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25: If you are going to the Lord’s 
Supper and remember you have 
hurt someone, and they are angry 
with you, then don’t go to church. 
Before you do anything else, go 
find to the person you hurt and be 
reconciled (paraphrased).

I believe forgiveness and recon-
ciliation are the fulcrum on which 
the church turns, for forgiveness 
is the core of our relationship to 
God and one another. If God does 
not forgive and reconcile, we are 
hopelessly lost. If we do not for-
give, we are not like Christ.

So if you even suspect your 
actions have hurt someone, then 
stop! Before the next commu-
nion, go, and be reconciled to the 
person who is hurt. 

If you hold resentment in your 
heart, Jesus’ instructions are sim-
ilarly precise: If you forgive you 
will be forgiven. If you refuse, 

IN VANCOUVER, WASHINGTON, RICHARD LIEDTKE GREETS UP TO 
1,000 people by name every Sunday. If he doesn’t know someone, 
he makes a point of introducing himself and learning a new name. A 
finish carpenter by trade, Liedtke shares his theology of hospitality in 
his terrific booklet Master Greeter. He’s always looking for the next 
member.

In this three-part series for Christian Courier, I have looked at 
growth patterns and membership dynamics in the Christian Reformed 
Church (CRC), a denomination that has lost 88,000 members since 
1992 (Part I, Jan. 14). In the second article, I argued that unresolved 
conflict is the root cause of this membership loss (Part II, Jan. 28), 
and as such it must be addressed. In this third article, we ask: What 
exactly do we do next? I believe that we need to focus on reconcilia-
tion, connection and outreach. 

One of Jesus’ pastoral parables tells us that if just one of your hun-
dred sheep is lost, you’ll go looking for it. That’s what shepherds do. 
Is your church missing some sheep? Maybe it’s time to go find them.

MATTHEW 5 
Synod 2018 adopted Overture 18, which outlined the polarization 
causing problems in our churches. Synod (properly) stopped short of 
linking membership loss exclusively to conflict but did decide to “in-
clude a focus on reconciliation in the CRCNA’s next ministry cycle.” 

As a prayerful response to Overture 18, Synod chose Matthew 5:23-

AT THIS TIME LAST YEAR, SOUTH KOREA HOSTED THE 2018 WINTER 
Olympic Games. As host country Korea could field a hockey team 
for the first time. This took planning: in 2013 the National Korean 
Hockey Association started to recruit hockey players worldwide via 
Facebook, looking for Canadians who had Korean names.

They found 21-year-old Danelle Im, star player for the Laurier Uni-
versity hockey team in Waterloo, and someone named Mr. Kim con-
tacted her cold turkey. “Would you be willing to be considered to try 
out for the Korean Women’s Olympic hockey team?”

Danelle had an uncle in Korea who checked out whether Mr. Kim 

THE TIES THAT BIND 
Part III: How reconciliation can lead to resurrection. |  David Snapper

GRACE ON ICE 
Meet a Korean-Canadian Christian Reformed Olympic 
hockey player.  |  Calvin Seerveld

Continued on page 3
South Korean Women’s National Team forward Danelle Im 

flips the puck past an opponent during the 2018 Olympics.

was a scam or a bona fide recruit-
er, and the answer was “It’s legit.”

Danelle has played hockey 
since she was a six-year-old 
student at Willowdale Christian 
School in Toronto. Her socializ-
ing in high school was absorbed 
by playing competitive hockey 
every weekend. All her young 
life she has been immersed in the 
sport as a right-wing forward. So 
in 2013, five years! before the 
Olympics, she went to Korea 
in the summer for a couple of 
months, stayed with her brother 
who lives in Seoul, and joined 
the team. For the next four years, 
each summer she left Canada, 



2    FEBRUARY 25, 2019    |     CHRISTIAN COURIER

own guidelines and entitle it: 
How Our Congregations Can 
Thrive Together. Compose your 
plans to ensure your cluster of 
congregations remains strong and 
viable, filled with God’s grace 
and calling for the next century

I spent my career in an isolated 
church in Minnesota and an iso-
lated Home Missions church on 
Kitsap Peninsula west of Seattle. 
I know all about the impossibility 
of obtaining new members in a 
secular environment. I know the 
difficulties inherent in the very 
things I am encouraging you to 
do.

If you don’t have a community 
of CRCs, you can synthesize one 
from your community, as we did. 
We shared our building with other 
many churches. I know the pow-
er of sharing Good Friday with 
Messianic Jews, evangelical Ad-
ventists and Charismatic congre-
gations. The pageantry of Filipino 
children performing a flag. We 
prayed and worshipped together 

and created our own cluster.
Every congregation needs to 

break its own closed member-
ship loop, so it doesn’t fall into a 
closed cycle. In other words, you 
need to add new members on a 
regular basis. Swap them, rotate 
them, but do whatever you can 
do to build lateral relations in the 
community.

Is it difficult? Of course it is. It 
was difficult in the mega-cluster 
of Jerusalem on Pentecost when 
thousands were converted. It was 
difficult in an isolated Athens as-
sembly when the philosophers 
laughed at Paul. Despite the dra-
matic differences of culture, Ath-
ens and Jerusalem learned to work 
together – Paul and Peter – to 
serve and build God’s Church.  

BE ENGAGED 
You probably live in an increas-
ingly secular community. This is 
like job security! 

In the first article, I mentioned 
Grand CRC, which died at the 
64-year mark because that is the 
typical lifespan of homogeneous, 
urban-migration cluster congre-
gations. 

I also mentioned two other con-
gregations which did not die at 
age 64. Those congregations did, 
in fact, lose their core founding 
members – it’s the nature of hu-
man mortality. But those congre-
gations found replacement mem-
bers. They did this by establishing 
strong bonds with non-Christians 
in their community, thereby creat-
ing a “new” cluster.

Liedtke is right. Visitors and 
guests are God’s provision for 
our future, and we will do best to 
treat guests like answers to our 
prayers. I believe the most holy 
ground inside our building is the 
two square meters by the front 
door where guests are greeted 
into God’s house.  

Pray that God will entrust you 
with guests and visitors. Ask God 
to show you people who need 
your ministry. Your congregation 
has an eternity of hope and re-
demption to offer the weary souls 
of your neighbours. Make your 
church welcoming. Buy a knock-
out church sign. Put world-class 
sayings on the sign. 

I have visited 40 congrega-
tions in the past four years. Most 
declare they are the friendliest 
church in town, but many can’t 
see their own closed social 
groups. Open your hearts.

Find a way to get into the com-
munity and to get the community 
into your church. Basketball.  Hot 
dog roasts. Recycling Day. AA. 
Just find a way. For 34 years I 
supervised community service 
youth from the county jail. Some 
sang with the praise team on Sun-
days, ran the PA system as need-
ed, and helped type the bulletin. 
Everyone was welcomed.

BE PREPARED
Think of the One-Genera-
tion-Wonder Rule of 60 years. 
When was your church founded?  

Within 10 years of founding, 
you want half of the congregation 
to be from the community.

Collaborate with the churches 
in your cluster and write your 

News

TIES CONTINUED

David Snapper

David has been studying 
growth patterns in the CRC-
NA since 1976. He’s written 
an MDiv and an DMin disser-
tation, as well as an Overture 
to Synod in 2018, on church 
growth and decline. 

you will not be forgiven. 
I have been teaching forgive-

ness for 20 years and I assure 
you, there is nothing more trium-
phant in the spiritual experience 
than forgiving someone just as 
God in Christ has forgiven you. 
Forgiveness restores your future. 

START LOCAL
After taking steps toward rec-
onciliation, what’s next? The 
simplest predictor of a congrega-
tion’s viability and durability are 
its connections, first to its clus-
ter of nearby CRC churches, and 
secondly to its community. When 
these two elements are strong, the 
congregation has staying power. 
Remember Fraser Flats in 1910? 
They didn’t fix all of Edmonton. 
They built local bonds, focused 
on their situation, came together 
in praise and worship, and found 
strength. With that in mind, here 
are three further steps for your 
church to consider as it pursues 
health.

BE PURPOSEFUL
We’ve seen the results of conflict 

and of avoiding conflict resolu-
tion. Take the initiative to ensure 
that your congregation is on good 
terms with every other church 
within a 30-km radius. This is 
where your strength is. Pray for 
all the congregations in your clus-
ter on a regular basis. Swap pas-
tors for a Sunday to build trust. 
Send money to a needier congre-
gation. Do one pro bono thing 
each week because you treasure 
the community and your common 
ministry.

As the pastor of an isolated 
church plant in the most secu-
lar part of the U.S. – the Pacific 
Northwest – I was constantly in 
need as we ministered to a tran-
sient military community. Three 
times, Second Lynden CRC took 
pity on us from 120 miles away. 
They repaired a broken building, 
helped us build, sent money and 
prayed for us. Why? Because a 
relative of mine has been a mem-
ber of Second Lynden since 1922. 
They built bonds of affection in 
Lynden which lasted – and still 
endure – nearly 100 years. Love 
never dies.

Fraser Flats circa 1900, showing First CRC of Edmonton 
and the community that supported it. 

The two square metres by your church’s front door are holy ground. 

Cover Art
The painting by Jyoti Sahi (jyotiartash-
ram) imagines the baptism of Jesus in Ra-
jasthan, India, where Jyoti’s British moth-
er, a Christian, met his father, a Hindu, in 
1936. Jyoti told Christian Courier that the 
original painting now hangs in a Syrian 
Christian Cathedral in Kerala, South India.
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went back to Korea (transporta-
tion paid) for the rigorous Olym-
pic training. In 2018 she took off 
the whole academic year to prac-
tice with the Korean Olympic 
team.

BEFORE THE GAMES
Three coaches, one Korean and 
two American, led the practice 
five days a week: two hours of an 
exercise workout, two hours play 
on ice, and two hours training off 
ice. “You treat it like an intensive 
job,” says Danelle. Perks, along 
with good healthy food and ac-
commodations plus a small 
weekly allowance, included trav-
el to play other foreign teams in 
their countries – France, Hungary, 
Italy and Minnesota in the U.S. – 
to gain experience and meld the 
team.

The 22-member Korean team 
developed good camaraderie 
and respect for each other, al-
though the age differences were 
great: several fast 17-year-old 

teenagers up to a few 30-year-
old experienced players. Korean 
mores give respect to any one 
older than yourself, but on ice 
skill is the equalizer. This made 
it an interesting locker-room ex-
perience for Danelle at 25 years 
old. There were four other “im-
ports” (three Americans and one 
Canadian) along with Danelle. 
And two weeks before the Games, 
13 North Korean women players 
were added; the coaches had to 
try to bring them up to speed in 
that brief time, on game plans 
which had been routine to every-
one else for a year. Only three of 
the North Koreans ended up with 
ice time during the Games.

The Korean women’s hockey 
team was not expected to win at 
the Olympics. And they didn’t, 
losing to Switzerland twice (0-8, 
0-2), to Sweden twice (1-7, 0-2), 
and to Japan (1-4). 

“But you still played to win,” 
says Danelle. “The wonderful 
thing was, however, you didn’t 

have the pressure on you that you 
were expected to win. You just 
had fun playing excellent hock-
ey as best possible, thanks to the 
disciplined training you had re-
ceived.”

GRATITUDE & GRACE
Danelle goes on to say: because 
her selection to be on this Korean 
Olympian women’s hockey team 
(and to be awarded the necessary 
dual Korean-Canadian citizen-
ship) was out of the blue, utterly 
gratuitous – she had not sought to 
get it herself – it has metaphor-
ically given her insight into the 
nature of God’s “grace,” and a 
sense of sheer gratefulness for 
the whole experience.

She will remember the team-
mates – bonded in five years of 
extensive training camps – more 
than the two weeks of Olympic 
games. She now has a living con-
nection with her Korean heritage 
and grandparents, enlarging her 
Canadian cultural landscape. It 
has built up her self-confidence, 
because she was able to do the 
exhaustive high caliber Olympic 
training. And it all dropped out of 
Facebook “heaven,” so to speak, 
unexpected. Thus the years of 
terribly hard work at a task she 
loves was a pure celebration in 
thankfulness.

This analysis strikes me as 
reporter as a truly redemptive 
way to pick up an unusual sport 
achievement of being an “Olym-
pian” athlete. No boasting, no 
cheering of competitive success, 
no swagger. Just a thankful ac-
ceptance of what was put in her 
lap that strengthened her Chris-
tian demeanor.

In the post-Olympic World 
Champion Hockey Tournament 
held in Italy, where the Korean 
woman’s hockey team played 
against teams in its ranked brack-
et (Italy, Slovenia, Latvia, China 

and Kazakhstan) Danelle scored 
several goals, and Korea took sil-
ver over-all. 

Now Danelle is back at Ryer-
son University in Toronto, in the 
second year of the nursing pro-
gram, playing hockey only once 
a week for fun.  

Calvin Seerveld

Calvin is Professor Emeritus 
in Philosophical Aesthetics 
at the Institute for Christian 
Studies in Toronto, and the 
author of several influential 
books, most recently Biblical 
Studies & Wisdom for Living.

GRACE CONTINUED

Im started training for the 2018 Olympics in 2013.

