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Part 1: What’s Changed? 
 
I would like to thank George Vais and St. David’s for inviting me to 
share these thoughts with you today.  I thought I should start by 
sharing a picture of my family. Here we are a few weeks ago.  
 
And many of you will know that I spent 
many years at Knox Presbyterian Church in 
Bracebridge. So as a part of my introduction 
I feel compelled to share this picture of me. 
I think I’m still best remembered at Knox as 
the pudgy sheep from the Christmas 
pageant man years ago. That’s me with the 

black ears. It wasn’t a speaking part, but I hold no grudges.  
 
Before we get started I want to share a few of the following resources:  
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 There are several books at the side table, some of which I’ll make reference to. There is a 
‘Resource Sheet’ that provides information about these books. You may want to check some of 
them out.  

 There are also small white sheets to fill out if you’d later like me to send you a copy of these 
remarks. I’ll be sharing a lot of information so this way you won’t have to worry about writing 
everything down.  You can also sign up for my blog or the church email newsletter.  

 There is a small sheet on evangelism, which I’ll discuss later. 
 There is also a one-page summary of some research that was done a few years ago on 

Presbyterian Churches that are growing. That work was done by David Moody.  
 
That said, I’m kind of embarrassed to be here. Embarrassed because it’s not like I have a tonne of 
experience with all of this. The title of this presentation promises a lot. But here’s what I offer:  
 

 My 5 years of experience in a church that continues to go through a healthy time of renewal and 
energy. 

 Research from people like the Stuart Macdonald,1 John Bowen and Kennon Callahan (and others), 
much of which is Canadian research (not always easy to find). 

 My own reading and journey as a cultural observer. My goal is for each of you to take 3 or 4 things 
away from here that will help you better understand our cultural situation and that will help you 
be part of a vital church. 

 
In keeping with the title of this workshop, let’s begin with a clip 
from The Wizard of Oz. 
 
[Scene is played—from the onslaught of a terrible storm (in black 
and white) to the house lifting off the ground and landing in a 
new place (in colour)] 
 
The past 60 years have brought huge change in Canadian culture. 
In the classic movie, The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy and her dog Toto 
are swept away in a tornado, house hurling through the air, 
landing in an unfamiliar, almost exotic land. As she looks around 
confused, she realizes she isn't “in Kansas anymore.” 
 

This seems to be our situation as Christians in Canada today. Many values have changed, the cultural 
landscape looks different, most of our friends and family aren’t in church, and belief is not a “given.”  
Unlike Dorothy, we will never go back to Kansas. So how do we live as Christians in today's new Canada?  
 
How can we be vibrant churches?  
 
What’s Changed? 
This first part of the day will focus on the question, What’s Changed?  I’ll be drawing heavily on the 
research by the Rev. Dr. Stuart Macdonald—research specifically focussing on the cultural change in 
Canada after the Second World War. This is important for us to understand if we are to not only survive 
as Christians and churches, but thrive.  
 
Dr. Macdonald recalls that he began his ministry in the 1980’s.  At that time kids were still saying prayer 
in schools and that there was no shopping on Sundays.2  The public school system privileged Protestant 
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Christianity, and no one could do anything on Sunday except go to church.  There was essentially limited 
competition or “no competition,” to use a cynical expression.  Soon, both those things changed.  
 
The reason I start with these observations (about prayer in public schools and Sunday shopping) is 
because those are two very visible tangible changes in a subject with many elusive areas of greyness.  
They are things we can put our finger on. 
 
But Canadian Protestant Christians have responded poorly to the changes of removing prayer from 
schools and allowing Sunday shopping.  We have complained that there is now hockey and other 
“competition on Sundays.”  The subtle suggestion is there, Dr. Macdonald argues, that if all the other 
activities on Sunday magically disappeared, people would simply come back to church.  Are we really 
saying that we can only do well if we are the last but only option to people?  That we can only be healthy 
if people don’t have anything better to do? We’re not that naïve, are we?  
 
But Dr. Macdonald says this is where we need a reality check.  Get this: People became less involved in 
churches a full “twenty years before there was shopping, or sports, or other activities on Sundays.” We 
often say that those things changed Sundays.  But that’s just not true.  The changes to culture started 
happening 20 years before Sunday shopping and other activities were introduced on the Lord’s Day, and 
before prayers were stopped in public schools.  20 years before. 
 
These are just a few of the things we can put our finger on which is why they get discussed a lot.  But the 
church in Canada today finds itself in a new world.  And it is really unsure about how to handle the new 
situation.  We have not been here before. 
 

In a massive work called A Secular Age, Montreal philosophy 
professor Charles Taylor says that in our time, and for the 
first time in human history, there is now a widely available 
option for people to use to make sense of their lives and 
destiny. He calls it self-sufficient humanism. It is something, 
he writes, “accepting no final goals beyond human 
flourishing, nor any allegiance to anything else beyond this 
flourishing. Of no previous society was this true.”  That’s a 
huge statement. “Of no previous society was this true.” He 
goes on to ask this question: “why was it virtually impossible 
not to believe in God in, say, 1500 in our Western society, 
while in 2000 many of us find this not only easy, but even 
inescapable?”3 

 
So, about this new world in which we find ourselves. First, we don’t know much about it. We are still in 
the midst of change and so it is a moving target. The ball we are trying to study is still moving through the 
air, spinning.  
 
