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FROM WUHAN WITH LOVE
How to see God’s goodness and remain hopeful
during a long quarantine. | Rebecca Franks
COVID-19 poses a very serious threat to our lives and the lives of our
loved ones. While we lament the losses we’ve experienced and those
still to come, this article focuses on seeing God’s promises and blessings amidst the pain.
WUHAN. DAY 48. WE’VE BEEN LOCKED IN OUR APARTMENT complex
for many weeks. The last day of school and work for most of the city
was January 17. We’re living in such strange times. And yet, right
now I hear birds outside my window, on the 25th floor. I used to think
there weren’t really birds in Wuhan, because you rarely saw them and
never heard them. Turns out they were just crowded out by traffic and
people. All day long now I hear birds singing. It stops me in my tracks
to hear the sound of their wings.
From the epicenter of the coronavirus, here is just some of the good
we have been experiencing because of the lockdown: Our family life
has never been better. Usually one weekend is long enough before I’m
ready to send each of us back to school or work. But for seven weeks,
we’ve been home together with very few outside influences or distracContinued on page 3

WHEN BORDERS CLOSE
The pandemic is showing how our lives, and our way of life, hinge on people near
and far. | Maaike VanderMeer
Caution – doors are now closing.
THIS PITHY PHRASE, OFT-REPEATED ON TRAINS, aptly describes our
reality today. With the spread of coronavirus, international travel is
shuddering to a halt. Borders are swinging shut. In March, Canada
closed its borders to international arrivals with the belated exception
of non-essential American citizens.
Caution – borders are now closing. Mind the gap!
Migration is a story as old as human beings. Whether for economic
reasons or to flee persecution or natural disaster, migration is part of
our family stories and figures prominently in our sacred texts.
As the world shutters borders today, we wonder if movement between nation states is a human right. What would change if it was
taken away?
These questions are not theoretical. My home is a nation other than
the one to which my passport belongs. If borders close more tightly,

I cannot go home. My studies,
communities, and even several of
my siblings are on the other side
of borders. Without the ability to
travel, my life is divided, right
down the middle.
I am just one person. Last September, the UN estimated that
297 million people were international migrants in 2019, roughly
four percent of the entire global population. And this number
only tallies documented moves,
meaning that the actual number
is much higher.
Spring comes to Wuhan.

Continued on page 2
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BORDERS CONTINUED
Each of these 297+ million
people is directly affected by
closed borders. By association,
their communities, families and
workplaces feel it as well. How
many people does that add up
to? Migrant workers and their
employers will be similarly affected.
LOOKING BACK:
THE RIGHT TO EXIT

While letters from sovereigns
requesting safe passage are not
new (Nehemiah received one
from King Artaxerxes), it wasn’t
until King Louis XIV of France
personally signed letters for his
court that passports became a
fashion.
Before long, most European
countries required passports, although the explosion in rail travel
reduced their use.
World War I reintroduced travel documents and birthed the
“Nansen passport,” fundamental
to our understanding of asylum
today. The Nansen Passport was
issued by the League of Nations
for stateless and nationless people trapped in the shuffle of borders and wars. By 1942 it was
honoured by 52 governments.
Postwar immigrants required
passports, which Canada had required since Confederation. The
United Nation’s Declaration of
1948 had meanwhile stated that
“everyone has the right to leave
any country.”
RIGHT TO ENTER: REFUGEES
AND ASYLUM SEEKERS

This does not give people a corresponding “right to enter.” Refugees wishing to enter Canada because they fear persecution must
obtain format permission. Even
as the West has recognized wider grounds for granting asylum,
new restrictions make asylum applications increasingly difficult.
At present, 46 percent of asylum
seekers are hosted by Northern
Africa and Western Asia, another
21 percent by sub-Saharan Africa. Iran and Pakistan have taken
in the most refugees in the past
10 years while Afghanistan has
the record departures since the
1980’s.
UNSAFE HOMES

How does coronavirus affect refugees approved to come to Cana2
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Top: Grocery stores struggle to stay stocked.
Bottom: Playground structures are blocked off.

da for resettlement? The Government of Canada says that the United
Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCF) and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) are temporarily suspending resettlement
travel for refugees and will find an alternative for refugees currently
in transit to Canada. The government will still accept asylum claimants but all irregular migrants crossing the Canada-U.S. border will
be turned back.
Around the world, refugee camps are already facing or bracing for
the arrival of the virus. Syrian aid worker Osama al-Hussein told the
CBC on March 23 that it’s hard to raise an alarm over a virus when
refugees have already experienced so much: “The huge interest of
the whole globe in one virus is for Syrians something very small in
comparison with the crisis, with the bombardment, shelling, killing.”

Without temporary foreign workers
there is no harvest.
The aid workers are concerned, though. Refugee camps are often
crowded. Social distancing is not an option. Aid agencies are worried that their funds will be cut as donor nations look to their own
problems. They worry about getting protection equipment to refugee
camps and about the psychological burden to those finally granted
asylum but who are facing another delay.
As Toronto-based refugee lawyer Luke McRae points out, “It’s
pretty heartbreaking that ‘stay in place’ means ‘stay in danger.’”
WHY MIGRANTS MATTER TO CANADA
While “refugee” has a legal definition thanks to the UN, “migrant” is
a shapeshifting term, depending on who is using it. An umbrella word,
a “migrant” is a person who moves from one country to another for
reasons other than tourism or visits. These cross-border movements
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could be temporal or permanent,
legal or illegal. Refugees make up
roughly a quarter of international
migrants.
Of the 272 million documented
migrants last year, around eight
million were in Canada. Many
factors play into where migrants
go, including existing relationships, linguistic, political and
geographical reasons as well as
policies of the countries of origin
and destination. Canada needs
and welcomes international students and international workers.
Migrants, particularly low wage
migrants, are essential to nation-states in Europe and North
America as populations age without children to replace them.
It is ironic, if you think about
it. The Western nations muttering
about immigration and shutting
down their borders are the very
same nations who desperately
need migrant workers to maintain
the lifestyles they seek to protect
through tighter borders. Canada’s
recent closing of borders exposed
our nation’s urgent need for temporary foreign workers. Our agriculture, fishery and caregiving
industries all claim they cannot
survive without them.
Agriculture Minister Marie-Claude Bibeau addressed the
re-opening of borders to temporary foreign workers: “The participation of temporary foreign
workers on our farms and in our
food businesses is absolutely necessary. It is nothing less than an
issue of food security. . . we now
need thousands of workers on the
farms for the planting season as
well as the processing of foods
from the land and sea.” In short,
as Charles Keddy Farms in Nova
Scotia recently told the Canadian
Press, without temporary foreign
workers there is no harvest.
Temporary foreign workers
feed into Canada’s economy by
paying Canadian taxes and buying from Canadian businesses.
They also send money home,
hence the oft-repeated claim that
this is a mutually beneficial system. In 2008 on a global scale,
remittance money was three times
the amount of official development assistance given to developing nations.
WHAT DO WE DO?
Lynn Ungar writes, in her poem
“Pandemic,” Know that we are
connected / in ways that are ter-

rifying and beautiful. / (You could
hardly deny it now.) / Know that
our lives are in one another’s
hands. / (Surely, that has become
clear.)
The life you know – the Canada you know – exists because
of open borders. This pandemic
shows the fingerprints on every
single part of our lives. Our panic
teaches us how every single thing
we handle has passed through
countless other hands, the hands
of real people, before it reaches
us. Everything we pass along has
our touch on it too, for better and
for worse. Local fingerprints, international, migrant and refugee
fingerprints are all over our lives.
We are beginning to see them.
We owe something to them; they
owe something to us. We need
each other. This is both terrifying
and beautiful. It is human.
Why do we care about the
shutting of borders? For so many
reasons: education, opportunity, economy, security, networks.
For safety, asylum, escape. For
family, kinship, marriage, hopes,
home.
We would all be affected by the
shutting of borders, yes, but we
cannot only think about our own
lives. What about those affected
to a much greater degree? What
would you do in their place?
Let this pandemic grow in each
of us a deep well of empathy for
every refugee. Let it remind us to
fight for those who are in danger.
Know that our safety could be
shattered as suddenly as theirs.
As panic spreads through
households, let this pandemic
grow in each of us a deep sense
of gratitude and awareness for
the temporary foreign workers
without whom our lives would
not be possible. Let it open our
eyes with respect to the humans
far and near whose lives intersect
with ours through the goods we
consume. Know that your life
is touched by the hands of others, which is both terrifying and
beautiful, even as we are all held
in God’s hands.
Maaike VanderMeer
Maaike is a freelance
writer from Ontario and
raised in Africa, where her
heart stayed. Her degree
is in Intercultural Service
and World Arts. She blogs
at shoutofjoy.wordpress.
com. This was written the
week of March 23.
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WUHAN CONTINUED
tion, forced to reconnect with one
another, learn how to communicate better, give each other space
and slow down our pace.
We’ve learned how to accept
help from others. During this
time, we’ve had to rely on others
to show us how to get food and
other things we need. It’s satisfying to accept the help.
Spring in Wuhan is absolutely
stunning. God has been giving us
glimpses of the beauty to come.
Because of lockdown, we get to
watch spring slowly unfold right
in front of us with no work, traffic,
pollution or other distractions. I
have pulled up my chair and am
ready for the Creator’s show.
My cooking has gotten way
more creative. I’m cooking like
a homesteader. Housekeeping
hasn’t suffered, either.
We take naps in the middle of
the day sometimes.
We’ve all been reading so
much more than before.
I’ve reconnected with lots of
old friends. We talk with our
families more than ever before.
We still work and do school,
but all from home and all on flexible hours. It is not perfect, but
it is fairly productive and good.
We are exercising more. In my
yoga world, I have finally done a
forearm stand. I also share goofy
yoga photos each day with a local
friend/yogi.
INTERDEPENDENT
Because of this quarantine, we
have bonded with fellow staff
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open yet. Though many are still ing up in your part of the world,
infected here in Wuhan, I under- God has always been there and
stand there was only one new will remain there to carry you
case as of two days ago. That is through it. Load up all your
wildly encouraging!
burdens on him. He can handle
We see many other encour- it, and he cares so much for you!
aging signs around here, too. The
“Now to him who is able to
best sign of change is something do immeasurably more than all
I’ve not seen for weeks: children! we ask or imagine, according to
Since the beginning of quarantine, his power that is at work within
there have been no kids out. The us, to him be glory in the church
few besides us who’ve ventured and in Christ Jesus throughout all
outside have been mostly senior generations, for ever and ever!”
adults, as though China has been (Eph. 3:20-21).
trying to preserve a generation
Pray. We are praying for you.
or
two.
But
last
week
I
saw
two
Rebecca (left) with the security guards from her apartment building.
older kids; this week two young- WUHAN. Day 61.
All photos submitted by Rebecca Franks.
er girls; and yesterday, a toddler! The guards who had been monmembers in ways that I’ve never experienced in nine years of living Parents letting their kids out now itoring our building gates are
here – crowd-sourcing feminine products and coffee, creatively shar- shows a great sign of trust, hope now preoccupied with other
ing overstock of carrots and squash and so on.
and renewal.
things, letting us wander among
My prayer life has never been better and my study time has been
Other signs of change include buildings unhindered. At one
much more real. I have quiet time that is actually (usually) quiet – and more options for delivery. Our post where guards used to stand,
I can devote real time to it. Most days I have so much more time to regular grocery app, where we there’s now a barber. More cars
think, to listen, to process and to discover. I am discovering the good get most of our food, is now are leaving the complex now, as
gifts that God has given me and my family. More than anything, I am selling non-consumable things. some essential personnel have
bowled over by his goodness at every turn.
Today’s offerings include panty- been called back to work. Locks
We had “church” by Zoom this morning at 10:30, as usual. My husband just woke up from his nap. My kid is reading quietly on the
Yesterday I was stopped in my tracks
couch. We are about to go pick up a ham that a friend is giving us,
taking her our coffee and cranberries to share.
by a snail. My life moves at a
We are at peace in the epicenter of the virus. We are at peace in the
epicenter of God’s will.
snail’s pace these days.
Fear is a faithless coward and has no place in the lives of believers.
Fear and worry have no seat at our table. We’re here because he wants
us here, right now, for his purpose.
hose (why?), hula hoops (exer- on buildings are gone. People are
Coronavirus wants you to isolate and stock up and take care of your cise), and raincoats. The rain- outside regularly on the basketown first. Instead, look to God first while you take care of others. In coats are mostly to protect your ball courts, walking the grounds,
community, we can do so much more than we can do on our own. God clothes when you go outside. We playing on the playground.
is caring for us richly.
have outside clothes and inside
What you’re probably seeing
Pray. We are praying for you.
clothes. I always change my shirt around you – sickness, fear, unor outer layer after being outside, employment – these are not good.
WUHAN. Day 59.
and I only change my pants if I But that doesn’t mean you can’t
Things are not back to normal here. In other cities, friends report that sit down. I’m not saying that’s be hopeful. Your circumstances
things are slowly opening. But here at ground zero, things are not right. That’s just what I do. You don’t have to determine your outcould also buy the raincoat from look.
the grocery app to protect your
So we continue in quarantine,
clothes. Just get a system and seeing his goodness, stealing
make it work. We also have from his strength and so hopeful
a germ zone at the front door. for the future.
Clothes, phones and keys don’t
“Surely the righteous will never
come past the threshold until/ be shaken; they will be rememunless they’re clean. One final bered forever. They will have no
tip. We all need community now fear of bad news; their hearts are
more than ever, so don’t isolate steadfast, trusting in the Lord”
from others. Use Zoom, Skype (Psalm 112:6-7).
or other video tools to do church,
Pray. We are praying for you.
small group and more.
My sole purpose in writing is
Rebecca Franks
to encourage you. Our circumRebecca and her family
stances and situations are not
have lived in Wuhan, Chiexactly the same, but I can underna, since 2011. She enjoys
stand some of what you may be
expat life and dreams
of one day writing as a
experiencing. God has been so
social media encouragfaithful to deliver us through
er from an outdoor cafe
some challenging coronavirus
somewhere along the
times here in China. And while
Mediterranean. This was
written in mid-March.
Free food being distributed once per week.
this virus may just now be rampCHRISTIANCOURIER.CA
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Editorial

