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“The Main Version , its Sub-Version, and the Children” 

Sunday January 3, 2016 

A sermon about epiphany 

Rev. Dr. Ian Sloan 

 

Introduction 

The thing that stands out for me about Epiphany is the light of Epiphany. 

When we read about the slaughter of the innocent children in Bethlehem we can see there is a hard 

edge to the light of Epiphany.  

This sermon is going to explore the hard edges of the epiphanic light.  

As some of you know, Orthodox Christmas occurs the day after Epiphany.  

 The Orthodox use the Julian calendar and in the Julian calendar Christmas occurs on January 7. 

The western churches began using the Gregorian calendar in 1582 and for them, Christmas 

occurs on December 25.  There is nothing intentional in the Orthodox  beginning their Christmas 

celebrations the day after the western churches end theirs on Epiphany. 

I have been getting to know Orthodox theologians in my work for the United Church of Canada as a 

United Church representative to the Commission on Faith and Witness of the Canadian Council of 

Churches. Our work on “Christian witness in an age of religious pluralism” has given them cause to 

reflect onj Orthodox experience over millennia Christian witness. They are not as sanguine as the United 

Church about relationships with Islam, because of the long periods of existence of the Orthodox as a 

minority religion in Islamic countries.  

The hard-edged light of Epiphany refracted through Orthodox experience of persecution suggests 

irresolvable enmity between Christians and those others who do not take to the good news Christians 

believe, whether those others are Muslim, Jewish, secular, or follow our own peculiarly North American 

bastardization of Christianity, deism. Irresolvable enmity leads to win-lose procedures.  

There’s no real peace accomplished through such win-lose procedures – one side wins, the other loses, 

and the winner tells the story. These procedures are part of the “main version” of reality. The “main 

version” – I’m drawing on biblical scholar Walter Bruggemann here – is the version of finite resources, 

the exploitation of nature, and the dominance and repression of each other. It’s the version of reality 

that keeps the mainline distracted from poverty, and oppressiong of minorities and the privileging of 

those with power. In the main version of reality peace is accomplished by victory – one side defeating 

the other.  Then we’ll be safe.  

There is a better way.  
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The Peacemaking Child was almost born outside of history 

The focus at Epiphany is not on identity as part of one group or another, but on the identity of the child 

born almost outside of history, who is a king, a messiah, and how this near non-happening birth brought 

forward the old rat-trap of jealousy, fear, and resentment from a king definitely in history, Herod. You 

can read about Herod in the histories of the time. There is but the mere faintest of references to Jesus in 

documentation outside of the scriptures.  

The wise ones’ quest for the uncontrollable mystery of truly radiant being has them in Jerusalem talking 

with a less than radiant and very sinful king. The predictable outcome occurs.  

Jesus the infant messiah in the main version storyline of finite resources, competition and power, has to 

be murdered and vanquished. As far as Herod is concerned it’s him or Jesus. He doesn’t know anything 

about manger, or a stable, or no room at the inn. Not exactly places his court hangs out in. He just hears 

there is some mysterious competition that is apparently in Bethlehem. He directs that all the boys two 

and younger be killed.  

But Joseph woke up from a dream before that happened and fled with Mary and Jesus to Egypt.  

In the main version we’re telling here, Jesus lucked out, and all the other little boys of Bethlehem didn’t. 

This is a demoralizing thought. The main version of reality is generally demoralizing, if you haven’t 

already noticed. The light of Epiphany is lost as we increasingly notice the light’s hard edges.  

If Jesus is a messiah in a sub-version storyline, though, there’s another way to take in the light of 

Epiphany with all its hard edges. The sub-version is that God, while remaining God, became what God 

created, that is, a human, and began life as a human as we all do, as a baby. That thought allows us to 

focus in on the child Jesus as a child of God. The true identity of all children of God is that we are non-

violent proponents of peace, we are peacemakers, and as such, are even more of a threat to Herod than 

if we were born to some powerful dynasty. The children of God, who are brothers and sisters of the only 

child of God, are threats not just to Herod, who is near the top of the heap of violence and can pretty 

much knock off anyone he likes, but a threat to all who espouse violence, which, as it turns out, is all of 

us, because it’s been drilled into us. And so the hard-edged light of Epiphany allows us to see that there 

is an identity we seem to have – one of violence – and an identity we actually have – one of non-

violence, and that our work as Christians is to lay claim to our actual identity and live it and set aside the 

illusory one.  

We know it’s the subversion storyline the Bible is following because with stable, manger, no room at the 

inn for the laboring mother and her husband, God has become in it a marginalized and non-violent 

human being – the very beloved child God created.  In following that storyline we suddenly see how 

justice achieves its goal of peace.   

