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AUTISM PASTOR
The diagnosis that strengthened my faith & ministry
calling. | Lamar Hardwick
FOUR YEARS AGO, I walked into

the office of my therapist. I sat
down on her couch with my wife
and I took a long, deep breath
and slowly exhaled, waiting for
some answers to my 36-yearlong question. After what seemed
like a lifetime, she grabbed her
clip board and glanced over the
multiple assessments we had
completed in the weeks prior.
She then looked up at me and uttered the three words that I had
both worried about and wanted

to hear: “Autism Spectrum Disorder” (ASD).
Even as young as seven years
old, I noticed the differences between me and other children my
age. It felt as though the entire
world was in on a joke that I just
did not understand. I was a quiet
and intelligent child. But I had
a difficult time understanding
people, and people had an equally difficult time understanding
me.
Every struggle that I had
Continued on page 2
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MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS SEEM TO BE MUSHROOMING ALL AROUND
us. Very soon depression will be the leading cause of disability in the
Western world. Death by suicide is far too prevalent. The increase in
crippling anxiety issues, especially among young people, is alarming.
In a compelling recent report, Canada’s Chief Medical Officer estimates that one in three Canadians over the age of 15 has experienced
some form of domestic violence. That’s a staggering nine million
people.
These statistics only begin to scratch the surface. And they don’t
speak to the deep anguish and pain that people who experience mental
health distress, and their loves ones, are going through, often all too
silently.
It is well established that one in five people will experience a
mental illness in their lifetime (many estimates say one in four). That
means that 20 to 25 percent of the people in your congregation are,
have been or will experience some form of significant mental health
distress.
What can churches do? Is there any hope? How can people of

faith minister effectively when it
comes to mental health?
I believe that the answer is
yes, there is hope. Churches can
provide essential supports in the
name of Christ. And in my view,
given today’s mental health realities, doing so is core to the
calling of the church in the 21st
century.
WE ARE ALL HUMAN
Does being a Christian exempt
us from mental illness? No. Regardless of our faith, all of us are
subject to the same relational,
genetic and family pattern vulnerabilities. That is because we
Continued on page 7
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AUTISM CONTINUED

able expectations the world
placed on me. The problem was
socially or educationally was the that it led me down a road that
result of my lack of strength – or at dead-ends at the corner of lonely
least that’s what I believed. Even and lost.
in the midst of obvious struggles,
Thankfully, I survived, and
I was often characterized as weak, I am doing well today. I have a
weird or just plain wrong. I was great family and a career I love,

Sometimes when God uses you it will
feel like you’ve been used.
No applause. No award. No audience.
Don’t pout. That’s the point.
To be used.
@lamarhardwick on Instagram

bullied by my peers, by teachers,
and on occasion by other parents because I seemed strange,
stoic, and sometimes rude or
arrogant. So I became afraid.
What developed was a frightened child who created a phony
image because I desperately
needed to survive a world that
my brain wasn’t built for and a
society that thought I was strange.
My grades began to plummet,
because while I didn’t always
know what to do, I learned what
I should not do if I wanted to fit
in. Don’t be smart. Mask your
intelligence. Pretend to be someone else. Nod and smile. Be “normal.” This was how I survived
until I got to high school, when
it stopped working. My freshman
year of high school I was kicked
out for not going to class. If you
had asked me why, I wouldn’t
have been able to explain, but it
was simply too much for my fragile young mind to manage.
I knew my strategy had to
change. I had exhausted the
energy needed to continue my
façade of fitting in. At age 14, I
turned to drugs and alcohol, a
strategy that seemed effective at
the time. The drugs and alcohol
altered my mind just enough to
help me behave like a “people
person” and meet the unreason-

but decades later I find myself
searching for more ways to use
my story, my experiences and my
past to point other young autistic
boys and girls in the right direction. I can’t change my past, but
perhaps I can help change someone’s path.
BEING HUMAN IN CHURCH
I studied Criminal Justice at
Concordia University Wisconsin,
where I met and married my wife
Isabella. Soon after I felt that God
was calling me into ministry. But
I was still so socially awkward;
what could God do with someone
like me? Eventually I decided to
pursue my calling, but the road to
becoming a pastor was very difficult. I don’t fit the stereotypical
image of a pastor. The church can
be unnecessarily hard on people
who are different, and while I
love the church, I am also aware
there are not many churches that
could accept the fact that their
pastor is on the autism spectrum.
The church I pastor now is extraordinary in accepting the real me,
the pastor that God was calling
me to be.
Facing life with a disability of
any kind can be a daunting task,
which is why as a Christian I depend heavily on the faith community to assist me in my very

Group settings
Social activity is like sprinting for me. I can do it, but not for long
periods of time.
My autism makes it difficult for me to read facial expressions. I
often don’t know what my face looks like when I am conversing
with you. Ask how I feel, despite how my face looks. I’m not angry with you or disinterested in what you’re saying.
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public journey of processing the
complexities of life as an autistic
pastor, father and husband.
My life with autism isn’t going
to necessarily look like the life of
the other people you know with
autism. Every autistic person is
as uniquely impacted by autism.
Social anxiety and sensory processing issues are a large part of
my experience. Autism’s impact
on my life is almost always invisible to the world. It presents in
silent, suggestive and sometimes
subtle ways.
One of my favorite passages
in the Bible helped me to learn
an incredible truth about my life
and about disability. The Apostle Paul shares with his church
in 2 Corinthians that he had an
issue that caused him to struggle
greatly and yet it did not stop him
from reaching his potential and
pursuing his calling.
Over the last four years I have
been learning more about autism
and, more importantly, about myself. At times the journey into the
past has been perplexing. Other
times the journey has been painful. Getting a diagnosis of ASD
has actually helped strengthen
my faith and my relationship
with God. I have learned that it is
OK to be human.

I have been able to share my
story of diagnosis as an adult –
struggling with sensory processing issues, depression and social
anxiety – and with each opportunity that I am given to share, my
prayer is that the words of Paul
would become a reality in my life
as it did in his. His words ignited in me a passion for serving
others, and for speaking words
of hope and encouragement for
those who also walk this path.
“Three different times I begged
the Lord to take it away. Each
time he said, ‘My grace is all
you need. My power works best

in weakness.’ So now I am glad
to boast about my weaknesses,
so that the power of Christ can
work through me. That’s why I
take pleasure in my weaknesses, and in the insults, hardships,
persecutions and troubles that I
suffer for Christ. For when I am
weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor.
12: 8-10).
Lamar Hardwick
Lamar is the Pastor of Tri-Cities Church in Atlanta, Georgia and the author of I Am
Strong: The Life and Journey of an Autistic Pastor,
and Epic Church (autismpastor.com).
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THE TIES THAT BIND
Part II: What keeps members of church denominations together? | David Snapper
I OVER-WINTER GERANIUMS because I’m too cheap to buy new
ones each spring. For geraniums,
the life is in the stems, not the
root and not the leaves. In contrast, an apple tree is sustained
by deep, underground roots. My
orchid’s life is in its leaves.
The church – the local congregation – finds life in its members.
Not in its pastor. Not in denominational boards, great theologians
or history. A church’s spiritual
life resides in its members.
So what does that mean for
the Christian Reformed Church
(CRC), which has been losing
3,400 members per year since
1992? In the last issue of Christian Courier, we surveyed a century of membership data for the
CRC, tracking the downward
trend that many denominations
are experiencing. We examined some possible avenues for
growth and the benefits of church
clusters. But I didn’t go into detail about what happened in the
90s to precipitate such dramatic
decline.
It began with a denominational dispute about whether women
can become Ministers of the
Word. In 1996, after a tumultuous debate, the CRC opened
ordination to women while allowing individual congregations
to decide differently. Since then,
the denomination has faced perennial division.
Unity is essential to Christian
vitality. We are one body, Paul
says, and each has a part (1 Cor.
12). A healthy denomination respects all its members without
qualification. Division causes
decline. Be careful, Paul warns,
when you bite and devour one
another – there will be nothing
left but bones (Gal. 5:15, paraphrase).

Find out more
You can read Overture 18 online at crcna.org, Agenda for
Synod 2018, pages 334-51.
The response to that Overture is in the Acts of Synod
2018, page 473.
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In recognition of this critical
situation, Synod 2018 adopted
Overture 18, an appeal to the entire denomination to focus on reconciliation, based on the premise
that conflict – unresolved conflict
– is one significant underlying
cause of membership loss.
But we don’t need to wait for
the Council of Delegates’ next
ministry plan cycle. We can start
rebuilding healthy church communities right now. I believe that
Christians in Canada and the U.S.
can come together to praise our
Lord as a reconciled church.
BUILDING COMMUNITY
Let’s go back in time once more.
The year is 1910.
You are on the harsh edge of
the prairie. Hot dust in summer.
Brutal cold in winter. Life is
tough when snow drifts through a
tarpaper shack.
Your village, on a gravelly
bend of the North Saskatchewan
River known as Fraser Flats, is
where you gather with other immigrants, hoping to make a new
life in Canada.
One day tragedy strikes. Two
community children are dead.
You can hear the tarpaper flapping mournfully in the relentless
wind as neighbours gather. “As a
result of this meeting,” the record
reads, they “decided to form a
church. Times were difficult. […]
But, together, they could come
together to praise their Lord and
to draw strength from their communal meeting with God” (firstcrcedmonton.ca).
Later that same year, the record
reads: “First CRC is incorporated. Worship services are held
in a tent.” A tent? In Fraser Flats?
Now you can hear canvas flapping in the winter.
Four years later a building
was completed. After all, when,
together, community people
come together to praise their
Lord, they find strength.
A century later, First Christian
Reformed Church of Edmonton
is going stronger than ever. Over
1,000 people gathered for the
centennial in a grand city venue.
Classis Alberta North numbers

about 9,000. No more tarpaper.
No more canvas. The sound you
hear now is hands clapping in
praise.
Did you notice the double
“together” in the first quote?
“Together, they could come
together.” It’s not a typo. It means
that if the people of Fraser Flats
came together, they could do
something none of them could do
alone. They found the strength of
God and they grew.
Whether you are in Edmonton
or El Paso, Belleville or Bellflower, the same rules apply: clusters of people gathering together
to seek and serve God have been
the core strength of CRC congregations since the founding years.
INFLUENCE AND GROWTH
There’s an old joke about a
preacher driving home after Sunday worship. He asks his wife
how many truly great preachers
there are in the world. His wife
replies, “There’s one less than
you think.” Great line. It’s absolutely true.
Preachers generally make less
positive membership change
than you can measure. And I
know: I’ve measured hundreds of
church graphs, observing the rise
and fall of membership over decades. I generally cannot identify
when a preacher arrived or left
based on the membership charts.
Members (not preachers) create your church or the churches around you. The life of your
church resides in the clusters of
members who walk with God.
I believe a significant cause of
the CRC’s decline is conflict –
broken relations at the denomina-

Clockwise: Building the First CRC of Edmonton in 1947. The original church
building, 1914. The newer building, completed in 1948.

tional level, at the classis level, at
the cluster level and in congregations. It’s like we’ve forgotten all
about Fraser Flats.
Before 1996, members of the
denomination argued over topics
like worship music and biblical
authority. Disagreement is nothing new, but it became a structural
part of the CRC’s fabric when
Synod decided to honour two
ways of interpreting Scripture
– allowing individual churches
to welcome or bar women from
the pulpit. Instead of reducing
conflict, it was set in stone. And
every day that passes in which we
fail to address that division, we
pass it on to the next generation.
RESTORING UNITY
I believe restoring healthy positive relations among the church
people, congregations, classes
and leadership is key to the viability of the CRCNA. No, I
know it is.
Can we, like the residents of
Fraser Flats, come together to
draw strength from our communal meeting with God? Can
we seek forgiveness from each
other? (Matt. 5: 21-26). Can we

forgive one another in order to restore unity in Christ? (Matt. 6:1415). Last June, Overture 18 urged
Synod to focus on denominational unity and reconciliation – to
reestablish binational unity, as
much as practicable.
Synod agreed, urging the Council of Delegates and the executive
director to include a focus on reconciliation in the CRCNA’s next
ministry plan cycle. But there’s
no time to lose – we can’t wait
any longer. We need to rebuild
the strong, positive elements of
shared confessions and commitments now.
This will require the greatest
care and focus. It requires us to
set aside destructive distractions,
partisan loyalties and divisive
posturing. It will require submission to the Lord of the church
universal.