MY MENTOR BERT
Angela Reitsma Bick | Editor
When Angela started with CC, her girls were ages 2 and 4 and they used to run
around giggling and saying “Where’s Ernie!?” every time they heard the name Bert.

THE WEEK THAT BERT WITVOET DIED, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic and Canadians began hoarding
toilet paper.
“At last!” I imagined him saying. “No toilet paper? This could be
Christian Courier’s moment – people will need newspapers again!”
The joke might look a little bald here, but I’m pretty sure Bert
could carry it off. After all, this was the man who had a nicely framed
poem called “In Praise of Sphincter Ani” in his bathroom. Like Bert
himself, the poem was both serious and hilarious, and might just
inspire the reader into new territory when next giving thanks to God.
When I first met Bert, he was 74 – nine years past the age of retirement in Canada – with the vigour of a man decades younger. He had
come out of retirement to keep Christian Courier running after the
death of Editor Harry der Nederlanden, and then stayed at the helm
another year as a mentor. For six years after that Bert Witvoet gave
me advice, encouragement and perspective – the tail end of a Psalm
90- fourscore years’ worth of strength, all poured out into Kingdom
work. Like many other people, I am grateful for the years that my

MEMORIAL SERVICE
You can still view the Memorial Service for Bert
Witvoet online by looking up Jubilee Fellowship
on Facebook. You’re also invited to see photos,
read stories and leave a note for the Witvoet family at forevermissed.com/bert-witvoet. And check
out the grey Psalter Hymnal for hymn #4, “Lord,
Hear Me When I Call to You,” written by Bert!
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story overlapped with Bert’s.
WIT AND WISDOM
Editors have two conflicting tasks – to understand and report on major news trends and events while also keeping an eagle eye on minutiae like word counts, headlines and typos. I had no problem with the
production side of things; it was questions about content and context
that I kept sending to Bert, at least at first. As I slowly shaped CC
to fit my understanding of its mission and vision, Bert always, always backed me up – to irate readers and, sometimes, to irate writers
(remember when columns were over 900 words each?!). He went
to every Board meeting, even after his stroke in 2015. Now and
then, during the more heated discussions, he’d wink at me across
the table, as if to imply that things weren’t as serious as they might
seem. He pulled me aside during the coffee break of one Board meeting, according to my journal from 2012, to say firmly “Stand your
ground.” In an email from that same year: “Don’t let [so-and-so] get
you down.” These were like cups of cool water half-way through a
marathon – just what I needed to keep going.
At age 81, he wrote an editorial defending satirical cartoons after
the Charlie Hebdo attacks, noting that Jesus used satire but did not
poke fun without reason. Bert had this way of taking heavy topics
and writing about them with a light touch. He could ratchet down
the tension on a controversial topic at lightening speed, usually with
something witty. He was humble enough to accept changes to his
own work. And I’m certain these two characteristics – humour and
humility – are linked; he saw humour as a way of keeping us all from
getting too self-important.
I remember calling him once, furious, shortly after I’d been appointed Editor-in-Chief in 2010. Christian Courier’s financial picture was grim enough to make it look like I’d be Editor of exactly
nothing in a few months’ time.
“Why did you hire me!?” I demanded. And while I don’t remember his exact response, it would have been along the lines of “We
don’t know the future” and “It was worth a try.” Whatever it was
he said, I didn’t quit and CC is still here, 10 years later, so he must
have made some good points. And probably made me laugh at the
same time.
It’s not that life isn’t hard, as Pastor Woody said during Bert’s
funeral service. It clearly is, and COVID-19 has only made it harder.
And it’s not that life isn’t serious. We all know it is. But don’t forget
all the beauty and grace and laughter mixed right in. God knows everything that keeps us up at night. And tells us, in Matthew 6, to stop
worrying about it so much. Not everything is as serious as it might
seem! We don’t know the future. But God does.
This is what I learned from Bert: make the Lord your dwelling
place, as Moses prays in Psalm 90, and then stand firm on that shaky,
holy ground.
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Letters

CC WRITERS & READERS FROM COAST TO COAST
SHARE MEMORIES OF BERT WITVOET
A COLLECTIVE LOSS
I honour Bert Witvoet for his encouragement both as a writer and editor.
He stuck with me when I was very ill with depression. He once took
Betsey and me to a sight-seeing tour of the Niagara Peninsula, dropped
us off in a drenching downpour at the railing overlooking Niagara Falls,
and came back to pick us up . . . eventually. Some honeymoon. Our
world is poorer for his absence.
Curt Gesch
Telkwa, B.C.
CHRISTIAN ED LEADER
I grew up with Bert in Bowmanville, Ontario in the early days of immigration. His brother Lowell was married to my sister Nell, and so I
saw him often at family functions. I really appreciate the obituary CC
wrote on him (by Peter Schuurman and Angela Reitsma Bick, March
23, 2020). Besides being a Christian Courier editor, he was a giant in
the Canadian Christian school movement.
Harry Van Belle
Edmonton, Alberta
JOKESTER, VISIONARY
In one of my earliest submissions to Calvinist Contact, I asked Bert,
familiarly, if it was OK to call him that. He replied, “Dear Cathy, It was
good to hear from you. I’m glad you want to call me Bert. I usually offer
people two choices: they can either call me Bert or majesty, whichever
feels more comfortable to them.” His 1989 poem, “only sailors make it
to heaven,” begins “Sailors are believers; believers, sailors. Who else
says, I need the breath of God to reach my destination?”
Now the Breath of God has swept Bert himself home and I can’t help
but think of the conclusion of C.S. Lewis’s The Voyage of the Dawn
Treader. When the Dawn Treader could sail no farther, Reepicheep, believer and sailor of the rarest kind, marched fearlessly into the waters
of the Utter East to find his way to Aslan’s country. Bert was that kind
of matchless visionary, one who gave his royal best to the Ruler of the
wind and the waves.
Cathy Smith
Wyoming, Ontario
‘GO BEYOND THE WORDS!’
When I received the news of Mr. Witvoet’s “ascension into paradise,”
the image that came to me was of him standing in front of the class at
Hamilton District Christian High with book in his hand, saying: “You
have to read into the book, go beyond the words and create images of
what you see as you are reading!”
I have maintained this discipline to this day and find it very helpful.
This also served me well writing marketing briefs and later on when
running my photography business.
Mr. Witvoet was always very kind and compassionate and gave freely
of his time to discuss any issue. He loved to be challenged and would
challenge you right back. We who were taught by him will always have
something that he gave. We just have to look for it, to go beyond.
Stuart John Tigchelaar
Beaconsfield, Quebec
A PROPHETIC ARTICLE
Wow, it is March 23 and I finally found time to read Christian Courier’s Feb. 24 issue. How timely to read “Chasing abundant life”
(Elaine Sveet). Now of all times we need to “harness technology in
new ways for worship, study, prayer and service”!
Diane Vandemeent
Newcastle, Ontario
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Teacher Bert in the 1960s.

IMAGINATION AND
ADVENTURE
I’m thankful for your article [Peter Schuurman and Angela Reitsma Bick, March 23] about Bert
and that you used the word “adventure” a few times. Bert’s smile
and his chuckle said so much, for
me, and “adventure” was part of
that mix.
I was a terrible high school student, looking for every opportunity to get out of work. One day
in winter, I’d found an excuse to
get out of class; the halls were deliciously empty, with locker doors
half open, knitted scarves snaking
from the bottom of some. Around
20 feet ahead of me, Bert emerged
from a classroom, his back to me,
heading for the stairs as well. Suddenly he stopped in front of one
of those scarves, looked down and
jumped up and down on it, as if
it was a poisonous snake. Did he
say, “kill it! kill it!” or was that
just my runaway imagination?
Anyway, a few jumps, and off he
continued towards the stairs.
Bert’s sense of fun and drama,
mixed with his challenges to me
at that age, his vision and practice
at that time, of what a Christian
education can look like, and the
price he, Alice, and the rest of the
TDCH staff were willing to pay,
spoke volumes to me as a Grade
12er in 1969. And that was just the
beginning of our relationship.
A year earlier, between Grades
11 and 12, my best high-school
friend and I spent the summer
volunteering at a 30-bed hospital
that was a part of the Christian Reformed church mission to the Navajo people around Gallup, NM.
What we experienced there was a
huge stretch and raised questions
about missions and culture, and a
“white” Jesus and culture. When I
returned to begin Grade 12, Bert

AND WHO MIGHT THEY HAVE SENT
for Bert W.
And who might they have sent,
that holy trinity of a jazz trio
improvising with intent,
to carry you from this home to that?
No fluffy cloud, rose-tinted for you
or childish cherubs with useless little wings.
Was it more like ones with their boots on
this muddy March, and with a wheelbarrow
sturdy and sure, but with some padding
for that worn-fragile bony frame of yours?
And that mysterious journey, as they
hauled you over, with the barrow wheel
soft over the softening earth,
as others attended – this side and that side – sang you
on your way.
Or, was it more like this: those ones with boots
showed up with their buckets and brushed
the grime away, with wide swaths of their soapy wet
brooms,
so that you could finally see clear, see through
to come face to beloved face
that face that lit yours in all those
ways you are?
Agnes Kramer-Hamstra
March 2020
had room to listen to what we had experienced and helped us put words
to them as well as to our questions. He never became defensive or tried
to shut us down. What a gift that was!
In my yearbook that year, 1969, what Bert wrote pierced my heart, as
my heart was especially prone to being pierced at that age. He wrote:
“Much zeal. Needed: more discipline.” Right on target.
Agnes Kramer-Hamstra
St. Stephen, New Brunswick