The weak Herod has innocent children slaughtered; the main version is always thus; as violence flows 

from human weaknesses like fear and hate and feeling threatened. The sub-version account of Jesus’ 
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birth achieves what the main version never can -- peace --through showing us God’s active non-violence. 

He didn’t pick up a sword, or throw a lighting bolt. God was born as one of us.  

Building up this non-violent ethic of peacemaking  

as a community 

Blessed are the meek, says Jesus, they shall inherit the earth. Contrary to the view of those who espouse 

violence, active non-violence is the way of the strong.  Those who practice non-violence are passive 

physically, but active mentally, emotionally and spiritually.  

At the beginning of 2016, we take stock of the year past, plan and budget for the year ahead. Our annual 

meeting is on the first Sunday in February. We can ask as we prepare for that meeting, ‘How are we 

going to live the way of the strong non-violent ethic God shows us in the manger?’ and, ‘How are we 

going to be active in our identity as peacemaking children of God and brothers and sisters of every one 

whom the God of love has made all over the world?  

One of the first things for us to consider is our putting investments into building up this non-violent ethic 

of peacemaking as a community. This way of life takes work – the discipline of learning, of reminders, of 

practicing, of reflecting, revising, re-engaging in non-violence again and again and more and more 

deeply over time.  

In this investment scenario, however, we as New Vision have a problem; it is perhaps our most clear-cut 

challenge as a congregation.  New Vision United Church comes from two former congregations which 

burnt through their reserves to the point where they saw they were going to hit the wall. Before they hit 

the wall they turned aside from that way they were on – it had its own violence that needed to be 

disarmed – and joined together to form a new birth congregation, and they declared ‘this time is going 

to be different!’ 

So we have declared that ‘this time is going to be different!’ We are going to run an organization that 

pays its way. We are going to bring in the funds we need in order to pay for the resources of time and 

talent we need to resource its non-violence. This time we are going to seek to do what will work, and 

put a stop to trying to do what no longer works.  

Old habits die hard. One of the older ones we have inherited is the running of deficits. No more. 

To make this time different, however, we can’t just snap our fingers. That kind of magical thinking is one 

of the vices that comes with running deficits. When we run a deficit, we’re actually not spending money 

we can afford to spend, we’re spending money someone else raised, or gave to us.  

We have to get from this illusory identity in which deficits are acceptable to the actual identity in which 

we pay our way and we pay for what we get. There still needs to be funds coming from somewhere as 

we invest in our development. We need the continuity and focus in ministry that a full-time minister can 

bring so we can develop. We need to hold onto our two properties and figure out a better use for both 

of them. To invest in a minister and hold onto the properties and the supports necessary to these 

investments as a congregation we persuaded the United Church of Canada to lend us funds. We are the 
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first congregation in the United Church to do this.  We are borrowing funds to make an investment to 

develop “this time is different.” We convinced our lenders we’re not going to burn through funds; this 

time is different.  

Alright, they have said, go and do it. We’re behind you.  

So, how is this time different? The short answer is that we’re getting to know. Just as the child Jesus in 

the manger says to us definitively that time with God is different, New Vision is in sub-version time, not 

main version time. We’re getting to know God’s sub-version and living it out.  

To me, the core of Jesus’ teaching about God is an ethic of non-violence by which God uses us to usher 

in peace in our time. Every place non-violent peacemaking has been tried in the world it has worked. 

There are many many dimensions to this ethic, many places in our lives individually and collectively 

where we can live it out. 

And that’s how I say with confidence this time is different. I say it’s a tall order. Maybe a tall, tall order. 

But it’s what we said we were going to do. We’re borrowing the money, and it will have to be paid back. 

So we better get used to breaking the bad habit of deficits. We better get used to getting down on our 

knees with our gifts and talents and treasures just like the wise ones who came to give adoration to 

Jesus, and like them worship the bringer of peace. And learn how to take into account that the good 

news of non-violence is not very well received by this world, but it is the world’s only hope nonetheless 

and we believe it. And we better get used to the idea that maybe we don’t receive the good news very 

well either and where the change in that starts is in our personal efforts. It’s time to claim our true 

identity as beloved children of God and discard the false identity that violence enables us to get our 

way.  

There’s the challenge. You’ve said it – ‘this time is different.’ The United Church of Canada believes you. 

It’s on your conscience now.  

You’ve said this time is going to be different. Let’s get going. 
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“This Time is Different” 

Sunday, January 10, 2016 

 Baptism of Jesus – first after Epiphany 

Rev Dr. Ian Sloan 

 

Introduction 

 

I’m getting ready for the 3 month sabbatical leave. This soon-to-begin leave made me realize over the 

last week that a sermon series was in order. When was the last time anyone experienced a sermon 

series? This one began last week and none of us realized it, continues this week and will go to the annual 

meeting Sunday February 7, which is the last Sunday before we part ways for 3 months. It’s a series but I 

haven’t got the sermon titles figured out yet. Maybe for next week.  

