffer before 
Trump. Yet Haynes alleges that 
popularity is a shallowly re-
searched counterfeit portrayal of 
the German theologian-pastor. 
Based on his career-long study 
of Bonhoeffer, Haynes infers 
that Metaxas had not read all 
of Bonhoeffer’s work or earlier 
biographies. Neither did he steep 
himself in German political and 
theological history. As a result, 
Metaxas selectively quoted Bon-
hoeffer, depicting him more as 
an American evangelical than a 
complex person writing during a 
fraught and dangerous time in his 
homeland.

Not surprisingly, Haynes con-
siders Metaxas, the most influ-
ential evangelical apologist for 
Donald Trump’s presidential 
campaign and current administra-
tion, a careless writer. Although 
many evangelical scholars have 
come to share Haynes’s evalua-
tion, his tone occasionally leaves 
the firm roadbed of dispassionate 
critical analysis, nearly sinking 
into the quicksand of ad homi-
nem ire.

Despite such rhetorical kicks, 
Haynes makes a strong case that 
the entire “Battle for Bonhoeffer” 
constitutes serious misappropria-
tion of the man’s theological and 
social legacy. He strongly faults 
the (mis)reading of the “popu-
list Bonhoeffer” as promulgat-
ing egregious support of Donald 
Trump. Though he asserts that 
Trump is no Hitler or fascist, as 
not a few progressive evangel-
icals claim, he is alarmed that 
Trump knows fascists and white 
supremacists who have flocked 
to his camp. Meanwhile he also 
condemns previous hyperbolic 
evangelical vilification of Bar-
ack Obama. Allegations that the 
Supreme Court’s Obergefell de-

cision would supposedly impose 
Hitlerian fascism and shrink re-
ligious freedom misunderstands 
the independence of American 
judiciary from the Executive 
Branch. Whether he would 
amend that opinion following the 
brutal politicized confirmation of 
Judge Brett Kavanaugh as Su-
preme Court justice is a provoca-
tive question.

Haynes consistently argues 
that American Christians, pro-
gressive or conservative, are 
badly misguided in trying to 
equate contemporary America 
with Germany under Adolf Hit-
ler, to whose terrorized society 
Bonhoeffer returned from safety 
at New York’s Union Theological 
Seminary. As an antidote to such 
theological and political fevers, 
Haynes advises all warriors to 
step back, call a ceasefire and 
examine far more respectfully 
all of Bonhoeffer’s work and life. 
The goal is to discern sensibly 
and responsibly Bonhoeffer’s 
contribution to American social, 
spiritual and political weal, with-
out drawing egregious parallels 
to today’s political scene. 

Will American evangelicals 
heed Haynes’s convictions? I fear 
that his call may remain one more 
articulate, authoritative voice un-
heard in the raucous, destructive 
war engulfing fellow Christians. 
While it took courage for Eerd-
mans to produce The Battle for 
Bonhoeffer, Eerdmans was the 
easy choice among Christian 
publishers. Yet had a conserva-
tive Christian publisher such as 
Thomas Nelson, Moody Press 
or even Zondervan dared accept 
Haynes’s manuscript, that would 
surely send Haynes’s difficult 
message to a larger evangelical 
readership. 

Did Haynes flog the book with 
those houses? If he did, did they 
seriously consider the cost of 
their own discipleship or reject it 
out of hand? Will we ever know? 
Perhaps a reprint by one of those 
publishers might help bridge to-
day’s chasm among U.S. evan-
gelicals that so discredits the faith 
in Jesus.  

Reviews

MISAPPROPRIATING 
BONHOEFFER

THE TEN CHAPTERS AND POSTSCRIPT “Open Letter to Christians Who 
Love Bonhoeffer but (Still) Support Trump” of Stephen R. Haynes’s 
Battle for Bonhoeffer are some of the densest I’ve ever read outside of 
graduate theses, but far more engaging. 

Dense is by no means bad. Battle is carefully organized, clearly 
written and always compelling. And well it should be, since this close-
ly-argued discursus explores possibly the most incandescent questions 
in American Christians’ conversation since the Vietnam War: “Why 
and how has Dietrich Bonhoeffer become a hero to evangelicals in 
the first twenty years of the 21st century, when for decades after his 
death his theology was widely suspect outside mainline Protestant-
ism? Why do so many Evangelicals support Donald Trump?” Such 
rocky geography covers the American evangelical battleground that 
Stephen Haynes attempts to delimit. Yet it offers deep, often heated 
insight into issues that challenge not only American evangelicals – 
and many Christian Reformed folks – but also Canadian Evangelical 
enthusiasts of Donald Trump.

As theology professor at Rhodes College in Memphis, Tennessee 
and author of four books on Bonhoeffer, in addition to post-Holocaust 
studies, Haynes is eminently qualified to explore such confounding 
issues. In Part One he combs the literature to introduce the German 
theologian as “Critical Patriot, Righteous Gentile and Moral Hero.” 
Most colours for these Bonhoeffer portraits come from the palette of 
mainline Protestant academic authors. That is fitting, since this “Battle 
for Bonhoeffer” takes place mostly in the minds, hearts, books and 
churches of American Christians. Not surprisingly, this fight bewil-
ders, to the point of incomprehension, Bonhoeffer students in other 
nations and societies.   

After surveying scholarly writing on Bonhoeffer, Haynes shifts to 
the current evangelical embrace of “the populist Bonhoeffer.” This re-
cent Bonhoeffer portrait finds its often hagiographic sources more from 
historical fiction, plays and biographical films than academic writing. 
Based on his deep and long study of Bonhoeffer’s life and theology, 
Haynes sees Bonhoeffer’s status as an evangelical hero in American 
culture and political wars as an unpredictable, illogical, even untruth-
ful lurch from serious, deliberative theological examination.

Haynes lucidly articulates Bonhoeffer’s influence and reputation 
among changing audiences since his execution on April 9, 1945, days 
before Germany’s surrender. Yet when early on he coins “the populist 
Bonhoeffer,” Haynes dives into the cesspool that alienates the very 
people he hopes to address in his concluding “Open Letter.” Many 
evangelicals flinch at “populist” as condescending or arrogant, con-
sidering it equivalent to Hillary Clinton’s injudicious “deplorables” to 
shame Trump supporters.

Yet Haynes’s analysis is not one-sidedly anti-conservative evan-
gelical. For example, he debunks the aspirational status of “righteous 
Gentile” that notable progressive scholars have applied to Bonhoeffer. 
That is a technical term to be respected as intellectual and spiritual 
property of Jerusalem’s “Yad Vashem: The World Holocaust Remem-
brance Center and thus should not be used lightly.” As rightful user of 
that honorific, Yad Vashem has several times declined to name Bon-
hoeffer a “righteous Gentile.” While recognizing that he did address 
the Jewish issue in his writings, Yad Vashem concluded that he did not 
risk his life in attempts to aid Jews during Nazi rule. 

As well, Haynes charges the 1960s’ “Death of God” theologians 
of misusing Bonhoeffer to promote the paradoxical, even nonsensical 
“Christian atheism.” That exaggerated and damaging gaffe did much 
in those years to develop evangelical caution, even opposition towards 
Bonhoeffer’s theology. 

Though respected (Australian) New Testament scholar Leon Mor-
ris’s appreciated certain parts of Bonhoeffer’s work, he shied away 

THE BATTLE FOR 
BONHOEFFER
Stephen R. Haynes
William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company: Grand Rapids, 2018.
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cheerful, sadistic gunslinger who 
shoots up saloons before leading 
everyone in a song. Perhaps more 
surprisingly for the Coens’, other 
stories are deeply poignant and 
sad. “Meal Ticket,” a story star-
ring Liam Neeson as a sideshow 
impresario, is profoundly mov-
ing, feeling like an ancient story 
that has been repressed for years 
in the cultural unconscious till 
it was finally told. A story about 
the Oregon trail is sure to draw a 
knowing laugh from anyone who 
played the computer game in ele-
mentary school, but what begins 
as a story of love swerves into the 

THE WESTERN! THAT MOST AMERICAN OF GENRES. From the classic 
westerns of John Ford to the Spaghetti westerns of Sergio Leone, to 
the revisionist western, the acid western – it’s a genre that artists of 
vastly different sensibilities can adapt to their own purposes. Now 
Joel and Ethan Coen have made their own take on the genre, and 
it’s a strange, often beautiful film. Superior, I think, to their earlier 
western, True Grit. That film wore the burden of its movie history 
heavily; Buster Scruggs is light and nimble, finding new uses for the 
genre almost without trying. For starters: this is an anthology film, 
made of six different stories of the Old West, each one introduced by 
the flipping pages of an old-timey storybook, of the kind that surely 
played a role in the Coens’ 1950s childhood. There’s dark humour and 
grim violence, as when Tim Blake Nelson plays the title character, a 

childhood, but she is terrifyingly 
astute at probing every pocket of 
weakness for exploitation, despite 
all the protection, love and materi-
al provisions in the world. 