THE DUTCH IMMIGRANT LEGACY
I worked with Bert many times during my tenures, first in sports information for Calvin College and then media relations. We got along well.
He was Frisian like my dad and like me (well, I’m only half Frisian but
close enough eh), and he had sons who were all into sports, as I was.
Over the years we’d talk at Synod and we stayed in touch a little via
email too. He was a good man. That generation of Dutch immigrants
from the 1950s is leaving us slowly but surely. Their legacy is immense.
Phil de Haan
Grand Rapids, Michigan
CHRISTIANCOURIER.CA
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SENSELESS DEATH
A reflection on the assassination of Iranian general
Qasem Suleimani. | Bert de Vries
FOOTAGE OF THE DRONE-FIRED MISSILE STRIKE ON JANUARY 3 that
obliterated Iranian general Qasem Suleimani instantly triggered a
memory of World War II, when I was five years old in Utrecht, the
Netherlands. Vividly engraved on my mind’s eye is the image of a
large dead farm animal in our neighbour’s barn, “assassinated” by a
bayonet-wielding “White Russian” soldier who had wandered up the
river dike at Langerak, our village of refuge during the waning of the
war. The childhood memory of that senseless killing became a lens
through which I have viewed deliberate acts of violence ever since.
The missile strike was also senseless killing, but this time a deliberate
“targeted assassination” that has threatened to engulf the region in
another cycle of useless war.
Suleimani’s killing received intense media coverage, much from the
typical American perspective that Iran is “our enemy” and Suleimani
a terrorist perpetrator of violence against “us.” A near book-length
article in the New Yorker treated it as a “targeted killing” in routine
modern spy-agency warfare (“Last Man Standing,” by Entous and
Osnos, Feb. 10). In fact, joint Israeli Mossad and American CIA deliberation over a hit on Suleimani – called a “killing chain” – was cut
short by President Trump’s impetuous order to kill. Informed by that
coverage, I reflect on this event from my own awareness of the deep
history of assassination in the Middle East and from my field project
residence in Umm al-Jimal, Jordan.
POLITICAL MURDER BY THE WEAK
Assassination is as old as history. A famous instance, which I learned
about in Sunday School soon after seeing the animal stabbed, is the
story of Jael’s heroic hammering of the tent pin through Sisera’s temple while he lay sleeping in her tent (Judges 4). Instead of taking to
heart the “lessons” of this Biblical story, I felt as sorry for Sisera as I
did for that animal.

I oppose political murder, whether the
cause is freedom or oppression.
The word “assassin” originated in the Middle East during the Crusades. Hasan-i-Sabah, who led a small Shi’ite sect opposing powerful Sunni rulers, from a mountain redoubt in Iran, sent stealth killers
all over the Middle East to hit ruling heads of state. Legend had it
that he regaled them with visions of heaven while they were high on
hashish to steel their nerves before killing missions. Hence they were
known as takers of Hashish, Hashishiyin in Arabic, which sounded
like “assassin” to Crusaders. Ironically, Crusaders from Europe and
Shi’ite Assassins from Iran functioned as collaborative jaws of a political vice that squeezed the life blood out of the Sunni states between

This Assyrian court scene sculpture has a macabre and telling detail.
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The funeral of Qasem Suleimani in Tehran, January 6.

Iran and Palestine. The name was
new, but the practice as old as
Ehud’s stabbing of Eglon (Judges 3) and Judas’ gang’s knifing of
Romans.
In current events, “targeted assassination” is a label for political
murder used by weak states and
stateless groups to engage powerful states in asymmetrical warfare. But leaders of strong states
– Henry Kissinger and Ariel Sharon, in fact – condemned targeted assassinations as “terrorist.”
To be clear, though I come from
a tradition of calling the Dutch
Underground’s killing of Nazi
occupiers “heroic,” I oppose political murder, whether the cause
is freedom or oppression.
POLITICAL MURDER
BY THE STRONG

In ancient literature, the slaying
of the “monster” Humbaba, the
guardian of the cedar forest in the
Epic of Gilgamesh, is an example
of a targeted killing. Though celebrated as a heroic victory, you
can read between the lines to see
that this murder was civilization’s
license to deforest the “wilderness.” A famous Assyrian relief
sculpture depicts King Ashurbanipal, renowned for preserving
“Gilgamesh” in his library, drinking on his garden throne regaled
by musicians. Look closely at this
merry tableau and you will see a
bloodied human head suspended
from an iron ring in the branches of a tree. Carved in stone for
all posterity, the macabre trophy
killing, integral to the normal life
routine of this ancient emperor,
became engrained in our own
civilizational heritage.
As assassination has become

normal practice among contemporary spy agencies (like the
USA’s CIA and Israel’s Mossad),
they adopted the term “targeted
killing” to distinguish their “respectable” murders from the “terrorist” ones of their weak enemies
(like Palestine’s Hamas, and Lebanon’s Hezbollah, and now also
Suleimani’s Quds Brigade). One
could fill an equivalent of a Viet
Nam Veterans Memorial with
the names of all who have died
recently by targeted killings in
the Middle East. One that comes
close in type to Suleimani’s is
Ghassan Kanafani’s, a leader of
the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. Though he
had given up the PFLP’s violent
strategies, his emotional literary
works about Palestinians in exile
were as threatening to the Israelis as the IEDs set by Suleimani’s Al-Quds Brigade were to the
Americans.
SENSELESS KILLING
Such is my personal reflection
on the targeted killing of Qasem
Suleimani, perpetrated by the
country in which I live. Its drones
and missiles kill many others,
not only those deemed “enemy
combatants,” but also brides and

grooms celebrating their weddings – the latter dubbed “collateral damage” in warspeak. Suleimani’s assassination flooded
the streets of Iran with mourners,
just as American parents shed
tears for their children killed by
IEDs set by the Al-Quds Brigade.
As a historian, I am a critical
thinker assigned to analyze underlying complexities of human
relations; but I see these deaths
through the eyes of my five-year
old self, staring wide-eyed at that
bayonetted animal, and cannot
help but call them all wanton and
senseless. Wanton in that they are
cowardly, self-gratifying resorts
to power in violation of laws held
by states and by humanity. And
senseless in that they are acts of
stealth warfare that glorify violence and unleash floods of tears
in a perpetual cycle, destroying
prospects for peace.

Bert de Vries
Bert is Professor Emeritus
of History and Archaeology at Calvin University
where he taught Middle
Eastern History and Archaeology from 1967 to
2018.

COMMUNITY ARCHAEOLOGY
Bert de Vries has directed the Umm el-Jimal Archaeological Project in northern Jordan since the 70s. He and the team practice
“community archaeology”: Engagement of the local community
in archaeological research and conservation, site presentation –
preserved buildings, signed trails, local museum, hospitality facilities and interpretive literature – plus hospitality services, tour
guiding, heritage education and celebration. Find out more at ummeljimal.org.
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PUTTING EMPIRES IN PERSPECTIVE
When the news fills us with anxiety and division, where can we turn?
Clarke Scheibe

IN LATE FEBRUARY, INSTEAD OF WORKING OUT A PUBLIC conversation of the complex issues of the Wet’suwet’en blockades, mainstream
news articles quickly turned toward the easier path of how the protests
were affecting the popularity of the Prime Minister. Even the news
of the SNC-Lavalin scandal last year focused on its impact on voters
rather than on what citizens should properly expect of governmental
leaders. The news has become dominated by how issues affect polls,
and this has reduced citizen engagement to political tribalism.
Now Christians have good reasons to feel marginalized by the present government. Religious freedoms and even freedom of conscience
are being lost by a push toward a particular progressivist ideology.
People, particularly Christians, are finding it increasingly difficult to
act according to their own convictions, as doctors or even hospice
administrators – with the push for MAiD – or as teachers – with the
push of SOGI 123 – have discovered. It isn’t that Christians believe
uniformly on these issues but Christians can see that their convictions are being subsumed by political utopianism, demanding societal change without proper public discourse over fundamental beliefs.
Meanwhile, instead of focusing our attention on the complexity of
these issues, the news turns to the popularity contests of our leaders.
OVERCOMING POLITICAL TRIBALISM
So as these policies are demanded and enacted swiftly, and when news
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seems to fit hand-in-glove with
this political utopianism, it is difficult to resist being pushed into
a political tribe. Before we know

ing influenced by either the East
(communism) or the West (atheistic materialism) but by a biblical worldview.
We may take this advice today.
Reading the news through the lens
of the Bible pushes back the tendency toward political tribalism.
Instead of reducing individuals
to political identities, as enemies
from another camp, we see that
every human is equal, in regard
to their being created by God, to
their having fallen short of the
glory of God, and to their being
called by God’s grace in Christ.
We are not to be tribes jockeying for raw power but a common
humanity called to consider the
common good under God.
SEEING THE BIG PICTURE
Instead of being pulled into the
crisis of now, where change is to
be quick and complete, we can
take a long view of history. Daniel in the midst of totalitarianism
was able to see Babylon as but
one passing kingdom, and that all
kingdoms will fade or crumble
before the coming of the eternal
kingdom of God. This also leads

Reading the news through the lens
of the Bible helps prevent
political tribalism.
it, we are playing the political
power game. We can look to our
neighbours to the south, and I can
say this as a dual-citizen and as
one who has family members invested in these discussions, to see
how the extreme measures of one
administration has led to another
extreme. Leftism has pushed people further right. Parliamentary
governments are not immune to
political polarization either. We
can simply look to Britain these
days. To combat this polarization,
I suggest we have a wider lens
through which we read and hear
the news, and by which we may
seek to benefit not our tribe but
the common good.
Karl Barth, a Swiss-German
theologian, encouraged seminarians almost a hundred years ago
to read the Bible in one hand, and
the news in the other, with – and
this is the vital point – the Bible
interpreting the news. He wanted
to make sure that they weren’t be-

us to see that instead of hoping
that this or the next administration will make everything great
(again?), we recognize that the
government simply plays one
role among many in society. It is
when we place too much hope in
a government that it becomes an
idol, and when it does, it becomes

something totalizing, leaving
us inevitably crushed under the
hooves of horses and the wheels
of chariots.
In this biblical worldview, to
see a common humanity, to take
a long view of history, and to
consider the appropriate place of
government, we are called away
from the political anxiety and polarization that marks our cultural moment. That means we can
keep calm and carry the cross on.
PRAY FOR JOURNALISTS
Karl Barth told those same seminarians that he prays for journalists just after praying for the sick
and the poor, since journalists
play an important role in shaping
public opinion. We too should
pray for journalists, and in fact,
pray for Christians to become
journalists to report news through
this wider lens of Scripture. To be
a part of good change. And this
is true not just of journalists. As
the Christian is shaped by a biblical worldview, he or she can
seek ways to engage society for
the common good, whether courageously contending in spheres
where the struggle is most acute,
as in medicine or in education, or
quietly seeking that good elsewhere, in the trades, in homes or
in some other public service.
“So, let us make sure that we
do not turn to our right or to our
left but walk in all the ways our
God has commanded, that we
may live long in the land” (Deut.
5:32-33).
Clarke Scheibe
Since 2008, Clarke has
been the director of L’Abri
Fellowship Canada located near Victoria, B.C. You
can find more at canadianlabri.org.