But what do we know? Well, we know about certain things like sports, and politics, and that Canadians 
both love and hate winter at the same time.  But when it comes to the religious or spiritual situation, 
we’re less clear.  Many theories have been put forward to try and explain why people have been less 
engaged in the church.  Here is an incredibly condensed summary, and even these theories could be 
broken down into smaller categories:  
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(A) Secularism. Generally speaking this is the idea that Christianity is now just one option among 
many about how people give meaning to their lives.  
 
A person named Sheila Larson said, “I believe in God.  I’m not a religious fanatic.  I can’t remember 
the last time I went to church.  My faith has carried me along the way.  It’s Sheilaism.  Just my own 
little voice.”4   It’s kind of funny, and strange, and, in my opinion, dangerous.   It’s as if we live in a 
time of a religious McDonald’s—just look at the menu of options and choose whatever suits your 
personal tastes. Christianity, in this view, becomes something merely to consume from a variety of 
choices.  This, it is argued, undermines the uniqueness and authority of Christianity. 
 

(B) Science.  This theory, Macdonald argues, is that the advances in a scientific understanding of the 
world have caused many to doubt the reliability of the Bible. They say this despite the fact that for 
hundreds of years Christians and scientists (not exclusive groups) have adapted very well to one 
another, often in complementary ways.  So this theory doesn’t seem to be so cut and dry as many 
people suggest (although there are major issues that are raised as a result of scientific discovery). 
 

(C) Change Phobia.  This theory suggests that people have a spiritual need, but the church is slow to 
change (or at least, some manifestations of the church are slow to change) and has therefore not 
kept up with people’s spiritual needs in a new time.  But who knows, it’s hard to measure these 
things. 

 
The list goes on.  
 
But what many people neglect is that the church has been incredibly strong for the past several hundred 
years.  But in the late 1950’s something changed.  And the change became more radical, Dr. Macdonald 
argues, by the late 1960’s.  People stopped worshipping.  
 
If you look at the census data, the percentage of people marking “no religion” was relatively small in the 
1950’s.  A few percent.  That grew in the 60’s.  In 1981 it was 7%.  Now, it’s over 16%.5  “No religion” is 
now the second largest “religious” category in Canada.  
 
As the progression happened, people started looking for ways to explain it.  
 
The first way was denial and blame, Dr. Macdonald points out.  Some denied that anything was wrong.  I 
call this the ostrich-with-it’s-head-in-the-sand theory.  Then came blame.  Liberals blamed conservatives 
for holding them back from being progressive and “getting with the times,” and conservatives blamed 
liberals for holding them back from boldly proclaiming eternal truths.  Then people continued to blame 
other Christians.  They said if only we worshipped 
differently; some said if only we had modern music; some 
said if only we held on to the old hymns… then things 
would be good again. 
 
But the cultural change was much deeper.  And this is key; 
it related to values in many parts of the Western world:  
 

Society began to reject the structures and values 
of Victorian society.6 
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These were cultural values, and were rejected in a far-reaching way. And the church was very closely 
aligned with many of these structures and values.  
 
The only television show I really watch regularly is Murdoch Mysteries.  It’s on CBC and stars Yannick 
Bisson and Helene Joy.  It takes place in Toronto in the 1890’s.  Think of it like Anne of Green Gables meets 
Law and Order (without the graphic violence). It’s a great show. And if you want to see the last vestiges of 
Victorian values, give it a watch! 
 
Part of the problem was that we had become duped that there was only one way to be the church of 
Christ—and that ‘way’ was all mixed up with Victorian values (but which aren’t necessarily a perfect 
parallel with Christian values).  But we need to be clear: Society as a whole rejected many of these 
structures and values.  Here is what these values are, according to Dr. Macdonald:  

 a respect to all forms of authority;7  
 a desire for respectability;  
 a distrust of sexuality;  
 and a willingness to defer pleasure in order to be seen to be seen as respectable; 
 highly defined (differentiated) gender roles;  
 and a fear of alcohol and drugs and their overuse.   

 
This isn’t an exhaustive list. Those were Victorian values, and you’ll notice that those things aren’t so 
important to many people any more. 
 
These values were also wrapped up in boy scouts, Girl guides, traditional gender-separated 
organizations, in particular lodges, all of which have been impacted by these changes.  So have the 
churches.  This has been a cultural shift away from Victorian values.  As a result, we no longer enjoy 
official support from the government; and the church is no longer seen, in the words of Dr. Macdonald, as 
the “unquestioned moral compass for this culture.” 
 
So what does our culture—the culture around us—value?  Here’s a short list: The modern creed (health 
and happiness),8 personal independence, individual expression, and pleasure.  I would argue that there is 
a whole lot missing from that list.  And it’s much different from what I think lies at the heart of 
Christianity: faith, unconditional love, hope, service, joy, and obedience to the will of God.  “Obedience” 
sounds like a very “authoritarian” word!  
 