While Baby Teeth relies on the 
tropes of motherly anguish, and 
the perennial nature vs. nurture 
aspects of evil, it also explores 
with precision and depth the tra-
gic miscommunication that can 
occur even in the tight bonds of 
family. Children can unwitting-
ly become projections for all the 
dead hopes of their parents, who 
persist – sometimes beyond rea-
son – in believing that they under-
stand a being created from their 

SUZETTE AND ALEX JENSON LIVE IN AN UPSCALE PITTSBURGH sub-
urb, she a devoted stay-at-home mom and he the growing star of an 
environmentally conscious architectural development firm. Their lives 
now orbit around the small ambivalent moon of their adorable, mysteri-
ously troubled seven-year-old daughter, Hanna, a selective mute. Su-
zette imagines her own life as a Cinderella story – her adolescence in-
delibly marred by a spiteful, depressed, negligent mother along with the 
humiliation and secret shame of Crohn’s disease – before meeting Alex, 
a quirky, handsome Swedish American who saves her from drowning 
in existential despair and who remains her princely pinnacle to impress. 
Hanna, in turn, is far more precocious and manipulative than her age 
would imply, concocting escalating schemes to hurt, and even kill, her 
mother in order to “rescue” her beloved Daddy from “Evil Mommy’s” 
clutches. She is too young to understand Suzette’s vanity, fragility and 
misguided attempts to compensate for the inadequacies of a beleaguered 

FAMILY MATTERS

threatens them. Kezia grapples to 
understand the German’s hatred 
of the Jews, the Roma people, and 
her friend Lorenzo. Her mother 
explains the enemy’s malevolent 
motivation: “Because we are dif-
ferent. There is no other reason.”

Juvenile readers will discover 
in Flamingo Boy a world where 
trust is built between the most 
unlikely people on both sides of a 

IN 1942 IN THE SOUTH OF FRANCE, A YOUNG AUTISTIC BOY named 
Lorenzo learns to trust Kezia, a Roma girl whose parents operate a 
carousel in a nearby town.

Lorenzo is unable to speak more than a few words to people, but 
he has a unique way of communicating with animals, especially with 
the flamingos that populate the Camargue where he lives. He also has 
a gift for healing animals. The local people call him Flamingo Boy. 
Though they mock him for his unusual behaviours, they also respect 
his gifts.

When the Germans invade France, Kezia and Lorenzo’s lives be-
come connected in ways they could never have imagined as danger 

A WARTIME FRIENDSHIP

THE OLD OLD WEST

THE BALLAD OF BUSTER 
SCRUGGS
Directed by Joel & Ethan Coen
Annapurna Pictures, 2018.

Adam Petty

bodies but with a mind complete-
ly different from their own. The 
passions behind love and hate can 
swell with equally overwhelming 
force in such circumstances, and 
Baby Teeth mines the cracks that 
open when those pressures surge. 
As Stage writes, “it was hard to 
pour endless love into someone 
who wouldn’t love you back. No 
one could do it forever.” A point 
to debate, for sure.  

Jennie Stephenson

Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

conflict, and where hope, though 
seemingly lost, is yet experi-
enced. They will also learn about 
the power of creativity to mend 
broken hearts and forge new pur-
pose for living. 

Sonya VanderVeen
Feddema

Sonya is a freelance writer
living in St Catharines, Ont.

Jennie Stephenson

Jennie has a degree in 
animal biology, loves 
learning unfamiliar words, 
and is extremely fond of 
God’s gift of chocolate. She 
lives in Zeeland, MI. 

tragic following a crucial mis-
understanding. Perhaps what’s 
most striking in all the stories is 
just how old the Old West feels, 
as distant from the present as An-
cient Rome or the Crusades. Call 
this latest entry into the genre the 
deep western, where the theme 
is not just history, but time, in a 
metaphysical sense.  

BABY TEETH
Zoje Stage
St. Martin’s Press, 2018.

FLAMINGO BOY
Michael Morpurgo
HarperCollins, 2018.

Adam Petty

Adam’s work has appeared 
in the Paris Review Daily, 
Electric Literature and Real 
Life. He lives in Indianap-
olis with his wife and two 
daughters.
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SCIENTIST: “You’ve already spec-
ified blue eyes, dark hair and fair 
skin. I have taken the liberty of 
eradicating any potentially prej-
udicial conditions – premature 
baldness, myopia, alcoholism and 
addictive susceptibility . . .”
MOTHER: “We didn’t want diseas-
es, yes.”
FATHER: “We were wondering if 
we should leave some things to 
chance.”
SCIENTIST: “You want to give 
your child the best possible start. 
Believe me, we have enough im-
perfection built-in already. Your 
child doesn’t need any additional 
burdens.”

When Gattaca was released 
in 1997, Sony promoted the film 
with advertisements for a ‘Gat-
taca’ company with the tagline 
“Children made to order.” Within 
days, the toll-free number for the 
made-up company received tens 
of thousands of calls, indicating 

DESIGNING HUMANS 
Thinking about new genetic technologies in light of God’s identity.   |   Michael Buttrey

surprising demand from potential 
parents for genetic engineering. 

Twenty years ago, the prospect 
of parents choosing the genes of 
their children was still science fic-
tion; today, the plot of Gattaca is 
becoming a little more plausible. 

Last fall, Chinese scientist He 
Jiankui claimed to have edited the 
genes of two newborn twin ba-
bies. As reported late last year, He 
recruited couples for an “AIDS 
vaccine development project” at 
a university in Shenzhen, China. 
After creating embryos from the 
eggs and sperm of the couples, He 
used a technique called CRISPR 
to attempt to delete part of a gene 
named CCR5. Scientists have dis-
covered that a broken CCR5 gene 
conveys resistance to HIV infec-
tion, and so in theory intentionally 
damaging the gene could provide 
the same resistance. However, the 
use of CRISPR on human embry-
os that will be born is untested and 

almost certainly unsafe, which is 
why He’s work was immediately 
condemned by scientists and eth-
icists around the world.

Yet while He’s work was un-
precedented, it was not unex-
pected. Since the development of 
CRISPR in 2012, there has been 
growing interest in the potential 
of this novel technique for mod-
ifying human genes. CRISPR is 
a gene editing technology where 
short genetic sequences called 
“Clustered Regularly Interspaced 
Short Palindromic Repeats” guide 
associated CRISPR proteins to cut 
DNA. In nature, these sequences 
exist in bacteria to defend against 
invading viruses. In the labora-
tory, this system can be used to 
modify genes in all sorts of ways.

In January 2013, two different 
teams of scientists announced 
that they had used CRISPR to cut 
genes in human cells, which were 
then repaired into a different 

form. Since then, research into 
the application of CRISPR to 
treat human diseases has become 
a burgeoning field.

There is, however, a critical dif-
ference between most research into 
human gene editing and He’s work. 
The aim of mainstream scientists 
has been to edit the genes of somat-
ic cells, cells which are not involved 
in reproduction, meaning that any 
altered genes would not be inherited 
by future generations. This means 
that the positive and negative effects 
of the editing will be limited to the 
individuals directly treated. For ex-
ample, a clinical trial in Germany is 
looking at treating beta thalassemia 
by extracting blood cells from pa-
tients, editing a gene in those cells 
to increase hemoglobin production, 
and then re-injecting the modified 
blood cells.

In contrast, manipulating hu-
man embryos means that genetic 
sequences in potentially every cell 

are affected, including the germ-
line cells involved in reproduction. 
Thus, if the twins He has modified 
eventually have children of their 
own, they may pass on genetic 
changes to their descendants.