We’re going to pick up this morning where we left off last Sunday.  

Old Habits We Want to Let Go Of, Can Die 

New Vision United Church comes from two former congregations which burnt through their reserves to 

the point where those still hard at it trying to fix them saw they were going to hit the wall. Before they 

hit the wall they turned aside from that way they were on – it had its own violence that needed to be 

disarmed – and joined together to form a new birth congregation, and they declared ‘this time is going 

to be different!’ 

‘This time is going to be different!’ New Vision is going to run an organization that pays its way. We are 

going to bring in the funds we need in order to pay for the resources of time and talent we need to 

resource our work as followers of Jesus’ way of non-violent love. This time we are going to seek to do 

what will work, and put a stop to trying to do what no longer works.  

Old habits die hard. One of the older ones we have inherited is the running of deficits. No more. We’re 

moving from deficit thinking to investment thinking.  

To make this time different, however, we can’t just snap our fingers to start thinking and making 

investments rather than thinking and running deficits. That kind of magical thinking is one of the vices 

that comes with running deficits. When we run a deficit, we’re actually not spending money we can 

afford to spend, we’re spending money someone else raised, or gave to us. 

I have the sense that you like me are excited by the opportunity to build a congregation that pays its 

way. I have a sense that you don’t want deficits and that you would rather end New Vision if New Vision 

is not paying its way.  

Our question is, then, how are we going to do things so that this time is different? What different things 

are we going to do so that we become that different organization that pays its way?  
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You all have a role to play in this and if you are really truly playing that role it is going to stretch you. 

Every one of us gets stretched by each other as we play the roles that we must take on for New Vision to 

be that different organization that pays its way.  

So, how is this time different? The short answer is that we’re getting to know. Just as the story of the 

child Jesus born in a stable definitively shows us that time with God is different, New Vision is a church 

in which we’re not interested in trying to fix the church, we’re interested in finding out what God is 

doing out there in our neighbourhoods and joining God there.   

You are going to be stretched discovering what God is doing out there in our neighbourhoods.  In a 

sense, it is time for us to bracket everything we have been doing as church up to this point and look 

beyond ourselves and our projects and programs, our worship and our community. It is time to immerse 

ourselves in the chaotic world out there.  

 It is time to be a different church. It’s not just that ‘this time is different,’ it’s that it is time to be a 

different church. The church we are going to be will be made up of the baptized who are baptized in the 

baptism of the non-violent Jesus who sent his disciples out into the communities around them to listen 

to the people and learn what God was doing there and share with those who lived there in the joy of 

God’s activity there.  

I am going away for three months from the middle of February to the middle of May to do precisely this. 

We are a different church and your minister is going to go on a pilgrimage to other new ministry 

initiatives around North America to see what God is doing there and share with those in those ministries 

in the joy of God’s activity there. As I do in this three month pilgrimage, you will do in your own ways 

while I am away. Part of what you will do is make the machinery of New Vision run for three months, 

but you’ll discover doing so what more there is to your faith than all the tiresome efforts to fix the 

church. It’s quite clear God is not interested in us fixing the church. God wants us doing something else. 

Something different.   

 

To me, what’s different can in some ways be seen in new ways of thinking about baptism.  

In the old way of thinking about baptism, baptism was about initiation into a congregation, and about 

belonging to the congregation into which one was initiated.  In an even older way of thinking about 

baptism, baptism was the way you were known to be a citizen of the town in which you lived, the nation 

of which you were a part.  

It’s clear as the church has unraveled in North America and Europe that God is not interested in our 

using baptism to show that we belong to congregations or that we are citizens of our nations. We know 

this because few people really care about baptism out there anymore, and Canada makes it no 

requirement of citizenship. It seems pretty easy to conclude thus that God does not care either, because 

God has made all these people just as much as God has made you and me.  
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A new thought about baptism in contrast would be that it’s not necessary to be baptized in order to 

belong to New Vision. Why should it be? If it is necessary to be baptized in order to belong to New 

Vision, it means our focus is not on what God is doing out there in our neighbourhoods: our focus is on 

us trying to get people to accept our baptism so they can belong to our church. The focus remains on 

our church, and baptism as something we would figure out how to use in yet another attempt to fix the 

church.  

Another new useful thought about baptism may be that whatever we believe about it, our belief must 

be of the freeing sort – that baptism is a form of liberation, perhaps of titanic energies within us and of 

creation. Such energies as our conscious minds are only a little bit aware of, and mostly frightened to 

death of.  

There’s a lovely symbol of this idea in the Scriptures. You know and remember today hearing the 

passage from Luke that John was a baptizer. Remember the end of John the Baptist? His head was cut 

off. There is something he was doing that seems perfectly symbolized by this. He was liberating energies 

of creativity and imagination that the head is only dimly aware of. It was the authorities separating their 

heads from all that imaginative and subconscious stuff inside them that they were repressing when they 

had John’s head severed from his body: they just projected their frightened little repressive minds onto 

John, and poof – they severed his head from his body.  