South Korean hockey team, including 13 players from North Korea, 
in Pyeonchang, 2018.
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I’VE BEEN PLAYING PICKUP hock-
ey with basically the same group 
of guys for more than a decade. 
They’re all good guys, which in 
the hockey context means they 
pass the puck semi-regularly, 
keep it clean in the corners, and 
mostly limit their shifts to two or 
so minutes. Over the years we’ve 
spent a lot of time together in 
dressing rooms and on benches 

between shifts, and have settled 
into a few comfortably predict-
able social rhythms: keep the 
trash talk friendly, banter about 
the professional game, tell out-
landish stories if you’ve got ‘em 
(truthiness required), and com-

plain a lot about getting old.
The jovial and surface-level 

vibe of the dressing room ob-
scures the fact that, as Bill Gas-
ton puts it in his old-timer hockey 
memoir, “all of these guys have 
these huge, complicated lives, 
just like me, and it never gets 
talked about.” To be honest, we 
don’t really want to know much 
about each others’ lives. Hock-
ey is our escape from whatever 
heartaches and natural shocks we 
each face in the real world, and 
the buzz of good-natured insults 

and anecdotes around the dress-
ing room insulates us from the 
possibility of spoiling this by get-
ting serious. 

THINGS GET SERIOUS
Every once in awhile, though, 
something serious happens that 
can’t be ignored. A few years 
ago one of the guys, Dave, didn’t 
show up for the first skate of the 

season. When we learned that he 
had been diagnosed with ALS, 
sad murmurs circled the dressing 
room. “What a shame. Guess it’s 
time for Dave to hangummup.” 
This emotionally-arms-length 
phrase (which I’ve written the 

way it’s actually uttered using 
Gaston’s phonetic spelling), is 
our way of expressing the un-
thinkable prospect of quitting 
hockey for good. It refers to put-
ting your skates away one final 
time, and is perhaps as close as 
we come in the dressing room to 
expressing genuine sadness. 

As far as I can remember, this 
is all that was said around the 
rink about Dave’s absence and 
disease. It would seem that the 
unwritten rule of avoiding the 
serious is taken pretty serious-

WHEN DAVE DIED
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ly. But as Dave went downhill, 
someone got an email from his 
wife with an unanticipated ques-
tion: he can’t come to the rink, so 
could we perhaps take the dress-
ing room to him? Struggling with 
ALS is the ultimate serious, and 
it turns out that Dave was missing 
the purely surface-level clowning 
and camaraderie that bookends 
whatever happens on the ice. So 
a bunch of the guys went over 
for pizza and beer, and did this 
several times before Dave’s de-
cline faded out into his eventual 
demise.  

When Dave died a few weeks 
ago, we got an email from his 
wife thanking “his team” for the 
visits. They had meant a lot to 

him. Before our next game we 
met at centre ice for a moment 
of silence to honour Dave. One 
of the goalies mentioned that he 
would collect memorial dona-
tions for ALS research if anyone 
wanted to chip in. Some of the 

guys were fighting tears. Then 
the puck dropped, and the game 
began. Pretty soon someone 
missed a shot from the high slot, 
and a chorus of taunting ensued 
from the bench. “What’s the mat-
ter, Frank? All Swedish no Finn-
ish?” The regular order of things 
had been restored.

HOW TO TALK ABOUT 
DEATH?
I really like the fact that there is 
one small corner of my life where 
the absence of seriousness is sac-

rosanct. It’s an oasis. But as I’ve 
thought about Dave’s death, I’ve 
wondered whether a moment of 
silence at centre ice was enough. 
Maybe it wasn’t just our unspo-
ken prohibition on seriousness 
that kept us from discussing 
Dave’s passing and what it meant. 
And just to be clear, I don’t mean 
passing in the hockey sense – we 
wouldn’t want to speak ill of the 
dead. At least part of the reason 
we didn’t really process Dave’s 
death, I think, is that our largely 
secular society lacks the emo-
tional, liturgical, and theological 
tools to deal with this difficult 
reality. Because of this, people 
are afraid to broach the subject. 
It makes them uncomfortable, 
even terrified. My wife is a hos-
pital social worker, and she rou-
tinely sees families stubbornly 
choose to prolong the suffering 
of a terminal relative who is well 
past any hope of recovery, simply 
because they cannot handle the 
prospect of death. Our society 
would prefer to defer, ignore and 
gloss over the inevitable end that 
we all ultimately face.  

I don’t pretend to know what I 
should have said or done differ-
ently to help our hockey group 
reckon with Dave’s death. And I 
don’t know what my wife might 
say, exactly, to a family who 
refuses to accept the reality of 
death’s impending sting in their 
midst. Many of us have experi-
enced similar situations among 
secular colleagues or acquain-
tances. What I do know, though, 
is that at moments like these I am 
immensely grateful that I serve a 
risen Saviour “who has destroyed 
death and has brought life and 
immortality to light through the 
gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10). It gives me 
existential peace. While I don’t 
look forward to death, I don’t 
really fear it. Augustine sums up 
this mindset well: “We want to 
reach the kingdom of God, but 
we don’t want to travel by way 
of death. And yet there stands 
Necessity saying: ‘This way, 
please.’ Do not hesitate, man, to 
go this way, when this is the way 
that God came to you.” 

I’d like to think of a way to 
share this peace in the dressing 
room, but I don’t know how to 
do it without getting too serious. 
Maybe one of my favourite hock-
ey jokes could be the way in: “He 
never won the Vezina, but Jesus 
saves. . . .”  

Michael Buma |  Contributing Editor

Michael is a Contributing Editor at CC. He has taught classes on hockey, spoken at 
numerous hockey conferences, and written a book about hockey. Unfortunately 
none of this has helped improve his rather wobbly slapshot.

Hockey is our escape from whatever heartaches 
and natural shocks we each face in the real world.
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CO2 COMPLEXITIES
Andrew Regnerus, in his arti-
cle on carbon pricing (Dec. 10), 
writes that climate change can be 
fought by reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions. I’d like to com-
ment on that point of view. 

As a physicist I worked for 
many years in a federal research 
lab, where I learned that nature 
must be studied with integrity. 
No fudging of data to support 
one’s personal wishes. 

It disturbs me that the scientif-
ic complexities of global warm-
ing are largely ignored in the 
public domain. Many scientists 
point to such complexities, and 
prominent among these is Judith 
Curry, a prolific climate scientist, 
who has published an excellent 
review paper, Climate Models 
for the Layman (2017). There 
she writes climate science is not 
settled enough to conclude CO2 
generated by humans is largely 
responsible for global warming. 
She has said that as a result of 
similar publications she has seen 
personal abuse.

The Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) de-
scribes itself as peer-reviewing 
all its conclusions on climate sci-
ence, but governments support-
ing the IPCC are free to nominate 
their representatives and have a 
large say in its executive summa-
ries. Hence, the review process is 
wide open to political consider-
ations. 

In all this I see a strong influ-
ence of action groups who avoid 
the complexities of this part of 
God’s creation. These cannot be 

resolved on the pages of CC and 
the institutional church is certain-
ly not called upon to do so. 

However, even though the 
causes of global warming are 
not well known the precaution-
ary principle (“it’s better to be 
safe than sorry”) should have us 
reduce our usage of fossil fuels. 
So I thank Mr. Regnerus for his 
article. 

John Cook
Ottawa, Ont.

DO PASTORS NEED 
SECOND JOB? 
Some observations in response to 
David Snapper’s “The Ties That 
Bind: Part I” (Jan. 14).
1. The size of the average Chris-

tian Reformed Church (CRC) 
congregation is shrinking.

2. Young adults are less likely 
than their parents and grand-
parents to attend church and, 
if they do, to tithe. 

3. The cost of Christian school 
cuts into the amount of mon-
ey people contribute to the 
church.

4. There is less willingness by 
the denomination and classis 
to subsidize small churches 
for long periods of time.

5. Many of our small churches, 
including organized church-
es, have people who are not 
seminary trained or ordained 
preaching and doing other 
pastoral work. I don’t know 
what the rules are now, but I 
see it happening.

6. People see that many of the 
growing churches and me-
ga-churches outside the CRC 

have pastors without semi-
nary degrees.

7. We have lots of unemployed 
and underemployed CRC 
pastors and ministerial candi-
dates.

8. When word gets around that 
there are few jobs in an occu-
pation, fewer people enter the 
pipeline for that occupation.

9. Most of what I’ve just said 
pertains to the North Ameri-
can Christian church in gener-
al, not just the CRC.

What does this add up to? It 
seems that God usually allows 
the marketplace to cause changes 
to occur. So yes, I see more bi-vo-
cational pastors in the future. In 
the short run they might be sem-
inary-trained, but in the long run 
I can see that more churches will 
have pastors who are not. 

Dan Hendriksen Jr.
Kalamazoo, Mich.

SPEAK THE GOSPEL 
AFRESH
I agree with Darren Roorda in his 
letter to the editor (“CRC Speaks 
Up,” Jan. 28) regarding the arti-
cle by David Snapper (“The Ties 
That Bind,” Jan. 14), though for 
different reasons. The clustering of 
churches and the homogeneity of 
those clusters as essential to sus-
taining the body of Christ, and in 
particular the Christian Reformed 
Church, gradually disappeared 
with the integration of CRC com-
munities into the larger Canadian 
society during the 1960-1970’s. 
They are unsustainable in today’s 
post-Christian/post-secular society 
where communal identity is sited 

Black History, white people
In the last issue, our proof-reader, Mikaela Gossmann-Bond, 
read “Unsettled: How can white people best honour Black Histo-
ry Month?” (Feb. 11), and had the following question: “Why do 
we not capitalize the race of ‘White’ if we capitalize the race of 
‘Black’ in this article?” 

We thought you might be interested in the thoughtful response 
from Kim Radersma, the author. 

“Though some scholars choose to capitalize the word white 
when referring to the dominant racial group, I will use lowercase 
for this word. Doing this, I follow the lead of Cheryl Matias (2014) 
who strategically does not capitalize racially-dominant groups, ‘In 
an attempt to combat the white supremacy in language’ (3).”  

in the individual psyche; opinion 
has replaced truth as the arbitra-
tor of fact with the fragmentation/
relativization of worldviews; and 
what constitutes the common good 
is shattered with the disaffiliation 
from communal institutions.  

Comparing Statistics Canada 
census data with CRCNA Year-
book membership data between 
1981-2017 structured into cluster 
communities only confirms the 
decline in CRCNA membership, 
notwithstanding the exceptions 
in worship attendance vs mem-
bership counts cited in Darren’s 
letter. Note: although a worship 
attendance of 1,200 is a blessing, 
when it is sustained financially 
by only 386 (100 baptized / 255 
active professing) members – it 
presents an additional conundrum 
when it comes to funding classi-
cal and denominational minis-
tries.

The question to be addressed 
is not how to re-create a fabled 
golden age of homogeneous clus-
tered church communities, if they 
ever existed – but how to speak 
the gospel into a different time 
and place.

Lubbert van der Laan
Abbotsford, B.C.

SOUL-NOURISHING 
CONTENT
I am a 72-year-old woman who 
has subscribed to CC for de-
cades. I consider CC part of what 
I call my “spiritual” reading as it 
nourishes my soul. Additionally, 
I usually find it has articles or 
opinions that challenge or sur-
prise me and that I don’t find in 
my mainstream reading. 

The Jan 28 issue was terrific 
with its focus on mental health 
and the thoughtful and insightful 
exploring of mental health issues 
from a wide variety of perspec-
tives.

I always enjoy Curt Gesch’s 
very human sharing of his life 
and laughed out loud at his ad 
for a clinically depressed minis-
ter (“Zero Unemployment in the 
Kingdom”). 

I read Kathy Vandergrift’s 
column out loud to my husband 
(“Healthy Politics”) as she clear-
ly and simply expressed rationale 
for concerns we need to have 
about populist politicians.

Wishing you many more years 
of continued journalistic excel-
lence.

Jane Moore
Toronto, Ont.

FOR THE CANADIAN 
CHURCH 
Just wish to send my appreciation 
of the quality of articles in the 
CC. I started a subscription a few 
years ago and really have enjoyed 
it. I live in Thunder Bay which is 
1,400 km north of Toronto. My 
concern initially when subscrib-
ing is that this was a paper for 
southern Ontario church issues. 
But that has been totally not true. 
I very much appreciate and enjoy 
the quality, style, sensitivity and 
awareness of current issues in the 
Christian community. 

Sharon Jaspers 
Thunder Bay, Ont.

DEAR EDITOR
Congratulations to you for all 
the hard work you do and have 
done for CC these past 10 years 
(“Angela’s Articles: 10 Years 
of Grace” by Peter Schuurman, 
Jan. 28). We love each issue, and 
thank God for all who contrib-
ute, regularly or occasionally, but 
your contributions and direction 
particularly. May God continue 
to gift you and empower you to 
continue your outstanding work.

Henk and Liz Nienhuis
Victoria, B.C.
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I AM THE PASTOR OF A CHURCH 
that has many people involved 
in each Sunday morning service. 
We have a Bible reader, a litur-
gist, a music leader, an elder, a 
deacon, and someone leading the 
congregational prayer each and 
every single Sunday.