CHRISTIANCOURIER.CA

David Snapper
David has been studying
growth patterns in the CRCNA since 1976, when he discovered 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.
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Editorials

ANGELA’S ARTICLES:
10 YEARS OF GRACE
Peter Schuurman
FRANK MCCOURT WON the Pu-

litzer Prize for his memoir of an
impoverished childhood in Angela’s Ashes. If they gave awards to
a writer who took a newspaper on
the brink of folding, and with a
shoestring budget, turned it into a
beautiful and respectable journalistic community, I would nominate our own CC editor Angela
Reitsma Bick.
Now CC has a history of inventive editors, but as we round Angela’s 10-year anniversary with
CC I want to take stock of a few
of her accomplishments that have
graced the paper.
When Angela began in January
2009, the board told her that subscriptions were plunging and the
paper might fold in six months.
Other print-based journals were
already shutting down their
presses, and things looked bleak.
Yet somehow Angela and her
crew steadied the subscriptions
and CC is still here 10 years later!
What did she do? Here are a

few things you may have noticed.
There is a greater diversity of
writers – more women writers,
more younger writers, more writers from different backgrounds
across Canada, and more writers
from circles beyond the Christian
Reformed Church. Angela also
brought a fresh professionalism
to the paper – careful attention
to ethics, boundaries, and a tone
that eschewed sensationalizing
and probed controversial issues
in a way that is bold, fair and
credible. With her team, she experimented with more graphics,
more colour, shorter articles,
more interactive material and
better readability overall.
It was under Angela’s direction
that our online presence first really developed – the webpage, social media and online donations.
This was a bold step that has
brought our “News, Clues, and
Kingdom Views” to thousands
of people who would never see a
CC in print.

THE EDITOR WRITES BACK
Angela Reitsma Bick
THE ROOM WAS QUIET. Every
person around the long table had
shifted to see the PhD student,
who sat, face reddening, in silence.
“Any questions?” the professor
finally said. No one in our Postcolonial Literature class spoke. The
woman who had led the graduate
seminar was usually brilliant –
sharp, incisive. Today, however,
she had surprisingly little to say
after beginning with, “I loved this
book. I liked everything about it.”
Praise is a chore for students of
literary criticism, I suppose, in a
discipline built on reading with
one critical eye wide open.
Graduate school taught me how
to evaluate, ask questions, make
informed decisions and debate
different points of view. Without
critical thinking, we can’t tell
opinion from fact, fake news from
the truth. It’s a vital skill. Still,
there was something sad about
4
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this very clever person unable to
articulate her support.
Have you ever been stumped
for specifics when the pastor
asks, “What did you like about
it?” to your casual comment –
“Good sermon” – on the way out
of church? I have. Is your drivehome conversation livelier after a
movie everyone loved, or jointly
hated? And why oh why are irate
Letters to the Editor roughly 10
times longer than pleasant ones?
A DECADE OF LETTERS
Dear Reader,
This month marks 10 years
since I started as Editor with CC.
So I’ve been thinking a lot about
your letters – the ones I’ve kept,
and the ones that make me throw
my pen against the wall. Thank
you to every one who has taken
the time to point out something
you liked in a word of encouragement or kind comment. Thanks

CHRISTIAN COURIER

BEHIND THE SCENES
Angela has put CC on the national map in a new way: she has
made sure CC writers and their
columns have been featured at
journalism awards conferences.
CC writers have thus won numerous awards, including Angela
herself on many occasions. One
of her more significant awards
was the A.C. Forrest Memorial
Award in 2016 for “The StainedGlass Ceiling: 100 Ordained
Women in CRC Ministry Today.”
Angela’s writing is always
meaningful and poignant, and
she has a way of combining anecdotes and issues into prose that is
eminently readable and profound
at the same time. CC staff testified to her “excellent writing” as
well as her “well-grounded Biblical perspective.”
A contributing editor told me
“she’s a quiet, servant-style leader, which is incredibly refreshing in an age of too much pomp,
bombast and ego.” She knows
how to smell out a good story,
help a writer improve; she encourages risk-taking and creativity in “an unassuming and invitingly collaborative way.”
Angela is a behind-the-scenes
organiser and readers can only

for praying for my task and for
the vision of this all-of-life-redeemed paper. Thanks for keeping me grounded by catching my
mistakes and with letters to “Mr.
Bick.”
For the story suggestions and
quotes and ideas you shared,
thank you. Every single generous
comment is like bright sun on a
midwinter day. These fuel our
work and give it meaning. Criticism, done fairly, is welcome too.
When you provide gracious correction that informs and improves
future editions of the paper, CC
is at its best – a rich community
that seeks to follow Jesus together and strengthen one another’s
faith. These are the letters I save.
The other kind, thankfully few
in total, I could do without.
Emails that lead to pen-throwing
include:
Name-calling.
Brow-beating. Letters to the Editor longer than the original article. A certain coolness towards
me after something controversial
is printed. Accusations of heresy. These ones send me on long
walks until I cool down.

The Bick family when Angela started and now.

imagine the work she pours into
each issue. She tells me she gets
about 50-80 emails a day, and is
always juggling the next three issues in her mind as she manages
her home and three children. Yet
she remains “kind and gracious,”
as another contributing editor testified. One staff member summed
it all up: “Angela is amazing!”
This may be a little unorthodox, but I’d like to make a request of our readers. If you have
been touched by this paper in any
way, please send a letter to our
wonderful editor on this her 10th
anniversary. And if you have a
cottage or timeshare that you’d be
willing to offer to her family, she
is worth it. Seriously. In a world
of “post-truth,” CC remains dedi-

In the best Peanuts cartoon I
have ever seen, Linus writes a
Letter to the Editor.
“‘How have you been?’” Lucy
reads, incredulously, over his
shoulder. “What sort of letter is
that to write to an Editor?”
Unperturbed, Linus writes on.
“I just thought he might appreciate having someone inquire about
the state of his health,” he says.
“Editors are sort of human too,
you know!”
What would change, if we all

cated to “truth and good writing”
as Jim Dekker says. Cal Seerveld
called CC “redemptive journalism.”
I asked Angela what warms her
heart the most about the paper. “A
real sense that God cares about
CC,” she replied. “We report on
God’s renewing work in creation,
but we’re also somehow a part of
that.” Yes, God has sustained CC
in nothing short of miraculous
ways, and we give thanks to God
for the graces of Angela these
past 10 years.
Peter Schuurman
Peter is a Contributing Editor
with CC, and Executive Director of Global Scholars
Canada.

thought of that line before writing, or speaking? To anyone?
That person you can’t stand is
human, too. Every one, a child
of God. So are politicians. Morticians. Philistines. Homophobes.
Skinheads. Deadheads. Tax evaders. Street kids.
Those characters fill the opening lines of “Breathe Deep,” a
haunting hymn sung regularly at
the Free Methodist Church I attended during grad school.
Alcoholics, workaholics, wise
guys, dim-wits
Blue-collars,
white-collars,
war-mongers, peace-niks.
Long-hairs, no-hairs, everybody everywhere
Breathe deep
Breathe deep the breath of
God.
Therefore, let me begin again.
Dear Reader.
How have you been?
Angela Reitsma Bick
Write to Angela at editor@
christiancourier.ca. “Breathe
Deep” is a song by the Lost
Dogs on their album Scenic
Routes (1992).
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DOING GOD’S WILL NOW
Ken Benjamins rightly notes that
the church has little traction with
modern people and suggests four
responses (“How do we reform
the church?” Nov. 26, 2018). All
are appropriate. I would add this:
could it be that North American
evangelicalism is too focused on
“Jesus saves” – when you die you
get to go to heaven? What about
doing God’s will on earth?
Jesus himself rarely speaks of
heaven. Jesus has much to say
about life on earth. What if “Jesus saves” is re-focused on how
to live life as image-bearers of
God on earth? It would re-frame
our preaching and especially the
songs we sing. Might that not
give our message more traction,
also with our children? Would it
not align our message closer to
the Bible’s message? The Great
Commission makes no mention
of heaven. It mandates the church
to make disciples who obey, on
earth, all Jesus commanded.
Nick Loenen
Richmond, B.C.
THE DIGITAL KINGDOM
Hark, there’s been a change. The
star that led the wisemen to Bethlehem has reappeared, now twinkling in the night sky over China.
Bustling Beijing has risen above
the little town of Bethlehem because the Chinese, according to
Lloyd Rang (“Why ‘Back to the
Basics’ Is A Really Bad Idea,”
Dec. 10, 2018) “know where the
world is headed.” Because we’re
in the middle of the “fourth industrial revolution,” we who are
serious about staying in the game
would be wise to drop our blackboards and jump on the digital
train. If we don’t, “our kids are
going to get left behind.”
This is the generic, one-trick
sales pitch that schools, businesses and the fashion-conscious have
been hearing since the days of the
Commodore 64. Since then, most
self-styled visionaries have been
lifting their voices to proclaim the
arrival of the latest bit of progress
from the digital realm.
The result of making room for
the digital kingdom, of devoting
more and more time and energy
to prefigurations of an artificial
future gives rise to – apart from
the waste – the anxious feeling
that the future is getting ahead
of us, and that we, but especially those piecing together cut-

ting-edge technology, may not
only be falling behind, but that
we may also be on the way to becoming invisible.
The problem with progressive
thinking among most Christians
is that it’s not progressive enough.
To really get ahead of the curve,
more of us need to get our heads
out of the cloud (pun intended).
In concrete terms, this will mean
becoming less driven to stay a
frontrunner in the digital world,
a world in which information has
become synonymous with power.
I recommend we start correcting our near-sightedness by balancing our reading of futurology
with some eschatology. By paying less attention to the glossy
visions composed by the giants
of the Tech Industry, more of us
might come to imagine the eschaton. Staying ahead of our neighbour is not “where the world is
headed.” To truly get ahead of
the curve in the “not yet,” that
is, in the meantime, is to live and
breathe alongside the least, the
lost and the lonely. That’s basically it, as far as I can (fore)see, that
is, with my head both out of the
cloud and out of the sand.
Len Van Harten
Thorndale, Ont.

CRC SPEAKS UP
I was struck with a bit of sadness
when I read my friend, David
Snapper’s, article that seemingly
minimizes the good work I see
happening in churches across the
country every day (“The Ties that
Bind,” Jan. 14). Overall, Snapper did an admirable job of pulling together data from Christian
Reformed (CRC) yearbooks, but
ultimately I feel that he was inadequate in drawing his conclusions
about what these numbers mean. I
also feel that he was wrong when
he said that, “on this issue CRC
leaders are silent.”
As a leader in the CRCNA
myself, I know that local church
health, growth and, ultimately,
the future of our denomination
are always at the forefront of my
mind. Steve Timmermans, our
executive director, spoke publicly about these figures when he
addressed Synod 2018. He reminded us that while the annual
yearbook surveys are important
and can tell us a great deal, the
numbers are not perfect. Some
churches fail to report their membership numbers altogether. Oth-

ers, especially church plants and
non-traditional
congregations,
have increasing attendance at
their services but place less emphasis on membership.
Consider The Tapestry, a multicultural church in Richmond,
B.C. that shows an attendance of
1,200 over three church campuses but only has 386 members according to yearbook data. Forest
City in London, Ontario, has a
weekly attendance of about 2,000
yet only 286 active professing
members. These faults in the data
should be considered.
In his article, Snapper also indicated that “no one knows how
to stop” membership decline.
This leaves a false impression.
The CRCNA via Synod 2017 and
2018 has dealt significantly with
issues of church renewal and revitalization. As a result, we’ve
seen an increase in efforts around
church planting, church health,
pastoral support, and regional
teams that can better connect local congregations to the tools,
resources, and support that they
need to thrive.
I see local pastors and denominational staff working together
now as never before to strengthen
and support local churches, faith
formation and missional outreach.
The truth is that healthy churches grow. Period. And the engine
of healthy churches are believers
within them who have the genuine belief that Christ is active and
thriving in the place they know as
their spiritual home.
From where I sit, things seem
to be moving in a good direction
in this area. Are we there yet? No.
There is still a lot of work that we
can do to support congregations
and help them thrive, but I think
the right things have been set in
place to keep our denomination
healthy and relevant.
Darren Roorda
Director of Canadian
Ministries of the
Christian Reformed Church
of North America

PETERSON MISSION FIELD
Great interview w/my friend @
PaulVanderKlay (“Peterson Redeemed,” by Angela Reitsma
Bick, Dec. 10, 2018). I really,
really (really) hope people take
Paul’s words to heart: Jordan Peterson fandom is a mission field.
Christians are free to ignore it out

of squeamishness, snobbery or
indifference. But they’re ignoring a mission field. We also need
to recognize how the church has
failed men. Much more needs to
be written on this. Church has
been feminized, and Peterson is
coming into the vacuum.
We also need to maintain our
own identity and our own gospel message. “Petersonianism”
runs out in the end. We must be
able to explain why. Yet we must
do so without downplaying the
role of works. Salvation is complex. Don’t oversimplify it. Be
gracious. Be bold. Be firm. Have
the humility to admit what we do
badly that Peterson does well.
But have the confidence to affirm
what is lacking in his paradigm.
His fans might disagree with you.
But you’ll gain their respect.
Esther O’Reilly
@EstherOfReilly
TWO TRADITIONS
When our son was little, we
played Santa Claus with him
(“Holiday or Holy?” Margaret
Gambol, Dec. 10, 2018). We always let him know it was pretend,
even though until they are about
6 [years old], kids can’t clearly distinguish between real and
pretend. This upset his Grade 2
teacher at school, when he told
the other kids that Santa Claus is
pretend. Some years I borrowed a
Santa Claus outfit and dressed up
for our gift giving of modest gifts,
which we had early afternoon on
the 24th. Then on Christmas eve,
we went to our church’s worship
service, and went again on Christmas morning. We had the fun of
Santa Claus without making it an
object of faith, and we celebrated
the birth of the Saviour in ways
that brought us joy.
Habib Steele

MORE THAN THIS LIFE
I love the sound of church bells,
reminding us every Sunday that
there is more to this life! (“Ring
the bells that still can ring,” Angela Reitsma Bick, Dec. 10, 2018).
Cornelia Hordyk
FAMILY ADVENT
Cool ideas (“Four family Christmas ideas,” Karen DeBoer, Dec.
10, 2018). I’m really enjoying
the Wonder of the Greatest, an
interactive family celebration of
advent.
Tiffany Lorraine
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A WORSHIP EXAMEN

AN UPDATE ON THE
BRIDGE APP

Joyce Borger | CRC Worship Ministries
Joyce is an ordained pastor, director of Worship Ministries for the CRC and editor of the quarterly journal Reformed Worship.