Baptism into Jesus Christ is a kind of immersion into and liberation of the invisible energies and forces all 

around us and in us.  

Jesus did not baptize a single person. That surprising fact may give us a clue to what to do with baptism 

as New Vision United Church.  I confess, however, I don’t know what to do with that clue yet, but it 

seems to me, as one detective among many as we engage in finding out what God is doing in our 

neighbourhoods, that it’s an important clue, and I’ll ask you to think about it with me as you pull 

together your own investigations over the next few months into what God is doing in the 

neighbourhood.   

Jesus did not baptize a single person. 

I think – I’m pretty tentative about this – that baptism is a symbol of the liberation that comes to us as 

we immerse ourselves in the life that is going on in our neighbourhood.  What is a baptism for the 

forgiveness of sins but the very ticket to get out there and bump shoulders and enter into the 

discontinuity and uncertainty and unevenness and perhaps loathsomeness and the spontaneity of life in 

the very places God must be? Which is everywhere in our neighbourhoods, not just where we might 

think or not think these things might be.  

It is time for us then to be a different church.  

It is time baptism liberated us from fixing the church. 

This time is different.  
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“Investing, Ourselves” 

Sunday, January 17 2016 

New Vision United Church 

Rev. Dr. Ian Sloan 

 

Introduction  

 

The beauty of a sermon series is that you can build upon what was said last week and the week before. 

Of course this requires that your audience tuned in last week and the week before. One of the 

discontinuities of our post-Christendom setting is that people are not so regular at attending church, or 

to be more precise, they’re actually more irregular than regular. I kind of like that image. We’re a bunch 

of irregulars.  

So just like in the television series format, a recap of the previous episodes seems like a good idea.  

So, previously on “Faithful Presence: FiveSermons Toward Sabbatical Time”… 

 

So, how is this time different? The short answer is that we’re getting to know. Just as the story of the 

child Jesus born in a stable definitively shows us that time with God is different, New Vision is a church 

in which we’re not interested in trying to fix the church, we’re interested in finding out what God is 

doing out there in our neighbourhoods and joining God there.   

New Vision is going to be stretched discovering what God is doing out there in our neighbourhoods.  In a 

sense, it is time for us to bracket everything we have been doing as church up to this point and look 

beyond ourselves and our projects and programs, our worship and our community. It is time to immerse 

ourselves in the chaotic world out there.  

I am going away for three months from the middle of February to the middle of May to do precisely this. 

A different church does things differently! Your minister is going to go on a pilgrimage to up to 8 new 

ministry initiatives around North America to see what God is up to there with Christians and share with 

them in the joy of God’s activity with them. We’re going to figure out how you can join me through your 

own sabbatical leave plan that connects with mine. Part of what you will do is make the machinery of 

New Vision run for three months, but you’ll discover doing so what more there is to your faith than all 

the tiresome efforts to fix the church. It’s quite clear God is not interested in us fixing the church. God 

wants us doing something else. Something different.   

New Vision United Church comes from two former congregations which burnt through their reserves to 

the point where those still hard at it trying to fix them saw they were going to hit the wall. Before they 

hit the wall they turned aside from that way they were on – it had its own violence that needed to be 
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disarmed – and joined together to form a new birth congregation, and they declared ‘this time is going 

to be different!’ 

‘This time is going to be different!’ New Vision is going to run an organization that pays its way. We are 

going to bring in the funds we need in order to pay for the resources of time and talent we need to 

resource our work as followers of Jesus’ way of non-violent love. This time we are going to seek to do 

what will work, and put a stop to doing what no longer works.  

Old habits die hard. One of the older ones we have inherited is the running of deficits. No more. We’re 

moving from deficit thinking to investment thinking.  

And now we come to the beginning of this episode, entitled, “Investing, Ourselves.”  

Investing, Ourselves 

I know that “investment” is the name of the new world order as globalization has brought down all kinds 

of structural impediments to the flow of capital around the world. It’s all about investing, now, whether 

in mining companies exploiting poor regulatory regimes in impoverished countries like the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo or CBC’s popular reality show Dragon’s Den.   

We’re going with the flow here at New Vision. We’ve secured a line of credit from our denomination to 

invest in activities to develop a new birth congregation. Saying we are investing that money sure sounds 

a lot better than saying we are continuing to cover an operational deficit with it.  

We’re not just gussying up what we’re doing as New Vision like an unscrupulous seller might gussy up a 

car that needs major work with some cosmetic changes. Words are cheap. It sounds good that we are 

investing now, not running a deficit. But is it good? Are we doing what we are saying? Are we actually 

investing these dollars we are borrowing?  