It is quite the cacophony of 
voices behind the pulpit each 
week, and I love it. 

A couple of years ago, as we 
were leaving our pre-service 
meeting and heading into the 
sanctuary, I cheered: “Goooooo, 
team!” and raised my hands into 
the air, and everyone laughed.

So, of course, I’ve kept doing 
it. The laugh isn’t as big any-
more. But my gratitude just keeps 
getting bigger. Because I don’t 
lead anything alone. I’m part of 
a team. 

It is a team that has buoyed me 
up when I’ve felt disheartened. 
A team that keeps reminding me 
what we’re doing it all for.  

And it’s easy to feel disheart-
ened nowadays. The world feels 
like it keeps getting more com-
plicated. More refugees flee from 
their homes. More problems arise 
in Canada. 

Seeking justice in all that mess 
feels like hard work. It feels like 
it is getting harder. It is so easy 
to throw your hands up and walk 
away. From church, from help, 
from change, from hope. 

But we aren’t alone. We are 
never alone. Standing up with 
those who need our voices. Being 
salt and light in this world – it is 
all a team activity. And what a 
team we have! 

One little part of this big team 
is the Christian Reformed Centre 

for Public Dialogue. A few times 
a year our little team of CRC 
people gets together to guide the 
work of the office: refugee wel-
comers, pastors, lay people, a 
chemistry professor, a tech guy, 
a business guy. Together, we help 
the CRC in Canada live into the 
call to seek justice through ad-
vocacy alongside marginalized 
neighbours. 

But this work is bigger than just 
us. There are people in church-
es throughout the CRC who add 
their voices to calls for adequate-
ly funded Indigenous education, 
to calls for lowering barriers to 
refugee resettlement. People who 
hang on to the successes they 
find and they keep reminding the 
world of the last, the least, and 
the lonely. People who keep en-
couraging those in the margins 
that there is a team fighting for 
them. And that inspires me. This 
team has our eyes on the King-
dom of God. And what we see is 
beautiful.  

So I’m going to keep “entrust-
ing my faithful mustard seeds of 
love for neighbours to a faithful 
God”, as our Justice and Hope 
Sunday resources read, as part 
of this messy, cacophonous team 
called the church. Go team!

Thyra VanKeeken 

Thyra is pastor at First CRC Toronto and clerk of the 
Christian Reformed Centre for Public Dialogue’s 
committee.

Find Justice and Hope 
Sunday resources at crc-
na.org/PublicDialogue/
resources/justice-and-
hope-sunday

HOLDING EACH OTHER UP

THERE IS A BIT OF A CRYPTIC 
account at the end of the gospel 
of Mark that leaves me curious. 
The Roman centurion professes 
to believe that Jesus is the Son 
of God after seeing “the way he 
died.” What was it about the way 
Jesus died that left the centurion 
so convinced? 

A plethora of answers could 
be imagined, and the text leads 
us to some specific things, but I 
wonder if it is because of Jesus’ 
death being so sacrificial? After 
all, one of the predominant meta-
phors used to describe Christ in 
the Bible is as a sacrificial lamb. 
The idea of sacrifice is notable 
and impressive.

That’s why I suspect that the 
conversion of the centurion had 
a great deal to do with the sacri-
ficial nature of Jesus’ death. He 
was struck by the fact that Jesus 
was dying not for himself, but for 
others. The dying was selfless. 

If what impressed the centurion 
about Good Friday was sacrifice, 
I believe this also gives us a clue 
about what it might take to be able 
to get the centurions among us to 
be convinced of Christ’s sonship. 

Sacrifice is grace in the pos-
session of the receiver. When a 
Christ-follower sacrifices their 
time for the sake of an unbeliev-
ing neighbour or friend, it is re-
ceived as grace. When a church 
sacrifices their own needs for the 
sake of the community they live 
in, it is received as grace. 

THE IMPACT OF SACRIFICIAL GRACE  

Rev. Darren C. Roorda |  cmd@crcna.org

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

As a result of these sacrifices, 
eyes are opened and God’s love 
becomes clear. I have seen it 
happen. Sacrifice is convincing 
in a world in which everything 
is thought to be earned and de-
served. 

The idea of sacrifice as con-
vincing grace is not new. Already 
in Berkhof’s Systematic Theol-
ogy he states that the purpose of 
sacrifice beginning in the Old 
Testament was to “restore the of-
fender to the outward privileges 
and place of the theocracy which 
they had forfeited by neglect and 
transgression.” 

Essentially, those on the outside 
are meant to be brought into full 
restoration through the practice 
of sacrifice. Isn’t this kind of sac-
rifice our ongoing job as citizens 

of the Kingdom? Isn’t that meant 
to be the thrust of every believer, 
every church every Christian de-
nomination? 

I recently used the gospel of 
Mark’s account of the death of 
Jesus as I preached in Woodstock, 
Ontario for the Young Adult 
Winter Retreat. It was a joy and 
privilege to be part of about 100 
20-somethings who express their 
desire to grow in the Christian 
faith. 

It made me believe, once again, 
that the CRCNA in Canada is 
tracking in the right direction in 
terms of our sacrificial posture 
toward others. We serve so that 
others may see the grace we, as 
followers, already experience and 
so that we might all be restored to 
the privileges of God’s reign.

Young Adult Winter Retreat, Woodstock, Ont.

Thyra VanKeeken, Pastor
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it was undisputed that the uni-
versity complied with all appli-
cable laws, and that its graduates 
would be competent, ethical and 
qualified lawyers. Yet a majority 
of the Supreme Court concluded 
that TWU’s law school could be 
rejected, in part because TWU’s 
(religiously-based) practices 
were out of step with publicly ac-
cepted “values.” 

Canada’s commitment to a free, 
diverse and pluralistic society is 
premised on an understanding 
that Canadians ought to be, as the 
dissenting judges said in TWU, 
“permitted to hold different sets 
of values.” This understanding 
arose, in part, to accommodate 
religious minorities who argued 
that they felt compelled by Ca-
nadian authorities to conform 
to “religious values rooted in 
Christian morality” (See, for ex-
ample, 1987’s Big M Drug Mart 
case). However, the pendulum 
may have swung too far, and the 
fundamental promise underlying 
freedom of religion – that main-
stream views of what is “good 
and true” will not be imposed on 
religious minorities who believe 

differently – now seems hollow. 
Presently, it is Christians and 
other Canadians with traditional 
moral beliefs who may be at risk 
from the threat of “the tyranny 
of the majority” which was con-
demned by the Supreme Court in 
Big M Drug Mart. 

If state authorities are truly 
committed to a liberal under-
standing of freedom, then Christi-
anity must be respected as part of 
Canada’s rich pluralistic tapestry, 
and those with traditional moral 
beliefs should be accommodat-
ed in public and vocational life. 
If not, then it is time for an hon-
est acknowledgment that certain 
morals will trump others, and a 
conversation amongst Canadians 
about whose morality should be 
prioritized, and why.  

  

News

Nevertheless, even during 
the Reformation era, Reformed 
Christians did not rebaptize 
those who had previously been 
baptized in the Roman Catholic 
Church. For example, John Cal-
vin was born in the pre-Reforma-
tion Roman Catholic Church (in 
1509) and later joined the refor-
mation movement. But he was 
not rebaptized when he became 
a Protestant. The same was true 
for other reformers, including 
Martin Luther and Ulrich Zwing-
li. In fact, those during the Ref-
ormation era who did rebaptize 
people who had previously been 
baptized in the Roman Catholic 
Church were called Anabaptists. 
They believed that baptism is 
valid only if it is administered to 
believers, but not when it is ad-
ministered to the children of be-
lievers.

THE UNIFYING THREAD
During the 50 years since Vatican 
II (1962-1965), Roman Catholic 
and Reformed Christians have 
engaged in significant ecumen-
ical dialogue. One recent fruit 
of that dialogue is the “Com-
mon Agreement on the Mutual 
Recognition of Baptism,” which 

was approved by the Christian 
Reformed Church’s Synod in 
2011. In this agreement, various 
Reformed denominations – in-
cluding the Christian Reformed 
Church – and the U.S. Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops formal-
ly agree to recognize the validity 
of one another’s baptisms. (There 
is no similar formal agreement 
between Reformed churches 
and the Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops.) This formal 
agreement stands as one signifi-
cant thread that holds Roman 
Catholic and Reformed Chris-
tians together despite many re-
maining differences in belief and 
practice.

But even before this recent 
formal agreement, the Christian 
Reformed Church already rec-
ognized baptisms done by the 
Roman Catholic Church. Thus 
an ecumenical report to Synod 
1944 noted that our recognition 
of Roman Catholic baptisms 
seemed to imply that the Roman 
Catholic Church is in fact a 
church of Christ.

Given this recognition of 
Roman Catholic baptisms, and 
even to some extent the Roman 
Catholic Church, how should we 

today engage with Roman Cath-
olics in our communities and 
within our families? How can 
we respectfully discuss and de-
bate our differences while also 
recognizing the many bonds that 
unite us, including our common 
adherence to the Apostles’ and 
Nicene Creeds? This is part of 
our ecumenical calling, both as 
a denomination and within our 
local communities. As we engage 
in that task, we will come into a 
richer and fuller understanding of 
the faith we share. 

Ronald J. Feenstra

Ronald is an Academic Dean 
and Professor of Systematic 
and Philosophical Theology 
at Calvin Theological 
Seminary in Grand Rapids, 
Mich.

MORAL VALUES AND THE LAW

sized in the TWU case. Whose 
conception of equality ought to 
triumph, and why should it pre-
vail as opposed to other virtues 
and public goods?

MORAL ORTHODOXY
These questions notwithstanding, 
the Supreme Court has priori-
tized equality as one of the goods 
which “the state always has a 
legitimate interest in protecting 
and promoting”; the implication, 
it seems, is that “minor limits on 
religious freedom are often an 
unavoidable reality” (see TWU, 
paras 41 and 100). In doing so, 
has the Supreme Court of Canada 
created a new moral orthodoxy 
(aka a civic religion) centred on 
its own conception of equality 
and other “Charter values”? 

In the TWU case, for example, 

2018 SAW NUMEROUS LEGAL 
and policy developments of con-
cern to Christians. For example, 
the federal government required 
organizations, including church-
es and religious groups, to at-
test that their “core mandate . . 
. respect[s]” certain values and 
rights, including access to abor-
tion, in order to participate in a 
taxpayer-funded grant program 
(the requirement has since been 
revised, but some concerns re-
main). In addition, the Supreme 
Court of Canada ruled that law 
societies could refuse to accredit 
a Christian law school at Trinity 
Western University (TWU) be-
cause it required students to ab-
stain from sexual intimacy out-
side of traditional marriage.

Freedom of religion is guaran-
teed under Canada’s Constitution 

and is clearly engaged in these 
and other current cases; howev-
er, it appears that decisionmakers 
view this freedom as secondary 
to (what they perceive to be) 
higher, and more important, so-
cial goods. 

Those goods – or “fundamen-
tal shared values” as the Supreme 
Court described them in the TWU 
case – are often said to include 
equality, autonomy and diversi-
ty (among others), and, properly 
understood, they are undeniably 
important in a free and democrat-
ic society. But are they the su-
preme goods? And how exactly 
are these terms being interpret-
ed? 

“Equality,” for example, can 
mean many different things in 
different contexts, something that 
the two dissenting judges empha-

Has the Supreme Court created a civic religion centred on its own conception of 
equality? | Derek Ross

ECUMENICAL DIALOGUE

SOMEONE DIES AND IS WELCOMED BY ST. PETER AT THE PEARLY 
gates. St. Peter gives the new arrival a tour of heaven. As they walk 
past various rooms, St. Peter says, “The Methodists are in this room, 
the Presbyterians are in the room across the hall, the Baptists are in 
this other room, and the Lutherans are over in that room.” 

Then St. Peter tells the new arrival to be quiet as they walk past 
another room. Afterwards, the newcomer asks why. “That’s the room 
for the ______,” St. Peter says, “and they think they’re the only ones 
here.” I have heard this story told on various occasions, with different 
groups named to fill in the blank.

Even though we sometimes act as if members of our own denomin-
ation are the only ones destined to enjoy eternal life with God, we also 
know on a deep level that the Body of Christ includes Christians from 
a variety of backgrounds and denominations. If that’s so, then what 
holds the Body of Christ from various denominations together? And 
what, in particular, unites Roman Catholics and Reformed Christians?

Part of the answer arises from the Protestant Reformation, when 
the split between Reformed and Roman Catholics began. During the 
Protestant Reformation, Roman Catholics and Reformed Christians 
disagreed over a variety of issues, especially issues related to the na-
ture of and authority in the church, how we are saved, and the theol-
ogy of the sacraments. These differences were so strongly held that 
members of Reformed and Roman Catholic churches were sometimes 
willing to kill one another. Even during periods of relative peace, 
people on both sides of this religious divide questioned whether those 
on the other side could be saved.