It should also be noted that the other thing that started happening in the 1950’s and 1960’s was this: 
Canadians started to become more wealthy. Just something to note.  
 
So, where does all of this change leave us?  What do we have to do?  
 

First: We need to get off the escalator. 
 
[Clip is shown of two people on an escalator which stops; they 
don’t move, and keep calling for help. This clip was from a 
commercial for the Becel Heart Health Makeover.] 
 
We need to get off the escalator as Christians. In the clip I just 
showed, those two people were riding up the escalator.  It was 
doing the work for them.  All they needed to do was just stand 
there motionless and the escalator carried them.  It’s a fun 
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thing to do.  I love it when Benjamin and I go to the Georgian Mall in Barrie; I don’t know what the mall 
people think but we love riding up and down the escalator.  He giggles and we have a blast.  
 
Part of the reason why the clip is funny is because as soon as it breaks down, they don’t see the solution.  
Instead of just walking off, they stand there waiting for someone to fix it. (To make a comparison to 
something I said earlier, perhaps they are waiting for someone to put prayer back in public schools or 
ban Sunday shopping and the thing would start up again and everyone would be happy with the escalator 
delivering people right through the front door of the church.) 
 
If you look at this graph, the first circle represents Canadian culture 
in the years up to and after World War Two.  The second circle 
represents Christianity.  Notice the overlap.  There is a lot of shared 
space there; this represents shared values.  Based on the research of 
Dr. Macdonald let’s say those are shared Victorian values. Before, 
almost just by living in Canada, you could ride the escalator of the 
Christian faith.  Not all the time and not everywhere for everyone—
but generally, you could learn a lot about Christianity and, in many 
respects, find yourself engaging in a Christian lifestyle almost simply 
by living here.  Perhaps that was a certain kind of Christianity, but it 
was there nevertheless.  Canadian culture privileged Christianity.  
You could pick up faith almost by osmosis. 
 
As I’ve already mentioned, the government had legislation against shopping on Sundays.  We prayed in 
public schools.  Canadian culture privileged Christianity.  You could walk down the street tap someone on 
the shoulder and they would probably know the words to the Lord’s Prayer.  Or some of the 10 
Commandments.  Another person might even know some of the Apostles’ Creed.  

 
But now fast forward to our time.  This next graph has the 
same parts but they are represented differently.  Notice how 
both parts are still there, but much of that shared space of the 
importance of Victorian values is no longer shared. Now, our 
Canadian culture, as a whole, has much less in common with 
Victorian values.  
 
What you’ll notice is that those things within Christianity that 
were too closely tied to Victorian values have been rejected as 
good. As a reminder those values were:  
 
 

 a respect to all forms of authority;  
 a desire for respectability;  
 a distrust of sexuality;  
 and a willingness to defer pleasure in order to be seen to be seen as respectable; 
 highly defined gender roles;  
 and a fear of alcohol and drugs and their overuse.   

 
All this is to say that, like in the video, the escalator has stopped.  Our surrounding culture will no longer 
carry you along in your faith. We have to walk the walk.  We have to walk the Jesus walk and talk the 
Jesus talk ourselves if we are to have a modern, robust faith.  No one is going to do it for us.  
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Perhaps we want other people to fix the escalator.  Maybe we think that if only our culture changed: if 
maybe we brought back prayer in public schools, or legislated against Sunday shopping, (or a whole 
variety of other things) things would be different.  But no. No one is going to do the work for us.  Our 
Canadian culture isn’t going to carry us up the escalator.  No more faith-by-osmosis.  
 
And concerning some of this cultural change, there are other practical considerations too. In a book that 
I’ll talk more about later, John Bowen, Associate Professor of Evangelism at Wycliffe College, shares some 
insights.  
 
Mobility  
People are becoming more mobile. Sociologist Reginald Bibby says: “Statistics Canada estimates that the 
average Canadian makes a residential move about once every five years… [And moving to a new home or 
town is a major source of loss for churches]… Every time people move, about half of them will stop 
attending [church] regularly.”9 
 
Loyalty? 
My step father-in-law is very loyal to Chrysler. He will always buy Chrysler even if there is a better 
product for cheaper that’s something else. In a certain time, people worked at same company for 50 
years, but now people change careers frequently. The same is increasingly said of denominations. Bowen 
highlights how “research confirms what others have found, that changing denominations is a very 
common thing these days.”10 
 
Bigger global change? 
But still more needs to be said about what is happening around the world with Christianity and change. 
And these large-scale trends are described by Phyllis Tickle in her book called The Great Emergence: How 
Christianity is Changing and Why.11 
 
She picks up on the observation by Mark Dyer that about every 500 years the global church holds a giant 
rummage sale. Maybe we could think of it as a big upheaval. Some stuff goes, some stuff stays. Let me tell 
you what I mean:  
 
500 years ago there was the Protestant Reformation. In very general terms there was a reforming of the 
church, and Protestantism was born out of Roman Catholicism. 500 years before that there was 
something called the Great Schism, another kind of split between the eastern church and the western 
church. 500 years before that there was something called the Council of Chalcedon with important 
debates and conversations about the humanity and divinity of Jesus.  500 years before that (roughly) a 
man disrupted things called Jesus of Nazareth.12 
 
Today, we are at another one of those 500 year junctures. A rummage sale. An upheaval.  
 