It’s a matter of conscience.  

The reality of our situation is that it seems that we are going to have to grow our consciences. We’re 

going to be stretched to understand right and wrong in new ways, in ways that the wisdom of God 

present faithfully to us will help us stretch into. There is no doubt that God is doing something new.  

So, for example, perhaps it is preposterous that shortly after New Vision begins as a new congregation, 

its minister would go away for three months. But perhaps it really is the right thing to do. Did we know 

we were moving to become a new, sustainable congregation when we began, when we pulled the plug 

on Centenary and St. Giles and started something new together? We did. But we didn’t really know how 

we were, and we’re still working on it. We didn’t begin with a great big bright idea about how to be this 

church that pays its way. Along the way we have begun to integrate the idea of the beloved community 

into our self-understanding. My sense is that the beloved community is a big bright idea that might be 

our ticket.  



11 
 

It might be, but if it is, we have to risk experimenting to learn how to get it right. I remember the 

director of Edge, our United Church Network for Ministry Development talking about four years ago at 

an event I attended about how in business you get it wrong many times before you get something right. 

Maybe ten times? Maybe a hundred times? In the time of discontinuous change we are in as a church, 

this is an idea and understanding we must borrow from the business world.  

And so, we are going to invest in this idea of beloved community. We’re going to work at it. But we’re 

not just going to be investing the money we’ve borrowed. We’re investing ourselves. Or nothing will 

happen.  

Investment is an interesting word. Although it has the sound of money ringing all through it now, 

etymologically it has to do with clothing. When you invest, you put on something. Usually what you put 

on has some symbolic value. You are invested as the new chancellor of the university. You are invested 

into the Order of the Knights of the Garter – an English order of chivalry likely founded in 1344 as 

Edward III’s apology for his brutal rape of the Countess of Salisbury. The Order’s chapel is the Chapel of 

St. George at Windsor Castle. 

And Canadians can be invested into the Order of Canada, though they don’t get any clothing, just a 

medal.  

The early church had its investments too. They happened at baptism. After baptismal candidates were 

baptized and came out of the pool in which they were immersed and baptized, they were invested in a 

white robe.  

Last week we were talking about baptism because our theme was the baptism of Jesus, and this week 

we are talking about a wedding because our Gospel reading is the miracle at Cana. Many sorts of 

interpretations can be given to the investment of the newly baptized in a white garment. The garment 

could suggest purity, or innocence, or perhaps a spiritual virginity. Whatever quality one attaches to the 

symbolism of the white garment, the profound relational symbolism operating below the surface is that 

once baptized the baptized person is invested in the garment of a bride because that’s what the person 

has become – the bride of Christ.  

Frankly, Being Visionary 

A congregation that affirms the inclusion of minority sexual orientations and gender identities will have 

less of a problem understanding this than perhaps others. Whether one is male or female or trans, or 

gay, bi, lesbian or straight, the symbolism is the same.  

So, when we invest ourselves in New Vision United Church, we are being married by Christ. This is what 

the Gospel according to John appears to be saying. It’s odd that Jesus, who is only a guest, would take 

the role of the bridegroom, and provide more wine to the celebration, unless the Scripture is flat out 

telling us that Jesus is the bridegroom, and the marriage at which he bridegroom is a symbol of God’s 

relationship with God’s creation.  



12 
 

Whatever one thinks of this frankly visionary way of reading scripture, it does have the virtue of 

suggesting spiritual fecundity and growth between New Vision and Christ. We are for spiritual fecundity 

and growth as a new church intent on seeking out what God is doing and joining in. 

This brings me back to the big bright idea of the beloved community. I think we should invest ourselves 

in it, like a bride of whatever gender invests in a wedding dress. Beloved community is like the garment 

the newly baptized were invested in when they were baptized, the wedding dress of their marriage to 

Christ.  

Let’s say I’m right, or even, let’s say, how might we know this is a good idea or a bad one, or how can we 

make it a better idea than a worse one? Let’s go find out. Let’s go see what new church initiatives are 

happening in urban cores in North America. And let’s do it the way communication technology can allow 

us to do it today.  Whatever else the communication technology of cell-phone video cameras and 

YouTube videos and pod casts and social media give us, they give us the tools to rise up to what Martin 

Luther King Jr. called the “fierce urgency of the now.”   

Now is the marriage of God and God’s people. Let us enjoy it.  Yes, frankly, with a kind of fierceness – 

the fierceness of the urgent now that makes beloved community in this world.  
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“Living in a Space of Flows: The Vision is We are Connected” 

New Vision United Church 

Rev. Dr. Ian Sloan 

Sunday, January 31, 2016 

Introduction 

The space which God inhabits with us completely is free, definite, open-ended, personal; at times non-

human in its being personal:  

The heavens are telling the glory of God; 

   and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.  