Baptism holds together the Body of Christ.
Ronald J. Feenstra

Derek Ross

Derek is Executive Direc-
tor & General Counsel of 
Christian Legal Fellow-
ship, Canada’s national 
association of Christian 
lawyers, and represented 
CLF as an intervener in 
the TWU case at the Su-
preme Court of Canada.
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artificial intelligence programs 
(ranging from face recognition 
technology, personal assistants, 
airport scanners, and even cus-
tomized advertising) that silently, 
inexhaustibly, and secretly rec-
ord all of our fumbles, flaws, and 
seemingly private altercations. 
How do we decide who – and 
what – to trust when we have out-
sourced our senses to electronic 
devices and computer data that 
can be deleted, manipulated, and 
hacked? In Bird Box, the charac-
ters escape this omniscient horror 
by deliberate obfuscation, nar-
rowing their perspective to the 
distorted prism of the blindfold 
and the noises in the woods (eeri-
ly quiet throughout except for the 
birds in the box that girl carries 
with her, which serve as an ad-
vance warning system). 

While Bird Box intends to be 
an exploration of conventional 
definitions of motherhood; how 

we frame knowledge as access 
to sight; and the misalignment 
between human cravings for 
intimacy and the literal/figura-
tive walls we construct, to me 
it flapped along in a series of 
missed opportunities. Susanne 
Bier’s direction capably strings 
the tension – heightened by a 
haunting musical score – but the 
themes it attempts to illustrate 
are gauzier than any blindfold. 
Bullock’s troubled family hist-
ory supposedly forges the type 
of iron will required to deal with 
extreme threat; she calls the kids 
“boy” and “girl” instead of true 
names in an act of intentional 
dissociation, as if their lack will 
prevent them from forming a 
deadly degree of affection. She 
lets her children have no dreams 
of the outside – the outside she 
was afraid to enter – for fear they 
will never be able to see any-
thing they could imagine. How-

ever, the threesome’s dramatic 
sequence of separation, loss, and 
reunion in the latter half of the 
film – catalyzed by the confusion 
of navigating through the hallu-
cinatory voices projected by the 
demons – cements Bullock firm-
ly in the ferocious “Mama Bear” 
category.

There are many types of blind-
ness, and what we define as 
“blind” comes from our history as 
creatures biased toward physic-
al vision. The only characters in 
Bird Box “immune” to suicidal 
compulsions are those labeled as 
mentally disturbed, crazy or de-
ranged, figures whose ultimate 
goal is to violate, harm and kill 
the “normal” people and reveal 
the “beauty” of the demons, to 
“cleanse the world.” This cari-
cature of demonic possession 
linked to mental instability per-
petuates dangerous stereotypes 
about the violent “otherness” 
of those suffering from psycho-
logical struggles; the definitions 
of sanity, the certainties of diag-
nosis, and the ways we measure 
these phenomena are indeed fal-
lible, but Bird Box is incapable 
of such nuance. Its treatment of 
actual blind people, saved by 
their absence of sight and the one 
group with disabilities “allowed” 
in this post-apocalypse, is simi-
larly one-dimensional, if crudely 
benign.

As initially reported in The 
New York Times, some of the 
background disaster footage, sup-
plied by the stock agency Pond5, 
came from video clips of an ac-
tual tragedy, the 2013 Lac-Me-
gantic oil train explosion in Que-
bec. While officials from Netflix 
and Pond5 issued apologies over 
how the footage was used, Net-
flix refused to remove it, which 
raises the question: who is sup-
posed to safeguard the integrity 
of context in film libraries? Bird 
Box exploits our desire for en-
tertaining horror while engaging 
in the same erosion of reality as 
“fake news” sites, imbued with a 
disingenuous “happy ending” – 
Malorie and the kids are safe[er] 
than before, but they’ve just been 
released into a slightly bigger 
cage. 

Reviews

NOT MUCH TO SEE HERE

“IF YOU LOOK, YOU WILL DIE.” This is the opening salvo Malorie (a 
bristling, fierce and stone-faced Sandra Bullock) barks to the two 
doe-eyed children, called “girl” and “boy,” huddled before her in the 
crumbling embrace of an abandoned house. Five years after invisible 
demons invaded the globe and decimated the fabric of technologic-
al civilization by forcing those who witness them to commit suicide, 
her only remaining option for continued survival is to undergo a ludi-
crously dangerous trek upriver, piloting blind. Their destination? The 
compound a voice promises her through two-way radio, a “safe place” 
somehow sheltered from the monsters we never see. 

Bird Box then reels back to Malorie’s blinkered existence as a mel-
ancholy, agoraphobic artist, bitter about her unexpected pregnancy 
and staunchly resistant to any entreaties from her sister Jessica (Sarah 
Paulson) to venture outside. However, compelled by the niggling 
sense of duty to her obstetrician (and despite increasingly alarming 
news coverage of unexplained mass suicides on television), Malorie 
agrees to have Jessica drive her to the hospital for her prenatal ultra-
sound. On their way home – as crowds around them seethe with rising 
hysteria – Jessica sees one of the creatures and deliberately crashes the 
car, then gets out and walks in front of a speeding bus. Malorie some-
how escapes, unscathed, and Tom (Trevante Rhodes), an Iraq war 

veteran, helps her to a house nearby, already full with the newly shut-
in, including Douglas (John Malkovich), an acerbic, shotgun toting 
thrice-married alcoholic who reminds Malorie of her abusive father, 
and Charlie (Lil Rel Howery), a cashier from the nearby supermarket, 
and aspiring novelist. Charlie proves to be the most coherent (and, ac-
cordingly, disbelieved) prophet foretelling this “end game . . . the end 
of us.” He deduces from his studies on the internet that the creatures 
draw their substance from people’s worst fears, driving them insane 
through devastating despair. The judgment enacted by the creatures 
courses through the film as a relentless, rapacious shadow of death, 
an evil concentrated on crushing those it devours and reducing those 
still alive to the ultimate in paranoid vigilantism. All electronic com-
munication has been wiped out, but Greg (BD Wong) thinks they can 
use the home security cameras to picture the creatures via negative 
space. He mistakenly assumes that this is “neutered information . . . 
just pixels and heat,” but he also dies – tied to the chair in front of the 
monitor like the doomed victim of a faulty criminal investigation. 

Bird Box inspired a lot of internet memes after its release, most of 
them a closeup of Bullock’s blindfolded face. We live under a cul-
ture of mass surveillance, recorded by thousands of CCTV cameras, 
satellites, home security systems, body-cams, and electronic devices, 
in which the “perfect information” revealed by video footage serves 
as the arbiter of truth, even though video itself can be falsified; we 
all know we are being watched, but we don’t know who is watch-
ing, or where, or why, or what they intend to do with what they see. 
In addition, most of these watchers are not even human, but instead 

BIRD BOX
Directed by Susan Bier
Netflix, 2018.

Jennie Stephenson

Jenni Stephenson

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

powers of magic returned to con-
trol the world again. Many of the 
characters are incredibly poign-
ant, particularly the Ice King, 
who comes off as a comic villain 
at first, but eventually becomes 
an almost tragic hero, as we learn 
that his humanity is suppressed 
by the powers of his magical 
crown. The makeshift family 
that he creates with Marceline 
the Vampire Queen (I know, this 
all sounds silly, but trust me) is 
deeply moving. Finn’s relation-
ship with Flame Princess, which 
starts as a budding romance and 

I HAVE YOUNG CHILDREN, which means that it’s difficult for me to 
keep up with the latest prestige dramas other adults are raving about. 
Succession? Big Little Lies? These are mysteries to me, but I have 
seen the latest season of My Little Pony. Recently, though, my kids 
became enamoured with a show that, to me, seems equal to any Gold-
en Age of TV program, in terms of scope and ambition. It’s called Ad-
venture Time, and it’s about a human boy and his magical dog Jake, 
two heroes exploring dungeons and rescuing princesses in the land of 
Ooo. Yes, it’s a cartoon show for children, but this is children’s en-
tertainment of the best sort, using the narrative tools of fantasy to ex-
plore themes of growth, loss and death. It’s on par with The Princess 
Bride and The NeverEnding Story, classics from my own childhood. 

What makes it affecting? There’s the setting, for one. As the show 
revealed in bits and pieces, the land of Ooo is actually our own Earth, 
one thousand years in the future. A cataclysmic event called the Mush-
room War ended human life as we know it, and the long-dormant 

piece of cardboard.
Filled with compassion for 

her brother, Maria glares at the 
fences. When she notices birds 
soaring over the border, she 
comes up with a creative solu-
tion and Juan’s card is delivered 
to Abuela after all. 

In notes, author Mitali Per-
kins explains that La Posada 
Sin Fronteras occurs on one day 
during Las Posadas, a festival 
celebrated in Mexico which 
commemorates how Mary and 

MARIA LIVES WITH HER MOTHER AND LITTLE BROTHER JUAN in 
San Diego, close to the Mexican border. She has heard many stories 
about her grandmother – Abuela – but has only a vague recollection 
of her.

One day, Maria and her family travel to Border Field State Park to 
participate in the celebration of La Posada Sin Fronteras (The Inn 
Without Borders). They come to two towering fences, with a space 
between them, which run parallel to each other. Border guards allow 
several people at a time to enter the space so they can talk to their 
Mexican relatives or friends behind the second fence.

When it’s Maria and her family’s turn to enter, there’s Abuela! 
Maria tries to push the scarf she’s knitted for her through the fence, 
but a guard stops her. Juan cries when he realizes he won’t be al-
lowed to give Abuela the picture he has drawn for her on a large 

A GIFT AT THE BORDER

JOURNEY TO A DIFFERENT LIFE

AN AMBITIOUS ADVENTURE

ADVENTURE TIME
Created by Pendelton Ward
Cartoon Network, 2010-2018.

Adam Petty

Joseph found no room in the 
inn on the night of Jesus’ birth. 
Timely and sensitive, this bright-
ly illustrated children’s book re-
flects the reality of many people 
living in the United States today 
who are separated from those 
they love.   

Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

Sonya VanderVeen Feddema

she is forced to leave behind all 
those whom she loves. Besides, 
she tires of the etiquette lessons, 
the gossip, and black society’s 
concern about colour: “light skin 
was cause for pride for so many.”

But Victoria perseveres. Over-
coming numerous challenges, 
she finally realizes her childhood 
dream: to help her own people 
who live in poverty, who lack ac-
cess to education, and who are in-
creasingly maligned and margin-
alized as the hard-won freedom 
of African Americans is again 
curtailed.

IN THIS HISTORICAL NOVEL FOR YOUNG ADULTS, author Tonya Bol-
den explores the 1880s, the period after the American Civil War in 
which many African-Americans attained middle class status and pos-
itions in the United States government. 

In Savannah, Georgia, young Essie – the daughter of an unknown 
white man and a former African slave who works as a prostitute – 
grows up in a “house of ill repute.” As she enters her teens and be-
comes aware of her domestic circumstances, she longs to shed the 
resulting shame she feels. But unfortunately, as she breaks away from 
the house, she also experiences a painful break in her relationship with 
her mother, for whom she has no understanding or respect.

Essie can hardly believe her luck when she is befriended by a mys-
terious black woman who sees the potential in her, teaches her to be-
come a lady, and eventually helps her to find her place in the ranks 
of Washington society. Essie, who later names herself Victoria, dis-
covers that being reinvented is often a painful, sad journey in which 

Inventing Victoria is based on 
meticulous research and gives 
young adult readers a glimpse 
into a period of black history that, 
Bolden claims, has been neglect-
ed. Particularly interesting is how 
Bolden portrays Essie\Victoria’s 
faith in God and her knowledge 
that “Thou God seest me.” 

Sonya VanderVeen
Feddema

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

eventually becomes a respectful, 
caring friendship, is a model for 
young people learning how to 
relate to each other. It’s a won-
derful, wide-ranging show and 
I love it almost as much as my 
kids do. What do you think, next 
should we watch Breaking Bad 
together?  

BETWEEN US AND ABUELA: 
A FAMILY STORY FROM THE 
BORDER 
Mitali Perkins
Illustrated by Sara Palacios
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019.

INVENTING VICTORIA
Tonya Bolden  
Bloomsbury, 2019.

Adam Petty

Adam’s work has appeared in 
many venues, including the 
Paris Review Daily, Electric 
Literature and Real Life. He 
lives in Grand Rapids with his 
wife and two daughters. 

Sonya VanderVeen
Feddema

Sonya is a freelance writer
living in St Catharines, Ont.
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THE DIVINE PROGRAMMER 
How science proves the existence of God.    |   Mark Heidelberger

MY CHILDHOOD IN A southeast-
ern Pennsylvania suburb during 
the ‘80s and early ‘90s was 
largely based upon the familiar 
Judeo-Christian values that un-
derscore our society: Respect 
your parents. Treat others as you 
would have them treat you. Don’t 
lie, cheat or steal. You know, the 
usual. My parents were both lov-
ing and encouraging, providing 
me a stable home environment 
for my emotional and mental de-
velopment, but it was specifical-
ly my mother’s faith that helped 

shape my love for and belief in 
God. I was baptized and con-
firmed, received communion, at-
tended Catholic church services 
with her, and even went to Cate-
chism class one night a week.