A CASE AGAINST 
In theory, inheriting a cure for a ge-
netic disease like cystic fibrosis or 
beta thalassemia seems like a good 
idea, as it would avoid the need 
for costly treatments to be repeat-
ed every generation. Nevertheless, 
in 2015 two groups of scientists, 
including some of the leaders in 
CRISPR development, penned ed-
itorials for the journals Nature and 
Science calling for a moratorium on 
germline genetic modification. They 
gave several reasons for caution in 
using CRISPR on embryos, includ-
ing a lack of necessity: “we cannot 
imagine a situation in which its use 
in human embryos would offer a 
therapeutic benefit over existing 
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and developing methods.” They 
also voiced concerns about the re-
liability of CRISPR, and its poten-
tial to alter genes other than those 
intended.

Confirming these fears, initial 
data from He’s experiment indi-
cates at least one of the twins has 
both edited and unedited versions 

of the gene, which would make 
them just as susceptible to HIV as 
the general population. It is also 
unclear if genes other than CCR5 
have been damaged by the pro-
cess, a serious risk that could lead 
to introducing genetic diseases that 
weren’t present before, or even 
creating new ones. Finally, studies 
have shown that individuals with a 
broken CCR5 gene are also more 
susceptible to being killed by in-
fluenza, a very common disease. 
Thus, even if it had worked, He’s 
purported “AIDS vaccine” would 
carry significant drawbacks. 

The fact that He’s research was 
unsafe, unnecessary, unethical and 
will have life-long consequences 
for those involved has reinvig-
orated calls for a global ban on 
germline genetic editing. Indeed, 
the genetic manipulation of hu-
man embryos is already illegal in 
40 countries, including Canada. 
However, it is not yet outlawed in 
China, the United States, or many 
other countries, and if CRISPR re-
search progresses to a point where 
scientists are able to demonstrate 
human gene editing is safe and reli-
able, regulations may be loosened.

SOME CONSIDERATIONS  
FOR CHRISTIANS 
Regardless of what governments 
do to regulate this new technol-
ogy, it is worth considering the 
interest in human genetic engi-
neering recorded by the 1997 Gat-
taca hotline, and how we should 
respond. In particular, if gene 
editing becomes commonplace, 
should Christians avail themselves 
of it? Is research into gene editing 
a continuation of long-standing 
Christian commitments to care for 
the sick? Or an unnatural form of 
‘playing God’?

In considering the ethics of ge-
netic editing and engineering, two 
distinctions are crucial. One we’ve 
already made is between somatic 
(or non-reproductive) changes and 
germline (or inherited) alterations. 
Because germline modifications 
would affect future generations, 
most scientists and ethicists believe 

they are harder to justify than so-
matic changes. However, there are 
also ethical questions about somatic 
alterations, especially those that do 
not address a clear medical need. 

Asking about the goals of ge-
netic modification leads into a 
second major distinction between 
genetic therapies, genetic en-
hancements, and genetic experi-
ments. A genetic therapy aims to 
cure a disease such as Tay-Sachs 
or Huntington’s disease, while ef-
forts to guarantee blue eyes, dark 
hair or fair skin would be genetic 
enhancements. The line between 
therapy and enhancement can be 
blurry in some cases; for example, 
we may ask if premature baldness 
is a true threat to health or more of 
a cosmetic concern. Still, the dis-
tinction is widely used in bioethics 
and healthcare, including when-
ever dentists, doctors or insurers 
differentiate between medically 
necessary and elective treatments. 

Finally, changes that are nei-
ther curative nor cosmetic are best 
classified as genetic experiments, 
done solely for the purpose of ex-
panding human knowledge. De-
spite He’s claims to be helping 
children, his clear carelessness and 
the drawbacks even if he had suc-
ceeded suggest he was engaged in 
genetic experiments, not therapies. 
Combining these two distinctions 
provides us with six categories that 
cover the spectrum of human ge-
netic modifications, ranging from 
germline genetic experiments to 
somatic genetic therapies. 

RULES FOR PLAYING GOD
How then should Christians as-
sess these different forms of ge-
netic alteration? Like the late Re-
formed theologian Allen Verhey, 
I believe there is considerable 

potential in taking the idea of 
“playing God” seriously. In his 
reflections on this phrase, Verhey 
quotes Eleanor Graham in Should 
Doctors Play God?: 

“If I were an actress who was 
going to play, let’s say, Joan of 
Arc, I would learn all there is to 
learn about Joan of Arc. And, if I 
were a doctor or anyone else try-
ing to play God, I would learn all I 
could about God.”

In a contribution to On Moral 
Medicine: Theological Perspec-
tives in Medical Ethics, Verhey 
selects three images of God as 
relevant to new genetic technolo-
gies: God as creator, God as healer, 
and God as the one who takes the 
side of the poor. In terms of God 
as creator, Verhey suggests Chris-
tians should start by praising God 
for the wonder of creation, includ-
ing the structure of DNA. Next, he 
agrees that human beings are given 
creativity and dominion by God – 
but immediately cautions that this 
should be done “in response to 
God, in imitation of God’s ways, 
and in service to God’s cause.”

What does the faithful exercise of 
these gifts look like? In Reading the 
Bible in the Strange World of Med-
icine, Verhey argues we can know 
God’s character through Jesus; so 
because Jesus was a healer, we can 
be confident that God is a healer. 
Certainly, Jesus’ healing ministry 
has inspired generations of Chris-
tians to set up hospitals, train as doc-
tors and nurses, and contribute to 
medical research. However, Verhey 
contends we should always treat 
people as ends in themselves, rath-
er than merely tools to be used for 
advancing knowledge or the human 
race as a whole. Thus, while Verhey 
believes genetic therapies should 
be celebrated, he holds genetic en-
hancements should be refused, as 
should genetic experiments on chil-
dren which provide no clear benefits 
to them, and sees no justification for 
germline modifications of any sort.

Initially, Verhey’s analysis sug-
gests somatic genetic therapy is the 
only acceptable form of genetic ed-
iting for Christians, but a common 
challenge to his position is that the 
line between therapy and enhance-
ment is constantly moving. For ex-
ample, if we discover genes that im-
prove height, reflexes, and strength 
to be above average, could not their 
absence be considered a disorder? 
However, an important rejoinder 
is improvements to these features 

primarily provide a competitive ad-
vantage for certain activities, rather 
than an intrinsic benefit for all areas 
of life. Indeed, in many ways being 
taller is an advantage only if other 
people are shorter, which suggests 
that such alterations should not be 
considered the moral equivalent of 
a cure for sickle cell anemia. 

The question of the social effects 
of enhancement brings Verhey to 
his third image, of God as the one 
who takes the side of the poor. In 
a world with growing inequality, 
should we devote scarce resources 
to genetically producing stronger, 
smarter and better-looking chil-
dren? The usual solution, of giving 
access to those who can pay for it, 
risks the creation of a permanent 
divide between a wealthy, genet-
ically enhanced upper class and a 
poor, genetically unenhanced low-
er class – not unlike that envisioned 
in Gattaca. Thus, Verhey argues 
we must guard against the tempta-
tion to seek perfection through ge-
netic technologies, and leave med-
icine to promoting health, while 
we “work on becoming the kind of 
society that practices hospitality to 
those who are different from us.”

Although safe and practical hu-
man genetic engineering is not yet 
a reality, the advent of CRISPR 
technology and the willingness of 
scientists like He to break ethical 

There are lots of resources on the ethics of genetic modification. 
Here are some great ones to get you started: 

An excellent short book that summarizes mainstream ethical 
concerns about genetic enhancement is Michael Sandel’s The 
Case Against Perfection (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2007).

A classic argument about the possible implications of controlling 
future generations is C.S. Lewis’ The Abolition of Man (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1944).

An early theological discussion of new methods of manipulating 
reproduction is Oliver O’Donovan’s Begotten or Made? (Ox-
ford: Clarendon Press, 1984).

An insightful history of how technology has changed Christians’ 
understanding of procreation and parenthood is Amy Laura 
Hall’s Conceiving Parenthood (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008). 

A recent book on faith and medicine that develops a constructive 
theology of children is Joel Shuman and Brian Volck, Reclaim-
ing the Body (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2006). —MB

LEARN MORE

boundaries suggests such a future 
may arrive faster than anticipated. 
Still, the distinctions and arguments 
developed by theologians like Allen 
Verhey provide valuable tools to 
guide Christians as they approach 
this brave new world. In particular, 
Verhey challenges the church to con-
tinue its age-old practices of healing 
the sick and providing hospitality for 
the poor and outcast, without being 
distracted by the prospect of “chil-
dren made to order.”  