But Tickle brings to the surface something very important to keep in mind. She says that there are 3 
consistent results from big periods of upheaval:  
 

1. A new, more vital form of Christianity emerges 
2. The then-dominant organized form of Christianity has to reconstitute itself and becomes stronger 
3. Because of the upheaval, the faith actually spreads more widely, and to a more diverse group of 

people 
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Think of the Protestant Reformation in this way. (1) Certainly, a new more vital form of Christianity 
emerged. (2) Roman Catholicism became, in many ways, more robust. And (3) the change helped spread 
the Gospel more broadly around the world.  
 
We are in one of those periods of upheaval and change, not only in Canada, but around the world.  But 
change is scary. And it’s hard.  
 
Jean Vanier, a man who worked for years with people with intellectual disabilities, and also a man whom 
I consider to be one of the modern pioneering poets for the kingdom of God, writes: “We are all so 
frightened of losing what is important to us, the things that give us life, security, and status in society.  We 
are frightened of change and, I suspect, we are even more frightened of our own hearts.”13 
 
And so change is often something that threatens our sense of security or sense of importance. Dealing 
with change, in the church, I suspect, has a lot to do with some of these things. A feeling that we are: 
 

 Losing security or “what we know” 
 Losing status or importance in society’s eyes 
 Being un-faithful or dis-loyal to our tradition or God 
 Being too different 

 
As we wrap up this first section on change let me share this thought. I spend a lot of time in cemeteries. 
Usually it’s before or after an internment. I like to see what people put on their tombstones. Other than 
names and dates, you usually you see things like Psalm 23 or John 3:16.  A friend recalls a time he was 
doing the same thing and a particular tombstone caught his eye because it was unusual.  It simply said 
“Go yet into the world and preach the gospel to every creature.” (From Mark 16:15).  My friend felt 
inspired and thought ‘That’s the kind of verse I want on my tombstone.’  He wanted to know more about 
the person who was buried there and so he went around the other side to the front of the stone and 
discovered something interesting.  It wasn’t for a person.  The gravestone was for a church.  A church that 
closed its doors 30 years prior.  After World War Two it had been vibrant for a while, but failed to adapt, 
and got smaller and eventually closed its doors.  How sad: A tombstone for a church. 
 
We are in a time of great change—but that’s not necessarily bad. I don’t want to go back to Kansas. There 
are some really vital ways to be the people of Christ in this new land.  
 
[Break] 
 

Part 2: What Do We Want, Really? 
 
What are our motivations? Do we want a “big” church? Do we want an 
“impressive” church? Or do we want a vibrant, or healthy, or faithful church?  
How we answer that question—when we’re honest—makes all the difference.  
If our motivations are in the wrong place, we’re wasting our time.  
 

As Hans Urs von Balthasar has somewhere said,  
“success is not a Gospel category, faithfulness is.” 

 
But what is the church, anyway? 
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In the New Testament, the church is spoken about in different ways: The Greek word used is ekklesia, a 
word that literally means “those called out.” It is usually translated into English as “congregation,” 
“church” or “assembly.” It refers to the people who are called by God to participate in a special type of 
community—a community grounded in Jesus and who tries to be a part of and continue his ministry on 
earth.  
 
The four major ways these people are characterized in the New Testament are:  
 

1) The people of God 
2) A servant people 
3) The body of Christ 
4) A community of the Spirit14 

 
“The body of Christ” is probably the most widely known today.  Here are a few other ways the church and 
its purpose have been articulated:  
 

 “The church is Christ together with his people called both to worship and to serve him in all of 
life.”  -Living Faith, 7.1.115 
 

 To be a member of a church… “is to be an active participant in God’s unparalleled renovation of 
the world.” - Wallace Alston16 

 

 The church exists to increase among people the love of God and neighbour. -H.R. Niebuhr17 
 

 The Church’s most basic task is “to offer people creative ways to communicate with the source of 
human life.” –Henri Nouwen18 
 

 “The Church of Christ is not an institution; she is a new life with Christ and in Christ, directed by 
the Holy Spirit.” –Sergei Bulgakov19 

 

 “The church’s primary job is to foreshadow. To the ordinary observer it looks like worship and 
honest service, and a lot of bumbling around in between.  But really, this is much more.  It is a sign 
of hope.  When churches are at their best, they are foreshadowing the compassionate kingdom of 
God, something we also call heaven-on-earth, or the completed vision of Jesus.” –Me! 

 
In light of all this, What makes a vital church in this new age? And I feel it relates closely with the question 
that many of us are asking: How do we connect with young people in this new age? 
 