My father was a different sto-
ry. To be sure, he was a good 
man – a family man who took 
care of his wife and son. He 
was also an aerospace engineer 
and rocket scientist working for 
General Electric (which later be-
came Lockheed Martin). He was 
one of those people who had put 

his full faith in science, and as 
such, there was no room left for 
God. He was a devout atheist. 
According to a Pew Research 
poll taken in 2009, scientists are 
half as likely as the general pub-
lic to believe in the existence of 
God. My father was no different. 
I never really understood that 
because I always thought sci-
ence offered plenty of proof for 
the existence of God – from the 
elegance of the growing cycle in 
nature to the sophistication of 
atomic particles to the complex 

interdependence of human anat-
omy – but he always seemed to 
have a comeback for every argu-
ment I advanced.

“How was the universe creat-
ed?” I would ask him. “Scien-
tists believe in something called 
the Big Bang Theory,” he stated 
before proceeding to explain to 
me how at some point, all the 
matter in the universe condensed 
into this tiny ball no bigger than 
my fingertip (or was it a sewing 
needle?) and finally exploded, 
creating the universe. “And who 
created all that energy?” I asked. 
“It was always there.” In my 
eyes, this argument seemed to be 
getting more and more illogical. 
“I think God created it.” “Well 
then, who created God?” I ex-
plained that “God is Alpha and 

Omega, the beginning and the 
end. He always existed.” My fa-
ther would then retort that if no 
one created God, it was feasible 
that no one created the universe. 
It was a losing argument, and by 
the time I was 12 or 13, I’d given 
up fighting with him about it.

THE MIRACLE MOMENT
By 1998, I was enrolled in col-
lege at UC Santa Barbara and 
soon after had established per-
manent residency in Southern 
California. I would visit my 
parents in PA every Christmas 
and maybe once every other 
spring. Christmas was the most 
special though. I had always 
believed in miracles happen-
ing at Christmas; I just never 
thought I would witness one. 
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It was probably around 2007. I 
was in my late 20s and, having 
just arrived in town, was catch-
ing up with my parents over a 
bottle of Pinot and some brie. 
My father made an offhanded 
comment about how God would 
view this matter or that, and I 
casually replied, “Is that a hy-
pothetical? Because you don’t 
believe in God.” My father 
smirked, shrugged and said, 
“Well. . . I’ve changed my view 
on some things. . .” Wait, what? 
Did Hell just freeze over? Seri-
ously? I looked at my mother, 
who smiled and nodded, con-
firming that I wasn’t imagining 
things. It seemed my father had 
an epiphany.

While I was indeed happy that 
my father had set himself on the 
path to salvation, I still couldn’t 
quite believe it was real. I stepped 
into the role of devil’s advocate, 
grilling him with questions like, 
“Who created God?” and “What 
physical proof is there?” I want-
ed to test his commitment to his 
faith and possibly expose this 
newfound conviction as a hoax, if 
indeed it was. My mother, still a 
bit trepidatious herself, asked me 
to ease up. And I did. 

I desperately needed to know 
what prompted my dad’s sudden 
transformation. He explained 
that he had started reading books 
by a few noted luminaries like 
evangelist Hal Lindsey and athe-
ist-turned-believer Antony Flew. 
Their arguments persuaded him. 
The biggest piece of evidence? 
The existence of DNA. A sort of 
human programming that dictates 
how life manifests. As an engi-
neer, my father understood that 
to have programming, you must 
have a programmer. The human 
genome couldn’t have just mani-
fested itself into existence. It was 
an elegant, organized, coded lan-
guage that required a coder. In my 
eyes, he was finally acting like a 
true scientist when it came to the 
question of God – reading about 
and studying both sides of the ar-
gument, then making a determi-
nation based on logic, reasoning 
and evidence – the fundamental 
underpinning of the scientific 
method. He then came to the best 
determination that a review of the 
facts could warrant.

THE HUMAN GENOME
Antony Flew was a renowned 

Mark Heidelberger

Mark  has been writing 
professionally for about 10 
years, with over 1,200 articles 
appearing in a variety of 
publications, including USA 
Today, LA Examiner, and 
WritersWeekly. He is also an 
independent filmmaker living 
in Los Angeles, Calif., with his 
wife, Erika.

As an engineer, my father understood  
that to have programming, you  

must have a programmer.

atheist revered across the world 
by other like-minded individuals 
until his own conversion, which 
he detailed in the book There is a 
God: How the World’s Most Noto-
rious Atheist Changed his Mind. 
In it, he details how discoveries 
about the human genome through 
DNA mapping over the last sever-
al decades led him to the inescap-
able conclusion that only a sort of 
“super-intelligence” could explain 
“the origin of life and the com-
plexity of nature.” And my father 
decided he was right.

Our DNA is comprised of four 
chemical bases: adenine, guanine, 
cytosine and thymine, abbreviated 
A, G, C and T. Okay, don’t lose 
me here. Just like 1’s and 0’s in a 
computer program, combinations 
of these chemicals are arranged in 
living cells like so: TGACCTG-
GCATGCTC. It is this precise ar-
rangement that instructs the cell’s 
actions. Moreover, the code in 
each cell is some 3.1 billion letters 
long, which, according to Dr. Fran-
cis S. Collins, Director of the Hu-
man Genome Project, would take a 
person reading it at a rate of three 
letters per second more than 31 
years to finish. The level of com-
plexity is not only astonishing, but 
multi-layered, free of extraneity, 
and far beyond the creative capa-
bility of human minds.

Stephen C. Meyer, Director of 
the Center for Science and Culture 
at the Discovery Institute, sums it 
all up nicely in his book, Signature 
in the Cell, when he says, “The 
DNA molecule is literally encod-
ing information into alphabetic or 
digital form. And that’s a hugely 
significant discovery, because what 
we know from experience is that 
information always comes from an 
intelligence, whether we’re talking 
about hieroglyphic inscription or 
a paragraph in a book or a head-
line in a newspaper. If we trace 
information back to its source, we 
always come to a mind, not a mate-
rial process. So, the discovery that 
DNA codes information in a digi-
tal form points decisively back to a 
prior intelligence.”

AN INTELLIGENT DESIGNER 
Since my father’s conversion, 
we’ve had many lucid conversa-
tions about God’s existence and 
his evidence in nature. We marvel 
at how naysayers still choose to 
ignore the tenets of Occam’s ra-
zor, which states that when trying 

to solve a problem, the simplest 
solution that requires the few-
est assumptions is invariably 
the correct one. His former 
atheist buddies put forth what 
I would call ludicrous postula-
tions that lend more to science 
fiction than science fact (much 
like he used to), such as that 
DNA could have occurred ran-

domly, been designed by hu-
mans or been created by aliens. 
Randomness doesn’t explain 
the origin of the chemical bas-
es or how the genome is able to 
systematically repeat. Human 
design ignores our own obvi-
ous limitations, but would have 
to suppose without a shred of 
evidence that we not only grew 
super-intelligent in the future, 
but were also able to invent 
time travel. And being the 
product of aliens also ignores 
the fact that someone, on the 
same principle, would have to 
have designed them.

Moreover, my father with 
his engineering background, 
and me with my love of the 
arts have since observed how 
the various elements of design 
have played into God’s genet-
ic creations. Designers create 

with certain features in mind 
such as form, function, aesthet-
ic, purpose, movement, harmony 
and unity. These do not all hap-
pen by chance. Our bodies, for 
instance, have a specific form 
that is integral to our daily ex-
istence, with an ability to move 
through time and space, and fea-
tures like eyes and fingers and 

lungs and vertebrae that each 
have a specific and necessary 
function. The functionality of 
these components goes beyond 
basic ontology to reveal true 
purpose. For instance, when we 
grab a banana and begin to con-
sume it, it’s not functionality for 
its own sake, but rather the act is 
triggered by a signal in our brain 
that’s intent on keeping the body 
healthy and energized. Aesthetic 
is evidenced by the symmetry, 
colours, texture and beauty of 
the human form, not to mention 
variety. Moreover, all of these 
features function together in a 
harmonious and unified whole, 
working to perpetuate the health 
of the entire body. These same 
principles of design can be seen 
throughout other areas of nature 
as well.

It slowly becomes obvious to 

those truly considering the evi-
dence that God’s hand is at work 
throughout every step. Accord-
ing to Flew, “What I think the 
DNA material has done is that 
it has shown, by the almost un-
believable complexity of the ar-
rangements which are needed to 
produce [life], that intelligence 
must have been involved in get-
ting these extraordinarily diverse 
elements to work together.” His 
sentiments were echoed by Col-
lins, also a former atheist, who 
adds that, “As a believer, I see 
DNA, the information molecule 
of all living things, as God’s 
language, and the elegance and 
complexity of our own bodies 
and the rest of nature as a re-
flection of God’s plan.” As for 
my father, well, he would tend 
to agree with both of them. And 
me? Well, I actually enjoy dis-
cussing it with him now. It’s sure 
a far cry from when I was 12.
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IDENTITY
Curt  Gesch |  cgesch63@gmail.com

Curt loves to lead the Lodge residents in singing “My Buddy,” which one resident 
sings to his wife and Curt sings for his father, now gone ahead. 

THE HIGHLIGHT OF MY WEEK is visiting the Bulkley Lodge, a total-
care public nursing home in Smithers, B.C. I arrive just as the residents 
are finishing their lunches. First order of business? Walking from table 
to table and greeting everyone. Then the recreational department staff 
hands out song books, I take to the piano and we sing about 30 songs 
together.  

There are a few hymns, but most of the songs are simply oldies 
like “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary,” “Somewhere over the Rainbow,” 
“Five Foot Two.” The staff and I tried to add some songs from the 
‘60s but they were mostly a failure – too new. I can’t remember why 
I started visiting the Lodge, but I did have good examples from my 
childhood: as public school students we performed music at the “men-
tal hospital” as part of our educational program and our church led a 
worship service there several times per year. 

Currently, various Christian congregations take turns leading wor-
ship services on Sunday afternoons. These are very poorly attended. 
Often it is the pastor or other leader who reads a devotional message; 
a piano player and at most a handful of congregants show up. 

I suppose one could say that my Wednesday visits are a ministry. 
I’m not so sure that is the right word, however. People feel a “call to 
ministry,” they “enter the ministry,” and they “sign up for a ministry” 
in their local congregation. Listen to these lyrics from “I Am the Light 
of the World” by Jim Strathdee, which we sang in worship this Epiph-
any season. 

“I am the light of the world! […] If you follow and love, you’ll learn 

the mystery of what you were 
meant to do and be.” 

“When the song of the angels 
is stilled, when the star in the sky 
is gone, when the kings and the 
shepherds have found their way 
home, the work of Christmas is 
begun.

“To find the lost and lonely one, 
to heal the broken soul with love, 
to feed the hungry children with 
warmth and good food, to feel the 
earth below, the sky above!”

This song, with its lively, ac-

cessible tune, speaks to me quite 
powerfully. All those years when 
I didn’t visit shut-ins as often as I 
went trout fishing, all those years 
when I had seemingly forgotten 
my early training in elementary 
school and church, all those years 
when I found Sunday afternoon 
football more important than a 
half-hour spent with the residents 
of the Bulkley Lodge . . . it was 
not that I hadn’t “done ministry.” 
Maybe it was more that I was 
having an identity crisis. Finding 

the lost and lonely ones is, I have 
come to believe, not a ministry 
but a mark of who I was “meant 
to do and be.” 

WHO WE ARE
In the eyes of some people, my 
Christian identity consists of 
Sunday worship. For the people 
of the Bulkley Lodge in Smith-
ers, B.C., I think it exists not 
in the few hymns we sing on 
Wednesday, nor in my occa-
sional reference to church, but 
in being there to sing songs so 
old that they were hits before 
the residents were born; singing 
light, fluffy or hopelessly iron-
ic songs (“Don’t Fence Me In” 
for shut-ins); singing with and 
to the residents; singing in our 
unprofessional, hoarse voices. 
My Christian identity is in being 
there, blessing and being blessed 
by people with dementia, deaf-
ness (that helps) or immobility. 

In a recent CC article, Mark 
Vander Vennen says that pro-
viding support for the mentally 
ill, and by extension to all those 
experiencing infirmity, is “core 
to the calling of the church in the 
21st century.” It is who we are.  
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REGIONAL TENSIONS ARE FLARING AGAIN in Canada. When I hear 
talk about separation from Alberta, I start to feel the same pit in 
my stomach as I felt the night I worked on Parliament Hill through 
the Referendum on Quebec Independence in 1995. My roots are 
in Alberta, but I also value Quebec – and beautiful B.C. – and the 
uniqueness of Newfoundland. As a citizen who cares first about 
following Christ but also deeply cares about all of Canada, I won-
der if there is anything in Christian teaching that can help at this 
moment in time. 

One big trigger for Alberta’s grievance is the allegation that a pro-
gram called equalization is unfair to Albertans. In 1995, Quebec nation-
alists used charges of unfairness in equalization to stir up anger against 
“Ottawa.” I have followed this issue for years. Many media stories are 
so distorted it is hard to tell they are describing the same program. That 
in itself suggests a problem.

Equalization, in short, transfers tax revenues from all Canadians to 
help poorer provinces. In 2018-2019 almost $19 billion was transferred 
to six provinces. The purpose of equalization, as part of the Constitu-
tion, is to help ensure a reasonable level of services for all Canadians. 
It expresses the principle of not leaving a neighbour behind. That’s a 
sound principle; most Canadians broadly support it; and it resonates for 
Christians. Why does it threaten national unity? 