Michael Buttrey

Michael is a doctoral candi-
date in Christian Ethics at the 
Toronto School of Theology, 
and a member of the Faith 
and Life Sciences Reference 
Group of the Canadian Coun-
cil of Churches.

 . . . we should always treat people as ends 
in themselves, rather than merely tools to 
be used for advancing knowledge or the 

human race as a whole. 
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GOD’S WILL FOR 2019

NEW YEAR LENDS ITSELF TO PERSONAL REFLECTION. I read through my 
journal entries and flip through the pages of our wall calendar, think-
ing of milestones gone by and ordinary activities and events that filled 
the past 12 months. I consider aspects of my life that need to change, 
and ponder whether that’s realistic. Can I make my devotional time 
more meaningful or my morning routine more efficient? (I do love ex-
pedience!) Are there better ways to spend my evenings? What habits 
have crept into my life? Are they worthwhile, or should I rid myself 
of them? 

The clean white spaces of the 2019 calendar make me wonder what 
those days ahead might hold. God only knows. God makes his plan. 
The information’s unavailable to the mortal man, says Paul Simon. 
It’s best that way.

Dreams and aspirations look different when you’re in your sixties 
than when you’re 16. Still I set up personal goals and make plans. 
What’s life without hope beyond the status quo? I have learned to ask 
the Lord to lead the way – otherwise, it’s pointless.

A little over a year ago I wrestled with pressing issues that kept me 
from my own agenda. I grew anxious about not keeping up and struggled 
with feelings of being overwhelmed. Earnestly (with some exasperation), 
I asked God, “What am I supposed to do?” I know he always hears my 
prayers. Sometimes his answers come in unusual ways.

In this case, I Thessalonians 5: 16-18 kept showing up in devotion-
al reading, Bible study and sermons I listened to. In one week this 

scripture came to my attention no 
less than five times. Point taken! 
I cracked open some commen-
taries and spent time, prayer and 
journal space meditating on the 
passage. I have neither the word 
count nor credentials to expound 
sufficiently here. But the mes-
sage came through with undeni-
able clarity.

SIMPLE, RIGHT?
Rejoice always. Believers have 
reason for eternal joy, even (es-
pecially) in the face of temporal 
trouble. Biblical joy is the fruit 
of the Spirit, transcending the 
deepest sorrow. It cannot be 
uprooted by the most troubling 
circumstance, although it might 
be obscured for a season. God’s 
children can be bone-weary, bat-
tered and bereaved, but never 
without true joy.

Pray without ceasing. Martin 
Luther had it right: “To be a Chris-
tian without prayer is no more 
possible than to be alive without 
breathing.” How long can I hold 
my breath? Only seconds before 
I gasp for air. But prayer is often 
my last resort, rather than my first 

response. Am I driven more by 
desperation than trust?

Give thanks in all circumstances. 
I love to be appreciated for what I 
do, even the small things. How 
much more, then, should I express 
gratitude to the One who gives 
literally my very next breath? 
Thanksgiving is the hinge on 
which the Christian life swings. 
To be thankful is to be aware of 
the Giver and all his good gifts. Is 
there a better way to alleviate anx-
iety over what might happen than 
by acknowledging the blessings 
that already surround me?

For this is the will of God for 
you in Christ Jesus. Do I really 
want to know God’s will for me? 
I’d prefer some magical hand-
writing in the sky, step-by-step 
instructions, or a divine to-do list 
of some sort. He won’t let me be 
that lazy. Instead, he gives me the 
bottom line: Rejoice. Pray. Give 
thanks. And do it all consistently 
– always, without ceasing, in all 
circumstances. 

Sounds simple, but I know 
better. It will keep me more than 
busy for the next 365 days. Lord 
willing .

Heidi VanderSlikke  |  hmvanderslikke@hotmail.com

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

TO BEGIN AGAIN
Sara Pot |  thepotfamily@gmail.com

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

HAPPY NEW YEAR. Did it seem a little 
anticlimactic to have New Year’s 
Eve on a Monday? Being a creature 
of habit, when a holiday happens in 
the week, I find myself losing track 
of the days afterward. However you 
see the days sorted, here’s to the new 
year, new memories and more ex-
periences in this wilderness of life. 
Prost! (Cheers!)
 
THE GIFT OF NEW LIFE
Of the significant new beginnings in 
my own life, the births of my chil-
dren are most impactful. Seventeen 
years ago, on another Monday night 
– but in October, 10 minutes before 
midnight – Ralph and I welcomed 
our first daughter Emily. Tuesday 
morning found us with our arms full 
of this new life. We had new identi-
ties as parents, and we had to figure 
out a new normal with this bundle of 
arms, legs and lungs. 

I panicked with all the impending 
changes, so I had a stack of 17, give or 

take a few, parenting books next to 
the bed, as well as good friends on 
speed dial. I figured everyone had 
something to offer, so I was going 
to soak up as much as wisdom as 
possible. As expected by everyone 
except me, I was quickly over-
whelmed by the difference of par-
enting opinions and philosophy, 
and I become adverse to advice. 
All the books went back to the li-
brary, and I learned to balance the 
wisdom of friends with the wit of 
my husband.

THE EARLY BLURRY DAYS
When Rachel arrived in 2006 and 
Janneke in 2009, with all their 
complicated medical and physic-
al needs, the ordinary parenting 
advice didn’t stick and, frankly, 
there was less of it. I couldn’t find 
17 parenting books, and friends 
and family were not certain of 
what to say, let alone offer much 
insight. Those early days were a 

blur; I know we were carried by 
many, but I can’t remember too 
many specific conversations.

What I do remember is the ex-
perience of Janneke’s birth, as we 
learned the healing power of quiet 
presence. When we went into the 
local hospital with labour pains, 
we figured we were going through 
predictable pain that would dis-
sipate with the joy of welcom-
ing our baby. Yet at the moment 
when Janneke was fully birthed, 
it was immediately clear she was 

not a healthy baby. Ralph’s words 
echoed through the room, “She’s 
just like Rachel.” The birthing 
room fell silent, save for the tears 
of the midwives, Ralph and me. 

THE GIFT OF SILENCE
Job 2:13 tells of when his friends 
learn of his misery, they came 
and sat in silence for seven days, 
dressed in sackcloth. “No one said 
a word to him because they saw 
how great his suffering was.” It’s 
when they opened their mouths to 

advise that things begin to unravel. 
When the midwives fell silent 

and quietly went about their tasks 
in that birthing room on Friday, 
March 14, 2009, I experienced tre-
mendous comfort. That grace-filled 
silence superseded any advice they 
could offer. Of all the wisdom and 
advice of the world potentially 
available, we were given silence 
– and we were so grateful, as we 
pondered yet another new and 
beautiful-but-complicated begin-
ning for our family.

So much of what many of us 
resolve for the new year relates to 
what we hope to do, yet we know 
that there is much ahead that we 
aren’t planning or expecting. 
As the months pass, maybe this 
new year becomes more about 
what we hope to be and how we 
hope to be – for ourselves and for 
others, particularly when the road 
may lead to more wilderness than 
wonder. 

“The object of a New Year is not 
that we should have a new year. It 
is that we should have a new soul 
and a new nose; new feet, a new 
backbone, new ears and new eyes. 
Unless a man starts afresh about 
things, he will certainly do nothing 
effective.” G.K Chesterton 
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DEAR PROFESSOR VAN WIJS,
It’s hard to believe it’s been two 
years since graduating from Chris-
tian college! As I shared in a pre-
vious letter, I moved to the west 
coast where I am getting settled in 
my first job as a junior engineer at 
the ACME Corporation.

While I really enjoyed my time 
in Christian college, I am finding 
that working in the “real world” 
can be challenging. I sit in a large 
cubicle farm as part of a team that 
designs a part for a small sub-as-
sembly that is used in larger prod-
ucts. Like the parts I design, I feel 
like a small cog in a giant machine. 
I am left feeling like the comic 
character “Dilbert.”

In college I was inspired by an 
exciting “every square inch” king-
dom vision but, now that I am in 
the “real world,” my work seems 

LETTER TO A YOUNG ENGINEER
Derek Schuurman  |  derek@calvin.edu

Derek is a professor of computer science at Calvin College. While these letters are 
fictional, they are based on real conversations with students and engineers.

inconsequential. How does my 
faith matter in a large corporate 
setting with little opportunity to 
make a difference?