As I address this there are three things I’ll do: 
 

a) I’ll offer insights from the research of John Bowen, about young Canadians and young adults, 
(many in late 20’s and then 30’s and 40’s) and based on his research what to them constitutes 
a “good church.” I feel that much in his research is supported by the insights from Kennon 
Callahan, a church consultant who published the wildly popular book called The 12 Keys to an 
Effective Church.  

b) I’ll offer insights from my own particular experience at Westminster Church in Barrie—and I’ll 
be giving very practical ideas based on some of the things we have done. 

c) In the last formal section of our day called “The Pillars” I’m going to speak about 5 general, 
thematic pillars that professor Macdonald thinks are good to focus on. 
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John Bowen: What Makes a Good Church?  
 
John Bowen and his wife worked for 17 years in a Leadership Training Program at 
Ontario Pioneer Camp in Ontario—a Christian camp.  He contacted hundreds of 
young people who went through that system to inquire about their faith.20 
 
In his research, Bowen asked the people in his survey, who had left the church, this 
question: “What would be three characteristics of a church you can imagine 
wanting to join, if any?”  He also asked for reflections from people who have always 
been in church and never left from their youth, what has kept them in church.  
 
The following summary brings together what both of these groups said; and there 
are 4 categories: 
 

1. Community 
2. Open to Questions 
3. Social Concern 
4. The Style and Content of the Service  

 
Category 1: Community 
 
Community is important. Hear some of the comments people made:  

 “Acceptance, fulfilling, a home and family away from home.”21 
 “A sense of family; offers support and help for those who need it.” 
 “A sense of belonging.” 

 
These kinds of responses fit very well with our understanding of the church as the “body of Christ.” There 
is a sense that people are a part of something, that they belong there, and that they have something to do. 
Notice that it doesn’t necessary mean ‘a bunch of programs.’   
 
But there are also some key elements of what community meant to them:  
 
The first element of community is inclusiveness.  
 

 “Inclusive of all races, languages, classes and lifestyle choices.” 
 “A dedication to ALL believers where they are at.”  
 “Allowing people to feel a sense of community and inclusion despite their lifestyles, that simply 

brings people together on the basis of their recognition of God and the truth of Christ’s teachings.” 
 
The second element of community is authentic friendships.  
 
As Bowen observes, “the need for a community where one can be honest and vulnerable and not pretend. 
Words like “true” and “real” crop up. People want a church where: 

 “People share their true emotions and struggles instead of pretending everything is okay.” 
 “I can be someone but not always have to be “on my game.”” 
 ““Real” Christians talk about doubt, failure and not finding God.” 

 
So one of the huge things we can do at our churches is encourage friendships. 
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The third element of community is mentors.   
 
“The human relationship that rates highest for helping people keep their faith is with a mentor.” In 
Bowen’s research, 82% of people who have never left the church say that this is “important” or “very 
important.”  
 
But what is a mentor? Most simply mentors are those who “lead us along the journey of our lives. We 
trust them because they have been there before.”22 
 
The fourth element of community is youthfulness.  
 
This is the most controversial.  But listen to this.  This word is often paired with words like “vibrant” or 
“stimulating” or “encouraging” or “relaxed” or “friendly and welcoming” or even “spiritual.” This is very 
telling: “it is not the average age of the congregation alone that is important, but the spirit of the 
congregation.”23 
 
Sometimes it can be very difficult when a young family comes to a church and finds very few or no other 
young people. But, Bowen’s research tells him, they are more likely to stay if they have a youthful spirit—
“stimulating, encouraging, friendly and even (ideally) intergenerational.”24  
 
Category 2: Open to Questions  
 
Hear what some people said:  

 “My church does not openly tackle intellectual questions and relevant issues, such as pluralism, 
gender issues, and evangelism in a pluralistic society.” 

 “I was not allowed to ask rigorous questions in my Christian community about the world and 
God.” 

 “I realized that I had never been encouraged or even 
allowed to ask questions—not the big ones. The 
“answers” [I was given were] things like “You just 
have to trust,” or “You just don’t have enough faith.” 
These answers make you feel guilty for having 
questions and really inhibit you from growing… 
Today I have a church that encourages growth—
encourages me to seek out the answers to seek out 
God.”  

 “Room for discussion and differing opinions on 
sensitive issues, although no room for bending God’s 
word.”  

 
Notice that being open to questions doesn’t necessarily 
mean being “wishy washy.” Perhaps we can think of it in the words of the ever-quotable G.K. Chesterton, 
“The object of opening the mind, as of opening the mouth, is to shut it again on something solid.” 
 
Category 3: Social Concern 
 
At a time in the past, there people made a distinction between evangelism (a traditional understanding 
may be ‘trying to save people’s souls’) and social concern (caring for people’s well-being). Evangelicals 
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basically did the first (saving souls) and the Mainliners25 did the second (carry for the world’s physical 
well-being).  
 
To an emerging generation, this division “means nothing.” And they are impatient with people who only 
want to do one of those two things. There needs to be both.  Hear some of the comments:  
 

 “A different kind of church. One that is poor because of how it uses its money. One that is 
grassroots, has incredibly integrity, is involved with the community, is being Jesus instead of 
(ironically) asking what He would do.” 

 “Churches need to become more active in the world and actually seek to make a difference 
regarding the environment, world peace, poverty, abuse etc.” 