Rev. Darren C. Roorda | cmd@crcna.org
I WAS RECENTLY REVIEWING ST.

Ignatius’ daily examen – a process for reflecting on each day
in conversation with God. Some
people have taken this daily examen and adapted it to reflect on
a whole year, which made me
wonder what an examen might
look like if it was applied to our
corporate worship. With this in
mind, I developed the following
for you to consider:
Step One: Begin, either individually or as a group, by asking God to make you aware of
his presence and for the Spirit to
speak truth to you. Pray for discernment and unity.
Step Two: Include a time of

gratitude for all that God has
done in the past year through
your worship. Be specific.
Step Three: As you reflect on
the past year, ask God to reveal
missed opportunities: prayers
that should have been prayed but
weren’t, places where God was at
work that were ignored, celebrations that didn’t happen, wrong
priorities, and people that weren’t
included.
Step Four: Consider where
God is leading you as a community. What are the needs of
your congregants, community,
nation, and world that need to
be addressed through worship?
What habits need to be broken,

strengthened, or begun? What
barriers need to be taken down,
so that all may lead lives of worship?
Step Five: Ask God to open
your hearts to all he desires for
your worship. What challenges
and blessings await you? End
your prayer by thanking God for
all he has revealed.
Know that you don’t need to
journey alone. Worship Ministries has multiple ways for you
to connect with and learn from
other churches and worship leaders as well as share your own
gifts. Email us at worship@crcna.org or call 1-877-272-6202 to
learn more.

PROVIDING HOPE IN NICARAGUA’S
‘NEW NORMAL’
the pain and now new trauma has
Cassie Westrate, Resonate Global Mission

In the midst of Nicaragua’s social and political crisis, the Nehemiah Center is
providing hope through Healing the Wounds of Trauma workshops.

“IT SEEMS LIKE EVERYTHING IS

normal, but you have to be careful about what you say, where you
go, and when,” said Alicia Navarrete, a Resonate Global Mission
missionary who serves at the Nehemiah Center in Nicaragua.
Nicaraguans are adjusting to
a “new normal” after 2018’s political protests forced businesses
to close, cost people their jobs,
and resulted in death, injury, and
arrests for many. Today, people
continue to live in grief and are
anxious about the future.
Thanks to the Nehemiah Center, however, pastors are finding
6
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healing – and sharing hope with
their communities.
In collaboration with Resonate
and World Renew, the Nehemiah
Center is conducting Healing the
Wounds of Trauma workshops for
pastor couples and other church
leaders.
“What has happened is a trauma,” said Navarrete. She notes
that this trauma from recent
events unearthed layers of pain
in people’s lives from previous
disasters, political strife, and domestic violence form which they
had never healed.
“People here have skipped over

CHRISTIAN COURIER

come and brought this old pain
back again,” said Navarrete.
Through the Healing the
Wounds of Trauma workshops,
the Nehemiah Center is providing a way for people to move forward. Recently, a group of pastor
couples and church leaders from
the church friendship program in
León gathered together to heal.
“Activities of art, lament, reflection, and Bible study gave
them tools to process trauma,”
said Adrianna Oudman, a Resonate missionary who serves as
the Nehemiah Center’s church
friendship coordinator. “The pastors felt [free] to talk about their
experiences and feelings.”
“It was a very good time for
us,” said one pastor. “We have
been through very painful things,
and we could declare that it hurts
us, and bring them to the cross.”
Now, the leaders can bring
these tools to their congregations
so their church can heal too.
“A person who has been able
to walk through their trauma and
their pain – and find healing – can
do their job better, preach better,
and be a better caring, pastoring shepherd,” said Navarrete.
“[They] can walk with someone
else through their pain.”

Darren is the Canadian Ministries Director of the Christian Reformed Church in
North America.

REGULAR READERS OF THE
Christian Courier will know that
“The Bridge App” (thebridgeapp.
org) is a communications tool
for tablets and cell phones, that
was developed by the Christian
Reformed Church in partnership
with Extreme Technology.
We are at about halfway
through launching The Bridge
App across Canada and I thought
I would take this opportunity to
provide an update. Perhaps this
can motivate some of you to get
your churches to use this tool. For
those already signed up, perhaps
this will provide some creative
suggestions for using the app in
the future.
I will spare you all the statistical data, but will share that twothirds of CRC congregations in
Canada have enquired about the
app, and half of those have begun
using it regularly. I can also say
that one or two churches in every
classis in Canada are using the
app in a robust way.
These early adopters have been
invaluable. We have been able
to log their input about how the
app works and are taking this
feedback seriously. About 50
improvements are coming out by

the end of January.
Churches are also seeing the
benefits of this new technology.
Each month, for example, digital giving through the app goes
up, as we see users feeling more
comfortable stewarding their
monies in this secure way.
We have also watched churches do very interesting things with
the app. From posting bulletins
and monthly schedules, to congregational voting and teaching
new music – the range of uses has
been impressive.
Combine all that with the already existing functions of devotional material, live sermons,
the Bible, and more, and we are
beginning to see the app’s vast
potential.
A little while ago, pastor Ken
Benjamins spoke of how the
church needed to once again become the centre of our lives. To
those working on the app, it feels
as if its functionality and ease of
use are helping the church take a
more central place throughout the
week. For my wife and I, it is our
go-to tool for reading the Bible
together during our morning cup
of coffee.

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

News

WIRED CONTINUED

our ministry directions in a much
deeper, more nuanced and powerful understanding of the healing that Christ brings.
There are many ways that
churches can support mental
health. Let’s consider a few.

are all human.
As an indication, see Figure 1
(below) of presenting issues generated through Shalem Mental
Health Network’s Congregational Assistance Plan (CAP). With
CAP, a church provides for all
its members up to six counselling sessions a year from a local,
Master’s degree level Christian
psychotherapist, anonymously
and at no cost to the client. Strik-

ingly, the presenting issues and
their prevalence in this chart are
identical to those of the general
population in Canada – whether
church-goers or not.
That means that as churches
we can’t settle for cheap answers. We can’t say “come to
Jesus and your mental illness
will be over.” Or “just pray a
little harder.” Nor can we ignore
mental health. We need to root

REDUCE STIGMA
Create safe spaces for real conversations about mental illness.
Stigma remains a powerful impediment to recovery. Churches
will want to give clear, explicit
permission to have accepting,
non-judgmental conversations
about mental illness. Make it a
priority and work at it.
A good place to start is a small
group study series produced by
the Christian Reformed Church
called Let’s Talk (available from
the denomination’s Disability
Concerns office).
BECOME INFORMED
Learn about mental health issues. Learn about the impact of
sexual assault and the dynamics
of post-traumatic stress disorder.
Learn about depression, anxiety,
suicide and self-harm, especially
among young people. Have open
conversations about grief and

FIGURE 1: 10 YEAR (2006-2016) SUMMARY OF PRESENTING THERAPY ISSUES

EMPLOYMENT 4%

ADDICTION 2%
OTHER 1%
MARITAL 20%

ATTACHMENT 4%
ANGER 4%
BEREAVEMENT
6%

TRAUMA
6%

FAMILY 19%

STRESS 9%

ANXIETY 12%

DEPRESSION 13%

*Data taken from 44 CAP churches, 6,125 eligible households.
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loss. Bring in a local Christian
psychotherapist to give a workshop. Have several congregation
members take “ASIST” training
(Applied Suicide Intervention
Skills Training) – outstanding
“mental health first aid” for suicide prevention.
SUPPORT HEALTH
FOR COUPLES

Have open conversations, including from the pulpit, about
strengthening couple relationships, in the context of the chal-

each other – and thereby reclaim
their God-given capacity to stand
against violence and bless the
lives of others.
SUPPORT YOUR PASTOR
Your pastor is on the “front lines”
of mental health crises. Please
support your pastor. Often a pastor is alone in this. A small group
of Christian psychotherapists can
act as a sounding board for your
pastor, and as support for the
self-care that your pastor needs.
Burn-out among pastors is much

Our Creator has wired us for
connection. And the evidence is clear
that connection is the most powerful
factor in recovery.
lenges that couples deal with.
A good place to start is to have
a congregation-wide reading
of the book Created for Connection: The ‘Hold Me Tight’
Guide for Christian Couples, by
Dr. Sue Johnson, and to actively promote “Hold Me Tight®”
weekend retreats designed for
couples. Shalem offers them regularly around Hamilton, Ontario.
Numerous therapists offer these
retreats across the country.
MINISTER TO MEN
Thankfully, women’s ministry
is often strong. Men’s, not so
much. Men are in trouble today:
the leading cause of death among
men under 65 is suicide, and in
mainstream society the group
most at risk of suicide is white
men over the age of 65. They are
eight times more likely to die by
suicide than women in that age
bracket. The extraordinary courage of many women is now, at
last, exposing the endemic nature
of sexualized violence across today’s society. But where does
that leave men, who themselves
are sometimes victims of male
violence? What is the deep despair underlying those awful statistics of suicide? Where are the
role models for being a life-affirming man today? As a culture,
we continue to work hard to separate men from their feelings.
But churches can play a vital role
in creating safe spaces for men to
share their vulnerabilities with

too high. And a cross-Canada
survey by the Centre for Clergy Care found that pastors have
twice the rate of depression as
the general population.
Seventy churches from a variety of denominations are finding that the Congregational Assistance Plan (CAP) – offering
Christian psychotherapy support
to anyone in the congregation –
can be one powerful way of helping to achieve the steps outlined
above. CAP is available across
Canada. Shalem contracts with
over 150 Christian psychotherapists in many locations to deliver
CAP (shalemnetwork.org).
THERE IS HOPE!
There is hope in relation to mental health. That hope is rooted in
God. Neuroscience is clear that
our Creator has literally wired us
for connection. And the evidence
is clear that connection is the
most powerful factor in recovery.
When we listen without judgment or giving advice, when we
walk alongside people on their
journey, we literally sculpt each
other’s brains towards healing.
That is part of how Jesus blesses
with his healing. What a powerful foundation for effective
church ministry!
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Mark Vander Vennen
Mark is the Executive Director of the Shalem Mental
Health Network (shalemnetwork.org).
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BRINGING IT ALL
INTO VIEW
Adam Petty

ROMA

Directed by Alfonso Cuarón
Participant Media
Distributed by Netflix, 2018.