Day to day pours forth speech, 

   and night to night declares knowledge.  

There is no speech, nor are there words; 

   their voice is not heard;  

yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 

   and their words to the end of the world. (Psalm 19:1-4, NRSV) 

That’s personal, but it’s not human.  

 In contrast to the space in which God inhabits with us is the space of death. It is finite, determined, 

impersonal and very human all the time. Consider for example a trip to the funeral home to make plans 

for our remains after we die. This is a very human thing to do, usually accomplished with some 

sensitivity and care, but it is also a very impersonal matter.  The awareness of our death isolates us from 

each other, from non-human creation, and from God.  

God inhabits the space of death only incompletely and does so because we only inhabit it incompletely 

ourselves. Death is part of life. God lives with it. We try to live with it. God lives with the discomfort and 

the non-closure of death. Our salvation might be described as God’s liberation of us from the space of 

death. Our life in time through which our salvation takes place might be said to be practices with God of 

justice and peace and love. In our tradition, Jesus shows us the Way of justice and peace and love. Jesus 

is the Way of our salvation.  

 ‘This time is going to be different!’ we say at New Vision as we seek to be in that space God inhabits. 

We’re moving from a practice of deficits to a practice of investments. We’re going to track what we 

invest in and evaluate what comes of our investments in order to develop as a congregation that 

sustains and nourishes Jesus’ Way in each of our hearts, and with others in our community of faith, and 

with the wider world.  

Let’s invest some time and effort today then into looking at what is happening to the church and to 

society. Come see with me a new idea, the idea of “the space of flows” and let’s connect it to our 

conviction that “this time is different!”  
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The Great Unraveling and the Responses of the Church 

First, let us speak from the heart about the wasting away of church life over the last two to three 

generations. This is not every denomination, but almost every one, and what identifies them most 

clearly is that they are all churches that arose in the first waves of immigration to North America. A 

current author on Christian life (Alan Roxburgh) calls them the “Euro-tribal” churches.  

 The great unraveling of the euro-tribal churches seems to have begun in the 1960s.  

 Unraveling is difficult as an image. I recall my emotions as a young adult as my mother died from 

the complications of a brain tumour operation. She died after living several months post-op in 

total paralysis. Our family world unraveled. 

 Responses to the great unraveling by members of the Euro-tribal churches since it began about 

50 years ago have been various forms of effort to fix the church.  

Fixing the church is a powerful idea, especially for those for whom the euro-tribal tradition is strong – 

like the United Church of Canada, who as a first immigration wave denomination has done much to 

cultivate the texture of Canadian settler life. There has been a sequence of efforts to fix the church. The 

1960s featured the renewal and relational revolution movements, the 70s and 80s the church growth 

movements, the 80s and 90s the corporate church approach, the 2000s to present the emerging and 

missional church movements.  The most recent form of this fixing the church idea is an emphasis on 

church planting. New church fixers, seeing exhausted congregations that cannot adapt to the 

recommendations of the last batch of church fixers, have decided it is better to start fresh. Give up on 

dying congregations. Plant new churches. New Vision is part of this wave to the extent that we either 

embrace it, or we decide to resist it. My sense is we don’t have to do either, but be aware of it as we 

consider things.  

Can we  accept that our Euro-tribal church The United Church of Canada is unraveling? Can we think not 

about fixing our church, but about starting again with God?  

Because God is up to something.  

Living in a Space of Flows 

As I said earlier, the space which God inhabits with us completely is free, definite, open-ended, personal, 

and, as the psalms show us, at times non-human and yet personal. “The heavens are telling the glory of 

God;  and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork …” says the psalmist. 

But the space of death is finite, determined, impersonal and very human all the time. We talked about a 

trip to the funeral home to make plans for our remains after we die as an example.  Very human, very 

impersonal. Now consider a trip to Home Depot. On the face it, not much to compare to a trip to the 

funeral home. And yet, it is possible to go from my home to Home Depot and back again and not 

connect with a single human being. I can find what I want on the shelves, do the self-serve check-out, 

and get there and back in my car.  

This is an example of the space of flows.  
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The space of flows is built to make us invisible. It is impersonal. It is all human, defined and designed 

completely by human technology. It is beautifully functional and it has caught the eye of all North 

American municipal planners. City Official Plans and zoning approaches work to create efficient spaces 

of flow.  

The space of flows is isolating. Virtual reality and the space of flows are pretty much the same.  

The stories that existed before the space of flows developed are unraveling in the space of flows. Our 

stories individually and as a church are unraveling there. Our neighbours’ stories are unraveling.  

We’re not training for a rescue operation here – of rescuing old stories. We’re not training to respond 

with grief alone here to the unraveling of these stories in our neighbourhood caused by our space of 

flows order. Indeed, the current generation has nothing to mourn about the euro-tribal church that is 

unraveling. They were not there then. The statistics suggest that only one in ten of this generation since 

1983 is in one of these churches today.  