 
Category 4: The Style and Content of the Service 
 
Worship is big. And as you can imagine, there are a huge variety of opinions about worship style. There 
are many aspects to a service, but two main things jump out as being very important.  
 
The first is music.  One person said the church needs “Good music.” But to them, that meant “more Bach.” 
But another said, “Singing upbeat songs would help my attendance.” 
 
The kind of music was not as important as the fact that it was “tolerably well” done.   But music was not 
the most important factor.  
 
Preaching was.  A common denominator is preaching that is ‘strong, challenging and practical.’  Here are 
some comments:  

 “I generally do not find the Sunday morning message typically delivers significant value.” 
 “Inspiring sermons that deal with recent issues.” 
 “Relate sermons to life’s problems today.” 
 “Practical modern day advice” 

 
The worship service is critical.  John Bowen observes: “Someone looking for a church for the first time is 
likely to judge the church mainly by its Sunday service.”26 Overall he finds two conclusions about the style 
and content of the service:  
 

1) For the music (of whatever kind) to be competently done, and 
2) For preaching which stretches the mind and heart 

 
Westminster Presbyterian Church—Barrie, ON 

 
Now let me share some of my experience at Westminster Church.  
 
[A video is shown of the life of Westminster.] 
 
In many ways our church is like some of your churches. We don’t 
have any money in the bank. People can get anxious about the 
future and reminisce about the “good ole days.” And believe it or 
not, some people don’t always get along.  
 
But good things are happening. It’s a church that I and many 
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others want to be at. There is an “alive” vibe. Attendance has gone in the past 6 years from about 60 to 
about 110. (Numbers aren’t everything, but they do tell a part of the story.) We are increasingly 
“intergenerational.” And we’re doing some creative and faithful things 
 
I’m going to offer about some of my own experiences at Westminster in the past 5 years.  And I’ll break 
this into two parts:   

1. Significant Shifts  
2. I’ll use John Bowen’s “Big 4” of what makes a “good church” and see how we do some of those 

 
Significant Shifts  
 

i. We had seen the tombstone.  
And as I’ve said elsewhere,27 nothing motivates for change like the smell of death. I sometimes 
think that churches aren’t (really) motivated to try something new because they’re doing okay. 
They can still pay the bills and some people show up on Sundays, and we may have Bible study 
and do some community projects now and again. So doing “okay” can sometimes box you in. But 
when you’re back is against the wall you have to do something or else you’ll be doing nothing.  At 
Westminster, and although no one said it like this, I think the spirit was captured in this thing that 
Einstein said: “The significant problems we face today cannot be solved at the same level of 
thinking we were at when we created them.” 

 
ii. Jesus is Central.  

This is very important. I honestly think that if Jesus isn’t at the centre of what we do, we should 
close our doors; we’re not doing anyone any favours. I heard a story from a farmer who had some 
experience cutting the heads off of chickens.  (Sorry if this is too graphic.) Apparently when that 
happens, the chicken still runs around for a while. And if you’re standing at a distance it kind of 
looks like the chicken is frantically busying itself with urgent activities. Hmm. We’re the body of 
Christ. He’s the Head. If he isn’t important to us or central to what we do, we’re suffering from 
decapitation and we will die. We may run around for a while, but we’ll eventually flop over—and 
we should. Jesus is the Head of the church, not its left toe. That’s true at Westminster.  

 
iii. Getting a Plan.  

In 2009 we realized we needed some direction as a church and began the strategic planning 
approach as laid out in Kennon Callahan’s 12 Keys to an Effective Church.28 We went to the PCC 
Stewards by Design conference and got some great ideas about how to regain a vocabulary with 
which to engage our neighbour and to think about ministry in a new age. If your church needs a 
breath of fresh air, check out this approach. 
 

iv. Communicating with the motivations of our time.  
This dovetails with the strategic planning approach I just mentioned, and also fits well with an age 
emerging out of the Victorian era. Callahan talks about 6 motivations people have. Reasonability, 
commitment, challenge, community, compassion, and hope. In the Victorian church we over-
emphasized the first three. Now, connecting with a new age, we stress the last three. We don’t 
totally lose the first, but we connect more quickly and naturally when we emphasize the last three. 
How might these three motivations be reflected in our language?  
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v. We adopted “sprints.”   
This is again a part of the “12 Keys” approach. In the church we have many “marathon” activities—
ministries that happen at regular intervals all year, maybe a weekly Bible study or monthly church 
group, etc. And that’s great. But we limit the opportunities for a wider group to connect if we only 
have marathon activities. Sprints are short-term opportunities to learn or serve. Maybe 4 to 8 
sessions. A few at Westminster are: L.I.F.T. (Living in Faith Today), a ministry directed to people in 
the 25-40ish age range. We get together to talk about issues of faith and life—and the sprint helps 
because many people with two incomes or little kids can’t always have the same predictable 
schedule that would make something like a regular Bible study possible. Another sprint is a 
Parents and Tots Playgroup—two months on, two months off. It’s always free. How about a special 
choir for Christmas? Come to 8 practices and then have a performance. That’s a short-term sprint. 
And more people can get connected. 
 