I hope to be back on campus for 
alumni day in the spring, so perhaps 
we can meet over a coffee at the 
“Providential Bean” on campus.
Your former student,
Dan

DEAR DAN,
What a delight to hear from you! 
I’m glad to hear you are settled 
into a new city and work. Your 
feelings are not uncommon when 
making the transition from college 
to work, and it’s easy to be discour-
aged at times, especially when our 
work may seem inconsequential.

I recall God’s words in Jeremiah 
to the Jewish exiles in Babylon 
who were longing for home. God 
tells them to “Build houses and 

settle down . . . seek the peace and 
prosperity of the city” (Jer. 29:5-7). 
Babylon was the high-tech centre 
of their day, and like those exiles, 
we may find ourselves like strang-
ers in a strange land. And yet we 
are called to seek the peace and 
prosperity of our workplaces as 
well as the wider society. Your 
work designing useful tools con-
tributes to unfolding the possibili-
ties in creation and is a legitimate 
way of serving God and neighbour.

Thankfully, we are not responsi-
ble to bring about the kingdom on 
our own, but rather to be faithful 

in the places where we find our-
selves. Pray for your workplace 
and for your co-workers; pray that 
God will use you to serve him. Do 
your work diligently, ask good 
questions, listen closely, show 
empathy to co-workers and cus-
tomers. Remember that your en-
gineering job is only one avenue 
in which you can serve. Our pri-
mary calling is to be a disciple of 
Jesus Christ, but we have multiple 
secondary callings  – not only our 
job, but also in our local church, 
friendships, neighbourhoods and 
volunteer opportunities.

Don’t forget the practice of regu-
lar Scripture reading and pray that 
God will equip you through his 

Holy Spirit. We cannot expect to 
be effective in the kingdom if we 
don’t maintain a relationship with 
the King! As you gain more experi-
ence, be attentive to God’s leading 
as new opportunities for work and 
service may present themselves.

There is much more that could 
be said, but let’s plan to meet in 
person over coffee when you are 
back on campus and we will con-
tinue the conversation!

May God continue to bless you 
and keep you in your work, and 
may he “equip you with everything 
good for doing his will” (Heb. 
13:21).
Sincerely,
Dr. van Wijs 

Pray that God will use you to serve him.

A MODEST GREATNESS 
David T. Koyzis  |  dtkoyzis@gmail.com

David is author of the award-winning Political Visions and Illusions, the revised 
second edition of which is due out in May.

ON THE LAST DAY OF NOVEMBER, 
the 41st president of the United 
States, George Herbert Walker 
Bush, took his leave after 94 years, 
many of which were spent in the 
public spotlight. During his brief 
one-term presidency I did not al-
ways agree with his policies, but in 
the succeeding years I’ve come to 
conclude that he may have been the 
best of the post-war presidents.

Born to privilege, Bush was heir 
to a tradition of noblesse oblige, a 
notion that the current generation 
likely finds incomprehensible. If 
the term is unfamiliar to us now, 
its meaning retains its importance 
in a society that valorizes 
individual fulfilment for its own 
sake and follows the low road 
of coordinating this self-seeking 
in the least troublesome fashion. 
But Bush’s father, Connecticut 
Senator Prescott Bush, instilled in 
the young George the conviction 
that social prominence and wealth 

bring an obligation to advance the 
public good.

After the 1941 attack on Pearl 
Harbor pulled the United States 
into the war against Japan and 
Germany, George enlisted in the 
military at age 18, becoming one of 
the youngest fighter pilots to serve 
his country. His early wartime 
experience made him aware of 
the limits of military power once 
he had attained public office. This 
made him prudent in his conduct 
of foreign policy during his 
years in the White House. After 
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq tried to 
absorb Kuwait, Bush masterfully 
assembled a multilateral coalition 
to reverse this illegal act but 
refrained from pushing American 
troops to Baghdad and trying to 
upend the regime.

LACK OF PRETENTION
More significantly, Bush skilfully 
presided over the biggest sea 

change in international politics 
since 1945 – the end of the Cold 
War and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and its sphere of influence. 
Many of us marvelled that all of 
this occurred as peacefully as it 
did, but both Bush and Soviet 
President Mikhail Gorbachev 
deserve credit for managing a 
complex set of circumstances that 
could easily have spiralled out 
of control. A modest man who 
brought his modesty to office, he 
refrained from gloating over the 
west’s apparent “victory” in the 40-

year struggle and never dreamt of 
making himself into a hero.

Because bitter partisanship was 
foreign to him, he graciously sent a 
hand-written letter to his successor, 
Bill Clinton, wishing him the best 
during his tenure as president. Far 
from being a nationalist, Bush 
would sometimes speak of a “new 
world order” in a way that seemed 
to echo the rhetoric of Woodrow 
Wilson, his considerably less 
modest predecessor. Yet for the 
most part, Bush was content to serve 
four years as an ordinary president, 

capping a distinguished career that 
had given him one of the longer 
and more impressive résumés in 
American political history.

What is less known of Bush 
is that he was also a man of deep 
faith. A lifelong Episcopalian, his 
parents prayed with their family, 
drawing on the Book of Common 
Prayer and other sources. He grew 
up with the Bible and the familiar 
cadences of the Anglican liturgy. 
Although the content of his faith is 
reported to have been close to that 
of the typical American evangelical 
protestant, he instinctively avoided 
the showmanship and bravado 
sometimes associated with this 
form of Christianity. His modest 
personal style would not have 
permitted a flashy expression of 
faith.

In an era when American voters 
seem enamoured of the rhetoric of 
“America First” and promises of 
national greatness, we would do 
well to take a second look at the 
elder Bush’s legacy. If he was indeed 
a great president, his greatness lay 
above all in his modesty and lack of 
pretention, something to which his 
successors have not always lived 
up as successfully. May he rest in 
peace until the resurrection. 
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In a desert land God found him,
in a barren and howling waste. 
God shielded him and cared for 
him; God guarded him as the 
apple of his eye, like an eagle that 
stirs up its nest and hovers over 
its young, that spreads its wings 
to catch them and carries them 
on its pinions.
(Deut. 32:10-11, Moses’ Song).

THE BIBLE IS FULL OF SIMILES 
and metaphors that describe 
God. In this OT passage, God is 
compared to a parent eagle and 
that simile is so rich in meaning 
that it can’t be dealt with in a 
short column. I’ll try to explore 
it in a longer article for CC soon. 
For now, it is God guarding 
loved ones as the “apple of his 

THE APPLE OF GOD’S EYE
Bob Bruinsma  |  bruinsmabob@gmail.com

Bob is fascinated by the fact that the Bible never tells us exactly what God is, but 
only what God is like. Of course, God’s ultimate metaphor of what God is like is 
Jesus.

eye” that intrigues me and that 
I’ll focus on. The phrase “apple 
of one’s eye” is now quite com-
monly used and means some-
thing like “my favourite loved 
one,” perhaps because the eye 
is so important and precious in 
providing us with sight. 

PROTECTED
But what specifically is the 
meaning of the “apple” part of 
this expression? The apple of 
the eye is, in fact, the tiny hole, 
also known as the pupil, right in 
the centre of each eye. It is the 
pupil (the apple) of our eye that 
lets in the light by which we see. 
But there’s not much protection 
for the pupil, is there? In a way, 
no. The pupil must be exposed 

to the environment if we are to 
see; if you cover up your pupils 
you might as well be blind. Then 
this doesn’t seem like a very 
comforting metaphor, does it? If 
God guards us like the pupils of 
our eyes, it seems like not much 

guarding at all. Yet the pupil and 
the whole eye is protected by the 
bony orbit of the eye socket, and 
both the tough transparent cor-
nea and the quickly flicking eye-
lid provide a remarkable degree 
of protection for the delicate 

front of the eye. 
In this image of God guard-

ing his people Israel (and by 
extension, us) as the “apple of 
his eye,” it’s as if God is say-
ing, “You can’t escape having 
to confront the world head-
on, with your eyes wide open. 
There’s risk in that – you will 
probably get dust in your eyes 
from time-to-time. Sometimes 
it may be wise to wear protec-
tive eye covers, especially to 
prevent you from being blinded 
by all sorts of foolish philoso-
phies that point you to other 
gods. But remember, I’m al-
ways here to surround you with 
my love, just as the pupil of 
the eye is protected by a tough 
transparent covering and by an 
orbit of protruding bone.”