GREAT DIRECTORS HAVE TRADEMARKS. Think of Alfred Hitchcock’s
cameos, or David Lynch’s red curtains and ambient noise. Over the
last 20 years, Mexican director Alfonso Cuarón has made the long
take his personal trademark. This is a single shot that lasts for an especially long time, taking in the whole mise-en-scène at once, rather than cutting from character to character. It’s an old-fashioned approach. In the early days of cinema, when the medium was regarded
as essentially theatre, most takes were long, treating the characters
and set like they were on a stage, standing back and letting them act.
As cinematography grew more sophisticated, so did the filming and
editing techniques we take for granted. So why does Cuarón return
to the long take so frequently, whether he’s making a tragicomedy (Y
Tu Mama Tambien) or blockbuster kids movie (Harry Potter and the
Prisoner of Azkaban)? Is he just showing off, or is there something
deeper going on?
Let’s look at one of them to find out. Harry Potter features a scene
early on where Harry and his friends are in a wizard café, discussing
the escaped fugitive Sirius Black. The camera follows Harry as he
paces, swinging around pillars and pivoting past tables. Look in the
background and you’ll notice something: wanted posters, showing

Alfonso Cuarón directing actor Yalitza Aparicio in a scene in Roma.
Photo by Carlos Somonte

Black. And since these are magical posters, they’re animated, Black
turning back and forth, his face in pain. The threat Harry’s discussing
is literally watching over him. A bridge is built between the background and foreground, letting the viewer make connections that
the characters might miss. Sometimes the long take conveys a more
serious point, as in Children of Men. In this dystopian story about
a world where women can no longer become pregnant, the camera
consistently pans away from the protagonist to show us crowds of
refugees getting rounded up by an authoritarian government. There is
more going on in the world than just what the hero is doing, the long
take seems to say.
Cuarón’s new film, Roma, does employ long takes, though not as
long as Children of Men or Gravity. It’s less show-offy than those
stylized genre films, being a deeply personal story based on Cuarón’s
own childhood. It takes place in Mexico City in the early 1970s, following an upper-middle-class family whose father is a doctor at the
local hospital. But this isn’t a coming-of-age story where Cuarón de8
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picts himself at a young age. The
protagonist of the film (she’s in
virtually in every scene, either
in the center of the frame, or
somewhere on the periphery) is
Cleo, the family’s housekeeper.
The travails of a family in crisis
are filtered through this young
woman who lives in a guest room
in the backyard.
This feels like the logical conclusion of Cuarón’s whole approach. Throughout his career,
filming all those long shots, he
has tried to find new ways to
bridge the background and the
foreground, getting the viewer to
look past the main action of the
story to see what other, seemingly minor characters are doing. Roma is that technique writ
large. It takes a character who’d
likely be in the background of
this story, if it were told by anyone else, and puts her front and
center. The background and the
foreground have switched places.
Over the course of a year,
we watch as Cleo tends to the
family’s four children, witnesses the husband take an unusually
long trip away, and deals with a
personal crisis brought on by a
lousy boyfriend. Events of wider
political significance impinge on
the more personal story without
being fully explained, a very
Cuarón way of doing things.
Mexico City during this time was
highly volatile, as student protests
not unlike the ones that rocked
North American universities turn
violent, with semi-legal gangs of
trained civilians attacking students in the streets. After one of
these street fights, Cleo is taken
to the hospital, accompanied by
the family’s grandmother. It’s an
important scene, one that shows
what the movie is really up to,
and how successful it may be.
The grandmother speaks to the
receptionist, trying to get Cleo
admitted. The receptionist asks
for the patient’s personal information, birthdate, full name and
so on. The grandmother has no
answers. She doesn’t even know
Cleo’s last name, she realizes.
And that’s when I realized it:
neither did I. That’s a piece of information about Cleo that we’re
never given. For all that Cuarón
does to bring this minor character
to the foreground of the story, she
remains, at some level, distant,
unknowable.
What to make of this? By tak-

ing his technique of bringing the
background forward to its logical conclusion, is he reaching the
limits of his artistic talent? When
I think about Roma in the days
after I saw it, I find that what
comes to mind isn’t Cleo, or even
any of the characters. It’s the setting. That’s what the title means,
after all. Roma is the name of
the neighbourhood in Mexico
City where Cuarón grew up, and
which he recreates here meticulously.
The place of Roma is remarkably, almost tangibly real.
There’s a scene early on where
Cleo is hanging laundry out to
dry on the roof of the house.
The camera pans across the rest
of the neighbourhood, showing
the same action being repeated
in different households: maids
pinning clothes to clotheslines,
the sound of the traffic from the
street below wafting up. This is
what I want from a movie! Forget story, show me the laundry
getting done! Every sound, every
model of car, every face, seems
like it was beamed back from the
1970s in a time machine. For all
Cuarón’s effort to put the background front and center, it’s what
remains in the back of the film
that remains most transporting.
It made me think that perhaps
the next step for Cuarón should
be to make a film without any
characters or story to speak of,
one that is all background. Perhaps a documentary? Maybe he
needs to go the Werner Herzog
route, trek out to the wilderness
and film the melting icecaps. Or
maybe the history of a single city
block, the stores and traffic and
pedestrians, trucks getting unloaded, deliveries being made.
He has a knack for depicting
large, abstract societal forces in
the visceral immediacy of film,
the camera frame taking in almost infinite amount of information. Roma has noble intentions,
trying to make the plight of an
ordinary woman dramatically
compelling, but I wonder if his
talents wouldn’t be better served
by ignoring characters altogether,
and looking at the world.
Adam Petty
Adam’s work has appeared in
many venues, including the
Paris Review Daily, Electric
Literature and Real Life. He
lives in Grand Rapids with his
wife and two daughters.
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A GENUINE LABOUR OF LOVE
Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

WILD THINGS: THE JOY
OF READING CHILDREN’S
LITERATURE AS AN ADULT

IN THIS INFORMATIVE, INTRIGUING JOURNEY through children’s
books, author Bruce Handy begins with the premise that “the best
children’s literature is every bit as rich and rewarding in its concerns,
as honest and stylish in execution, as the best adult literature – and
also as complicated, stubborn, conflicted and mysterious. Like any
worthwhile art, great children’s books are capable of speaking in
many different ways to many different readers.”
When Handy, an accomplished journalist, became the father of Zoe
and Isaac, he experienced an unexpected joy. As he read bedtime stories to his children, it was “like revisiting a favorite old neighborhood
after many years and finding not only that it hadn’t been chain-stored
into submission or paved over altogether, but that it was far more
interesting and complex than I knew.”
Handy’s goal in writing Wild Things was more than just sharing

his joy at rediscovering children’s
books. He hoped also to show
why he and other adults have
loved the books they loved; how
the political, social and personal contexts of the authors’ lives
shaped what they created; what
the books themselves meant to
the authors and illustrators; and
ways in which the authors and
their books fail, often due to cultural blind spots in their worldviews.
This reviewer was particularly

interested in reading the chapter
entitled “God and Man in Narnia,” and to discover how Handy,
an avowed unbeliever, was yet
influenced by C. S. Lewis’s The
Chronicles of Narnia.
It is clear throughout Wild
Things that it is, as Handy says,
“a genuine labour of love.”
Sonya VanderVeen
Feddema
Sonya is a freelance writer
living in St Catharines, Ont.

Bruce Handy
Simon & Schuster, 2017.

FRAYED AND FADED FABRIC
Jennie Stephenson

THE FLICKER OF OLD DREAMS
Susan Henderson
Harper Collins, 2018.

PETROLEUM, MONTANA – A TOWN WHOSE STAR ATHLETE suffocated in its iconic grain elevator 20 years before – now struggles to
keep a facade of occupancy; the tin-foiled windows of the houses,
wind-battered and snow-sunken, hide both humans and their ghosts.
Mary Crampton, well-acquainted with death as the embalmer for her
father’s funeral business, finds that most often she cannot speak to
her neighbours until that moment their final stillness shoves its way
into her basement. When Robert Golden, the star athlete’s prodigal
younger brother, returns to take care of his mother, Doris, those who
remained almost immediately channel all their bottled resentment and
grief at him. Blamed for the accident, Robert represents the malign
outside forces that derive their cruelty not from malice, but instead
a sense of abandonment that seeks to dismantle the fabric of a community already almost fatally frayed apart, even if he himself harbours none of those intentions. Mary, who has always felt alienated
from others in Petroleum despite her lifelong residence, latches onto

all those aspects that make him
“other,” like how he describes the
smell of salt water. She knows
that those closest to you can often
wound the most, haunted by her
childhood as the motherless little
pariah surrounded by the strange
trappings of death. Her narrative
provides a vivid illustration of
the lie that proximity alone creates solidarity; we can see our
neighbours’ faces for 30 years,
but still not know their names,
because the pain and fear of misunderstanding throbs so fiercely
we never ask.

The relationships among all the
characters in The Flicker of Old
Dreams pulse from extremities of
empathy all the way to disgust and
betrayal, and fractures between
them build up over two decades.
Mary decides she doesn’t want to
be part of the shattering, but what
do you do in a place seemingly
emptied of hope?

ian yet. \ But if your country lets
me in, \ I’d love to be a vet.”
I’m an Immigrant Too! ends on
a hopeful note: “We open doors
to strangers.\ Yes, everyone’s a
friend.\ Australia Fair is ours to
share,\ where broken hearts can
mend.”
Timely and meaningful, Fox’s
book deals in an age-sensitive
way with a current issue and
question, one on the minds of
politicians and ordinary people,

and one which also affects children: Will we make space for
the stranger or will we close our
doors?

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.

OPEN DOORS
Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

I’M AN IMMIGRANT TOO!

Mem Fox
Illustrated by Ronojoy Ghosh
Beach Lane Books, 2018.

@ChrCourier
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IN THIS LIVELY AND REFLECTIVE CHILDREN’S PICTURE BOOK, Australian author Mem Fox celebrates the diversity of cultures in her native
land. In rhyming verse, she begins by sharing the stories of children
born in her country. These kids welcome children from other nations:
“My dad grew up in Darwin \ my mum in Humpty Doo. \ Our mob’s
been here forever \ now we share the place with you.”
Fox hints at reasons why individuals immigrated: famine, hardship,
war and more. She includes verses about people from numerous countries: Ireland, Italy, Greece, England, Lebanon, Vietnam, Syria, China,
Somalia and Afghanistan. Settled in their new country, children and
their families feel safe, happy and accepted.
Fox’s upbeat narrative includes a somber note. A child, pictured by
a wall topped with wire, says: “Sadly, I’m a refugee \ I’m not Austral-
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Sonya VanderVeen
Feddema
Sonya is a freelance writer
living in St Catharines, Ont.
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MUST WE TREAT DRUG ADDICTIONS WITH MORE DRUGS?
Considering a community approach that leads users to sustained recovery.

| Jeanne Murko-Wust

to a horrible, dysfunctional marriage and not being able to deal
with the shame involved.
The need for all church leaders to be aware of the depth and
degree of addictions and mental
health struggles is critical, as the
lead pastor is often only aware of
a small percentage of these situations. Be proactive! Make resources available in your church;
talk about it from the pulpit and in
small groups, educate your church
leadership team, and enact safe
church policies for interacting
with children and vulnerable people to help break cycles of abuse.
We can take our cue from Alcoholics Anonymous. Christian
alcoholics started the 12-step program. Run by volunteers for over
80 years now, the good news of
AA (and Narcotics Anonymous)
is this: it is about relying on God,
as well as building a community of care. Our hope comes from
knowing how our great God can
work through many people to provide solutions that our healthcare
system cannot.