vi. The church’s online presence.  
This has been really helpful. The front door of the 
church is no longer a slab of wood on hinges—it’s a 
“www.” This isn’t about technology. A car isn’t about 
technology, but about getting somewhere (and often 
with style). A phone isn’t about technology, but talking 
to someone. The internet isn’t about technology, but 
knowledge and relationships. Statistics Canada says 
that 80% of Ontarians are online. 14 million Canadians 
are on Facebook every single day. Seniors are the 
fasted growing internet users. I could go on. But at 
Westminster, the online presence is important. Here’s a 
diagram of the things we’re involved in. Now that’s a 
lot, and it’s taken a while to get there. But I think an 
online presence is key, especially since the vast 
majority of people who come to Westminster have first checked us out online, and only then do 
they show up to see how they’ll be welcomed. And if you don’t yet have a budget for this there are 
free options available from the Presbyterian Church in Canada. Just call Wynford Drive. 

 
[It should be noted that during this presentation I didn’t address some key things  

like leadership. That is for another day.] 
 
Practical Ways We’ve Addressed Bowen’s “Big 4” That Make A “Good Church” 
 
Community  
Just because we are a community doesn’t mean we are community. It’s something that takes work. When 
a group meets, think less ‘information’ and more ‘friendship.’ 
 
One of the things that we’ve developed (not really intentionally) is friendship-building around life-stages 
or interest groups: A few are the Parents & Tots Playgroup (early years of parenting with small kids), 
Stitch and Chatter (a ladies mission group who have a devotional, share food, and contribute to projects 
like the leprosy mission), and most recently, an Adult Social Club—a group who gathers on the first 
Friday of every month at a different restaurant in town.  
 
As I talk to people I find that the community aspect is more and more important—at least in an authentic 
way. “Community” is a modern buzz word that people like—educators, politicians and Christians use it a 
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lot. But it can’t be manufactured. It’s a continual work in progress.29 At Westminster, we succeed in some 
areas and fail in others. But one thing I’ve noticed is that people are often thinking of the church as a 
“faith support group,” especially in a culture that is increasingly hostile to their faith. When I first started 
at Westminster in 2008 I asked someone there why they went to church and they said, “Because I just 
can’t do it by myself.” 
 
Open to Questions 
This is a kind of cultural change within the church. But there are several things we have done to 
encourage this kind of climate.  
 
There are several opportunities for study. There is the regular Thursday morning Bible study (led by a 
congregant; and also a solid ‘marathon’ opportunity for learning). We’ve also started (through the 
strategic planning process) home studies two times annually. These are short-term studies (between 4 
and 8 weeks) where people gather to pray and discuss a book of the Bible. We have also done certain 
programs like Christianity Explored, Discipleship Explored, Crazy Love (by Francis Chan), and The Reason 
for God (some of the most popular objections to the Christian faith) by Timothy Keller.  But just holding 
one of these events doesn’t mean that you are ‘open to questions.’ That takes work.  
 
If we are confident that God is who he says he is and that we are his, we will be more open to questions. 
We will feel less defensive. A stifled faith doesn’t grow. Sometimes asking questions is a sign of 
faithfulness, not a sign of disobedience. Think of the great Jewish tradition out of which Christianity 
grew—questions and dialogue are a central part of the growing process. And do you know what else 
happens when people gather to discuss their faith honestly? Community.  
 
We have also had sermon series with ideas submitted from the congregation. The last one was “Talking 
About What We Don’t Talk About.” People submitted ideas for things they wanted to hear about from the 
pulpit that connected with their daily lives. And I built a 10-week series around those questions.  
 
Some of the online ministries also encourage an openness to questions, especially through the blogs that I 
write. People can submit questions and comments—sometimes on my blog website itself and sometimes 
privately.  
 
I find that being ‘open to questions’ is a culture you have to build. At Westminster there are a lot of 
questions, especially as the congregation becomes more diverse from a wide variety of denominational 
backgrounds and from people who haven’t been in church in years. People want a safe place to ask their 
questions.  
 
Social Concern 
We’ve become better in this, but there’s still a lot of work to do. But here are some of the things we’ve 
brought in. We have monthly drives for the local street centre (first Sunday of every month). Sometimes 
it’s peanut butter (a high need item), or socks, or food in general, or coffee and sugar (another expensive 
yet high need item). Different groups in the church contribute to things like Youth Haven, The Leprosy 
Mission or Presbyterian World Service and Development.  
 
But other ministries cropped up which you would think are connected with ‘community,’ but which are 
also expressions of social concern.  A 50-plus ministry for singles. The parents and tots playgroup. These 
are areas where people need help and support in their lives.  
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We also realized that our successful Vacation Bible Camp and March Break Camps were missions. We 
started asking questions of those who attended and realized that 50% of the kids didn’t have a church 
home. The camps were, therefore, expressions of social concern because these kids haven’t been in a 
Gospel environment on an ongoing basis.  
 