EDITOR’S NOTE:
This article was written before COVID-19 shut down schools and
businesses and disrupted regular life across Canada. Since then,
the need to pray for journalists, as Clarke says, has only grown.
But the pandemic is happening to all of us: it’s no longer possible
for anyone to be an outside witness. We’re all part of the same
story and in the same desperate need of prayer. And so we’re
on our knees asking God for protection over health care workers
and everyone on the front lines; healing for the sick; comfort for
those who have lost loved ones; aid for those who have lost jobs;
support for those who live alone; strength for civil servants and
business owners; wisdom for teachers and politicians; and patience for parents with school-age kids.
Angela Reitsma Bick
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THE REVOLUTION NO ONE SEES
Jonathan de Vries

DOMINION: HOW THE
CHRISTIAN REVOLUTION
REMADE THE WORLD
Tom Holland
Basic Books, 2019.

THERE ARE MANY ARTICULATE EXPLICATORS AND DEFENDERS OF
the intellectual and moral legacy of Christianity in the modern world.
Writers like David Bentley Hart, Larry Siedentop and Charles Taylor
are incredibly erudite and persuasive, yet their books do not easily
fit into the category of leisure reading, given their need for full consciousness, uninterrupted focus, and ready access to dictionaries. For
those lacking such resources in sufficient quantities, but who remain
interested in the subject matter, Tom Holland’s Dominion: How the
Christian Revolution Remade the World, is a welcome gift.
Tom Holland is an English historian who earned his authorial spurs
as a writer of thriller novels. He later turned his narrative skills to writing popular histories that read like adventure novels. He has written
about the Greco-Persian wars (Persian Fire), the Roman Revolution
(Rubicon), late antiquity (Shadow of the Sword), and the lurid soap
opera that was the Julio-Claudian Principate (Dynasty). Dominion
covers a much bigger time period than these earlier works – roughly
2,500 years – so we do not get a continuous story but rather a series of
stops along the way to explore key events and ideas.
Holland approaches his subject as a confessed outsider. Holland is
well-versed in the stories and the history, but his study of Christianity
does not concern what it says about God, but rather what it says about
humans. Dominion is not about the truth or metaphysics of Christianity – the book is the study of the sociological, cultural, political and

ontological consequences of that story for those that heard it.
When the Gospel began to spread through the Mediterranean world,
it brought in its wake a serious of assumptions that were radical departures from prevailing understandings of the world. The crucifixion,
the identification of the highest power in the universe with the lowliest
victim turned traditional ideas of hierarchy, which linked power and
virtue, on their heads. The idea of a single God, presiding over a single divine order who was knowable by, and related to, all equally was
antithetical to Greco-Roman plenitude of fickle, quarrelsome divinities. And perhaps most importantly, the idea that anyone regardless
of rank or status had the ability to commune with God and achieve
salvation created the idea of individual equality and moral agency.
Yet the ideas underlying Christianity were never co-extensive with
the official doctrines and institutions of the Christian churches. In
many ways, Holland sees Christianity as being inherently paradoxical. Like many other institutions, it asserted a monopoly on its truth
and demanded adherence, loyalty and respect from its followers. But
its ideas were inherently revolutionary. Personal salvation implies an
ever-increasing sphere of personal autonomy and agency, the equality
of believers demanded an ever increasingly egalitarianism in all other
spheres, and the idea of a single, ultimate, divinely ordained order
dangled the tantalizing possibility that perfect truth could be obtained,
and implemented, in this world.
The next 2000 years would see a repeated clash between Christianity’s institutional legacies and the revolutionary ideas inherent in it.
Initially these clashes played out inside Christendom and the Church
8
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itself, with events like the investiture controversy and the Reformation being prime examples;
but they later spread outside the
bounds of institutional Christianity. The rise of religious toleration
in the wake of the early modern
wars of religion flowed directly
from the Christian idea of moral
agency. The scientific revolution
owed much to the Christian idea
of a universal order. Indeed the
very project of the Enlightenment itself – the great intellectual
repudiation of medieval superstition – was inconceivable without
Christian assumptions. The philosophes who preached a world
organized on reason were simply
repeating Christianity’s “summons to bring the world from
darkness into light.” The criticisms that were levelled against
Christianity: that it oppressed the
weak, that it violated the integrity of the individual, that it prevented a better world from being
achieved, all were founded on the
moral assumptions underlying
the Christian message.
In the modern era, according
to Holland, we have witnessed
the way in which Christian moral assumptions have survived the
retreat of the Christian Church
and Christian belief. Many of
the great social reforms and upheavals of the last 200 years were
based on Christianity’s moral assumptions of universalism and
individual worth. Holland argues
that the “culture wars” of the recent past, which are usually portrayed with Christianity as either
a target, or a participant (usually
on the reactionary and, eventually, defeated side), were actually civil wars between different
factions and interpretations of
Christian ideas. In a very timely illustration of this argument,
Holland cites the recent revelations of sexual exploitation
of women by powerful men in
the entertainment industry and
emergence of the #MeToo movement. The sexual exploitation
of the weak and the poor by the
powerful had been a hallmark of
the pre-Christian world, and the
worst offenders of the recent past
had behaved no differently than
the Olympian gods. The idea that

such actions were innately wrong
was never self-evident. That idea
had to be drawn upon something,
which turned out to be ingrained
Christian ideas about personal
integrity, sexual continence and
individual equality. A related
(and very fitting) example of how
deeply buried Christian assumptions are, according to Holland,
is in the popularity of the Handmaid’s Tale television series. The
series is based in a dystopian
future where the United States
has been taken over by Christian
fundamentalists where fertile
woman are consigned to a servile
class that is subject to legalized
rape. Christianity (or, more properly, a shallow and bizarre caricature of it) is cast as the villain of
the story, being the justification
for the handmaids’ status, but its
blatant evil is only recognizable
as such if one accepts certain assumptions that are entirely Christian in origin. Someone who accepts the ideas of the Sermon on
the Mount would rightly recoil
in horror, but someone who took
their moral cues from the Iliad
would not have any qualms about
what goes on in the Republic of
Gilead.
Holland stops his story at
the present, and doesn’t really
look into the future. As such, he
doesn’t address what seems to
be the question Dominion poses:
how well will Christian assumptions survive with the waning of
the Christian religion? Holland
credits a loving aunt and godmother – who took her duties
of religious instruction seriously but also humoured the dinosaur obsession of the adolescent
Holland that eventually led to a
shipwreck of faith – with inculcating him with the Christian
message. But what happens as
generations pass and the story is
no longer told? Will the unseen
revolution hold its sway over the
moral lives of people? And if it
doesn’t, what sort of moral world
will follow?
Jonathan de Vries
Jonathan lives and practices
law in London, Ont.
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SOMETHING SACRED FOR SECULAR PEOPLE
Peter Schuurman

CORAM DEO: LIVING LIFE IN
THE PRESENCE OF GOD IN A
SECULAR AGE
Harry A. Van Belle
Legacy Press, 2019.

HARRY VAN BELLE HAS WRITTEN
an invitation to those shaped by
our secular age, to life as coram
deo, lived before the face of God.
This means seeking the meaning,
intimacy and vitality that comes
from recognizing that the God of
Abraham, Isaac and Jesus loves
and cares for us, and calls us to a
life of deep spirituality and love.
Van Belle not only shows
coram deo as a comprehensive
approach to understanding human history and the Bible, but as
a way of life that brings meaning to vocation, education, and
the seasons of life. The strongest chapter in the book, chapter
8, is where Van Belle brings his
perspective to bear on his own
profession – psychotherapy. He
insists that the presence of God is
vital to successful psychotherapy,
but he compares an “integrationist” Christian approach with one
based on the structure of the therapeutic relationship and its potential directions. The integrationist
approach he critiques as setting
up a false separation of “faith and
feelings” and “spirituality and
psychology.” Sadly, one side of

the binary often gets reduced to
the other side – all depending on
whether one is Christian or more
secular in orientation.
Instead, regardless of one’s
worldview, a therapist should
have some idea of what the structure of the therapeutic relationship
ought to be. Van Belle says it is a
“healing (or wholing) and a liberating (or opening up).” There is no
shortcut to therapeutic success by
quoting Bible verses or prescribing spiritual disciplines – the therapist stills needs to seek out the
creational structure for therapy
– something part of general revelation and God’s common grace.
In fact, Van Belle maintains that
“God’s grace favours non-Christian therapists more, since the
preponderance of insight into the
structure for therapy come from
non-Christians.”
Furthermore,
“non-Christians may have been
willing to open themselves to the
presence of God in therapy and
may have been more diligent in
searching out God’s will for therapy than Christians.” This reversal of our Christian expectations
he compares to Matthew 7:21 and

21:28, where those who present
as faithful are often not the truly
faithful to God’s intentions for
human life.
This is not to say the Bible is
irrelevant to therapy – Van Belle
is clearly a lover of the Biblical
story and insists that it offers a
basic framework for understanding all of life. “But,” he continues,
“precisely because the written
Word of God is such a rich source
of insight it is not intended to restrict our understanding of human
in general and of psychotherapy
in particular, but to enrich it.”
Scripture is not a crude legislative instrument, but an enabling,
empowering, and enriching resource that opens up our vision,
widening and deepening our perspective into the structure of life
and its intended direction. And
in the therapeutic relationship,
Van Belle focuses on quieting
himself inside, listening for the
Holy Spirit’s leading. Word and
Spirit are together his guide, but
where “Word” is the structure of
creation re-affirmed in the Bible
and epitomized in the life of Jesus
Christ.

Footnotes to Charles Taylor
and Karen Armstrong aside, anyone familiar with the Reformed
tradition (with a Dooyeweerdian slant) will enjoy this book as
a refresher on such theological
touchstones as creation, fall, redemption; antithesis and common grace; the cultural mandate;
structure and direction; the Bible
as an infallible rule for faith and
life; and of course, coram deo.
This could make a good primer
for anyone wishing to articulate
a cogent, Christian view of history, reality, and the nature of
human life; a perspective that
brings meaning to all things because they are understood with
reference to the presence of a
loving God, who providentially
continues to uphold the universe,
even in a secular age.

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

BRAVERY AND SACRIFICE IN A COMPLICATED WORLD
Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

OUR CASTLE BY THE SEA
Lucy Strange
Chicken House, 2019.
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TWELVE-YEAR-OLD PETRA –
nicknamed Pet – lives with her
parents and 16-year-old sister
Mags in a lighthouse on the South
East coast of England. Their lighthouse, called the Castle, is a short
distance from Europe, where Hitler’s armies are advancing against
France.
Pet is a timid girl. When she
panics, she feels as if she has
turned to stone. Raised on the
legend of the Daughters of Stone
– there are four stone pillars by
the Castle, and no one knows how
they got there – Pet is both intrigued and terrified by the myth.