This Old Testament figure of 
speech tells us not only that God 
loves us as a parent loves a favou-
rite child, but that we can count on 
God’s protection even when life 
wants to slap us in the face. I think 
that’s pretty cool, don’t you? 

SOME YEARS AGO, I WAS intro-
duced to a remarkable piece of 
music composed by J.S. Bach – 
the fifth movement of his Partita 
in D minor for solo violin (called 
the Chaconne). As with so many of 
Bach’s works, the Chaconne eas-
ily captures your heart; it has a 
way of lodging itself in mind and 
imagination. The piece is by turns 
pained and playful; dissonant 
and melodic. It sometimes rushes 
on almost to the point of stum-
bling and at other times strides 
smoothly towards its resolution.  
At the heart of the Chaconne is a 
mystery that may go some way to 
explaining its compelling nature. 
The German musicologist Helga 
Thoene has suggested that it con-
tains a hidden numerical code that 
references Bach’s wife (Maria 
Barbara) and the year of her un-
expected death. Also, that the piece 
is built on an intricate musical scaf-
folding of 11 hymns that all refer-
ence the death and resurrection of 
Christ and invite us to put our trust 

A GRIEVING DANCE
Roland De Vries |  rdevries@pcmtl.ca

Roland teaches at The Presbyterian College, Montreal. He likes to explore culture 
and play with words.

in God. The Chaconne seems to 
be bookended by musical echoes 
of a chorale by Martin Luther 
and the phrases “Christ lay in 
death’s bonds” and “Hallelujah.”  
As we think about the Chaconne it 
is important to acknowledge that 
we are all Romantics – we see 
artistic expression as tied up with 
our personal lives and our internal 
emotional landscapes. We have 
placed ourselves at the centre of 
our imaginations and it is difficult 

for us to conceive a world that is not 
self-focused in this way. Since Bach 
predates the Romantic period, how-
ever, it is more likely that his music 
points to something outside of or 
beyond himself; something univer-
sal, rather than something merely 
personal. The glory of God, the 
compassion of God, and the hope 
that is found in Christ. 
 
HOPEFUL REALITY
Nevertheless, given the biograph-
ical hints embedded in the Cha-
conne we can wonder whether we 
are on cusp of a personal, emo-
tional moment here in Bach. That 
is the view of Adam Zagajewski, 
a Polish poet whose recent col-
lection (Asymmetry, 2018) in-
cludes a poem entitled Chaconne. 

This short poem is a reflection 
on Bach’s musical composition, 
and touches on the personal pain 
that lies at the heart of the piece:  
“[H]ere, perhaps only here, Bach 
talks about his life / he suddenly, un-
expectedly, reveals himself / swiftly, 
violently casts out joy and sorrow / 
(since it’s all we’ve got), the pain of 
losing his wife and children / the grief 
that time must take everything . . . .”
Whether Bach expresses personal 
pain with the Chaconne or points 
to the universal reality of human 
suffering, the piece embodies 
what one scholar has referred to 
as “a grieving dance.” The griev-
ing dimensions express the reality 
of anxiety, pain and brokenness in 
our lives. “The grief that time must 
take everything.” The dance, on the 
other hand, expresses the hopeful 
reality that God will finally answer 
our every grief with the hallelu-
jah of Christ and his resurrection.  
Zagajewski sees the Chaconne not 
only as a deeply personal work of 
Bach the composer, but also as a call 
to each of us to tell our own story. 
Bach reminds the poet of the desire 
we have to tell our own story, and 
our limited capacity to tell that story 
as we might wish. We want to tell a 
joyful and hopeful story; we want to 
declare the grand narrative of God’s 
redeeming love, but are held back by 

our own small, often difficult lives. 
“– after all, we dream about it 
too, telling the truth about our life, 
and we keep trying awkwardly.”
Perhaps the combined gift of Bach 
and of Zagajewski is the reminder 
that if we want to speak the truth 
of who we have been and who we 
are – our story – we must remem-
ber that it is first a story before us 
and beyond us. It is first the story 
of God’s creating and redeeming 
love in Christ. And this glorious 
and beautiful story before us and 
beyond us might also be our own 
story; our own grieving dance here 
and now. 

Our story might be: “Christ lay in 
death’s bonds,” and “Hallelujah.”

LISTEN ONLINE 
Bach’s Chaconne (Violin 
Partita No. 2) is available 
on YouTube.  
Find the same piece over-
laid with choral excerpts 
at dailymotion.com. 
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SIMEON AND ANNA  
A post-Christmas story based on Luke 2:22.  |   Katie Munnik

HE’S A LOVELY MAN, A RIGHT 
man of God. Righteous and de-
vout. No one know how old he 
is, just that he had always been 
here in Jerusalem. As old as the 
hills, he says with a twinkle. Or 
as old as his tongue and a little 
older than his teeth. He knows 
how to make us laugh.

He is patient, too, which helps 
when it gets crowded around 
here. The pilgrims get anxious 
and want to know they are in the 
right place, that they are pay-
ing the right price for the right 
sacrifice, and that their prayers 
will be heard. He always has a 

kind word for them. Says the 
Lord loves them, even if they fill 
the place with noise, worry and 
hesitations. He doesn’t mind the 
pigeons and flies, does he? Then 
why should these people be a 
bother? Let them fuss and we’ll 
focus on what matters, shall we?
Simeon says we have all the 
time in the world.

HUNGER
He likes to use a poetic turn of 
phrase, which makes him a bit 
old-fashioned. They say he has 
always been like that, playing 
with language the way weav-

ers tease wool back and forth 
and patterns emerge. Some even 
say that he was among the 70 
who translated the Law and the 
Prophets into Greek. Maybe, 
maybe, though it is hard to fath-
om anyone could be so ancient. 
He certainly knows the texts well 
enough and that’s useful in these 
difficult empire days. We are not 
an easy people, and this is not an 
easy city. There’s a hunger about 
Jerusalem. The exile is ended, of 
course, and the city has been re-
built for years, but things aren’t 
right yet. Rome’s hand is heavy 
and God’s word is quiet. There 

are so many distractions for the 
people these days, and so many 
temptations. People do still aim 
to be faithful, though perhaps 
fewer than before, and though the 
Temple is still a busy place, we 
struggle with politics. Maybe it 
has ever been thus. I am glad that, 
in these days, there is a man like 
Simeon on whom the Spirit rests.

THIRST
We see each other most days, 
sometimes in the marketplace 
but usually at the Temple. Since 
my husband died, I have spent 
much of my time here. It is a 
good place to prayer and prayer 

is a good way to spend the days. 
Simeon says it is at prayer that 
we learn to listen. When he first 
said that to me, I didn’t under-
stand. I was working on remem-
bering all the words and getting 
them in the right order. Listening 
didn’t seem to be a part of it. But 
then I learned. The words are 
only there to get the heart in or-
der. They neaten things up, make 
straight lines and channels. A 
bit like gardening or farming, I 
suppose. And then your heart is 
ready when the Lord comes. He 
comes like rain, like rivers of 
water, rushing through, bring-
ing life. Even to an old widow 
like me, he comes. That’s what 
Jerusalem needs. It’s what the 
world needs, isn’t it? A right 
good downpour because we’re 
all so thirsty. Simeon says he’s 
been hearing rumours – and I 
told him not to be a foolish old 
man and that maybe he’d better 
stay away from the marketplace 
– but he told me they were ru-
mours of God. He heard them 
first in his work with the Law 
and the Prophets – peppered 
with rumours, he said, rumours 
of something new, something 
wonderful coming soon. Conso-
lation. And he tells me that the 
rumours aren’t just written; they 
are also heard in the heart. He 
heard a promise – like an angel 
whispering over his shoulder as 
he worked on the Law – that he 
would not die until he had seen 
salvation with his own eyes. He 

remembers the day clearly, and 
the text, too. The prophet wrote 
“Behold a virgin shall conceive 
. . . ” and he hesitated, hearing 
something, something all those 
years ago.