The vision is we can be connected, connected in resistance to these space of flows, and that God is 

doing the connecting, bringing us into more free, definite and open-ended space, the space I believe 

Jesus called the kingdom of heaven. So the space of flows is kind of like the space of death, contrasted 

to space God inhabits. Let’s explore the connection further. 

The Vision is We are Connected 

In some parts of North America, urban design is moving on from space of flows design practices. The 

walkable community movement, for example, is a response to the unravelling of community caused by 

the space of flows. Complete streets are another.  

 Jesus, however: in his day, everyone lived in a walkable community. Becoming a walkable community is 

not the gospel.  

Jesus’ time's problem is exclusion. To be excluded from the life of community was to experience death. 

Time and again we see Jesus resisting the exclusionary practices of his day. How does Jesus work 

inclusion?  The blood of the menstruating woman made her unclean to his touch, but she touched him 

and she was healed. Paul the apostle wakes up from being Saul the Jewish avenger and gets it: gets the 

inclusionary practices of Jesus such as this one. Is this inclusive vision of reconciliation between 

bloodlines the seed of the gospel – the way of salvation -- what it is all about?  

Walter Bruggemann on the gospel puts it this way: there is a main version and a subversion – gospel 

subversion wells up and overwhelms the main version. The early Christian communities are people living 

in community that shouldn't be (according to the main version). The subversion is a welling up of 

inclusion. Those who are told by a thousand large and tiny signs not to be with each other, make a 

community with each other.  

The space of flows is the same thing as Bruggeman’s main version. The space of flows isolates us from 

community. The space of flows prevents us from being seen by each other. It prevents us from being 
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visible to each other. It prevents us from seeing others in the neighbourhood. That’s the place to start 

looking for what God is doing.  

Proclaiming the gospel of inclusion: that’s a beloved community practice that we may be able to bring to 

the neighbourhood. That could be our contribution, our skill, our talent, that could be what we offer and 

see how those whom we offer it to respond. Could we see when we offer it whether or not people in 

the neighbourhood sense they are being seen by us?  

And how would we offer it? What will the experiment look like? 

Conclusion 

So, perhaps it is preposterous that a year and a half after New Vision forms as a new congregation, its 

minister would go away for three months to visit Christians in neighbour city urban cores where the 

great unraveling of the Euro-tribal churches is also well underway. Perhaps though it really is the right 

thing to do? It’s about us really becoming visible to each other and to do things so that our neighbours 

feel seen by us? I’ll see you in a different way when I come back and you will see me. Maybe this Jesus 

thing actually works. Maybe it actually is working. I hope we see each other more fully; I hope we are 

able to allow each other to show more of ourselves to each other.  

We knew we were moving to become a new, sustainable congregation when Centenary and St. Giles 

each pulled the plug on themselves, when New Vision formed, and we started something new together 

(and that “we” includes everyone who has joined us since we formed a year and a half ago). But we 

didn’t really know how we were going to be that sustainable congregation. Along the way we have come 

to integrate the beloved community into our self-understanding. We now have some clues! The beloved 

community is very close to this idea of being visible and making others feel visible in a kind, complete 

and loving way.    
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“Training Camp for Peacemakers” 

Transfiguration Sunday 2016 

Sunday, February 7, 2016. 

Annual Meeting Sunday 

 

Introduction 

 

And now for the thrilling conclusion to the 5 part sermon series: “Faithful Presence: Five Sermons 

Toward Sabbatical Time”. 

 

This is mountain-top Sunday – Transfiguration Sunday -- our collective recollection of and reflection on 

the mountain-top “aha” moment when Peter, James and John saw Jesus transfigured – shining with a 

radiance shared with two others who stood and talked with him – Moses and Elijah. 

 

This is a mountain-top sermon, where with the grace of God we will all say “aha!” to the meaning of the 

sabbatical time that beckons us as we descend into it through the next three months.  

 

Where We’ve Been: What We’ve Seen 

 

We began this unlikely sermon series on the Sunday we marked Epiphany with an epiphany: we are in 

Bethlehem: where we learn that Jesus is a child of God. We are children of God. God in Jesus was born 

in a stable on the edge of history. We learned with the Wise Ones on the edge of history in Bethlehem 

that children of God are non-violent peacemakers. Children of God are meek, and they inherit the earth 

because they train themselves to live into their actual non-violent identity rather than the illusory one of 

violence. The children of God – that is every human, including those we call our enemies – can all stop 

cooperating with violence. They can disarm violence in themselves through practice. Through training. 

 

This brings us to the New Vision Moment: the moment St. Giles and Centenary unraveled completely. 

New Vision is something new. Is it a training camp for children of God to become the peacemakers they 

actually are?  