But she admires the bravery of
the four daughters mentioned in
the tale, girls who sacrificially
gave themselves for the sake of
those they loved, and were turned
to stone.
Living on the coast has always filled Pet with joy, but now
political events impinge on her
family’s happiness. Pet realizes that something is drastically
wrong when her German-born
mother, called Mutti by Pet and
Mags, is publicly maligned for
her ancestry. Pet is confused.
Why would anyone hate Mutti?
When rumours of German

U-boats in the English Channel
begin to circulate, Pet worries if
the enemy is close and watching
them. She says, “I didn’t know it
at the time, but its shadowy fingers were already reaching into
the very heart of my family.”
Pet feels increasingly isolated
and afraid as she begins to mistrust every member of her family.
Confusion overtakes her as she
ponders what a police detective
said, “Sometimes good people do
bad things… The world is a very
complicated place, and war is a
terrible thing. Sometimes a good
person has a logical reason for

doing something that is morally
wrong; sometimes they feel they
have no choice.”
Stirring, fast-paced, and suspenseful, this novel for juvenile
readers combines legend and
historical facts to create a coming-of-age tale about a young girl
who faces life-altering losses and
makes exceptional gains.
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Feddema
Sonya is a freelance writer
living in St Catharines, Ont.
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AFTER THE ABUSE
Can we still learn from those who fail us?
THIS PAST SEMESTER I taught a
course entitled “The Theology of
Disability” at McGill University
in Montreal. It was an unusual
semester to be teaching, given the
disruptions caused by COVID-19.
As of March 16, all academic activities were suspended for two
weeks and, following this pause,
classes shifted to an online format
for the rest of the term.
Earlier in the semester, however, the class experienced a disruption that was arguably more
significant in terms of our subject
matter. That disruption came on
February 22 in the form of a report
published by L’Arche International: a report which found that Jean
Vanier had engaged in abusive and
coercive sexual relationships with
several women over a 35-year period. The report outlined the significant distress and harm Vanier’s
abusive actions had caused at least
10
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five women.
When you read on the topics
of theology and disability, it is
impossible to avoid Jean Vanier’s name. His writings about
friendship and vulnerability are
frequently quoted, his founding
of L’Arche is invariably mentioned and his unique personality
is often described. In the week
immediately prior to the publication of the L’Arche report, I
had assigned my students two
readings related to Jean Vanier.
The first was from Vanier’s book
Becoming Human and the second
explored the work of Vanier in
relation to peace movements. At
one moment my students were
thinking about Vanier’s contribution to our understanding of
beautiful relationships, and the
next moment they were reading
about his sexual abuse of women.
Given this terrible juxtaposition,
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we took some time in class to think
about what these revelations meant
for our explorations of theology
and disability. One of the most
important questions we formulated was around the risks that arise
when we place too much emphasis
on mutual vulnerability and friendship. These are themes I traced in
a column in Christian Courier in
2019, written in the wake of Vanier’s death. I concluded that column
with this: “The most significant
thing about us is something we
all have in common – that we are
lonely and broken, and that in relationships of trust and love we begin
to discover our true selves.”
POWERPLAY
This statement is true, of course.
But there is a profound risk if we
accent mutual vulnerability and
friendship without consideration
for the dynamics of power. Yes,

any two persons in a relationship are vulnerable in some way.
Each of us is characterized by
weakness and brokenness, even
if we find it difficult to acknowledge this about ourselves. But it
is also true that one person in a
relationship may hold significant
power over the other on the basis
of social status, economic status,
or gender (to name just a few
possible bases of such power).
It is not surprising to read that
these dynamics were at play in
Vanier’s abusive relationships
with women. The L’Arche report
states: “All alleged victims [of

Vanier] described their own vulnerability at the time of the events,
sometimes coming from difficult
family backgrounds or looking
for a father figure, or looking for
admiration and recognition and/or
seeking spiritual guidance. They
also describe significant barriers
to raising these issues, given the
charismatic personality of Jean
Vanier and his predominant position within L’Arche.”
In other words, these were not
relationships between two persons of equal status and vulnerability. They were relationships
in which one person held significant power in relation to the
other – and Jean Vanier abused
that power. These revelations
are only made more devastating when we realize Vanier used
spiritual practices and the faith
of these women to insinuate
himself abusively in their lives.
A further difficult question
arises here. If L’Arche was
founded on Vanier’s approach
to friendship and mutual vulnerability, are its 153 communities sufficiently aware of the
dynamics of power? Is L’Arche
structured in ways that mitigate
the power of assistants who live
alongside those with intellectual
and developmental disabilities?
Otherwise expressed: Has the
emphasis on mutual vulnerability and friendship prevented the
establishment of protocols that
protect the most vulnerable?
Since I am not personally familiar with L’Arche, these are questions I cannot answer.
CHOOSING VULNERABILITY
However, actions taken by the
organization over recent months
suggest they have understood
these dynamics. When L’Arche
received a second credible
complaint against Vanier in 2019
(after investigating an earlier

Reports in February revealed that Vanier (1928-2019) abused at least five women.
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complaint in 2016), the organization decided to launch an independent inquiry. As Madeline
Burghart put it, writing in the
Globe and Mail: “Despite the
potential for damage to its reputation, L’Arche International
initiated the investigation and
hired a reputable consulting firm
with expertise in the prevention
of sexual abuse to carry it out.”
When the organization could
have tried to control the investigation and the narrative, and play
down its own potential institutional failures, it chose a reputable third party to investigate.
As a result, at least some part of
the truth has seen the light of day.
More, the dynamics of vulnerability and power have been clearly
articulated. In speaking of various
women who worked with Vanier, the report finds: “While some
spoke positively, others described
abusive behaviour, whereby they
had placed their trust in Vanier and
he had used his power over them to
take advantage of them through different kinds of sexual behaviours.”

L’Arche is to be commended for its
openness in exposing Vanier’s actions and abusive behaviour; and,
for creating a forum for ongoing
reporting of possible abuse to a
third-party task force.
This is not to say that full assurance has been achieved. For

those who have done them harm.
Our hope and prayer for
L’Arche is that it has achieved
or will achieve what Jean Vanier
could not – genuine love, protection and friendship in all relationships. Such an achievement would
mean that we could turn the words

There is a profound risk if we accent
mutual vulnerability and friendship
without consideration for the dynamics
of power.
example, the initial report states:
“The inquiry team investigated
a number of allegations of sexual assault all from women who
were adult and not people with
disabilities.” Unfortunately, this
is an argument from silence, and
we should be wary of the implied
conclusion that no one with an
intellectual or developmental disability was abused. The fact that
no person with a disability voiced
a complaint simply reminds us
that the most vulnerable often
have no voice to accuse or name

of Jesus on their head and say that
the servant will have turned out to
be greater than the master.
WHAT NOW?
A final, difficult question arises here, and it is a particularly
vexed question in a society that
is so quick to #cancel those who
transgress its moral boundaries, a
society that in many ways wishes to “disappear” those who fail
in certain ways. The question is
whether we can acknowledge
having learned something from

Jean Vanier.
Stanley Hauerwas, the wellknown American theologian, was
a friend of Vanier’s and collaborated with him on several projects.
They were the main contributors,
for example, to a 2006 book entitled Living Gently in a Violent
World: The Prophetic Witness of
Weakness. Hauerwas’ own work
on disability is greatly indebted to
the life and work of Vanier. In a
recent interview he expressed his
devastation at the L’Arche report:
“[I am] heartbroken by this revelation of [Vanier’s] terrible misconduct and utterly condemn it as
an abuse of power.”
In the same interview, Hauerwas picks up the question of
whether and how we can continue to learn from Vanier. It is
a question he approaches tentatively: “So much of [Jean Vanier’s] life was morally exemplary. That is one of the problems.
How can we continue to learn
from his witness with his intellectually disabled friends without excusing his predatory sex-

ual behaviour? At this time when
we are trying to receive this devastating news, the only advice
I have is not to be in a hurry to
answer that question… .”
We should create space for very
different, individual responses to
the revelations about Vanier. Yet
Hauerwas offers advice many
of us can perhaps heed: That we
should simply sit with the terrible juxtaposition of what we have
learned from Jean Vanier and
what we have learned about him,
neither rushing to blot him from
our memories, nor returning too
quickly to his work and writings.
The best response can be to let
judgment and grace and doubt and
anger and healing do their work,
and that can only take time.
Roland De Vries
Roland is Director of
Pastoral Studies at The
Presbyterian College,
Montreal, and a Lecturer
in the School of Religious
Studies at McGill
University.

ANXIETY AND AN AIREDALE
Coping during COVID-19.

| Kristine O’Brien

ONE MORNING THIS WEEK, in the midst of the COVID-19
chaos, I woke at dawn. The night had been filled with anxious dreams and the endless rearranging of pillows under
my head. I checked the clock and realized I’d barely managed four hours of sleep. I felt lousy.
Once downstairs in the kitchen I sat down at my laptop.
Like so many others, my office is closed and I am working
from home. The few hours before anyone else is up are
wonderfully quiet, and with a cup of tea I was ready to face
my inbox.
It didn’t take long until I could feel the stress in my
shoulders. My cheeks flushed as I (again!) tried to come up
with strategies to cope with yet another change. I answered
questions from staff even though I barely knew anything
myself. I checked with the bookkeeper about our cash
flow. I fretted.
Thankfully, I have a dog. Minnie is a nine-year-old Airedale Terrier who came to us as a rescue. Despite all of my
attempts to avoid such a responsibility, I have become her
person. She follows me around, lays on the floor beside me
no matter where I sit, and asks me for walks every time I
put on my shoes.
I don’t know if she sensed my stress or just wanted to go
out. But when she insistently nudged me with her nose, I
decided a walk wouldn’t hurt. I grudgingly got my coat.
Where I live there are walking trails right outside my
door so I put on my boots, found the leash and ventured

out. In my head I was grumbling about how much I would
rather be sleeping and how much work I still had to do.
And why did I always have to be the one to walk the dog?
I walked a long way, mostly by accident because I was
so absorbed in my thoughts. I finally stopped because the
dog stopped. While she nibbled on some grass, I looked
up at the sky.
The open expanse above my head was surprisingly
blue. I heard a bird call out and it began to dawn on me
that I felt a little better. I took a deep breath and that felt
good, too. Then I rolled my eyes at myself. Of course you
feel better. Getting outside always helps. That’s what everybody says.
This pandemic has left many of us exhausted, anxious,
or worse. But one thing that has not changed is the beautiful planet we live on. The sun rises and sets. The birds sing
their songs. The heavens are still telling the glory of God.
Since there is no way for any of us to avoid the pain of
this pandemic, I hope you will heed the advice of people
far wiser than me. Go for a walk. Or stand out on the balcony. Sit by an open window if that’s all you can do. That
breath of fresh air will help. I promise.
Kristine O’Brien
Kristine is a Presbyterian minister and director
at Crieff Hills Retreat and Conference Centre in
Puslinch, Ont.

Kristine’s Airedale Terrier.
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CALLED TO BUILD DIVIDING WALLS
CRC-member Joel Koops and team receive kudos from Trudeau for developing
germ-resistant hospital dividers out of recycled plastic. | Peter Schuurman
IN THE SECOND WEEK of March,
Joel Koops, Steve Bosman and
Dave Caputo gathered round a
strategy table, exchanging information on COVID and wondering how to keep their workers
employed. Then they asked each
other: “What can we do to help?”
The three men own Trusscore,
a material science company that
manufactures building products
such as wall and ceiling panels
as well as pipes. During their discussion they recalled how they
had responded when the swine
flu had hit in 2009: they had
manufactured dividers to contain
the virus from spreading from
one animal to the next. Bosman
asked: “Can we do a similar divider for COVID patients?”
This meeting took place only
three weeks prior to my writing.
After that, they kicked into high
gear, developing prototypes and
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donating them to hospitals for
testing. They are not just ordinary
dividers: they report that “TempWall is optionally coated with
Microban Aegis Microbe Shield,
the antimicrobial surface treatment that molecularly bonds to the
surface, making it inhospitable to
germs. Aegis has demonstrated a
99.99 percent reduction of a broad
range of bacteria, molds, yeast
and fungi on treated surfaces.”
This is certainly what hospitals
are looking for. With smooth, durable “impact-resistant” surfaces,
made out of recycled plastic, these
dividers are much easier to wipe
down than curtains. Fences may
make good neighbours, but these
walls could save neighbours.
SHOUT-OUT FROM TRUDEAU
One more critical step was necessary before they could launch
production lines: they had no

licence to make medical equipment. They needed a “Class 1
Medical Device Establishment
Licence” from Health Canada in
Ottawa. So they filled out a rather onerous application form and
quite miraculously (for a large
government bureaucracy), got
the licence 36 hours later. Normally such administration takes
an average of 120 days.
Now they are running 400
dividers off the line, 24/7 as the
orders come in, from their revamped production facility in
Palmerston, Ontario. As governments in Canada and the U.S. set
up new temporary centres to meet
increasing demands for medical
treatment, orders escalate.
It was a happy surprise when
the Prime Minister’s Office
called to ask a few questions
about their work, and the next
day, March 31, Justin Trudeau

gave a shout out to their company during his daily briefing.
He concluded by saying that
Trusscore’s team “showed what
Canadians do in difficult times.
We don’t back down from a
challenge. We roll up our sleeves
and we get to work.”
Koops, who attends New Life
Christian Reformed Church, said,
“The phone is ringing off the
hook. Everyone can work now,
and we even hired a few others
who needed work. Providentially, we just hired Ian Kalverda a
month ago to help with sales, and
he’s hit the ground running.”
For patients with or without
COVID, these dividers protect,
and in the big picture, can help
flatten the curve. “These temporary walls are a great piece
of the solution to that problem,”
Dr. Jay Green, Chief of Emergency Medicine at Grand River
Hospital and St. Mary’s General Hospital, told Communitech
News via email on March 29.
He said people were afraid
to come to the hospital. “It is
critical that we offer them a safe

place to get the emergency care
they need without the worry of
catching this infection in our
waiting room.”
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Peter is a Contributing
Editor with Christian
Courier. This article
was written on April 2.
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GOVERNMENT VS. VIRUS
David T. Koyzis |

dtkoyzis@gmail.com

David is the author of Political Visions and Illusions (2019) and We
Answer to Another (2014). He lives with his family in Hamilton, Ontario.