WHEN SOMEONE BREAKS A LEG,
we don’t respond with “just suck
it up and get over it.” We help.
How? We give pain medication
to relieve the discomfort and then
address the source of the pain, offer surgery and fix the broken leg.
Then we care for them until they
can walk again. No shame; no
guilt. Just care.
Now what comes to mind when
you think of someone who is
strung out on drugs? Or heavily
intoxicated due to a drinking problem? Do you think: lazy, lack of
control, pathetic? That they chose
this life? Do we consider their personal story? Of what might have
brought them to this point? Do we
think they’re even worth helping?
Add to that the fact that “more
than 50 percent of those seeking
help for an addiction also have a
mental illness, and 15 to 20 percent of those seeking help from
mental health services are also
10
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living with an addiction,” according to the Canadian Centre on
Substance Abuse, and things get
complicated.
Welcome to the stigma of addiction.
A large number of addicts are
what we term “self-medicated.” I
have heard repeatedly from addic-

under 12, according to police data
in a report by Ontario’s Attorney General, it’s easy to see that
a large population of adults are
dealing with traumatic memories.
How many of them will turn to
drugs to ease their pain?
My experience with mental
health began early in my career,

Health professionals are simply the first step
of a community-based effort.
tion medical specialists and counsellors about the large number of
people struggling with addictions
who have experienced horrific
abuse or trauma, and turn to prescription or street drugs to numb
the pain of their mental anguish.
When you consider that 62 percent of victims of sex offences
were under 18 years of age, and
of these, 30 percent were children
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as a nurse giving methadone on
the acute wards of St. Paul’s hospital in Vancouver throughout
the 1990s; then as a senior project manager with physicians and
other clinicians in downtown
Vancouver; and, most recently, as
the Executive Director at L.I.F.E.
(Living In Freedom Everyday)
Recovery Association, a supportive recovery care continuum of

services for women striving to
overcome addictions. Yet, in all of
that, I’m no expert in either mental health or addictions. What I
can share with you are reflections
and insights from my life’s journey, which includes listening to
many who work closely in the addictions and mental health fields,
and with whom I have been blessed to learn from.
A CHRISTIAN RESPONSE
The Church is not immune to
these struggles. Available stats
pertain to pornography addictions rather than drugs and alcohol, but things like childhood
trauma, or tragic life events do
not discriminate. (Nor do mental health challenges.) I recently
heard from an educated, affluent
woman who was brought up in
a loving, caring Christian home.
She began her addiction experience in her late 20s as a response

A DISCONNECTED SYSTEM
In my view, the problem with
addiction and mental health services are the many gaps in care
as well as the stigma and stereotypes that accompany both illnesses. I’ve heard of people who
have checked themselves into the
mental health ward at a hospital,
only to be essentially “locked
away,” and then medicated to
control symptoms. Further compounding the problem is often a
concurrent diagnosis of a mental
health issue, such as depression,
schizophrenia or an eating disorder in addition to their addiction
challenges. Too often, the problem is treated with more drugs,
while the root cause is ignored.
Back in my nursing days at St.
Paul’s in the 1990s, methadone
was used to help addicts for the
short term. (It first gained prominence as a treatment for heroin addiction.) It was a temporary bandaid on a wound that runs deep.
Thirty years later, methadone is
being prescribed to addicts like

Features

people’s strengths and resiliencies
through a network of people committed to being supportive for the
long term.

insulin to a diabetic, that is, as a
permanent treatment regime.
Replacing one addiction for
another can be helpful to some,
it is argued, providing effective
and relatively easy treatment to
people struggling with opioid
addiction. But it fails to explain
what I am hearing from many
L.I.F.E. clients in my current line
of work. Repeatedly, they tell me
that physicians are so convinced
that abstinence does not work
that they are increasing the methadone dosages rather than helping to taper the client off, even
when requested by the patient.
(Some people are on methadone
their whole lives.) I will never
forget the words of one father I
knew personally, who angrily
stated in his agony and grief, that
he and his wife were told their
30-year-old son was put on suboxone (another opioid) because
he “could not overdose” on it. He
told me this at his son’s funeral.
Is it compassion fatigue? Is the
increase in prescription methadone a result of the challenges of
treating people with concurrent
disorders? Limited options? Are
mental health and the addiction
disciplinary teams working together or are there still too many
silos? What about the controversy surrounding profits from prescribing methadone, as well as
accusations that physicians offer
such prescriptions too readily?
(Though many physicians believe strongly in the treatment
and are calling for increased supply and better funding.)
@ChrCourier
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The latest version of drug treatment is the “safe supply program,”
where free, clean, prescription opioids are dispensed in a controlled,
safe manner. Sanctioned by Health
Canada, Jan. 8 marked the kickoff of free “dillies” (five Dilaudid
pills – another opioid), to a select
50 hard-core users in the downtown
east side of Vancouver. There’s a
similar clinic in East Vancouver
called Cross Town, which gives free
heroin in a controlled manner. The
rationale: meeting addicts where
they are at; giving them what they
need and helping them stay crimefree, alive and safe in the hope they
decide to seek help.
The thinking behind these programs is to address the source of the
whole mess (currently dubbed “the
opioid crisis”) since “bad” drugs
(drugs laced with Fentanyl) are reported in 80 percent of overdoses in
B.C. (and 72 percent across Canada). Rather than the outdated “war
on drugs” model, current ideas seek
to fight illicit drug suppliers with
a clean supply, and do away with
prohibition, instead offering clean
narcotics to addicts in an attempt to
help in other ways. Numbers from
the Public Health Agency of Canada report that 9,000 Canadians have
died from drug overdoses between
January 2016 and June 2018 alone,
with one-third of those in B.C.
A recent publication by the B.C.
Centre on Substance Use entitled,
“Strategies to Strengthen Recovery in B.C.: The Path Forward”
reflects on the main barriers to
treatment and recovery: Individuals
not believing they have a problem,

dealing with the stigma and misconceptions about addiction and
recovery, accessing services,
cost, and lack of female- and
age-specific services are all listed as problems that need to be
addressed. Because of the wide
range of issues involved (and
there are many more), the report
is a call to work together. Health
professionals are simply the first
step of a community-based effort
that should focus on and bolster

A GOOD NEWS STORY
Building on this idea of community support is L.I.F.E. Recovery. Twenty years ago, a small
group of congregants from a few
churches in the Abbotsford area
helped some loved ones “detox.”
They volunteered for eight-hour
shifts, 24/7, to see one man,
then one woman overcome their
initial stages of recovery. The
group quickly learned that there
were fewer resources for women
than for men. On Feb. 22, 1999,
L.I.F.E. Recovery Association
became an official society. Today, we have four women-only
homes with 33 beds, delivering
a continuum of first, second and
third stages of recovery. This
would not be possible without
the support of a “mother church”
(Trinity CRC) and the partnerships of people from different
churches uniting to finance our
first home. We would not be here
today if it were not for their continued support.
The board has learned, through
trial and error, that focusing on
long-term recovery and client-fo-

cused care, not deadline-driven programs, facilitates higher
success rates. Without stringent
admission criteria, L.I.F.E. staff
have the flexibility of responding to specific needs, such as
helping pregnant women obtain
proper prenatal care and go on to
give birth to drug-free babies. We
are blessed to be what is needed
most: communities caring for addicts for the long haul.
Sometimes you get a glimpse
of both sides of a situation. I’ve
experienced the heart of hopelessness by witnessing the ever-revolving door of overdoses
and crisis cases at St. Paul’s hospital; now, I hear story after story
of love, care and hope through
L.I.F.E. Recovery.

Jeanne Murko-Wust
Jeanne is a healthcare
professional with 30 years’
experience in the Canadian
healthcare delivery system.
She holds a degree in Nursing
Science from Queen’s University and a Masters from
Trinity Western University. She
is executive director of L.I.F.E.
Recovery, a not-for-profit,
charity in Abbotsford, B.C.

RECOVERY FOR LIFE
Our story at L.I.F.E. is not void of challenges. In 2005, out of financial desperation, our Second Chance Thrift Store was
born. We re-sell donated items, using profits for our ministry.
Out of this need, however, came so many
social benefits that could not have been
foreseen. Many seniors are staying active,
helping out at the store that runs six days a
week, with eight to 10 volunteers per day
and only one paid staff. Our recovery clients
take weekly work shifts, gaining employment skills and insight into the world of volunteerism. But what I find most special are
the social connections that are created, and
the stereotypes that are broken down when
relationships form between volunteers and
clients. God works in hearts of all kinds and
it is an amazing thing to see.
To honour our volunteers, we hold two
special events, a summer BBQ and a

Christmas dinner. At both events, one or
two of our clients share their story with a
focus on three things: what was life like
before, during and after L.I.F.E. Recovery.
I heard one deeply committed and encouraged board member joke, “OK, now I know
why I am spending so much time cleaning
dirty vacuum cleaners [to sell in our thrift
store]!” We are affecting real change and it
a blessing to see and be part of it.
Everyone enjoys free coffee, tea and lots
of baked goods! And we always post our
daily sales where everyone can “study and
discuss what’s working; what’s not.” The
veterans love to reminisce how excited
they were when we used to make $200/
day; now, we average between $2,000$2,500/day. I feel so blessed that God has
reminded me He has it covered. He will do
His work through His faithful servants, in
His time and in His way. —JMW
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LEARNING TO READ
KATIE MUNNIK |

katiemunnik@yahoo.ca

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

ABOUT SIX MONTHS AGO, I joined
a writers’ workshop. Though I’ve
been writing for years, I haven’t
been plugged into a committed
local writing community since
university. Writing has been my
quiet work, my solitary sport, and
my own way of trying to make the
world make sense. But wheels turn
and, with last year’s publication of
my collection of short fiction and
my upcoming novel this spring, I
felt like I needed to settle in and
make some writerly friends.
We get together once every
six weeks or so, all having read
a set number of pages. The goal
of the group is to hold each other accountable and to share the
journeys so that when the writing
gets difficult and the story stalls,
we won’t be alone with an unmanageable manuscript. Others
will know our story and be there
with warm support. So, with that
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JANUARY 28, 2019

|

in mind, we read and then we talk
about what we like, what we don’t
like, and what we wonder about.
We dissect character motivation

from them naturally. I’ve had a
lot to learn – not only about how
to write a book but how to read
like a writer. In order to be useful, I’ve had to learn how to be
both focused and far-seeing. Not
just to notice, but to see clearly.
For me, being part of this small
group has been new and daunting
at times, but fascinating and enriching, too. A stretch and a leg
up in one.

To each is given the manifestation of the
spirit for the common good (1 Cor 12:7).
and pacing. We eat snacks and
find ways to weave our own experiences into the story. It’s been really good to gather, to get to know
new people in new ways and to
talk books.
But – and here’s the pinch –
the rest of the group are professionals. They each work as creative writing lecturers or tutors
and they are all more seasoned
writers with multiple books under their belts. Their workshop
muscles are top notch. Kind and
helpful criticism seems to flow

CHRISTIAN COURIER

COMMUNITY OF GIFTS
This month, things changed. Now
that each of us has had a turn to
share a sample of our work, it
was time to tackle a full, aboutto-be-delivered-to-the-publisher
manuscript. This felt different.
For one thing, an end was in sight.
This wasn’t what-if anymore. We
were helping bring a book into the
world. My questions were sharpened and my words were more
intentional. I felt we all worked
better together this month because it mattered. And for me, this

suddenly felt familiar. This time
around, the workshop was part
baby shower, part labour support.
We were midwives and doulas,
helping and holding as we worked
together, celebrating and witnessing this mysterious finishing process.
The writer whose novel we
read isn’t a mother, so I kept this
metaphor to myself. But I remembered that when I was going
through such moments approaching and during the births of my
children, the community’s presence was so essential for my own
balance and mental health. And I
wondered where else this metaphor might be powerful.
Maybe what I was seeing was a
vision of a community of gifts. I’d
seen this in the supportive people
who helped me birth my children
and now I found it at the editing
table. In both places, those around
me brought their experiences and
intuition together and, as they offered support, they also received
it, teaching and learning from
each other, so we all left these
spaces with new wisdom.
There is a wellness and wholeness that comes from being sup-

portive and supported together.
I’m sure that the apostle Paul’s
metaphor of the Body and his
understanding of spiritual gifts is
akin to this. So much of our scriptures speaks into our struggles and
longings for healthy community.
When we find our vocations – our
places in the work of the community – something clicks into place.
Call it joy or consolation. Call it
finding your rhythm or finding
your voice. We are crafted to work
together.
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HEALTHY POLITICS
Kathy Vandergrift |

kathyvandergrift@rogers.com

Kathy, a public policy expert, is reading and concerned about the mental health of
our public discourse and public spaces. She lives in Ottawa.

ORDERED POPULISM. It sounds
like a contradiction in terms for
anyone affected by the sudden,
disruptive decisions of Ontario Premier Doug Ford or President Donald Trump, well-known
populist leaders. The language
appeals to Calvinists who value “good order” in life and enshrined in the “peace, order and
good government” at the heart of
Canada’s constitution. The gap
between language and reality,
however, in my view, provides
more caution than comfort for
what we can expect in 2019 and
how we should respond as Christians.
Ordered populism, as described
by pollster Frank Graves and
scholar Michael Valpy in a recent
Globe and Mail article, is characterized by “a sense of economic

pessimism; anger at elites; deep
mistrust of mainstream media, science and professionals;
[and] allergy to globalization,
trade and especially immigration” (Dec. 15, 2018). The agenda includes a backlash against
progress made by women and
rejection of climate change. The
“order” refers to a preference for
authoritarian rule, justified as
“for the people.” It does not refer to doing things in an orderly
way and it justifies using unjust
means to achieve goals that may
sound good on the surface.
ALARM BELLS
It is this authoritarian element,
disguised as “good order” and
“for the people,” that raises an
alarm for me. I am puzzled to
see that it is attractive to fellow

Christians whom I respect. Is it
the appeal of easy answers and
simple solutions to complex issues that make us throw up our
hands? Is it the promise of greater certainty in times of anxiety?
Is it nostalgia for a past when
we were better-off economically
than we think our future prospects are? Is it fear that Christianity is losing ground and needs a
“strong man” to regain a foothold
in society?