WELCOME
But where was I? Simeon is a 
good man. Yes, that was it. He 
waits and he listens and he be-
lieves, even in these troubled 
times. I must tell the priests all 
this, because they are worried. 
Too often, they say, he is found 
asleep in the courtyard, propped 
up against a pillar, his mouth 
agape. I am sure they are wor-

ried that he will die there and 
then the Temple will need to be 
cleansed. There must be laws 
against dying in the Temple. All 
old men, scribes or prophets, 
must withdraw and find a digni-
fied place to breathe their last. 
Ah well, I will tell them. Perhaps 
this afternoon.

Simeon is awake now, and 
I watch his approach a young 
couple, coming to make an of-
fering by the looks of it. The 
husband carries the doves and 
the wife holds their baby close, 
looking around with wide eyes 
at the height and the splendour 
of the Temple. It looks as if she 
is watching for something, as if 
she expects something miracu-
lous to happen. Simeon smiles 
warmly, ready as always to show 
them which way to go.

Salvation will be like this, I 
think. Like the mystery of wel-
come and the newness of a child. 
Because a newborn child is real 
and yet not real. You can’t take 
your eyes off him, but you can’t 
see who he will be. Might even 
say here and not yet here. But 
we will hold out our arms to 
welcome the new, and in that 
shining moment, I think we will 
know God.

At prayer we learn to listen. The words are 
only there to get the heart in order.

Katie Munnik

Katie is a columnist with CC. 
This story is excerpted from 
The Pieces We Keep by 
Katie Munnik (Wild Goose 
Publications, 2017).



@ChrCourier ChrCourier CHRISTIANCOURIER.CA      |    JANUARY 14, 2019       17

Maranatha Homes, located in south 
Burlington near many amenities, is a 
place where Christian seniors can enjoy 
independent living in community with 
others.
• Reasonable rent rates at $850/ month
• Newly renovated units  
• Award winning architectural design
• Well maintained building and grounds
• No condo fees or utility bills
All this and more make Maranatha 
Homes an attractive and affordable 
accommodation for seniors.

For further information contact: 
Rosanne van der Woerd  905-681-0311 

109-3260 New St. 
Burlington ON L7N 3L4

Email: rvanderwoerd@gmail.com

Christian Stewardship Services
Has connected Donors with Charities and 

Ministries for 40 years through:
Estate Planning Revocable Deposits RRSP/RRIF Gifting                     
Donating Securities Bequests Endowment Funds
Donor Advised Funds Donating Life Insurance Much More!

Did you know?

Free Impartial and Professional Service

1-800-267-8890 x217 | info@csservices.ca
www.csservices.ca

Maranatha Homes
Living independently in Christian community
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MERRITT FUNERAL HOME Inc.
287 STATION ST., SMITHVILLE, ONT.  L0R 2A0

Tel. 905-957-7031 • FAX 905-957-1371
1-800-461-9498

E-mail: merrittfuneralhome@sympatico.ca
www.merritt-fh.com

Serving families for four generations since 1921

Thomas C. Merritt
Managing Funeral Director
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REV. DIRK MIEDEMA RETIRES  
Aylmer Christian Re-
formed Church, Ont., Can-
ada, congratulates Rev. 
Dirk Miedema, together 
with his wife Grace, as 
they celebrate his retire-
ment from congregational 
ministry. 
We thank God for more 
than seven years of faith-
ful ministry with us, and 
for a total of 37 years 
serving congregations in 
Dresden, Acton, Clinton, 
Ingersoll, Woodstock Ma-
ranatha and Aylmer in ad-

dition to classis and denominational service.  
You are welcome to join us for Rev. Miedema’s farewell 
worship service on Sunday January 27, 2019 D.V. at 10:00 
a.m. at Aylmer CRC, 110 Caverly Rd. 
All friends are also invited to join us for an evening of cel-
ebration on Friday, February 1, 2019 D.V at 7:00 p.m. at Im-
manuel Christian School (75 Caverly Rd., Aylmer). 
For more information, or to RSVP, contact the church office 
at: aylmercrc@amtelecom.net or 519-773-3025.

RETIREMENTOBITUARIES
KNIBBE, Emo
February 22, 1927 - December 1, 2018 

In his 92nd year, Emo passed from 
this life into the everlasting arms of 
his Lord and Saviour. Everyone who 
knew him will miss his enthusiasm for 
life, strong faith and sound wisdom. 
Beloved husband of Pauline (Drenth) 
for   11 years. Predeceased by his first 
wife Myra (Weenink), after 48 years of marriage. 
Dear father of John Knibbe, Janet Goodhoofd (Herb), Carol 
Knibbe, and David Knibbe (Mar). Grandfather of Kristen 
(Toine), Aaron, Alan (Michelle), Kayla, Robin, Chenoah and 
Mia.  Great grandfather of Taylor, Natalie, Adam, Zachary 
and Noah.   
Dear brother of Wil (Martin – deceased) Andy (Rita) Bill 
(Ria) and sister-in-law Wies in the Netherlands.  Predeceased 
by Anneka and Jan.
If desired donations in Emo’s memory can be made to one 
of the charities close to his heart: UNHCR, the UN Refugee 
Agency of Canada.
Contact addresses: 
Pauline Drenth/Knibbe      or 
5-603 Welland Ave, 
St Catharines ON L2M 0A6 
pdknibbe@gmail.com

  Janet Goodhoofd
  244 Village Wood Rd 
  Oakville ON L6L 5X2
  jgoodhoofd@gmail.com

 

ANNIVERSARY
DE JONG, Stan (Sense) & Corrie (Smit)
“The righteous flourish like the palm tree and grow like 
a cedar in Lebanon. They are planted in the house of the 
Lord; they flourish in the courts of our God. They still 
bear fruit in old age; they are ever full of sap and green, to 
declare that the Lord is upright; he is my rock, and there is 
no unrighteousness in him.” Psalm 92:12-15

1958  -   December 27   -   2018 
With much joy and thanksgiving, Stan (Sense) and Corrie 
de Jong (nee Smit) celebrated 60 years of marriage on 
December 27, 2018. 

Your children thank the LORD for you and that you are still 
bearing fruit in old age. We pray that He may grant you many 
more years together in good health for all of us who love you. 
Congratulations and much love from: 
  Anita & Dave Sikkema – Kalispell, MT 
     Chris & Marc Radsma – Anacortes, WA  

    Marshall - Meridian, ID 
            Michaela, Isaac, Eve, Solomon 
 Dave & Andrea – Jordan, ON 
       Joshua, Malachi, Mattea, Emma, Myah, Alia, Reid 
  Joe & Michelle – Bigfork, MT 
       Kaiya, Aria, Quinn 
  James & Evelina – Hamilton, ON 
       Jalen, Kenyon 
   Mitch & Dana – Fonthill, ON 
       Rebekah, Eliana, Naomi, Allora 
   Wynne de Jong-Watt & John Watt – Toronto, ON 
     Samuel 
    Kevin & Heather de Jong – London, ON 

 Rachel – Waterloo, ON 
 Zachary, Ethan  

 Paul & Nicole de Jong – Calgary, AB 
  Natasha

Home address: 204 - 99A Scott Street 
                         St. Catharines ON L2N 1K2

JOB OPENINGS

LEAD PASTOR 
The First Christian Reformed Church of Owen Sound, On-
tario, is seeking a Lead Pastor to lead us into the next stage of 
our Christian ministry.  
We are a very unified, 
friendly fellowship of 
around 230 members, 
located on the spectacu-
lar southern shores of 
Georgian Bay.  
We are blessed with committed members who wish to con-
tinue to be challenged to live out the Christian message 
throughout their lives. We have several terrific praise teams, 
a growing congregation and a thriving Christian School. 
We seek a pastor with a passion for the preached word who 
will also have the skill set to encourage growth from within 
and without. 
If this interests you, please contact Bruce DeBoer at search@
owensoundcrc.com and look up our church profile at owen-
soundcrc.com.