OVER THE PAST TWO CENTURIES, the pace at which we have suc-

ceeded in taming our environment has accelerated, tempting us to assume that we are in nearly absolute control over our own lives and futures. Although my grandparents lived through the 1918 Spanish Flu
pandemic, many millions did not. The last flu pandemic took place
when I was 13, killing one million people worldwide and 100,000
in the United States. As a boy I was afflicted, like virtually all of my
peers, with the “normal” childhood diseases such as measles, rubella
and the mumps. But we were inoculated against more serious maladies
such as smallpox, diphtheria and polio. As an increasing number of
diseases have been conquered by medical researchers, we were lulled
into thinking that good health is a right to which we are entitled.
Now, quite unexpectedly, we are faced with another pandemic, the
COVID-19 coronavirus. And we are freshly reminded that we are not in
control; we are still subject to the vicissitudes of life beyond our powers.
One of the means that we use to combat the threat of disease is government, especially during times of emergency. No other institution in
our society is as well placed to address conditions facing huge numbers
of people at once. During wartime, governments assume emergency
powers to mobilize the citizenry to fight an invader or a domestic insurrection. Normal liberties and immunities are suspended, as curfews
and other constraints are imposed for the duration of the crisis. Governments may limit information ordinarily available to citizens in peacetime. They may detain without trial those suspected of hindering the
war effort – something they would not do in normal times.

THE UPSIDE OF COVID-19
Lloyd Rang | lloyd@lloydrang.com
Lloyd works in communications and is a member of Rehoboth
CRC in Bowmanville, Ont.

AS I WRITE THIS, I am sitting
in my house with my wife and
dog and son. We have not been
outside for a few days. We are
watching a lot of Netflix. We are
taking a lot of video conference
calls for work. It’s not so bad yet,
but cabin fever is going to set in
soon. And we are healthy, so far.
This is what life has been like
for us, in Canada, in the first few
days of the social distancing phase
of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Around us, the entire country is
grinding to a stop. Billions in relief
is flowing from the government
and even from the banks. Premiers
and the Prime Minister have taken a break from partisan games to
work together. This is a big deal –
the biggest mobilization of national resources and the biggest international effort since WWII.
The difference is that WWII
wasn’t fought during a time of
14
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social media. I can’t imagine
how different that war would
have been with Facebook, Twitter and Instagram as the primary
sources of news and information.
The COVID-19 memes have
started now too – and with them,
the inevitable dumbing-down of
a complex issue has begun.
Just yesterday, a well-meaning Christian friend posted this
meme:
Satan: “I will cause anxiety,
fear and panic. I will shut down
businesses, schools, places of
worship and sports events. I will
cause economic turmoil.”
Jesus: “I will bring together
neighbors, restore the family unit, I
will bring dinner back to the kitchen table. I will help people slow
down their lives and appreciate
what really matters, I will teach
my children to rely on me and not
the world. I will teach my children

CHRISTIAN COURIER

CONTAINMENT
But epidemics differ from wars.
First, outwitting a human enemy
requires great skill and perseverance, as we face agents capable
of strategizing and outwitting us
in return. Defence ministers, generals, code breakers and military
strategists are needed to mount a
successful campaign. Obviously a virus cannot make plans to
defeat us, yet as it mutates continually, it can often appear to be
sentient, secretly hatching ways
to elude our grasp.
Second, at war’s end, we must
learn once again to live with
the enemy, seeking to establish
a lasting peace between recent
combatants and resuming normal international relations. As
for disease, we would prefer to
obliterate it outright, and we have
been remarkably successful with
smallpox and polio. Nevertheless, we may have to be content
to find ways to contain it and limit its impact on as many people
as possible, hoping that it will
mutate into a less lethal form.
Because this requires a coordinated effort amongst several

to trust me and not their money and
material resources.”
It’s a lovely sentiment. And I
have to admit, something similar
crossed my mind looking at the
pictures from around the world
of empty highways, and maps of
dissipating air pollution.
But let’s take a closer look.
SILVER LINING OR LESSON?
The meme says that Satan is causing bad things to happen. But,
reading the Bible, whenever pestilence and disease strike a people
it is almost always because God
sends it. For example, in 1 Thessalonians 5:3 it says “While they are

governments – federal, provincial and local – addressing a pandemic
is all the more complicated. Moreover, governments cannot take
action by themselves, and an array of private institutions and organizations must play their part as well.
At morning prayer I’ve been reading through the gospel of Luke,
and in recent days I’ve immersed myself in the stories of Jesus’ numerous healings of the sick. This morning I was in chapter 7, in which
Jesus cures a Roman centurion’s servant. I found it a good reminder
that, no, we are not in control after all. Yes, we are culture-shaping
creatures charged by God with subduing our surroundings for his
glory. But life and death and sickness and health finally belong to the
One who promises that we will one day enter his rest, free from tears,
death and disease.
In the meantime, as the Great Litany in the Book of Common Prayer
expresses it: From lightning and tempest; from earthquake, fire and
flood; from plague, pestilence and famine, Good Lord, deliver us!
saying, “Peace and safety!” then
destruction will come upon them
suddenly like labor pains upon a
woman with child, and they will
not escape.” There are lots of verses just like that one. And in the
story of Job, Satan has no power
to do evil unless allowed by God.
So we can’t pin this one on Satan.
Don’t get me wrong – I’m not
saying COVID-19 is a punishment – but seeing it as a blessing
seems like a stretch.
Try talking about the “blessings
of the restored family unit” to the
dad who is about to lose his business and his ability to keep a roof
over his family’s head. Talk to me

about “slowing down my life” as
I’m chained to my desk for 16 hours
a day trying to calm down nervous
clients and friends. Talk about the
virtue of “dinner coming back to
the table” to the Italian grandchildren who will never have dinner
with their grandmothers again. Talk
about “relying on God” when not
relying on science and experts was
the real cause of the pandemic.
I understand the need to see a silver lining in things – but right now,
the COVID-19 pandemic seems
much less like God telling us to
pray than a swift kick in the pants
by God to start using our brains and
common sense. Much less like God
telling us to count our blessings
and a lot more like God telling us
to gather our wits about us.
For a long time, we’ve ignored
the experts who told us this could
happen. In fact, in the U.S., the President fired his pandemic advisory
team. And no country has made the
investments in the life-saving health
care resources we need to prepare
for a large-scale disaster.
There’s a lesson in this, but it’s
a lot more complicated and a lot
darker than a feel-good meme.
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early 1970s when a teacher presented a pre-release recording of
the rock musical Jesus Christ Superstar to his senior students. Several parents withdrew their kids
from the school as a result. Ever
thereafter, when a teacher proposed a potentially “risky” curricular innovation, the response was:
“Be careful, we don’t want another Superstar fiasco.”

ISOLATE OR INOCULATE?
Bob Bruinsma |

bruinsmabob@gmail.com

Bob was a teacher at Fraser Valley Christian High School in the 1970’s when
the Jesus Christ Superstar controversy occurred.

THERE HAVE BEEN MANY words

of tribute in this newspaper to former CC editor, Bert Witvoet (see
pages 4 and 5). My interactions
with Bert were limited to a few
exchanges I had with him when
he was Editor of the Christian Educators’ Journal in the 1990s. I do

recall that Bert was released from
his Christian high school teaching
position for daring to expose his
students to J.D. Salinger’s novel
Catcher in the Rye. I experienced
a similar backlash from the community of Fraser Valley Christian
High School in Surrey, B.C. in the

AN INVITATION TO DINNER
Brian Bork | reviews@christiancourier.ca
Brian is CC’s Review Editor and a CRC chaplain at the University
of Waterloo and Wilfrid Laurier University.

IT MIGHT BE STRANGE to think
it possible to benefit from a
pandemic, and I’m not one to
immediately look for silver linings or that sort of thing. I do
think, though, that if the time
spent social distancing or in
self-isolation helps us puncture
some of our most dearly-held
going forward; this is, of course,
in addition to the benefit that
comes from stopping the spread
of a hideous upper respiratory
virus. One could hold forth at
this point about the illusions
we need to puncture: illusions
about work, haste, busyness,
illusions about technological
mastery over natural perils . . ..
But I’ll let wiser voices speak
to those. My goal is more modest: if you think it’s necessary
to order takeout to get quality
Indian food, think again. You
@ChrCourier
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can make phenomenal curries
from scratch at home – so good
in fact, you might not want to
order takeout again. (Please
do, though, as many of these
restaurants could use your support right now). To prove my
thesis, I present to you now the
recipe I use for Butter Chicken, or Murgh Makhani, perhaps
the most newbie-friendly Indian dish. It is creamy, vibrant,
comforting. I’ve served it to
many students and young adults
over the past couple years, and
they rave about it (to the point
where I become self-conscious
and wonder if they’re seeking
me out for spiritual counsel,
or just for the Butter Chicken).
Credit where it’s due: the recipe
is drawn from Cook’s Illustrated. I heartily encourage you to
subscribe to their print maga-

LIVE APART?
Both Bert’s Catcher in the Rye
experience and my Superstar one
raises the age-old question of how
Christians should engage with
secular culture. The isolationist
view holds that Christians should
shun engagement, living apart
from the world as much as possi-

erately effective and socially very
disruptive. Infectious disease scientists know that the best way of
eventually curbing COVID-19 is
by developing a vaccine against
it. By inoculating a weakened
form of the virus into large numbers of the population, our bodies’ immune system will produce
antibodies against the organisms
in the vaccine. Then, in the event
of serious exposure, the antibodies are already there to fight the
disease and most of us won’t get
sick and thus won’t have to be
isolated.
THOUGHTFUL PARTICIPANTS
Reformed thinking holds that the
inoculation metaphor is better
than the isolation one for charac-