LESSONS FROM MY 20S
Danielle Steenwyk-Rowaan |

danielle.rowaan@gmail.com

Danielle works as Justice Communications Team Coordinator for the Christian
Reformed Church. She lives in Hamilton, Ont., with her husband Dan, their German
shepherd-kangaroo cross Roo, and their housemate Brad.

HAVE YOU HEARD THE ONE about
Jesus’ disciples?
“No one ever talks about Jesus’
miracle of having 12 close friends
in his 30s” (credit: Twitter user @
Mormonger).
I just celebrated my 29th birthday, and this definitely rings true!
It’s comforting to know that others
my age feel the same way. I don’t
want to paint too dreary a picture –
I do have some close friends whom
I’m very grateful for, even if we
don’t see each other every recess
and noon hour to play grounders.
Friendship looks different these
days.
But I’ve been thinking a lot recently about two particular friends:
Juan and Maritza. Our friendship
has survived me getting overzealous with Christmas presents one
year when they had just arrived in
Canada as refugee claimants, them
trying to set me up with a friend of
theirs, and me going AWOL for a
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year while dating my now-husband long distance. Juan loves
classic rock, Canadian winters
and laughing at my Spanish blunders. Maritza loves decorating
cupcakes, taking pictures and
laughing. When words don’t always work, laughter does.
In part because Maritza is an
obsessive photo chronicler of
daily life, my Facebook photo
albums are a long list of Canada
Days at the Bayfront, embarrassing underwater camera shots, applesauce making, sewing classes,
and other pictures where my family and I tower awkwardly over
their petite Colombian frames.
Though many times we struggle
to communicate in my beginner
Spanish and their ESL English,
being friends with them is one of
the most authentic relationships
I have. The forced vulnerability
(and hilarity!) of navigating cultural differences and language

Maritza, Juan (back row), Dan and Danielle.

barriers is the best path to real
friendship I know.
PEAKS AND VALLEYS
We went camping with Juan and
his family a few years ago. After
several failed refugee appeals, they
had finally gotten Humanitarian
and Compassionate status in Canada, since Juan needs a liver transplant and the organ donor system
is not very functional in Colombia.
We were jubilant – this new status meant that Juan could be added
to the organ donor list to receive a
liver from a deceased donor. They
wanted to make sure we went
camping before it was official,
because from that point on they
needed to be close enough to Toronto to get to the hospital within
an hour, in case that liver suddenly
arrived. Though Juan moved slow-

I can relate to those concerns.
But when I see what happens after people cast their lot for an “ordered populist” leader, and recall
lessons from history, alarms bells
start ringing in my ears. It’s the
decisions that are not headlines
that cause me to say “be careful”
of what sounds like a way to give
voice to all my angst about the direction of our society. As just one
example, because of my work with
children I know the impacts for
ly and spent a lot of time sleeping,
we were so hopeful. We feasted on
more meat than I’ve ever seen anyone bring camping, topped with
savory chimichurri sauce squeezed
out of Ziplock bags.
I didn’t realize, at first, that getting onto the organ donor list didn’t
mean the struggle was over. Many
people are on the list; many people
who are sicker than Juan are (rightly) prioritized, and too few people
sign those little organ donor cards.
I didn’t realize that Juan would get
much, much sicker yet and still not
be at the top of that list. He’s been
laughing a lot less recently – and
the world is poorer for it.
I can’t fix this. That not my job
– I’m their friend. And that’s been
the biggest and most humbling adventure in friendship of my 20s –
dancing this dance of doing what
I can when they invite me to, and
just sending funny dog videos to
Juan when there’s nothing else I
can do. It’s a challenge to my activist mindset to simply walk with
them through this valley. It’s a lot
harder than going into fix-it mode.
But that’s relationships, isn’t it?
Maritza was the first donor to
our new refugee housing program,
Open Homes Hamilton, recently.
She brought beautifully decorated

vulnerable kids of Ford’s brash repeal of the Office of the Children’s
Advocate. Important checks and
balances on the exercise of power
are removed by populists precisely because they limit power and
protect minorities.
If we call it dictatorship, our
guards would go up. If we ask
which people benefit and which
do not, it may not be so attractive. Using language and charisma to whitewash dismantling
basic tools that ensure good order
and healthy democracy leaves
me more afraid. The best antidote is well-informed citizens
who resist emotional appeals and
easy slogans and insist on robust,
thoughtful public dialogue about
the important challenges we face.
Commentators on all sides
agree that 2019 will be an important year for the state of our
democracy. I hope Christians in
Canada will reach across differences on specific issues to stand
together against erosion of our
political culture and stand up for
a public order that serves the least
powerful.
cupcakes to our launch party and
refused to let me pay her. They’re
walking with me through this crazy
adventure of quitting my job and
starting a new ministry, and I’m
walking with them through the realities of liver disease.
Josh Garrels, as usual, says it better than I could:
And joy, it is severe
When the way is rough and steep
But love will make your days
complete
(“Benediction”).

BE A DONOR

Learn more about living
donor liver donation at uhn.
ca/Transplant/Living_Donor_Program.
Juan needs a donor with
O-type blood.
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ZERO UNEMPLOYMENT IN THE KINGDOM
Curt Gesch |

cgesch63@gmail.com

Betsey and Curt live on Eskerhazy Farm in Quick, B.C., which is a highly-cultured
place and definitely not the boonies. *Names in this column have been changed.

“DEPRESSION IS JUST an illness,
like diabetes.”
“There’s no shame in having a
heart disease or a broken arm, so
why should we treat mental illness
as shameful?”
The answer is simple: people
with diabetes and broken arms
don’t normally say things like,
“The world would be better off
without me.”
If we think of mental health as
a continuum, then all of us suffer
from some degree of mental illhealth. We all have times of depression related to circumstances, food
or medications, but some of us suffer from clinical depression. I have
more than a passing acquaintance
with depression, but I’ve tried to
avoid talking too much about the
topic in the last few years. It may
be possible to trivialize illnesses by
overexposure as well with stigma.

The most important gift a community can give someone suffering
mental illness is acceptance. Not
sympathy, not empathy; often lack
of knowledge makes these impossible. Not condescension either (“It
must be tough”). Just acceptance.
A STORY
James* came up to me recently and
said, “I have to talk to you. About
something you wrote about mental
illness.” He was referring to an article I had distributed about someone
finding a church home after years
of being ignored, ostracized and patronized in other congregations. My
friend had a similar experience: “I
finally found a church that accepts
me and my son, Darren, who simply can’t live without medications,
and who will probably never hold
a full-time job. No one in our new
church ever says, ‘Why doesn’t he

just get off his butt and get to work?’
We can relax there.”
Acceptance. That’s a gift we
can give those with ill-health. Accepted as you are, no questions
asked, no accounting demanded:
“It’s good to see you” replacing
sincerely-meant but devastating,
“The exclusion of the weak
and insignificant, the seemingly useless people, from a
Christian community may
actually mean the exclusion
of Christ; in the poor brother [sister], Christ is knocking at the door” (Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Life Together).
“How are things going?”
Here’s how I experienced acceptance. Long ago, while I was
suffering a breakdown and could
not work at my regular job because of limitations imposed by
depression, my local congregation nominated me for elder. A

well-meaning friend tried to discourage me, but – as it turned out
– being ill probably helped me be
more compassionate as a church
leader. Could it be that the illness
is qualification for certain tasks? I
know this much: this first term as
elder was certainly, by my standards at least, my most successful
and fulfilling.
I was asked by a nearby congregation to preach a sermon while I
was suffering ill-health due to depression. It was based on Psalm
88. Afterwards, quite a number of
people came to me to “confess” that
they, too, suffered from this illness.
Will we ever see an ad like this?
WANTED: Minister to serve in a
suburban Reformed church. Must

be certifiably clinically-depressed
and presently unemployed. For
more information, please contact:
Search Committee, No Stigma
Fellowship Church (CRC), or
email wewantanutcase.nostigma@
gmail.org
Acceptance involves encouragement to participate, an appreciation
for diversity, and valuing the gifts
of each member. It does not mean
“asking Jeanette to help with the
dishes” when she is suffering depression and is a classically-trained
organist. (More precisely, it means
asking for her insight into church
music and asking her to help with
the dishes.)
When the Lord Jesus Christ
summoned, invited, and coaxed
the weary and heavy-laden to
come to him I suspect that he was
including many with mental health
problems. I know that he accepted
them, and the history of Moses,
Jeremiah, Augustine, Martin Luther, John Calvin and many other
pivotal figures in church history
demonstrates that those with less
than perfect mental and emotional
health were kept fully employed in
God’s kingdom.

THE MYSTERIOUS SCIENCE OF MENTAL ILLNESS
Rudy Eikelboom | reikelboom@wlu.ca
Rudy, who would like to see this darkness pushed back, is a member of Waterloo
CRC and chairs the Psychology Department at Wilfrid Laurier University.

IF YOU HAVE AN INFECTION, we

can grow a culture of the bacteria
that caused it and usually prescribe
an antibiotic to fight it. If you have
Type 1 diabetes, we know that
your pancreas has stopped making
insulin and, while we cannot fix it,
we can prescribe insulin injections
to prevent it from being fatal. If
you have Parkinson’s disease, we
know that a large number of your
dopamine neurons have died, and
we can reduce the adverse consequences for years with L-dopa
drugs. But with mental illnesses
like depression, bi-polar disorder,
schizophrenia and autism spectrum disorders, we are still in the
dark; their cause is unclear, and
their treatment is less than satisfactory. We all wish it were not so.
Mental illness in the Scriptures
is often described as demon possession. We know that life events
can have a profound effect on
14
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people’s mental health; and if you
have a family history of mental
illness, you are more likely to
face mental health problems. In
other words, these disorders can
be described in biological, social
and spiritual terms, making our
understanding of how to address
them complex. How these various levels of understanding come
together is not clear.
The American Psychiatric Association publishes a manual
called the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM) in an attempt to describe
mental illnesses. With the most
recent edition, DSM-V, which
came out five years ago, the hope
was that the definitions of mental
health disorders could be articulated based on advances in neuroscience and thus enable diagnoses
grounded in brain disorder. This
hope proved premature – our

CHRISTIAN COURIER

brains are too complicated. We
do know some things – such as
that Prozac is a drug that changes
the serotonin system in the brain
and helps some people suffering
from depression – but much is
still shrouded in mystery. Maybe
in a future edition of the DSM,
we can move beyond describing
these disorders solely by their behavioural symptoms and get at the
root causes. Something for us to
pray for – a better understanding
of what goes wrong in a mental
illness.
BRAIN SCIENCE
One of the most recent attempts
to get at the heart of what goes
wrong is an American National
Institute of Health initiative called
PsychENCODE. This initiative
published its first finding last
month, in December 2018’s Science. PsychENCODE is mapping
the genes of the brain and how
they are controlled and expressed
by analyzing and comparing the
post-mortem brains of individuals
who suffered from mental illness
and those of individuals with no

mental illness. By looking at thousands of brains, we can start to
find out which genes are different
and how these differences interact
with and compound one another.
Previous studies have found
many genes each with a small
impact on the likelihood of developing mental illness, but it
was not clear how these multiple
small-impact genes interact. One
early finding of PsychENCODE
is that genes involved in the packaging and release of neurotransmitters appear especially active
in bipolar disorder and schizophrenia but not in autism. This
knowledge suggests specific locations and processes in the brain to
examine for indications that a person might be prone to these disorders. It may also lead to drugs
effective in treating these individuals or preventing the expression
of the disorder.
The results of this initiative
are preliminary, but as we advance our understanding of the
processes that these genes control, we open the door to a better
understanding of the underlying

biology of mental illnesses. The
raw data from these studies are
publicly available to other researchers, making possible collaborations and novel insights by
other researchers. We can pray
that these genetic advances will
provide the foundation on which
to build a better understanding
of the social, psychological and
spiritual aspects of these debilitating mental disorders.
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BY THE WAY					
Bob Bruinsma |

bruinsmabob@gmail.com

Bob spent 40 years of his working life teaching the basics of scientific and linguistic
literacy to children, adolescents and adults from elementary grades to graduate school.

IN THE PREVIOUS ISSUE of Christian Courier, fellow columnist
Lloyd Rang wrote a piece entitled
“Why ‘Back to the Basics’ is a
Really Bad Idea” (Dec. 10, 2018).
If I understood him correctly, his
main argument is that that it’s
foolish to provide our children
with an education based on nostalgia for a by-gone era, before
the advent of computers, artificial intelligence (AI) and other
so-called smart technologies. He
stated that, “if you learn a skill today, that skill is out of date within
three years” and “basic math, or
science, or language skills aren’t
what we need” in the world of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution.
I beg to differ. I agree that basing an education on pouring soon
to be outdated facts into kids’

heads is foolish. I also agree
with Rang that “what we need
are learners and thinkers.” But
what are the primary tools with
which we learn and think? They
are first and foremost language
skills and, secondly, foundational numerical understandings and
proficiencies upon which, by the
way, all computer coding and AI
skill development depend. Rang
made his argument in writing,
which is a secondary language
skill that turns his thinking into a
visible code based on his primary
language skill of speaking. I can
respond to him in this column because I know the same code and
was able to read his column with
linguistic understanding. When I
receive my $50 for this column
and add that amount to the bal-

COMFORT
TOM WOLTHUIS |

tomwolthuis@gmail.com

Tom is a minister in the Christian Reformed Church and the Director of Geneva
Campus Ministry at the University of Iowa.