VANDER VENNEN, Robert
Robert Vander Vennen of Toronto, Ontario, passed away on 
Dec. 14, 2018 at the age of 90 after a lengthy illness. 
Bob had a lifelong interest in the connections between sci-
ence and religion, and in Christian higher education which 
honors both. Over a lifetime he moved from doing research 
in chemistry to teaching to academic administration. 
He served in the first faculty of Trinity Christian College in 
Palos Heights, IL, becoming academic dean there. In 1974 
he took an executive position with the Institute for Christian 
Studies in Toronto. He also did foundational work in estab-
lishing King's University in Edmonton, AB and in Redeemer 
University College in Hamilton, ON. 
He is survived by Mary (Huissen), his wife of 65 years, sons 
Mark (Alice), Paul (Judy), daughter Kathy, seven grandchil-
dren, and one great-grandchild.
Correspondence: Mary Vander Vennen  
                            1606 - 45 Kingknoll Dr., 
                            Brampton ON L6Y 5P2. 
Email address: rmvanven@gmail.com

PASTOR OF FAITH FORMATION 
Hope Christian Reformed Church of Brantford is seeking a 
Pastor of Faith Formation and Discipleship. 
This exciting new full time position will be part of a team 
ministry working alongside our senior Pastor. We are a 
vibrant, large congregation in a growing community in 
southwestern Ontario. 
If interested, contact Nancy Game at info@hopecrc.ca. 

VACATION
HOLIDAY 
ACCOMMODATION  
IN HOLLAND 
with vehicle rentals 
and tours. Website:
chestnutlane.nl

ADVERTISING                               
& CLASSIFIEDS
For information and to submit an 
ad, email ads@christiancourier.
ca  or visit christiancourier.ca.  
Next issue dates: Jan 28, 
 Feb 11, 25, March 25 (one 
issue in March)

Available are a couple of old Psalters and other sheet 
music.  Also includes several large binders composing the 
newer grey Psalter.  The music is free to anyone that can 
use it, but would have to be picked up or be willing to pay 
postage. 
For information, contact Thom Boehm at thomasboehm@
eastlink.ca or phone 902-896-0236.

KLAVAARSKRIBO MUSIC AVAILABLE
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that kind of love. Maybe that’s 
why there are angry young men. 
Have too many grown up without 
shouldering the burden of their 
father’s love? What would it be 
like to grow up without that love 
encircling you?

My father wasn’t a perfect man 
by any means. He liked to have 
things his way; he didn’t like to 
change, and he could be very im-
patient. But over the years I wit-
nessed him apologize to people 
he had wronged, admit mistakes 
he made, and openly talk about 
his regrets. Even through his mis-
steps he guided me. 

MORNING COFFEE
Some mornings I would get to 
the hospital early and he would 
be asleep. His breathing would be 
normal, and I would try to match 
my breath with his. I would re-
member going along with him 
when I was around six years old, 
as he made visits to members of 
the church. Silly little things come 
into my mind: I remember hiding 
in the backseat of the LTD as he 

“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does 
not boast, it is not proud. […] It always protects, always 
trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails” 
(1 Cor. 13:4-8 ). 

IN THE MORNING, I’D GO THERE WITH HIS TIM HORTON’S COFFEE. 
We’d sit, not talking a whole lot, as neither of us really knew what to 
say. I could feel his love as a physical manifestation. I could feel the 
weight of it on my shoulders. To call it a burden would be wrong, as 
how can love be a burden? But it felt like a burden nonetheless. It felt 
like a load I had to carry. It felt like a debt I owed that could never fully 
be paid back.

My siblings and I were so fortunate to have a father who loved us. 
He tried to put the ones he loved first. So many people grow up without 

Final Thoughts

THE WEIGHT OF A FATHER’S LOVE

I DIDN’T LET MUM HUG ME for an entire year when I was eleven. 
Now I’d do anything for one of her hugs. 
It’s a strange thing to be on earth without your mother. It’s like your 

umbilical cord has been severed and you’re just kind of floating. 
I thought it would be easier, having known Mum was sick for 15 years 

with brain cancer, having known we could lose her any day and being 
grateful for the miracle of the extra time we got with her. 

But it wasn’t. 
And you’re never ready. 
No, instead, you’re camping with your family, reading a book on 

the beach and you happen to pick up your phone to take a photo of 
the fish your oldest son has caught when you see the urgent text from 
your sister:

“Emily, we’ve been trying to get a hold of you. Dad’s taken Mum to 
emergency. The doctor says she only has less than a month. The other 

LOSING MUM
Emily T. Wierenga

Thomas H. Boehm 

ran into the store to drop some-
thing off, worried that someone 
was going to kidnap me. I remem-
ber picking fairy ring mushrooms 
in Mrs. Day’s yard and giving 
them to him to fry up for the two 
of us. I remember being so jeal-
ous of my older three brothers, 
as they could relate to him in a 
way that, as a young child, I just 
couldn’t do. I remember so much. 
Grief is a strange thing. Now that 
he has died, I expected sadness to 
overwhelm me, and it does on oc-
casion, but it comes in waves of 
memory. 

On the morning of his last day 
with us, the nurse said he had 
been asking for me. The childish 
part of my brain thought, “Oh, 
maybe he is starting to feel bet-
ter.” But in my heart, I knew this 
wasn’t so. I gave him his coffee, 
and he tried to take a drink but he 
didn’t have the strength. I raised 
it to his lips and gave him a sip. I 
sat with him a while, then kissed 
his head and hurried off to work. 
Before leaving I told him I loved 
him, and he told me that he loved 
me. I backed out, walking into the 
wall. He laughed and I laughed 
with tears in my eyes.

DEBT OF LOVE
I never felt like I had to do any-
thing to win Dad’s love. It was 
always there, wrapping around 
me like a blanket. I truly felt the 
need to please him, but not to win 
his love, not to abate his anger, 
and not to reach some lofty goal. 
I wanted to do things for him to 
try and pay back the debt of love 
that I owe.    So here I sit with a 
debt of love that can no longer be 
paid. His love envelops me still. 
And all I can do with this burden 
of love is to pass it on. 

“O Lord, support us all the 
day long of this troublous 
life, until the shadows length-
en and the evening comes, 
the busy world is hushed, the 
fever of life is over and our 
work is done; then Lord, in 
thy mercy, grant us safe lodg-
ing, a holy rest and peace at 
the last.” 

John Henry Newman  

one said weeks. We thought you’d 
want to know.”

That’s when the floating begins. 
Your kids grab your arm and 

show you the fish and the waves 
keep lapping at the shore and no 
one knows that your axis has actu-
ally stopped rotating. That some-
how you need to get 40 hours 
away from there, right this very 
minute, before your mama dies.

I drive six hours into the city and 
fly into Ontario from Alberta early 
the next morning yet it still isn’t 
fast enough. 

When they said weeks, they 
should have said days; and when 
they said days, they should have 
said hours. And as I sit stuck in 
traffic in a taxi cab in Kitchener 
with an East Indian man feeding 
me cherries, I read on my phone, 
“Mum died about 2:15 pm, gone 
to the loving arms of her Saviour.”

HOLY GRIEF
I cry. I weep silent and long and 
then, when I find time alone at 
Mum’s and Dad’s house hours lat-
er, after the funeral directors have 
come and taken my mother away, 
I pound the ground and get angry 
at God and ask, Why? Why did he 

seem to ignore my one request to 
get home in time to say goodbye? 
Why? 

Yes, my family and I celebrate 
the 15 years we had with Mum, 
but we also mourn the very real 
torture of being separated from 
someone we love. Because love is 
beyond time, and we are eternal 
beings, made for eternal life, made 
to spend forever with our heavenly 
family, and this separation doesn’t 
make any sense. Except when Je-
sus whispers to me as I’m wash-
ing Mum’s sheets and smelling 
her skin on the sheets and crying 
again, “She’s more alive than she’s 
ever been, Emily.” And then that 
helps, a little. 

Mum was a pastor’s wife. I’m 
a pastor’s daughter. And together 
we want to invite you to enter into 
the pain of death and embrace it. 
Don’t fight it. 

We don’t need to mask death 
with “Celebrations” – we can be 
sad and it’s not unholy. It’s a part of 
loving someone, this hard losing. 
This wrestling with the “Whys.” 
We can pound the ground and cry 
out to our loving Heavenly Father 
and in turn, he’ll cup our face gen-
tly and tell us he was protecting us 

– that’s why he took Mum before 
I got home. He was protecting me 
from the pain of seeing her go.

Because our Heavenly Father 
will never leave us nor forsake 
us, and he loves us in an eternal 
kind of way – acting as the bridge 
between us and our home, where 
one day we’ll be able to hug those 
who’ve gone before.

And we’ll never have to say 
goodbye again. 

Thomas H. Boehm 
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Yvonne and Emily, age 1.

Yvonne Dow (1956-2018) and her daughter, Emily. 

Henry (1934-2018) and Thom Boehm, in Koujibaquac, 
New Brunswick, circa 1980.