Isolation is only moderately effective and
socially very disruptive.
ble. In this time of the COVID-19
pandemic, we are certainly aware
that, in the absence of any known
cure for the disease, the best we
can do is isolate ourselves from
one another in the hope of mitigating our chances of catching
the disease and/or spreading it to
others. But isolation is only mod-

terizing Christians’ engagement
with the “world.” Thus, for example, Christian schools should
inoculate students against the
“spirits of the age” at developmentally appropriate times thereby honing their ability to discern
and resist these spirits. In this
manner, Christian teachers like

zine, or toss them a few bucks
per month for their online database of recipes. They’ve never
steered me wrong.
Assemble your ingredients.
There’s only one esoteric component required – the garam masala – but that is easily sourced
in most supermarkets these days.
It is essential, but perhaps not as
essential as the chicken thighs.
Most recipes use chicken breast,
which is a drastically inferior
portion of the bird. In fact, to
call it that is still to esteem it
too highly. Chicken breast is
dreadful, folks – especially the
kind that’s been deboned and
denuded. It is expensive, nearly
flavourless, it overcooks in seconds, and it seems to have gained
whatever repute it has for being
“healthy,” a quality of dubious
gustatory relevance. Thighs, on
the other hand? They’re full-flavoured and forgiving; it actually
would take some effort to ruin
them. Save your money and
please your palate.
4 tablespoons unsalted butter,
cut into 4 pieces and chilled
1 onion, chopped

5 garlic cloves, minced
4 teaspoons grated fresh ginger
(no powdered stuff, please)
1 hot chile (jalapeño or serrano), stemmed, seeded and
minced
1 tablespoon garam masala
1 teaspoon ground coriander
½ teaspoon ground cumin
½ teaspoon pepper
1 ½ cups water
½ cup tomato paste
1 tablespoon sugar
2 teaspoons table salt, divided
1 cup heavy cream
2 pounds boneless, skinless
chicken thighs, trimmed
½ cup plain Greek yogurt
3 tablespoons chopped fresh
cilantro, divided
Melt half the butter in a large
sauce pan. Add the onion, garlic, ginger and chile and stir until softened and lightly browned.
Drop in the garam masala, coriander, cumin, and pepper and
tend to it frequently with your
spoon or spatula for a few minutes. Pour in the water and scrape
in the tomato paste, and stir until
smooth. Add the sugar and one
teaspoon of salt and bring to a

Bert Witvoet help their students
become thoughtful participants
in society, equipping them to
further the restorative work of
Christ on earth.
By the way, this is not to say that
there are no limits to the literature,
theater and music (and more) that
Christians may experience. Any
art that is blatantly pornographic or that celebrates violence has
no place in the Christian life. But
one must be careful not to judge
a literary or other artistic work
on superficial moralistic grounds.
The Bible includes many graphic accounts of sex and violence.
Many of the heroic figures of the
Old Testament are not the sort we
would want our children to “hang
out” with. Think, for example, of
David, that Old Testament King
and “man after God’s own heart,”
who was both an adulterer and
murderer. Despite his grievous
shortcomings, David loved God,
confessed his sins and was used by
God as a link in the covenant line
that led to Jesus. A careful consideration of the life of David might
well inoculate us against following
his sinful example. But, if we do
fall, there is still, thank God, the
final cure of Jesus’ forgiveness.
boil. Take it off the heat and stir
in the cream. When it’s cooled
down slightly, blend the sauce
until smooth using an immersion blender if possible (otherwise, ladle it into a blender).
Keep warm on low heat.
Turn on your broiler to full
whack. Place the top rack six
inches or so from the heat. Combine the chicken and yogurt and
remaining salt in a bowl, and
then spread the chicken out on
a baking sheet, preferably lined
with foil or parchment. Broil
those thighs, turning once, for
16-20 minutes, until they’re
cooked through. The sugar in
the yogurt will brown pleasantly
under the intense heat, and that,
my friends, is the ticket to flavour town.
Remove the chicken from the
oven, let it rest for a few minutes,
then cut into 3/4 inch chunks and
stir into the sauce, along with a
small handful of chopped cilantro. Bring it to the table, and
serve it alongside plain basmati
rice and naan.
Say grace and dig in.
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atic. Technology as magic suggests that we are like magicians
who can completely control our
technologies with the flick of our
wand (or smartphone).

harnessed to create life that eventually turns on its creator.
C.S. Lewis connects magic and
technology (what he called “applied science”) in his book The
Abolition of Man. “There is something which unites magic and applied science while separating both

THE MAGICIAN’S BARGAIN
In the popular Disney animated
classic Fantasia, Mickey Mouse
takes on the role of a sorcerer’s
apprentice. In the absence of the
sorcerer, he is left with the chore
of filling a cauldron with water by
lugging buckets of water. Mickey tries on the sorcerer’s hat and
commands a broom to carry a tiny
bucket and do the work of hauling
the water for him. At first things
seem to go well, but as the story unfolds Mickey envisions the
brooms multiplying out of control
until the whole room fills with
water. So it is with technology: although magically brought forth by
human ingenuity, it unfolds with
a logic of its own that can quickly escape human control. This is
the Frankenstein story, a story in
which the magic of electricity is

from the ‘wisdom’ of earlier ages,”
he writes. “For the wise men of old
the cardinal problem had been how
to conform the soul to reality, and
the solution had been knowledge,
self-discipline and virtue. For magic and applied science alike the
problem is how to subdue reality to
the wishes of men: the solution is a
technique; and both, in the practice

THE MAGIC OF TECHNOLOGY
Derek Schuurman |

derek@calvin.edu

Derek Schuurman is a professor of computer science at
Calvin University.

WHEN I WAS YOUNG, electronics and electricity seemed like a form of
magic. Computers seemed to magically run using special incantations
called “code.” Radios and televisions could teleport voices and images from around the globe. Energy harnessed from Niagara Falls could
be invisibly transported to turn on a motor or light a home. Part of my
motivation to learn about electronics was to demystify and understand
what seemed like magic.
In a famous experiment in which he flew a kite during a storm, Benjamin Franklin demonstrated that lightning was the same as electricity,
leading to the invention of the lightning rod. Later, Michael Faraday
discovered how electricity could be “induced” by a changing magnetic field, an insight that led to the development of motors, generators
and transformers. Later nineteenth century developments included the
telegraph by Samuel Morse, radio by Guglielmo Marconi, the light
bulb by Thomas Edison and alternating current by Nikola Tesla.
Arthur C. Clarke once said that “any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” The simple fact is that most
people don’t understand how their computers, televisions or phones
work. Abraham Kuyper compares human ingenuity to magic in Pro
Rege, where he writes, “the heroes of the modern spirit of the age
are the great philosophers, leading scientists and those who can work
magic with electricity and technology.”
Technology has become increasingly a symbol of human power and
ingenuity, but the notion that technology is like magic can be problem-

SOME THINGS NEVER CHANGE
Heidi VanderSlikke | hmvanderslikke@hotmail.com
Heidi lives in Mapleton Township, Ont. Her life and writing centre
on faith, family and farm life.

REMEMBER THE JETSONS? They
were the space-age antithesis to
The Flintstones (the “modern
stone-age family”). Both were
cartoon series created in the
1960s for prime-time television.
Family life has always made for
good stories in any era.
The Jetsons, a futuristic family,
had a household full of quirky
technology. Their flying car folded down into a briefcase. George
carried it with him as he traveled
along the moving sidewalk to
his office, where he used a sophisticated computer. At home,
his wife Jane loved to chat with
her friends face to face on a flat
screen device. Rosie, the robot
housekeeper, operated fantastic
appliances. Cleaning was done
in an instant and food prepared
in seconds. Son Elroy played
video games. Daughter Judy had
a digital diary.
It was all very entertaining
16
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and wildly far-fetched. Never
did I dream that in my lifetime
such conveniences would actually become the norm. It’s
2020. No flying cars yet, but
there are autonomous vehicles,
robots to keep your floors clean
and microwaves to cook food
in minutes. A plethora of social
media platforms provide instant
communication across the globe.
Face to face video chats are easy
through programs like Skype or
Facetime. My smart phone holds
more information than a room
full of books.
Then there’s the world of medical technology. CTs, PET scans,
MRIs, ultrasound. It’s possible to
examine the human brain while the
patient is still alive. And who could
have imagined the capability to
look inside the womb and watch a
baby develop, from soon after conception all the way through gestation! That’s the world we live in.
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Emmett Graham Johnston was born
February 20, 2020, three weeks early!

TINY PERFECT MIRACLE

Last summer our daughter, Jessica and son-in-law Graham,
announced they were expecting
a baby this spring (our seventh
grandchild). A few months later,
an ultrasound revealed this was
a baby boy. Number seven now
had a name – Emmett. Subsequent scans, measurements and
markers indicated he was on
track to be born early in March.
But no technology is foolproof.
Late one evening, nearly three

weeks before the due date, Jessica called to say her water had
broken. By 3:30 a.m. I was on
my way to Guelph to take care of
big brother RJ, while his parents
headed to the hospital.
A few hours later a sleepy
smile spread across RJ’s face as
he awakened. “Nana!” he said,
“Are you here for the baby?” I
nodded.
“Really?!” he said, sitting
straight up.
I told him his mom was in the
hospital already and the baby was
on the way. “But this might take
all day,” I cautioned.
Nanas aren’t always right
either. Within an hour the text
message came, complete with
picture: “8:33 a.m. – healthy
baby boy!”
That afternoon we met Emmett face to face. RJ marvelled
at his baby brother’s sweet countenance, soft skin and delicate
fingers. What could be more delightful than holding a newborn?
No high-tech gadget compares to
a tiny, perfect miracle – a life that
began and will endure for precisely the time that the Lord has
ordained. Amazing.
I wonder how technology will

of this technique, are ready to do
things hitherto regarded as disgusting and impious. . ..”
Here Lewis observes that technology is like magic, practiced to
“subdue reality to the wishes of
men.” The inclination to subdue all
of reality results in a technological
worldview that sees everything as
objects to be manipulated. C.S.
Lewis refers to this as the “magician’s bargain” whereby “man
surrenders object after object, and
finally himself, to Nature in return
for power.” This changes our relationship with creation, ourselves,
and ultimately with God, leading
to “disgusting and impious” results. Philosopher Martin Buber
writes, “Whoever knows the world
as something to be utilized knows
God in the same way.”
While we can delight in the
“magic” of electricity and technology, wisdom and virtue ought
to direct the development and
use of technology. Rather than
using technology to manipulate
creation for our own ends, technology ought to assist our call to
steward the earth and love our
neighbour to the glory of God.
progress through Emmett’s lifetime. What science fiction will
become household reality by the
time he has children of his own?
What stories will he tell about
how the world has changed since
he was born? It’s fun to speculate.
My prayer for this little one,
and all my grandchildren, is that
their hearts will open, at an early
age, to the One who is the same
yesterday, today and forever.
The One who loves them like no
one else can. Some things never
change. Thank the Lord.

?

WHAT ABOUT YOU?

The next issue of CC
will focus on faith & technology, as these two columnists have done. What
role has technology played
in your family’s life, and
has that changed during
the COVID-19 pandemic?
Send your thoughts to
editor@christiancourier.ca
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OBITUARIES
WESTENDORP,
Henry Julius
A
resident
of
Harriston, Ontario,
and more recently
of Caressant Care,
Arthur, passed away
on March 15, 2020.
He was 77 years old.
Henry was predeceased in 2017 by his beloved wife Willa Westendorp (nee DeJong).
He was the cherished father of Julius and
Colleen Westendorp of Wingham, Elden
and Julie Westendorp of Drayton, Jared
and Kate Westendorp of Clinton Township,
Michigan, and Ezra and Robbie Westendorp
of Harriston. He was the dear grandfather of Josephine, Nathan, Carly & Eric,
Shaelyn, Justine, Hannah, Evan, Rachel,
Emma, Benton and Hayden.
Henry will be fondly remembered by his
sister-in-law Lynne Westendorp, and also
by Willa’s siblings: Tena Geerts, Jacob and

Hazel DeJong, Helen and John Cappon,
Wynne Vandezande, Tom and Sally
Posthumus, Betty and Peter Mostert, Mary
and Sy Wassenaar, Elaine DeJong, Ida and
Henry Lunshof, Nancy and Gerrit deBoer
and Lillian Buesink, as well as a great number of nieces and nephews.
He was predeceased by his parents Rein and
Aaltje Westendorp, his siblings: Donald and
Susan Westendorp, Joseph and Margaret
Westendorp, John and Lenore Westendorp,
Annie and Ralph Postma and Edward
Westendorp, and also by Willa’s parents:
Benne and Ida DeJong and Willa’s siblings:
John Geerts, Marguerite and Peter DeVries,
Gerald Vandezande, Jessie Posthumus,
Allan DeJong and John Buesink.
In light of current events, the family has
made the very difficult decision to restrict
the funeral arrangements to a private funeral
service and interment.
The family is so very grateful to the
staff of Caressant Care, Arthur, for their

BIRTHDAY

Celebrating

90

Years!!