“Comfort, comfort my people, says
your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem . . . ” (Isaiah 40:1-2a).
These words are sung in the
wonderful opening of Handel’s
“Messiah.” These beautiful words
are the great transition passage of
Isaiah 40, but what follows is often
troublingly misunderstood, especially by those in need of comfort.
Although Isaiah celebrates that
Israel’s sin has been paid for, there
is the concerning phrase “double
for all her sins” (Isa. 40:2). This
seems unfair. Why should God demand “double” payment?
I helped facilitate a church depression support group for several
years. I often heard people say that
depression felt like a punishment
for sin. It was unfair. It seemed like
a double punishment.
Israel paid for its sin and was
knocked down by God. This was
part of God’s justice. The punishment matched the crime. God gave
Israel the fair consequence of turn@ChrCourier
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ing away from him and living by
the gods of the world’s power. This
“doubling” is not twice the amount,
but the matching equivalent.
Depression is not a payment for
sin. As Handel’s Messiah sings
forth, “Comfort ye, comfort ye
my people, saith your God. Speak
ye comfortably to Jerusalem, and
cry unto her, that her warfare is
accomplished, that her iniquity is
pardoned.”
LIKE GRASS?
Most troubling is how the cry of
Isaiah 40:6-8 is heard.
“A voice says, ‘Cry out.’ And I said,
‘What shall I cry?’ ‘All people are
like grass, and all their faithfulness is like the flowers of the field.
The grass withers and the flowers
fall, because the breath of the Lord
blows on them. Surely the people
are grass. The grass withers and
the flowers fall, but the word of our
God endures forever.’”
Here we are misled by the punc-

ance in my cheque book in order to calculate a new total, I am
using a simple but foundational
arithmetical skill.
POTENTIALITIES
Thinking and learning are not
independent cognitive entities;
they depend on the acquisition
and use of which, in the old days,
were called the basics of reading,
‘riting, and ‘rithmatic (the 3Rs).
I am grateful that I and my children were schooled to acquire
and refine the use of these tools
for learning and thinking. I hope
my pre-school grandchildren
will also be helped to develop
and extend these real linguistic
and numerical intelligences, before encountering artificial ones.
I doubt that the former will be
obsolete in three years.
While they’re learning the 3Rs,
I also hope the school will provide them with at least a foundational introduction to many other
basic human potentialities and
skills including: musical, aesthetic, spatial, kinesthetic, inter-

personal, intrapersonal, theistic
and naturalistic. I’m sure readers
of this column can map school
subjects onto these intelligences
with which the Lord has gifted
all of us in varying degrees. And,
yes, these skills and competencies need not be acquired and
practiced while sitting in “long
rows of desks with kids looking at blackboards,” but neither
should they require endless hours

of looking at flashing computer
screens with binary digits rolling
endlessly by “creating” artificial
intelligence. The adjective “artificial” coupled with the word
“intelligence” is enough to scare
the living daylights out of me. So,
perhaps instead of “Back to the
Basics,” let’s have “More of the
Basics, Better Taught.”

tuation in most translations. It
looks like the answer to the question is to cry out how worthless
and unimportant people are. This
is wrong, but it has slinked into
our theology and mental health,
especially in aspects of Reformed
theology. Too many people hear
only the first word of the answer
to question 8 of the Heidelberg
Catechism. “But are we so corrupt that we are totally unable to
do any good and inclined toward
all evil? Yes, unless we are born
again, by the Spirit of God.” Reformed theology becomes more
known for “total depravity” than
“unconditional election,” “irresistible grace.”

AH HA!
The first words of Isaiah 40’s cry
are not God’s words. They are the
cynical, nihilistic, depressed words
of the oppressed. The ones called
to cry out “comfort” need comfort.
It seems to them that it is all meaningless, that people are unimportant, and that God just blows us off.
God’s reply to this negativity is
that yes, people, including your oppressors, wither and fall, but God’s
word is at work fulfilling his promise of comfort.
One parishioner refused to sing
“Amazing Grace.” He could not
sing what he called “the worm
theology.” He had been taught
the song as “that saved a worm

like me.” In his depression all he
could hear was worm, not amazing
grace. This person was like the depressed voice of Isaiah, who only
remembered the part of Psalm 90
that challenges our arrogance and
forgot the ending,
“Satisfy us in the morning with
your unfailing love, that we may
sing for joy and be glad all our
days. . . May the favour of the Lord
our God rest on us; establish the
work of our hands for us – yes, establish the work of our hands” (Ps.
90: 14, 17 NIV).
COMFORT
God hears the pain of the depressed
and oppressed. He does not rebuke
it. He says, “yes, I understand how
you feel, and. . . .” May his messengers bring comfort. “Here is your
God!” (Isa. 40:9).
“He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his
arms and carries them close to his
heart . . . ” (Isa. 40:11, NIV) .
“Hallelujah! for the Lord God
omnipotent reigneth. The kingdom of this world is become the
kingdom of our Lord, and of his
Christ: and he shall reign for ever
and ever. King of Kings, and Lord
of Lords” (“Hallelujah” Handel’s
Messiah).
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IMMIGRANT WORSHIP
Eritrean and Ethiopian Christians gain a toehold in Halifax.

| Anne van Arragon

children he can’t escape as readily
as Simon did. Conscription
in Eritrea is harsh, pays very
little, and continues indefinitely,
according to several news sources.
Some liken it to slavery. A recent
peace agreement between Ethiopia
and Eritrea hasn’t yet resulted in
the hoped-for freedom. Simon,
however, said there may be a
small window of opportunity right
now, and the family is hopeful that
Yohanes may be able to get out
too. Normally the border is sealed,
and escape attempts often end in
prison or death. “He’s feeling
angry sometimes,” said Simon.
A sister, Senait, is now in Uganda
with her husband; her Nova Scotia
siblings hope to sponsor her also.

CHRISTIANS IN ETHIOPIA
Despite the apostle Philip’s conversion of an Ethiopian
eunuch, Christianity does not seem to have had an
official place in Ethiopia’s culture until the fourth
century. According to ancient church histories, a young
man from Tyre named Frumentius ended up at the
court of Aksum, at the centre of present-day Eritrea.
Converted to Christianity, he eventually became the
first bishop of Aksum. The fourth-century Aksumite
emperor Ezana may have decided to adopt Christianity
to grease the paths of commerce with the Roman
Empire. The new religion offered a way to unify the
various tribes gathered under Ezana’s kingdom, which
lay along major international trade routes between India
and the Roman empire.
Today Ethiopia is almost two-thirds Christian,
consisting of Ethiopian Orthodox, Pentay and
Catholic. The rest is mostly Muslim. The Amharic and
Tigrinya name “Pentay” was first used pejoratively for
Protestants adhering to the Pentecostal expression of
worship. This group would include the Baptists now
gathering in Halifax.

MAKE A JOYFUL NOISE!

Halifax history: German-Canadians established the “Little Dutch (Deutsch) Church” in
the mid-18th century, now the oldest Lutheran church in Canada.

ON THE AFTERNOON OF Saturday,
December 15, 2018, I joined
a small group of immigrant
Christians to worship in a
borrowed Halifax church. They
included both Ethiopians and
Eritreans, who normally worship
separately. Ethiopians use the
Amharic language; the Eritreans’
mother tongue is Tigrinya.
It all started back in the summer
when I took our Somali mother, a
Muslim, to buy halal meat (beef
and goat) at a place in Windsor,
half an hour from Kentville.
While there I met a young Eritrean
couple with two small girls, one
of them named Peniel, “from the
Bible,” they told me. The parents
are Rahwa and Tsehaye, and
they’ve been in Nova Scotia for
eight years. Their mention of the
Bible led to a lively conversation,
since the only Eritrean refugee I
knew before then was Muslim.
16
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It was Rahwa who phoned a few
months later and invited me to
attend their event.
So I got there a bit after four,
having been snarled up in traffic.
Only two men were present, even
though the event was to have
begun at four. I made a lame
joke about “African time,” since
anyone who deals with citizens
of that hot continent is aware that
they don’t worship the clock like
we do. The men laughed with me.
These men, it turned out, were
Simon Tedla and his brother
Efrem, both of them brothers of
Rahwa. Simon came to Canada
a year ago because of, he says,
“war and the government.” Like
so many of his compatriots, he
had been forcibly conscripted into
military service but managed to
escape. An older brother, Yohanes,
has served as a soldier in Eritrea
for 24 years. With a wife and three

CHRISTIAN COURIER

On Sundays the Eritreans worship
at an established Baptist church
in the city. Rahwa sometimes
interprets the English for newer
Eritreans.
That Saturday the pastor was
an Ethiopian, Bayssa Belachen.
He told me his group is founding
a new congregation on the edge
of Halifax, using a church named
Grace Chapel. Its owners use it in
the morning, and the Ethiopians
in the afternoon. Rev. Belachen
preaches in Amharic.
This narrative suddenly felt
familiar to me, and here’s why:
In 1950, the van Arragons
became the sixth family to join a
small group of Reformed Dutch
immigrants who made use of the
Orangeville Presbyterian Church.
The Presbyterians gathered in the
morning; home missionary Rev.
André spoke to us, his small flock,
in the afternoon. He not only
preached, but after announcing
a hymn (often “I Love to Tell
the Story”), he got down from
the pulpit and accompanied the
singing on piano. We were not
quite refugees from civil war, like
the Eritreans, but World War II
certainly played a major role in
sending us across the ocean.
Now here’s the Eritreans and
the Ethiopians, beginning in the
same small way. Formerly on
opposite sides of a war, they had

decided to gather in Christian
unity. As the women trickled in
gradually, there were two more
of Simon and Rahwa’s siblings,
sisters Yodit and Selam, among
them. It wasn’t long before one
of them moved across the front,
praying and waving her arms.
Then the singing began.
The songs – melodic, emotional,
rhythmic – were accompanied
by taped music, with no live
instrumentalists in sight yet.
“Ewadisahalehu
Bezema
/
Ewadisahalehu Alake . . .” “I
praise you by my voice; I praise
you my God.”
That song goes on to
acknowledge human inability
to express who God is. It was
mainly the women who sang,
bodies swaying, clear high tones
joyfully voicing their people’s
familiar songs. In this there was
little similarity to those long-ago
Dutch immigrants who stood
poker-straight or sat stiffly while
singing. My memory suggests
that visible emotion would have
been highly suspect back then,
while the unstructured format
of the Halifax event would
have been deemed scandalous.
I wonder what our parents and
grandparents thought back then
of Bible texts like “Make a joyful

noise to the Lord!” Were they
never tempted to dance down the
aisles? Those stolid Dutch were
a world removed from today’s
African migrants. And yet they,
too, worshipped one Lord, one
faith, one birth. And they shared
the same powerful love of music,
albeit of a different kind.
When I left at 5:30, another
group of eight or 10 was arriving
to join in the music. The pastor
had yet to speak. I wonder if this is
how the Israelites of old gathered
in those days before wristwatches,
early arrivals spending their time
just singing the songs of Zion.
Did the priests offer sacrifices
all day long as penitent believers
dribbled in? Was it late afternoon
or evening when the boy Jesus
stayed behind to discuss theology
with the religious leaders at the
temple? Did Pentecost happen at
seven a.m. or towards noon? As
with these immigrant worshippers
in Halifax, the exact hour was
irrelevant.
Anne van Arragon
Anne lives on a Nova Scotia
farm where she keeps busy
with extensive gardens,
beloved grandchildren and
volunteer work.
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JOB OPENINGS
PASTOR OF EDUCATION
Fellowship CRC in Brighton, ON is seeking
a full time Pastor of Education to lead the
educational ministries of our church with a
special focus on the younger generation.
Please visit brightoncrc.org for more information.
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
PASTOR
Iron Springs Christian Reformed Church is
seeking a full-time Pastor to deliver God’s
word through biblical, practical and relevant
preaching. Iron Springs is located in a vibrant agricultural community in Southern
Alberta. We are looking for a servant leader
with a desire to know their flock and develop
people to share God’s love with our congregation and our community.
Please contact Glorianna Scholten at 403738-4746 or gloriannascholten@gmail.com
for more information.
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BIRTHDAY