BURDEN-SHARING ACROSS CANADA
Kathy Vandergrift  |  kathyvandergrift@rogers.com 

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

IN GOOD TIMES AND BAD
On one level, the problem is lack of 
transparency. A common joke is that 
only 10 people really understand 
the calculations, and five of them 
are dead. At one point I researched 
the details for some Western MPs. It 
was a tough job! Furthermore, there 
is no public accountability for how 
provinces use the money. 

Another problem is that the rules 
and the results are easily manipu-
lated by political leaders for par-
tisan gain. In 2009, for example, 
a ceiling was installed, largely to 
prevent Ontario from qualifying. 
Numbers about who benefits and 
who pays are used by populist 
politicians who love to rally anger 
against “Ottawa.” It’s easy because 
most Canadians know little about 
it, unlike health care, for example. 

The Constitution is often cited 
as a reason the program can’t be 
changed. Just mention re-opening 
the constitution to cut short debate 
and foster resentment. Significant 

change could be made without 
changing the basic principles in 
the Constitution. 

At its root, the central principle 
is burden-sharing through good 
times and bad. Fair burden-sharing 
is always subject to tension. The 
apostle Paul dealt with that in the 
early church. In a modern econo-
my, gaps in access to essential ser-
vices run within as well as between 
provinces. Geographic boundar-
ies are less significant; rural areas 
across Canada face similar chal-
lenges, for example, as do urban 
centers. A modern program for the 
purpose of ensuring everyone can 

participate in Canadian society 
would not look like the current 
equalization program. 

Other burden-sharing programs, 
such as the Guaranteed Income 
Supplement for poor seniors, are 
broadly supported and do not 
threaten national unity. Transform-
ing equalization to be a transpar-
ent, mutually accountable cove-
nant between Canadian citizens 
rather than a deal between war-
ring provincial politicians would 
be more productive than railing 
against “Ottawa.”  I suspect Cana-
dians from coast to coast could get 
behind it.  

I READ A NEWS STORY recently that’s stuck with me. It was about the 
experiences of undocumented Hispanic women who had worked at 
several of Donald Trump’s golf courses. 

That wasn’t the surprising part. One woman, Sandra Diaz, talk-
ed about a time when Trump had personally inspected a room that 
she had cleaned. He ran a finger over various surfaces to check for 
dust and, finding none, gave her a very generous tip and praised her 
work. Another housekeeper recalled an occasion when Trump saw 
that she couldn’t reach the top of a window, took her rag to clean it 
himself, and gave her a generous tip. 

Was this the behavior of an exacting boss? Yes. But was it also kind? 

ON KINDNESS 
Danielle Steenwyk-Rowaan  |  danielle.rowaan@gmail.com

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

I’d say so.
Trump is easy to pick on, espe-

cially as a Canadian. But the story 
stuck with me because I recognized 
something in it – that willingness 
to treat people well in person, in 
private, but to simultaneously be 
part of (and run!) a system that 
keeps them down. 

The kindness of others often 
puts me to shame. People who 
have strangers over for dinner. 
People who help others stranded 
on the side of the road. People 
who take meals to those who are 
sick. People who sponsor refu-
gees and enfold them into com-
munity. 

That is beautiful stuff. Kindness 
is essential, and worth celebrating. 

But it’s also not enough, not if 
we also hold power in systems 
that privilege us to the detriment 
of others. 

If strawberry harvesters are 
striking for better working condi-
tions and we continue to buy the 
strawberries . . . and then lead a 
Bible study for the workers, is that 
enough?

If we volunteer at a food pan-
try for people working minimum 
wage jobs who still can’t make 
ends meet . . . and then oppose in-
creases to the minimum wage, is 

that the Christ-like love to which 
we’re called? 

Figuring out how to live with 
righteousness and justice will al-
ways be complicated and messy, 
because humans are complicated 
and messy. That’s the risk that 
love takes. 

A WIDE ‘US’
One of my favourite humans is a 
scotch-drinking, baby-cuddling, 
hiking pastor from the Prairies 
named Thyra. About justice, she 
says, “We’re in this together. 
We’ve got you. We won’t over-
look you, ignore you or forget 
you. We won’t let you fall. We 
won’t let others pull you down. 
We’ll get that ground underneath 
you again.” 

Spoken word poet Micah 
Bournes says it this way: “You 
never stop fighting for your own.” 

Who do we see as “our own”?
The question that burns in my 

heart these days is this: “Who do 
I identify myself with? Who am I 
willing to fight for, through dis-
appointments and changing life 
stages and fatigue, because they 
are my own? Who am I willing to 
take risks for? Who am I willing 
to wade into the messiness for? 
And do they look like me?”

And so, as I continue the long 
process of leaving my job at the 
denominational building, I want 
to leave with a blessing for the 
Christian Reformed Church, this 
family that I love and grieve over 
and fight with . . . and that is 
deeply a part of me. 

May your kindness be a gateway. 
May God bless your first timid 
steps, and show you the next 
And draw you into relationships
Where you can hear hard truths.
May you honour the courage of 
those who dare to speak plainly.
May you run into walls of 
self-sufficiency, 
And may those walls set you free. 
May you not have all the an-
swers, 
And may all be well with your 
soul anyways. 
May you be willing to wade into 
the messiness, 
To delve into questions without 
clear answers, 
To risk being wrong or looking 
unreasonable
For the sake of “us.” 
May your “us” be wide and high 
and long and deep like the love 
of Christ.
May you love some enemies,
And maybe even flip some tables.
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WHEN FRIENDS OF OURS moved 
several years ago, they gave us a 
tall stack of books. These were 
obviously loved books – under-
lined and annotated – so I suspect 
space was the determining factor. 
Or maybe moving was just an ex-
cuse to disperse cherished works 
amongst interested friends.

One that caught my eye was 
Abbot Christopher Jamison’s 
Finding Sanctuary. It is a practi-
cal book that explores the wisdom 
of St. Benedict for today’s world. 
The author had taken part in a TV 
series in 2005 in which ordinary 
people chose to participate in a 
religious retreat at Worth Abbey. 
I hadn’t heard of Worth, nor of 
the show, but I liked the idea of 
an everyday guide to sanctuary. 
Isn’t that a rich word? It suggests 
a spacious sense of peace and 
safety and perhaps of welcome, 
too. I’ve read through this slim 

TEACH US TO PRAY
Katie Munnik  |  katiemunnik@yahoo.ca

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

volume several times, finding 
both the text and the marginalia 
encouraging and inspirational. It 
is a gentle and useful book, easy 
to slip into my pocket on the way 
out the door.

Which is what I did last 
Wednesday afternoon.

SEEING CLEARLY
My older two children are taking 
communion classes after school 
once a week. These don’t start 
right after the bell, so we’ve de-
veloped a habit of spending 40 
minutes together in the closest 
diner. Coffee for me, French fries 
for them, and everyone’s happy. 
Often they have a bit of home-
work to get through, so I thought 
it would be good idea to bring 
along some reading material of 
my own. 

I’d been working through a 
chapter about prayer, and this 

line caught my interest: “Chris-
tian prayer is the simple act of 
addressing God as ‘you.’” When 
I shared this with my kids, they 
looked at me skeptically. It ob-
viously wasn’t that simple. They 
told me a lot of prayers don’t 
even use the word you. Then the 
waitress came with our order and 
I set my book down.

Since their confirmation class 
started, they’ve both become a bit 
self-conscious about saying grace 
before a meal. We tend to be in-
formal about family mealtime 

prayers. Usually someone will 
volunteer and if it’s the little one, 
things might go on for a while. 
He likes to thank God for each 
person at the table by name and 
then all sorts of wide categories 
of creatures and creations. The 
bigger kids are more economical, 
relying on the formula that you 
thank God for three things, one of 
which has to be food. But recent-
ly when asked, they shrug and 
say no thank you. I worry that in 
their class, there has been an em-
phasis on structure and different 
kinds of written prayers. I don’t 
want them to feel that it needs 
to be complicated. But there are 
lots of approaches to prayer and it 
can be useful to learn from those 
who went before. Whatever I say, 
I can’t solve prayer for them. You 
can teach traditions, but only God 
really teaches us how to pray.

So, in the midst of the after-
school French fries and ketchup, 

I left it to God. 
A little later, the big kids turned 

back to their homework, and my 
little one reached for the book to 
look at the cover. He told me he 
liked the skeleton tree. I told him 
I did, too.

It’s an interesting image – a 
bare tree silhouetted against a 
yellow sky. The twigged branch-
es reached up and the outline of 
the roots are visible below the 
surface but strangely, their tan-
gles resolve into leaves and flow-
ers. It’s surprising and clever. 

As this winter drags on, it 
feels as if we’re forever look-
ing at bare trees. But winter is 
a good season for seeing shapes 
more clearly. Maybe confirma-
tion classes are like that, too. 
They are good at highlighting 
the shapes and structures around 
us. And we know – and we trust 
– that however hidden the flow-
ers might be, they will come. 

There are times when good words are to 
be left unsaid out of esteem for silence.

- St Benedict.

HOMELAND JUBILEE
TOM WOLTHUIS  |  tomwolthuis@gmail.com

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

“‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
because he has anointed me to 
proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim free-
dom for the prisoners and recov-
ery of sight for the blind, to set the 
oppressed free, to proclaim the 
year of the Lord’s favour.’” (Luke 
4:18-19, NIV) 

IN THIS PASSAGE, Jesus announ-
ces his mission, quoting Isaiah 61, 
in his Nazareth homeland. This 
wonderful proclamation of good 
news turned quickly into a violent, 
ugly encounter. Why?

Jesus was reading a well-known 
text. In the Isaiah tradition it cele-
brated the return home from Exile 
and looked for fuller restoration. It 
reflected the old practice of Jubi-
lee when every 50 years the land 
was returned to family ownership 
and all family were encouraged to 
return to their homeland (Lev. 25). 

Because Jubilee began on the Day 
of Atonement, the themes of free-
dom and forgiveness were woven 
in. Jubilee, the return from Exile, 
and the Day of Atonement were 
foretastes of living in the Lord’s 
favour.

When Jesus said, “Today this 
scripture is fulfilled in your hear-
ing,” it was a shocking announce-
ment. Shocking because Jesus 
applied the “me” in the text to 
himself, Spirit embodied, anoint-
ed and sent. Shocking because the 
claim was “today.”

JOSEPH’S BOY
The people’s initial response is 
unclear. Translations and inter-
pretations vary. Were they first im-
pressed by the hometown boy and 
his eloquent words (“spoke well 
of him”) or offended by his claims 
(“spoke against him”)? Why did 
he stop before Isaiah’s announce-

ment of God’s vengeance? How 
could he, Joseph’s boy, make such 
a claim?

Jesus knew they wanted proof. 
They wanted to see miraculous 
evidence that would benefit them. 
They wanted power that would 
raise them up and knock their 
enemies down. Jesus replied that 
like in the days of Elijah and 
Elisha God’s blessings would 
go to others. Why? Because like 
the time of Elijah and Elisha his 
hometown people were chasing 
after the gods of the world? Be-
cause they refused to see God or 
others in their midst? 

TODAY
When we hear Jesus’ announce-
ment of his mission, we usually 
see ourselves as the object. Many 
of us, although not poor, either 
economically or socially, not cap-
tive nor oppressed, spiritualize 
these categories as metaphors of 
our spiritual state without Jesus. 
This is in part true, but Luke is 
also calling us to be subjects in the 
mission. 

We need to see ourselves with 
Jesus in mission, not (only) as the 

people in need. The Spirit of the 
Lord is on us. We are anointed to 
proclaim good news and sent to 
announce new beginnings today.

PROPHETIC MESSAGE
Are we willing risk rejection with 
this proclamation? In this opening 
sermon in his hometown, Jesus 
was. When challenged, he did not 
back down. He challenged their 
attitude towards the poor, the cap-
tives, those who saw things wrong, 
and the oppressed. He challenged 
them to change their focus from 
themselves to the other.

The challenge is still here. Are 
we, Christians, and especially 
preachers like myself, willing 
to challenge the homeland atti-
tudes, the attitude of judgment on 
others, the attitude of a “health 
and wealth” gospel, the attitude of 
“don’t rock the boat”? The proph-
etic message is to look to the need 
of the other and speak.

HOMELAND COMMUNITY
Jesus was rejected by his home-
town because he had a greater 
vision of community. This is also 
the vision behind Luke’s presenta-

tion in his gospel and in Acts, a 
community that cares for the poor 
and oppressed, those who do not 
belong.

In the U.S., the word “home-
land” has turned ugly. It has be-
come associated with “security” 
and “nationalism.” It is not a word 
of welcome. It is against the alien, 
the foreigner, the immigrant and 
the poor. Homeland is us against 
them. It is defensive and fearful. It 
is not good news.

Christians need to challenge 
the homeland with a message of 
welcome, of good news, of free-
dom, of jubilee. Won’t you be my 
neighbour? 
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Rudy Eikelboom  | reikelboom@wlu.ca

Rudy, (reikelboom@wlu.ca), who hopes that self-driving cars drive better than 
he does, is a member of Waterloo CRC and chairs the Psychology Department at 
Wilfrid Laurier University.