April 12,
1930

compassionate care for Henry, and also to
the pastor/members of Palmerston Christian
Reformed Church for their support.
As expressions of sympathy, donations
in Henry’s memory to Diabetes Canada,
Listowel Christian School, or Palmerston
Christian Reformed Church are appreciated,
and may be made through the Hardy-Lee
Funeral Home, Harriston.
Online condolences at www.hardyleefuneralhome.ca.
SPALING, Alice
(Aly)
(nee Lubbers, of
Drayton)
Went home to be
with her Lord and
Saviour on 17 March
2020 in her 93rd year.
Beloved wife of the late Tony Spaling (2009).
Alice and Tony immigrated to Canada and
the Drayton area in 1953, where they raised
their five sons. She was a wonderful, loving
mother, and known in her church and community for her smiling, gracious and outgoing demeanor, and kindness and caring for
others. A follower of Jesus and woman of
devout faith, she loved to sing hymns.
Cherished mother of Harry and Trudy
Spaling, Edmonton; Al and Frances
Spaling, Wingham; Charlie and Lorrie
Spaling, Drayton; Andy Spaling, Hamilton
Ray and Kristin Spaling, New Dundee
Much loved by 13 grandchildren and 23
great-grandchildren. Fondly remembered
by her nieces, nephews and friends.
Predeceased by her daughter-in-law Audrey
and great-grandson Maclane Dykstra, sisters

JOB POSTINGS

Fresh and green
she will remain,
bearing fruit to
a ripe old age.
Happy to tell
about the Lord,
a blessed
endeavor!
from Ps.92

9 decades of Memories
1,080 months of Happiness
4,696 weeks of Love
32,873 days of Wisdom
788,952 hours of Joy
1 faithful husband †
6 (+6 ) awesome children
24 (+14) amazing grandchildren
37 marvellous great-grandchildren
Countless friends
1 Extraordinary Woman!!

Beautiful

Beloved

Blessed

In lieu of visits, please send cards !!

275 Main St., East, Unit 417, Grimsby, Ont., L3M 5N8

@ChrCourier
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Ebenezer CRC in Jarvis, ON is praying for the
individual who will help us to build disciples
for Christ in and through our youth and young
adults. This new staff position is full-time and
is focused on the spiritual formation of youth
and young adults. For a detailed job description
go to jarviscrc.com. You can forward your resume to apbreukelman@gmail.com.

YOUTH DIRECTOR

HOEKSTRA, Geertruida “Trudy” (nee
Romeijn)
Nov. 4, 1932 – Feb. 4, 2020
Rotterdam, NL – Brighton, ON
Psalm 46: 1-7
Beloved wife of Bauke “Bob” Hoekstra for
64 years. Loving mother of:
Jake Hoekstra (Hillie) Atwood, ON.
Peter Hoekstra (Joanna) Belleville, ON.
Albert Hoekstra† , deceased
Joanne Hoekstra (Doug) Brighton, ON.
Proud Grandmother of: Robert (Leane),
John (Angela), Gerald (Jill), Charles
(Jessica), Rob (Kristin), Mary, Stefanie
(Adam), Ben.
Proud Great Oma of: Cameron, Hunter,
Mackenzie, Sadie, Kaeden, Brayson,
(called Great Oma by Madison, Jack).
Sister to Joop Romeijn in NL
Predeceased by her parents Pieter and
Johanna Romeijn (nee Spaan), sister Willy,
brother Pieter.
Correspondence:
Bob Hoekstra
97 Dundas St.
Unit 17
Brighton, ON
K0K 1H0

VACATION

DIRECTOR OF YOUTH AND YOUNG
ADULT MINISTRIES

Dorothy Veenhof

Janny Lubbers, Grietje and her husband
Geert Lubberts, and twin brother Hendrik
Lubbers and his wife Minie Lubbers.
Private family interment at Drayton
Cemetery. A celebration of life is planned
for a later date.
Arrangements entrusted to the Heritage
Funeral Homes, Drayton. www.heritagefuneralhomes.ca

Maranatha Christian Reformed Church of
York, ON has an opening for a full-time Youth
Director. York is located along the Grand
River just 15-20 minutes south of Hamilton,
ON. Maranatha is a church that will have
approximately 160 youth under the age of
17 in 2021. If God is calling you to work in
Youth Ministry than we invite you to explore
that with us. To learn more or request a job
description, please email office@maranathayorkcrc.ca or call (289) 757 4114 or visit our
website at www.maranathacrcyork.ca.

Holiday accommodation
in Holland
with vehicle rentals and tours.
chestnutlane.nl
House for rent in Holland (Friesland)
available October 2020 until April 2021.
Email: sjoerdannette@gmail.com

ADVERTISING & CLASSIFIEDS
For information and to submit an ad,
email ads@christiancourier.ca or visit
christiancourier.ca.
Family ads and job
postings can be found on
our website by using the
Classified link.
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THE PARABLE OF COVID-19
After forcing us to face death, this virus is asking how we will choose to live.
John Van Sloten
THERE ONCE WAS A WORLD THAT HAD LOST ITS WAY. All that should
matter in life didn’t matter enough. People failed to notice the fragility
of their existence. But then a wakeup call came . . . via the smallest of
messengers: a tiny coronavirus called SARS-CoV-2.
And now we’re awake. And all that we’ve ever taken for granted
– our economy, education system, healthcare system, community services, freedom to travel, jobs, investments and lives – is at risk.
Mid-March, when I could still afford to be philosophical about the
virus, I made a list of all the things COVID-19 made me thankful
for: an immune system that works, readily available food, dependable
global supply chains, universal healthcare, work and healthy lungs
that breathe.
Now things are more urgent. Many of our unseen structural supports
are shaking. Will our healthcare system be overrun? Can basic services be maintained? Is our social fabric strong enough to handle this?
Will I contract the disease?
These are questions we thought we’d never ask. Plagues are for the
history books.
Yet here we are, shocked at how quickly life can change.
A DEEPER HUMANITY
As a faith leader, I see how the fear and anxiety that COVID-19 evokes
is waking all of us up to some profound truths about what it means to
be human. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau challenged all Canadians,
saying, “The strength of our country is our capacity to come together and care for each other, especially in times of need. So call your
friends. Check in with your family. Think of your community. Buy
only what you need at the store. If you’re heading out to grab groceries, ask your neighbour if you can get them anything. And if you know
someone who is working on the frontlines, send them a thank you. See
how they’re holding up.”
As I listened to our Prime Minister speak, I heard echoes of a Judeo-Christian faith that has always called people to lean into community, love their neighbours as they love themselves, lay down their life
for them, honour their fathers, mothers and elders, and care for the
sick, widows and orphans. These golden rules have been around for
millennia and are central to most world religions – central to what it
means to be human!
This virus, it seems, is waking us up to a few universal truths.
Truths that helped previous generations through viral outbreaks.
Early Christians started hospitals in Europe in response to plagues –
they wanted to create hygienic places for the sick.
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Many of the faithful chose to
love others to the point of risking
their own lives (even as frontline
healthcare workers are doing today).
‘WE DIE AT OUR POSTS’

I have been waiting for the results
of my COVID-19 test for the last
seven days. My symptoms have
been mild, so I’m not too worried. At first, I hoped for a negative result (who wouldn’t?) but
now I’m wondering if a positive
result might free me to help others more fearlessly (once I fully
recover).
Social researcher Lyman Stone
writes this about theologian Martin Luther: “In 1527, when the
bubonic plague hit Wittenberg,
Martin Luther refused calls to
flee the city and protect himself.
Rather, he stayed and ministered
to the sick. The refusal to flee cost
his daughter Elizabeth her life.
But it produced a tract, Whether Christians Should Flee the
Plague, where Luther provides
a clear articulation of the Christian epidemic response: “We die
at our posts. Christian doctors
cannot abandon their hospitals,
Christian governors cannot flee
their districts, Christian pastors
cannot abandon their congregations. The plague does not dissolve our duties: it turns them
to crosses, on which we must be
prepared to die.”
What Luther says of Christians
is true for all doctors, governors,
pastors and people everywhere.
In his tract Luther writes, “I
shall ask God mercifully to protect us. Then I shall fumigate,
help purify the air, administer
medicine and take it. I shall avoid
places and persons where my
presence is not needed in order
not to become contaminated and
thus perchance inflict and pollute
others and so cause their death as
a result of my negligence. If God
should wish to take me, he will
surely find me and I have done
what he has expected of me and
so I am not responsible for either
my own death or the death of

others. If my neighbor needs me,
however, I shall not avoid place
or person but will go freely as
stated above.”
HOW WILL WE
CHOOSE TO LIVE?

Thank God we live in a time
where science can see what it
sees, and history can recall what
it knows, and the internet can
connect all that it connects, and
neighbours can watch out for
each other in all kinds of practical ways, and government and
healthcare workers can help lead
and heal, and families can love
how they love, and faith communities can serve how they serve.
And you can help where you
can.
This virus is waking us up to
this truth. By bringing us to our
knees, COVID-19 is forcing us to
face the fleetingness of life. It’s
reminding us that we need each
other. It’s calling us to look beyond ourselves, to join the human

race, to notice others, to care, and
to realize that even small things
can change the world (for good
or bad).
The truth is, one day, we will
all die. COVID-19 is forcing us
to ask how we will choose to live.
While our future is still very
unknown (it’s always been),
know that you are not alone. You
are part of a community, a country and a world full of supports.
Luther’s example is a challenge to us all. To be fully human
is to live your life for the sake of
others. To love in selfless ways is
to image God. This is what you
are made for.
John Van Sloten
John is a Calgary-based
writer and the pastor
at Calgary Community
Reformed Church. His
COVID-19 test results
were negative. This article, which first appeared
in the Calgary Herald,
was written the week of
March 16.

CC DURING COVID-19
We worked on the articles in this issue in the second half of
March, when the news was changing rapidly, sometimes by the
hour. To be as clear as possible about the context for each story,
I’ve noted the exact date of writing when relevant. COVID-19 is
a complex, many-layered event that deserves prophetic, pastoral
and even humorous comment. Christian Courier seeks to investigate many angles, so please see our articles in light of each other.
In my editorial on page 4, I imagine Bert making a joke about
one use for newspaper during a pandemic. But CC has many roles
in a crisis: connection, community, thoughtful reflection from familiar writers and encouragement to hold fast to God’s promises!
Our online readership skyrocketed in the last three weeks of March
as we poured our energy into publishing new articles online.
We have decided to continue putting extra content online every
Monday, and to print only one paper issue per month in April,
May and June. We will resume our regular biweekly schedule in
July, Lord willing. Sign up for our newsletter at christiancourier.
ca so that you can start each week with hope-filled news direct to
your inbox.
We have also taken the precaution of wrapping the print version in polybag, so that the newspaper itself is handled by fewer
people and should be virus-free by the time it reaches you.
“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust
in him, so that you may overflow with hope…” (Rom. 15:13).
Angela Reitsma Bick