OBITUARIES
DYKSTRA, Tjaltje (Hilverda)
April 13, 1931 - December 1, 2018.
Surrounded by loved ones and in the comfort of a family home, our mother Tjaltje
(Chelsey) passed away peacefully on December 1, 2018.
Tjaltje was born in
Kollumerzwaag, Netherlands on April 13,
1931. Her family immigrated to Canada in
1952 and she married
Sake Dykstra in 1954.
Tjaltje was predeceased
by Sake in 2015 and
their son Stuart in 1974.
We, her children and their spouses, will miss
her very much – Linda and Rob Van Boom,
Sid and Jane Dykstra, Nancy Dykstra, Ingrid
and Ron Kielstra, Roger and Karen Dykstra,
Marcia & Chris Dawes.
The nurturing of her family and others was
one of Tjaltje’s great gifts. She was a natural
with children and delighted in watching her
grandchildren and great-grandchildren flourish as the family has grown over the years.
They, all 40 of them, are a cherished part of
her legacy.
Tjaltje's memorial service was held at the
Collingwood Christian Reformed Church on
December 5, 2018, centred on her favourite
scripture passage, Psalm 139.
Correspondence: Nancy Dykstra
70-A Homewood Avenue,
Kitchener ON N2M 1W9
Email: nancydykstra@gmail.com

VANDEZANDE, “Harry” Harm Stephanus
Gerardus
May 11, 1936 – December 21, 2018.
Born in Velsen, North Holland, The Netherlands to the late Gerald and Annie Vandezande and died at age 82 in Woodstock, Ontario,
Canada. Brother of Gerald (predeceased),
Hank (predeceased), George and Ben. Remembered by Joyce (Bernie) Taekema,
Gerald (Anne Marie) Vandezande, Richard
(Marg)Vandezande and Andrea (Will) Deen.
Harry’s earlier years were characterized by
his excellence in academics and sports. Upon
immigration to Canada in 1951 with his family, his introduction to the grocery business
began with work at Poole’s, of Woodstock.
Following that experience, he became a
salesman for Libby’s and was employed by
that company for many years. While living
in Kitchener, Harry was actively involved in
the development of Laurentian Hills Christian School. He was known for his gift of
striking up a conversation with people wherever he was and had a genuine concern for
the society in which he lived. Harry was also
known for his love of olives.
The Memorial Service was held at Maranatha Christian Reformed Church, Woodstock, Ontario.
The family extends a sincere appreciation
for the support that Harry received from
those involved in his life.
Romans 12: 4-5
Correspondence: Richard Vandezande
18 Carlinds Drive
Whitby ON L1R 3C2

KLAVAARSKRIBO MUSIC AVAILABLE
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
willing to pay postage.

BYMA, Jacob (Jaap)
1919–2018
Our father, grandfather and great-grandfather passed away on Thursday, December
20, 2018 at the age of 99. He is now reunited
with his loving wife, Alice (2014).
Always loved and remembered by his family.
Freda Bryant (the late Reg)
Sid & Linda Byma
Barb & Tim Kane
Ralph & Debbie Byma
Fran Huberts, special family friend
Special grandfather and great-grandfather to
Mike & Sara Byma (Michaela, Carly, Jake)
Rob Byma (Brianna, Carter)
Jeff Byma & Jolanta
Brian & Kelly Kane (David, Caitlin)
Matt & Nicole (Hailey, Jakob)
Tony & Alexa Kane (Abbey, Jackson)
Brittney Byma & Mike
Dad was born in Friesland in the Netherlands on July 9th, 1919. Mom and Dad married on May 22nd, 1946 and immigrated by
boat on June 28th, 1951, arriving in Quebec.
Their first home was in Southampton, Ontario, where Dad worked as a Cabinet Maker.
They had four children, two of whom were
born in Holland.
Dad’s love for the Lord was evident throughout his entire life and we are comforted by
the knowledge that he is now resting in the
arms of Jesus.

EYGENRAAM, George
Our Dad turns 90 years
old on January 13, 2019
Born in 1929 in Delft,
the Netherlands, he
moved to Ontario,
Canada in 1947 and
married his sweetheart,
Anneke in 1954.
We are so thankful that God has blessed
him with 90 years and wish him God’s
richest blessings as he continues his journey
with Mom at his side.
Love from us all:
Rob & Fijtie Eygenraam
Judy Downer
David & Henrietta Eygenraam
Irene & Ed Pypker
Michael & Margriet Eygenraam
Ian & Marjonne Eygenraam
Your grand & great-grandchildren
Address: 1015 Robinson Road
Dunnville, ON N1A 2W1
gaeygenraam@gmail.com

ANNIVERSARY
BISSCHOP, Harm & Annie (nee De Beck)

Correspondence: F. Bryant
204-85 Spruce St. N
Cambridge ON N1R 4K4

Italy Tour

Fully escorted by Yvonne Mulder

For information, contact Thom Boehm at thomasboehm@eastlink.ca

Including Rome, Amalﬁ Coast, Tuscany Region and Venice

September 23 – October 5, 2019
$5498.00 CAD (including taxes & fees) based on double occupancy.
• Group round trip airport transfers from
Hamilton to the Toronto airport
• Airfare with taxes included with Air Canada
• Deluxe accommodation
• Baggage handling at hotel and airports
• Sightseeing tours per itinerary
• Entrance Fees
• Breakfast daily, 10 dinners, one lunch
• Gratuities to the drivers, local guides

For a detailed itinerary, additional information
and reservations contact: Yvonne Mulder
DIRECT LINE: 905 807-1348
e-mail: ymulder@tpi.ca

Travel Professionals International

1131 Nottinghill Gate, Suite 203, Oakville ON L6M 1K5

TEL: 905 896-6948
Ontario Reg.# 50013851
“Travel Insurance – The most important thing you will pack”

@ChrCourier
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With thankfulness to God, we celebrate our
60th Wedding Anniversary on February 12,
2019.
Address: 108-343 Grand Ave E
Chatham ON N7L 4W5

VACATION
HOLIDAY ACCOMMODATION
IN HOLLAND
with vehicle rentals and tours.
chestnutlane.nl
ADVERTISING & CLASSIFIEDS
For information and to submit an ad, email
ads@christiancourier.ca or visit christiancourier.ca.
Next issue dates: Feb 11, 25, March 25 (one
issue in March)
Family ads and job postings can be found on
our website by using the Classified link.
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BE NOT AFRAID

guage of almost 100 percent of
the people here.”

Pastor urges a posture of trust for Christ-followers in Muslim-majority country.
James C. Dekker

Participating in congregational prayer.

AS WE DROVE FROM ANTOINE’S HOME ACROSS THE CITY, I asked
why the traffic was so heavy for a Sunday.
“Sunday is a day off per the official calendar,” he said. “However, in
practice, it seems to be used more and more as a regular work day, but
Christians attend worship anyway. Many public school and college
students choose to miss class or exams to attend church.” A lesson in
commitment, I thought.
“Patient Evangelism” (CC, Nov. 26, 2018) introduced two missionary families in a Muslim-majority West African nation. One worked
in pioneering evangelism deep in the interior. In the more cosmopolitan capital, however, Christian witness is highly visible, with many
churches and Christian schools part of the city’s fabric. There Antoine Kalebona* mentors pastors, school administrators and teachers.
While I was visiting the Kalebonas, Antoine and I attended worship
in the same building that is a classroom and office Monday through
Friday.
When we arrived at the school grounds around 9:30 a.m., the change
from weekdays was striking. Instead of the regular school ruckus, 35
people were gathering in the building, keeping total silence except for
the briefest of greetings. Before they entered, everyone took off their
footwear. Today the school room was holy ground.
MERCI, SEIGNEUR
With no formal announcement, worship began when a young man
walked to the pulpit. All stood as he welcomed everyone in French and
Pular, a national dialect of the native language of the Fulani throughout West Africa. The service followed a familiar liturgy, starting with
long silent meditation, concluding with the Lord’s Prayer in French.
I was surprised when the congregation began singing a cappella in
harmonies the well-known “Sing Hallelujah to the Lord” in French.
To start the service of reconciliation, the liturgist read the Ten Commandments in Pular. As he began prayer, many worshipers moved
toward the pulpit, kneeling and bowing with faces pressed to the floor,
20
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repeating “Forgive us, Lord” in
French and Pular. At the reading
of an assurance of forgiveness,
heartfelt murmured “Amens” and
“Merci, Seigneur” filled the room
and penetrated humble and grateful spirits.
To conclude the service of
reconciliation, the congregation
sang “Attache a la croix pour
moi,” after which the worship
leader read Matthew 8:23-27, all
again in French and Pular. Only
then did the pastor, who is also
a member of the school board,
move to the pulpit and began to
preach in French, which the liturgist translated to Pular.
I asked Antoine, “Why did
he preach in French, though his
native language is Pular?” With
some annoyance, Antoine whispered, “French is the official language in the country used in the
seminary that many Protestant
pastors attend. They study French
texts and commentaries and learn
to preach only in French; he certainly doesn’t know much of the
vocabulary in Pular. The translator learned that idiom elsewhere.
But it irks me that the seminary
doesn’t teach in the heart lan-

SEA OF CHAOS
I was pleased to understand
enough of the pastor’s French to
recognize his sermon was, from
this Westerner’s point of view, a
well-crafted, concise exposition
of the familiar story of Jesus
calming the stormy Sea of Galilee. First the pastor referred to
parallel passages in Mark 4 and
Luke 8, noting subtle differences,
simply to draw the worshipers’
attention to the three different
contexts in which the Gospel
writers placed this episode. He
noted that the authors addressed
their respective readers emphasizing themes that fit their cultures.
After the pastor finished that
hermeneutical introduction, he
moved to what I can only call a
contemporary use of the ancient
allegorical method of preaching that the early church fathers,
particularly Origen, practiced.
Claiming that the entire Bible’s
aim is for Christ to reveal himself
to the world, the pastor showed
that Jesus was in the boat on the
stormy sea, resting, not anxious,
thus modelling a posture of trust
for the terrified disciples – people
like us. Antoine assured me that
this presentation indeed spoke to
the culture of the worshipers.
Jesus’ disciples, God’s people,
are surrounded by a world of
death – the sea of chaos. Yet
they are safe in the boat simply
because Jesus is present. They
would have remained safe, even
if Jesus had not calmed the storm,
but he did that because they needed to see his power over the elements in order to recognize who
he is and who they are as followers willing to live through risks,
dangers, storms.
With that the preacher concluded his message with a stirring reading in both languages of
Psalm 107:1-7, 23-31, the sturdy,
exciting recital of the risks God’s
people faced long ago – wandering in the desert, working as
slaves, sailing on ships, only to
have the Lord free them from
captivity, always faithfully stilling storms. And then he said,
“Amen” and the congregation applauded, something that has never
happened after I’ve preached.
I couldn’t help thinking that
the pastor was encouraging his

congregation to learn to sing the
songs of Zion in that strange land.
How fitting that message was for
the day I didn’t know until the
time of announcements, the longest of which was encouragement
to take part in the “March for
Jesus” in the capital’s centre. Yes,
in the capital of a Muslim nation,
a visible public Christian presence, not the first of these events.
In fact, the march was not merely
legal but also protected by security, Antoine later told me that it
attracted more than 1,000 marchers the following Thursday.
PETITIONS FOR PEACE
After the sermon, the congregation continued worship with
a prayer led by a woman. She
opened with words of praise to
God, pausing for the congregation
to add their praise, then thanking
God for the church, this service,
their nation and its openness to
the Gospel of Jesus. Continuing
to petitions and intercession for
healing, for peace, for wisdom
for leaders, she stopped between
each section, allowing congregants to share their particular
concerns, all of this switching between French and Pular.
The time for tithes and offerings (“dimes et offrandes”) followed with worshipers coming
forward to deposit their gifts in
large blue containers, kneeling
and praying after they did so. I
was expecting a final blessing,
but instead the pastor made the
request for announcements, one
of which was about the March for
Jesus. Only then did the pastor
offer the benediction, thus embracing the news of the congregation
offered by various members and
other upcoming events within the
worship liturgy.
The ride home with Antoine
through ever more heavy traffic
still didn’t give nearly enough
time to review the experience, to
feel the ambience of a congregation learning word by word, week
by week, in two tongues and
languages to live in a land full
of opportunity for creative and
humble ways to follow Jesus.
James C. Dekker
Jim is blessed to visit places
where the Word of God
grows in hard soil and then
tell those stories to people
like himself who can hardly
imagine the commitment it
takes to thrive as followers of
Jesus in many countries.