MORAL MACHINES  

AS MACHINES TAKE ON MORE 
tasks formerly done by humans, 
these machines may soon have 
to make choices that are moral 
in nature. We all (mostly) appre-
ciate the safety features added to 
newly designed cars to make our 
driving safer and easier, such as 
rear-view cameras and adaptive 
cruse-control. It has been pre-
dicted that sometime in the future 
cars will drive for us: we will 
get in our Ford and tell it where 
we want to go. The debate is not 
about if this will happen but when 
– as soon as the next decade or is 
it 20 (or more) years away?

When cars become responsible 
for all or a large part of our driv-
ing, the vehicle designers (and 
possibly operators) will have to 
decide what they will do in emer-
gency situations. At some point 
the self-driving car will be faced 
with a choice: hit a pedestrian or 
crash into a wall causing the pas-
sengers to be injured? It may not 
happen often, and any real situ-

ation may be cloaked in shades 
of gray (how injured will the 
pedestrian or passenger be?), but 
the machine will have to make 
what we consider to be a moral 
decision. What instructions must 
we program into the machine to 
guide it in making this decision?

AUTONOMOUS CARS
This past November’s issue of 
the journal Nature described a 
very large experiment designed 
to explore what moral choices 
people want self-driving cars to 
make. The experiment involved 
a computer app called the Moral 
Machine. People signed up to do 
the experiment and were faced 
with a forced choice in a moral 
situation that in this simulation 
had life-and-death consequences. 
For instance, if a man was jay-
walking, should the car with two 
old passengers in it crash, kill-
ing the passengers to save the 
jaywalker’s life? Forty million 
decisions by millions of people 

in 233 countries were collected. 
The variables explored were the 
number of people killed; the age 
of the victims; if they were law 
abiding; their gender; their social 
status; their fitness level; if pets 
should be spared; passengers vs 
pedestrians; and whether the car 
should act at all. Participants 
could also provide general demo-
graphic information, and their 
GPS location was recorded so 
that differences across areas and 
cultures could be assessed.

Three overarching conclusions 
were found: people wanted to 
save people rather than pets; the 
larger number of people should 
be saved; and youth should be 
saved in preference to older in-
dividuals. Beyond these con-
clusions, other factors were not 
nearly as strong; lawfulness and 
status were next. There were cul-
tural clusters; for example, the 
victims’ age appears less import-
ant in eastern cultures and much 
higher in the southern cluster. 

Despite its size, the study is 
limited in that only people with 
computer access could partici-
pate, and all decisions required a 
black-and-white yes/no response. 
The authors go on to argue that 
any programing for autonomous 
cars will need to be built around 

people’s sense of what moral de-
cisions are the right ones rather 
than some absolute ethical prin-
ciples. For example, in Germany 
one of the suggested ethical 
codes argues that the individual’s 
characteristics should not be 
considered. This is inconsistent 
with the widespread perception 
that the age of the potential vic-
tim matters – children and babies 
should be spared first. 

In Scripture we are told that 
love is the fulfillment of the law: 
love for God and love for our 

neighbours. The moral decisions 
that autonomous cars may need 
to make are not prescribed dir-
ectly in Scripture for us to follow. 
But the general rules suggested 
by this research are not inconsis-
tent with what God asks us to do. 
Decisions on how cars are to be 
guided in emergencies need to be 
well defined and understood be-
fore these smart vehicles occupy 
our roads. 

MY FATHER SERVED for many 
years on the Council of his Chris-
tian Reformed Church. Meetings 
were held every Tuesday evening. 
Every Wednesday morning when, 
leaving our house for school, my 
Dad’s suit coat would be hanging 
on the wash line outside. My Mom 
refused to have him wear it into 
the house when he came home late 
from his meeting because it reeked 
of smoke. 

I also remember assembling in 
the church council room with my 
peers to be examined by the elders 
prior to publicly professing my 
faith in church. More than 55 years 
later, I have two distinct mem-
ories of this event: my fear of pos-
sible failure, and the thick haze of 
eye-watering tobacco smoke that 
filled the room.

WHAT ARE YOU SMOKING NOW?
Bob Bruinsma  |  bruinsmabob@gmail.com

Bob is amazed by the intricacies of the human body and saddened by the neglect and 
active harm we often inflict on it. 

My former pastor, Rev. Nick 
Knoppers, told me that the table 
in the Council room of his first 
charge in Friesland held a carousel 
of fine Meerschaum pipes, one for 
each elder and deacon. In the cen-
tre was a humidor of fine tobacco, 
paid for by the church.

OXYGEN’S PATH
My Dad quit smoking when it be-
came more and more difficult to 
dismiss the evidence that smoking 
was a leading cause of lung cancer 
and other serious diseases. Believ-
ing as he did that one’s body is the 
“temple of the Lord,” he could no 
longer justify his smoking habit.

Our lungs are amazing organs. 
When we breathe in oxygen-rich 
air through our nose and mouth, it 
passes into our trachea (wind pipe) 

that then branches into two nar-
rower bronchial tubes, and from 
there into ever smaller tubes (the 
bronchioles) that eventually end in 
tiny and extremely thin air sacs (al-
veoli). The alveoli are surrounded 
by tiny blood vessels (capillaries). 
It is here that precious oxygen 
passes through the alveolar mem-
branes into these capillaries while 
they, in turn, give up their carbon 
dioxide to be exhaled as a “waste” 
gas. Practically all life on earth de-
pends on this oxygen-carbon diox-
ide exchange.

Smoke is made up of various 
gases and very fine particulate 
matter suspended in air. In the case 
of tobacco smoke, these gases and 
particles contain literally hun-
dreds of harmful compounds, 
many of which are carcinogenic 
(cancer causing) and pass through 
the alveolar membranes into our 
blood stream and, from there, to 
every organ in our bodies. The 
smoke particles that don’t make it 

into our bloodstream plug up our 
alveoli much as a fine sieve gets 
clogged when we pour dirty water 
through it.

Canada has just become the 
second nation on earth (after Uru-
guay) to legalize marijuana for 
recreational purposes. This col-
umn is not the place to discuss 
the merits and/or demerits of this 
legalization. Based on the brief 

description of the function of hu-
man lungs above, surely smoking 
marijuana (or any other substance) 
can’t be good for them. Maybe eat-
ing pot-laced brownies or drinking 
marijuana cocktails has a place in 
our culture similar to the respon-
sible use of alcohol; but, when it 
comes to smoking it or any other 
substance, just say, “No!” Your 
temple will thank you.
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Recently, I had the privilege of 
speaking at the funeral of my 
good friend Mary McKay. Mary 
courageously lived with a lung 
disease for more than 20 years. 
Here’s an abbreviated version of 
the eulogy.
SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO, our 
church sign read: “The Lord is 
my shepherd.” Some of us were 
praying that God would let the 
words catch people’s attention and 
draw them in.

One day, a woman who was 
grieving the death of her beloved 
mother in Scotland came by the 
church on her scooter and saw the 
sign with a verse that meant so 
much to her. 

That woman was Mary.
Mary came the following 

Sunday. When I talked to her, she 
shared her grief. She mentioned 
how the words on the sign had 
drawn her in. Then I talked about 
our prayers that God would use the 

EULOGY FOR A FRIEND
Sonya VanderVeen Feddema |  Guest Columnist

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

sign to bring people in. We were 
delighted at this discovery!

When her health allowed it, 
Mary was involved in many church 
activities. She belonged to our 
women’s Bible study group and 
prayed for the women. 

Having known poverty and 
hardships, Mary developed a 
compassionate heart that saw 
beyond people’s circumstances. 
She knew what each had in 
common: they were created by 
God and deserved to be treated 
with dignity. 

Mary was kind, but she was 
nobody’s fool! If someone tried 
to take advantage of her, or hurt 
someone she cared about, she 
would rise up to protect, shelter 
and love. Hers was a fierce and 
fearless heart! 

Mary loved much, but she 
loved her husband John best. Her 
mother had worried that their 
marriage would fail because of 

their youth. But it didn’t. There 
were struggles. But what marriage 
doesn’t have struggles? 

Mary and John were storytellers 
– and funny! The storytelling could 
go on for hours and the laughter 
eventually turned into howling 
hilarity till our sides ached and tears 
ran down our faces. It seemed that 
funny things just happened to John 
and Mary. Or maybe it was just that 
they took the stuff of life – the stuff 
we all go through every day – and 
they saw the humour in it. And they 
were able to laugh at themselves.

INTO PRAYER
But laughter was hard to come by 
when John was diagnosed with 
cancer. Mary was shattered. But 
God gave her strength. She became 
John’s fierce and fearless advocate.

Through it all, Mary prayed, not 
only for the healing of John’s body, 
but also for the healing of his soul. 
She wanted John to know Jesus. 
She never forced her beliefs on 
him. She waited and prayed. Then 
one day, Jesus helped John see his 
need for him.

When John died, Mary grieved 
deeply. But she was grateful to God 
that John experienced some good 
days and that he died at home. She 

THE KINGDOM OF 
HEAVEN BEGINS AT HOME

Emily Wierenga  |  Columnist

Emily is a broken woman, a wife, mother of three, author and founder of The Lulu 
Tree, a non-profit in Africa. She lives in Neerlandia, Alta. 

I’M SEATED AT A LONG TABLE with 
women from my community, some 
facing me, others beside me, all of us 
with cups of coffee and little squares 
or cookies and our Bibles open. 

Our children are in the room 
next door in the basement of 
this Christian Reformed Church 
which my husband and I attended 
for four years upon first moving 
to this tiny Dutch hamlet in north-
ern Alberta.

We’re trying to ignore the cry-
ing of babies and the screaming of 
toddlers and to focus on our Coffee 
Break lesson these few minutes we 
have together.

It’s all about calling, this lesson, 
and how Mary was called to be a 
mother of Jesus and Elizabeth to 
be the mother of John the Baptist, 

how angels made these missions 
so very clear. How their calling 
became so much more than rais-
ing a child – how it was about 
offering up one’s heart, like Abra-
ham did Isaac, to the will of a Fa-
ther whose plans are much bigger 
than our own, whose dreams re-
quire sacrifice and humility.

We look at one another around 
our mugs of coffee, as the leader 
asks the question, “Have you ever 
felt God call you to do something 
in your own life?”

SMALL OBEDIENCE
My friend says she wishes an angel 
would show up and tell her clearly 
what to do. Then she turns to me 
and says, “Emily, did you receive a 
calling to start the Lulu Tree?”

was comforted because John was 
with Jesus.

Prayer was like breath to Mary. 
It was a God-given gift. And did 
she pray for people! Mary often 
said to me when she became aware 
of needs, “I go into prayer.” 

One day, Mary pulled over in her 
scooter onto someone’s driveway 
to pray. Time passed. She didn’t 
notice till a man asked what she 
was doing on his driveway. I’m not 
sure how he reacted when she said 
she was praying!

One more thing: Mary was a 

sinner like all of us. A sinner saved 
by God’s grace. She was a broken 
person and she knew it. She often 
felt a deep unworthiness, but she 
learned that God delights in his 
children and he loves it when they 
delight in him. 

Mary often said that she lived 
in anticipation of what God would 
do next. Now, she has all eternity 
to enjoy God and to satisfy her 
insatiable curiosity about him. 
Mary is breathing freely – in and 
out, in and out – in the perfect 
presence of Jesus! 

She’s referring to my non-profit 
in Africa, and I swallow my bit of 
brownie and nod. 

“Yes. It was very clear one eve-
ning after returning from my first 
trip. But even though the command 
was so clear, the calling began 
years earlier I think – you know, 

it starts in the small things, in the 
small obedience’s.”

I tell them how all I wanted for 
years was to be famous. To be 
known. To be called to something 
important and impressive because 
I was so insecure in myself. 

Then I moved home to care for 

a mother with brain cancer, and I 
had children, and we took in foster 
kids, and my dreams got covered 
up with peanutbutter kisses and 
loads of laundry.

But one day, as I was washing 
my mother’s feet, her smile fall-
ing on me like a soft shawl, I felt 
the Lord’s love enclose me and I 
knew in that moment that this was 
the place he would have me – this 
was the place of his pleasure. This 
place of serving. 

And on those days when serving 
is hard I think of the quote on my 
desk by Hudson Taylor: “God chose 
me because I was weak enough. 
God does not do his great works by 
large committees. He trains some-
body to be quiet enough, and little 
enough, and then uses him.” 

As we exit the room to gather 
our children, wrapping them in 
their winter things, their soft cheeks 
pressed against ours as we walk 
home in the snow with their arms 
wrapped around our necks, God’s 
pleasure is there – his pleasure in 
us choosing love, every day, in the 
small things. 

Because the kingdom of heaven 
begins at home. 

Mary (right) with her son Stuart and daughter-in-law Darlene.