 

This time is different we at New Vision say: we were a people of the deficit; now we believe ourselves to 

be people of investments. We are congregation that is going to pay its way. Living the actuality of our 

real identity as children of God means we will become able to pay our way. We believe this because we 

know that peace matters to God.  

 

I go off for three months. During a significant chunk of that time I hope to be seeing other new ministry 

initiatives in North America. In our separation from each other, and while I do this and other things, and 

you do yours, the Spirit will help us design new space for ourselves as a congregation “on the edge of 

history.” We’ll see the connections between my going out into the wider North American 

neighbourhood and the practices by which New Vision starts its journey out into its urban core Hamilton 

neighbourhood.  
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In the Space of Flows: Right at Home 

 

We go out into our neighbourhoods because North American society has almost perfected a “space of 

flows” in the urban places we all inhabit.  

 

It is possible to go from my home in the urban core to Home Depot and back again and not connect with 

a single human being. I can find what I want on the shelves at that big box store, do the self-serve check-

out thing, and get to the store and back in my car.  

This is an example of the space of flows.  

The space of flows is built to make us invisible. It is impersonal. It is all human, defined and designed 

completely by human technology. It is beautifully functional and it has caught the eye of all North 

American municipal planners. City Official Plans and zoning approaches have worked to create efficient 

spaces of flow.  

Our MacNab site in whose church hall we worship today is an example of what has happened to the 

traditional spaces of community as the space of flows habit developed in Hamilton. As it sits right now, 

the building is marooned. Its former Christian Education wing was sold to a bank which intended at the 

time to build an office tower. At the moment there is a parking lot there. Out our side door is a transit 

hub for the City of Hamilton transportation service, and the exit ramp from an underground parking lot. 

Out our front door is the five-lane highway called Main Street, which often resembles a drag strip with 

its sequenced traffic lights. This once vital hub of community in Hamilton is now isolated from any 

neighbourhood and unfunctional because of the space of flows.  

The space of flows is isolating. It is isolating like virtual reality is isolating. Electronic virtual reality and 

the space of flows are pretty much the same. Where there is road rage in the one there are people 

flaming in the other.  

The space of flows looks benign, but as it is investigated, it can be seen to be based upon violence.  It is 

based on consumerism, and consumerism supposes finite resources, so that everything has a price and 

the market place sets it. Those with more resources are able to get more; those with less resources get 

less. The car is practically what marks those with more out from those with less, because the space of 

flows design is based on the automobile. Competition for resources makes winners and losers, and 

violence is a tool winners use in every industrialized and industrializing society to make sure they win in 

the contest for finite resources.    

 

Resisting this space of flows calls for the gospel practice of inclusion, the dismantling of the violent 

separation of humans from humans that this space of flows actually depends upon and cultivates.  Since 

the space of flows keeps people invisible to each other, a key element of the non-violent resistance to 

the violence of the space of flows is to adopt practices by which people feel seen, really seen. So that 

they may connect, really connect.  
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These practices are a grass-roots thing. 

 

The New Church 

 

What is the role of the church in this grass-roots movement toward us being more and more truly visible 

to each other as we are? Like its congregations of St. Giles and Centenary, the euro-tribal church The 

United Church of Canada is unraveling all over the country. It looks like God intends that it unravel. The 

relationship that Scripture shows matters most to God is the one between God and God’s creation and 

creatures.  The church as it was cannot incarnate this relationship in our day. The consequences of 

pollution, the awareness of profound insight in the many religious and spiritual traditions around the 

world, the suicidal economy, have made it time that that we unravel that form of church.  

 

The new relationship between the church and God, in contrast, is a means to developing that 

relationship between God and God’s creation and creatures, not an end in itself. That’s the truth of the 

unraveling of the euro-tribal churches. The church is meant for the world, not the world for the church.  

That’s the truth all our efforts to “fix the church” have denied. As the church is knitted anew to become 

more and more means of God’s peacemaking in the world, more of God’s creatures and God’s creation 

live in that peaceful non-violent place Jesus identified as the kingdom of heaven and Martin Luther King 

Jr talked about as “the beloved community.”  Affirming. Intercultural. Peacemaking. Connecting. Making 

visible real identity and dissolving false ones. 

 

Baptism is a sign. “This is my beloved,” says a voice from heaven as a dove descends onto Jesus in the 

Jordan where he has just been baptized by John. Baptism as a sign and means to investment in the Way 

of Jesus impel us out into the neighbourhood to make genuine community truly seen.  Now we can say 

what God’s up to: God is up to enabling people in neighbourhoods to truly see each other.  

 

Truly seeing each other as children of God: that’s what God invites us to join in doing out in our 

neighbourhoods. Let’s make New Vision a training camp for that. 

 

Let’s make it a training camp for peacemakers.  

 

 

 

 

 