@ChrCourier ChrCourier CHRISTIANCOURIER.CA      |      FEBRUARY 25, 2019        17

European Deli and Gifts
118 Wyndham St. N. Guelph

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

905-383-2981

RAMAKER'S IMPORTS INC.
We specialize in 

DUTCH FOOD / CHEESE / 
CHOCOLATE / TEXTILES & GIFTS

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

ramakersimports@bellnet.ca
ramakersimports.com

Serving Beamsville 
and area since 1969

Complete Collision Repairs
Quality Refinishing

 Jerry Gerritsen   5529 Regional Rd. #81
 Alan Gerritsen  Beamsville ON L0R 1B3

            Phone/Fax: 905-563-7702

BAKKER
BARRISTER & SOLICITOR
  126 Niagara Street
   St. Catharines ON  L2R 4L4
On Site Parking – Side Door Entrance 
 Email: Bert@bakkerlaw.ca

905-688-9352
Albert J Bakker 

info@Dykstrabros.com
St Catharines > 905.646.0199

Beamsville > 905.563.7374
Burlington > 905.643.6978

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

BAKKER
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     1 Keefer Road

  St. Catharines ON  L2M 6K4
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East of Lock 1 - on site parking
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            Phone/Fax: 905-563-7702

Hulse & English
Funeral Home

75 Church St.  St. Catharines
905-684-6346  - 24 Hours
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 Holly Rousseau - Managing Director

Serving the community over150 years
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GARY VAN EYK CPA,CMA 
  Chartered Professional Accountant
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           St. Catharines ON L2N 4P7

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

E-mail: gary@garyvaneyk.ca

European Deli and Gifts
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Smithville, ON  L0R 2A0

Tel: 905.957.2333 • Fax: 905.957.2599 
Toll Free: 1.800.465.8256

           meesterinsurance.com

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

Career Opportunity:  
CLAC FOUNDATION PROGRAM MANAGER

Formed in 1952, CLAC is a national union representing over 60,000 workers in almost 
every sector of the economy. Based on values of respect, dignity, and fairness, CLAC is 
committed to building better workplaces, better communities, and better lives. CLAC is a 
founding member of Canada Works and an affiliated member of the World Organization 
of Workers.
We are currently accepting resumes for a CLAC Foundation Program Manager. This is a 
3-year contract position (with the possibility of renewal after 3 years) scheduled at approx-
imately 20 hours per week, and based in CLAC’s member centres either in Cambridge, 
ON, Edmonton, AB, or Langley, BC.
Job Summary:
The CLAC Foundation Program Manager is responsible for overseeing the administration, 
programs, and strategic plan of the CLAC Foundation. Other key duties include fund-
raising, marketing, and partnership development. In the performance of these duties, the 
program manager shall work closely with the CLAC Foundation Board of Directors. The 
CLAC Foundation Program Manager is subject to CLAC’s code of conduct.

For a more information of  Responsibilties, Qualifications, Skills & Experience 
required, go to christiancourier.ca/CLAC.pdf

To Apply:
Send cover letter and resume to Robyn Haarsma – rhaarsma@clac.ca by March 15, 2019.
Application Deadline: March 15, 2019  Approximate Start Date: April 1, 2019
CLAC offers a competitive wage and excellent benefit package, as well as the opportunity 

to work in a dynamic, rewarding, and challenging workplace community.  More infor-
mation on CLAC can be found at www.clac.ca.  

We thank all applicants for their interest, but only candidates under consideration will be 
contacted.

CLAC is committed to providing accommodations for people with disabilities. If you re-
quire an accommodation at any stage of the hiring process, we will work with you to 
meet your needs.

SIGN UP FOR CC’S FREE 
WEEKLY EMAIL 
NEWSLETTER.  
Visit christiancourier.ca and click  
“Email Sign Up” under the Info  
menu at the bottom of the page 
to subscribe. 
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Classi�eds

OBITUARIES

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

ADVERTISING & CLASSIFIEDS

For information visit christiancourier.ca. 
Email ads@christiancourier.ca. Next issue 
date: March 25 (one issue in March).

JOB OPENINGS
PASTOR
Iron Springs Christian Reformed Church is 
seeking a full-time Pastor to deliver God’s 
word through biblical, practical and relevant 
preaching. Iron Springs is located in a vi-
brant agricultural community in Southern 
Alberta. We are looking for a servant leader 
with a desire to know their flock and develop 
people to share God’s love with our congre-
gation and our community. 
Please contact Glorianna Scholten at 403-
738-4746 or gloriannascholten@gmail.com 
for more information.

DIRECTOR OF YOUTH 
AND WORSHIP MINISTRIES 
Strathroy East Christian Reformed Church 
seeks to hire a full-time musically talented 
Director of Youth and Worship to lead the 
youth and young adult ministry programs 
and inspire dynamic worship.  
The successful candidate must be able to 
work with the Pastor, Praise Team and Wor-
ship Committee providing support, encour-
agement and resources where appropriate.  
A detailed job description is available on 
request. Interested applicants should send a 
cover letter and resume with references to 
Harry Verburg: hverburg12@gmail.com or 
27 Buttery Cr., Strathroy, ON N7G 3H7    

VAN NES, Teunis (Ton)
“Safe in the arms of Jesus.”

Ton passed away peacefully at home (Holland 
Christian Homes) in Brampton, Ontario, on 
January 16, 2019. Ton was born in Rijsoord, 
the Netherlands, on February 16, 1929, immi-
grated to Canada in 1952, and lived in Ottawa 
for nearly 50 years. 
Dearly loved husband of Tekela (Tea) Van 
Nes (Zeyl) and father of Wendy (tRichard) 
Abma, Hilde (John) Craig, and Carol Ann 
(Brian) Hiemstra, and Opa to 13 grandchil-
dren and four great-grandchildren.
Correspondence: 
 Tea Van Nes
 102-35 Kingknoll Drive
 Brampton  ON L6Y 5G5

TAMMINGA, Benjamin            1956 - 2019
Our dear son, Ben, peacefully entered glory 
on  February 2, 2019.
Ben was born in Grand Rapids on December 
22, 1956, spent a good part of his younger 
years in Canada, and  graduated from Cal-
vin College. He received a master's degree 
in Fine Arts from the Western Michigan Uni-
versity. He lived in Grand Rapids, where he 
owned and managed residential real estate 
and made fine furniture.
He was a member of the Church of the Ser-
vant CRC in Grand Rapids.
Ben is survived by his daughter Nicolette 
and her husband Jason Vander Meer and 
their son Lieuwe, his parents, Jean and Louis 
Tamminga, and siblings Tim and Sandra 
Tamminga, Karen and Dale Paton, Mark and 
Joany Tamminga, Ken and Nancy Tammin-
ga, and many nephews and nieces.
Corrrespondence: 

Jean & Louis Tamminga
4004 - 2111 Raybrook Ave
Grand Rapids  MI 45946

   or by Appointment 
Monthly Rentals with Enhanced Services—Featuring 3 
Chef prepared meals per day, weekly housekeeping, 
flat laundry service, full activity program, scheduled  
transportation and an emergency response system 

MARTINDALE COMMONS IS OPEN 

1128 Vansickle Road North, St. Catharines, ON 

www.MartindalePlace.com 

TOURS AVAILABLE ANYTIME 
Every Wednesday from        

10:00am—2:00pm 

Contact us @ (905) 988-9414 
 Or accommodations@martindaleplace.com 

Ask us about a Trial Stay! 

Martindale Place is a community 
of choice for seniors where  
Christian values and excellence 
are celebrated 

We are looking for some energetic plant-
lovers to help us care for and merchandise 
our garden flowers at some of your local big 
box retailers. 
Currently we have openings in Oakville, 
Burlington, Mississauga, Guelph, Sar-
nia, Chatham, Windsor, Milton, London, 
Cambridge, Kitchener and Waterloo. 
Duties include, but are not limited to: un-
loading carts of flowers, stocking tables and 
displaying flowers according to plans, plac-
ing signage, cleaning plants, assisting cus-
tomers to find what they are looking for, etc.
Candidates must possess a great attitude, 
willingness to learn, ability to lift up to 30lbs, 
strong work ethic, and a friendly disposition.

FULL-TIME  and PART-TIME 
seasonal positions  (May-July) 

Flexibility in work schedules, competitive 
wages, and a great work environment.

Please submit applications to 
hr@linwellgardens.com 

or fax 905-563-7370 Attn.: Luisa.
We appreciate all responses, however, only 
those qualified will be selected for an inter-
view at this time.
Accommodation is available upon request for 
applicants and employees with disabilities. 

PLANT-LOVERS

The Woodstock Dutch Theatre presents: “Bij de Dokter”
A comedy by Evelien Evers, directed by Karin Van Wely.

March 9 at 2 p.m. & 8 p.m.- Market Centre Theatre, Woodstock
March 16 at 2 p.m. -The Staircase Theatre, Hamilton
March 22 at 8 p.m. - London Dutch Canadian Hall
March 30 at 8 p,m. -  The Livery Theatre, Goderich

Call Maartje Van Wely for more information at 519-709-1402.
To view the poster, go to christiancourier.ca
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to be militant or proselytizing, 
West Hill’s services use no Bible, 
never mention God and find their 
service themes in contemporary 
media or events.

Thus West Hill and Rev. Vos-
per follow the long-worn path of 
benevolent secular humanism. 
They approach Unitarianism’s 
expansive inclusiveness, though 
without its pervasive, if indefinite 
divine spirit. As well, West Hill 
and Vosper seem clearly, if unof-
ficially, related to a small histor-
ical movement known as “Eth-
ical Culture,” established around 
1870. Its followers hold liturgical 
services with prayers, songs and 
messages, supporting one another 
to become better people and to 
do good in the world – a vague, 
though constant hope. 

GOOD WITHOUT GOD?
A most generous look at Vosper’s 
godless religion might liken it to 
what historian Diana Butler Bass 
has offered in a meditation for 
Franciscan Fr. Richard Rohr’s 
Center for Action and Contem-
plation. Looking back 1900 
years, she reminds readers that 
true religion means “embracing 
the ancient insight [from Justin 

SINCE 2013, GRETTA VOSPER’S 
unfolding story has regularly 
appeared in Canada’s religious 
and secular media. As the athe-
ist pastor of Toronto’s West Hill 
United Church, she has achieved 
what many consider paradoxical 
or simply contradictory. First, 
over those years she has kept 
the congregation’s loyalty. More 
surprisingly, last November, after 
several years living under threat 
of an ecclesiastical heresy trial, 
she finally settled with the de-
nomination and will continue in 
her position. 

This decision pleased Rev. 
Vosper and West Hill’s congre-
gation, while also eliciting care-
fully stated support from United 
Church leadership. How this out-
come developed is bewildering 
to many. Yet it was almost pre-
dictable, given the welter of doc-
trines, beliefs, doubts and contro-
versies that have shaken churches 
in the western world over the last 
decades. 

WORSHIPPING WITHOUT GOD
Quo Vadis? – ‘Where are you going?’ | James Dekker

James Dekker

Jim has entertained many 
doubts over most of his al-
most 71 years, but most of 
the time God shows up mys-
teriously, unpredictably and 
often with a dose of humour. 
Feel free to ask him about it: 
jcdekker48@gmail.com.

lic relations coup on Time maga-
zine’s April 8, 1966 cover. Sever-
al prominent American and Brit-
ish theologians adapted ideas of 
Friedrich Nietzsche, developing 
them for the political and spirit-
ual chaos of those years. Most 
of those men (yes, all men) have 
by now met their Maker, whose 
existence they debated. Perhaps 
less radical than it seems, “Death 
of God” theologians contended 
not so much that God never 
existed. Rather, concerned that 
God no longer mattered much in 
Western Civilization, they grap-
pled with the issue in theological 
and sociological terms. 

THE ETHICAL 
CULTURE MOVEMENT
To be sure, Gretta Vosper has ad-
mitted disbelief in a supernatural 
being or force directing the uni-
verse, a position many of West 
Hill’s 110+ regular attendees also 
embrace. Though Pastor Vos-
per’s atheism does not appear 

Martyr] that the [Christian] faith 
is a spiritual pathway, a life built 
on transformative practices of 
love rather than doctrinal belief” 
(from “People of the Way,” cac.
org). 

Still, even if Pastor Vosper and 
her congregation’s mission is be-
nevolent, the large problem re-
mains that she does not share the 
source of her ministry and ethics 
with Saint Justin. More bluntly, 
can we really be good without 
God? Why does Rev. Vosper 
need the United Church, even if 
its leaders accept her? 

Gretta Vosper

SPIRITUAL CHAOS 
What does it mean to be a church 
whose pastor does not believe in 
the supernatural? A fascinating 
entry in West Hill’s website ex-
plains that the congregation con-
tinues to discern “what this ‘theo-
logically non-exclusive’ church 
is really like” (westhill.net). The 
church’s brief Mission Statement 
offers a more concrete but still 
vague idea: “Moved by a rever-
ence for life to pursue justice for 
all, we inspire one another to seek 
truth, live fully, care deeply and 
make a difference.”

To many who have uncritically, 
or after careful thought, believed 
in God as Creator and Sustainer 
of the universe, such words are 
befuddling. Yet while an atheist 
pastor and congregation is news 
to an historic Christian denomin-
ation in Canada, similar phenom-
ena have a long history. 

Consider the infamous late 
1960s’ “Death of God Move-
ment” and its unforgettable pub-