Something for us that raised the importance of social concern was a request we received in 2009 to be a 
kind of overflow location for the hospital in the midst of the H1N1 flu pandemic. It wasn’t everyone’s 
favourite idea, but for 2 weeks the church looked and felt like a hospital. What a great way to help!  
 
Worship (The Style and Content of the Service) 
Worship is my personal number 1 priority. It’s the continual nourishing of God’s people. And it has a 
significant influence on newcomers. As I’ve quoted previously, Bowen observes that “Someone looking 
for a church for the first time is likely to judge the church mainly by its Sunday service.”  Karl Barth, one 
of the most influential theologians of the past 100 years says it like this.  To glorify God, to worship, is 
“the most urgent, the most glorious action that can take place in human life.”30  
 
Do we treat worship with that kind of importance?  
 
“Blended” Worship 

 Through our strategic planning process, we moved to a “blended” worship 
style. This isn’t just to do with music, but with feel: warm, welcoming, 
hopeful, and relevant.  
 
But music is a big part of it. We moved to a blend of modern songs and 
traditional hymns. We started by introducing one new song per month 
(sometimes more). Within a year we had many new songs, complemented 
by the “old standards” that so many people love. But no matter the style of 
song, the theology would blend together. And keep in mind that we’re not 
doing anything radical. We still have a choir and organ. But piano is used 
most frequently, and new songs are sometimes accompanied with a guitar. 
There is a mix.  
 

We still have choral anthems on special Sundays, but we’re also trying a new format where before I 
deliver the message, we have a short set of praise songs. People are free to be seated or even be silent if 
they wish as they contemplate and prepare to hear the sermon.  
 
Preaching is important. And I’m not saying that just because I’m the preacher! I do my best to connect 
biblical themes with daily life. Preaching is the subject of conversations after the service and often 
through the week, both with me and between congregants. [If you’re a preacher and want some helpful 
resources for today’s world, send me an email and we’ll talk.] 
 
Much of preaching is the preacher him- or herself. But as an act, it needs to be something which is rooted 
in Scripture, thoughtful, and connecting to the heart.  
 
Family-Friendly / Intergenerational  
We have also been very intentional about becoming more family-friendly and intergenerational. We 
introduced a screen. We first tried it on a short trial basis, but people loved it. The older members with 
arthritis appreciated not having to hold a hymnal the size of a brick the whole service, and also not having 
to go between watching the front and following along in hymnals with miniature font. For younger people 
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with families, it’s hard enough to be at church chasing kids and following along in a bulletin; so the screen 
reduces the need for a bulletin—it’s a matter of hospitality: more people can follow along easier. Plus, the 
new songs we were introducing aren’t in the hymnal so the screen helps with that.  
 
There is a Junior Choir. Parents can bring kids 45 minutes early and have a coffee while their young 
children practice downstairs. It’s a “sprint.” There aren’t a bunch of practices. You show up, you sing! One 
practice, one song in church.  
 
During the children’s song we invite the kids to the front and they can choose from two bins of 
instruments and play along during the song. We also only 
use about 15 children’s songs in that slot. Why? Because 
that way the kids can memorize the songs (not all of them 
can read from the screen). We’re also in the process of 
making a CD of those songs so the kids can take them home 
and learn them.  
 
We moved the Lord’s Prayer from the end of the service to 
the start while they’re still there before Sunday School. 
(Remember that they don’t say prayer in public schools 
anymore.) We also moved up the Scripture readings to 
when they are in the service, and invite the older youth to 
be occasional readers.  
 
We’ve just introduced an intergenerational service 5 times per year. The service is 45 minutes, has kid-
friendly songs, includes participation in many areas from young people (prayers, Scripture readings, 
taking up the offering), and the “sermon” is a puppet ministry re-telling one of the parables. The kids (and 
adults) love it.  
 
Plus, the fellowship hall is fun. There are toys. And that can make it loud. But it’s worth it. The kids want 
to be there. Not always, but usually.  
 
These evolutions in worship are not easy. And we have done them slowly but surely. Not everyone likes 
everything. There is give and take in every situation. And those people who do more taking than giving 
shouldn’t have a louder voice. But our job isn’t to please people. It’s to be the body of Christ, together. And 
it’s working.  
 
At Westminster, we’re far from perfect. We have lots of flaws. But we’re working at several things in 
these areas which I feel are simply complementing the work that the Holy Spirit is already doing.  
 
In Sum 
So what are our motivations as churches? Do we just want to regain some kind of prestige or be big? Or 
do we want to be the church of Christ?  
 
As we launch into our discussion groups let me leave you again with this, according to John Bowen’s 
research, people are not looking for the moon. They are looking for some (not always all) of 4 things: 
community, openness to questions, social concern and worship where the music (of whatever kind) to be 
competently done and for preaching that stretches the mind and heart.  
 
[Discussion groups] | [Lunch] 
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Part 3: The Pillars 
 
“In Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, there is a turbulent scene in which a whaleboat scuds across a frothing 
ocean in pursuit of the great, white whale, Moby Dick. The sailors are labouring fiercely, every muscle 
taut, all attention and energy concentrated on the task. The cosmic conflict between good and evil is 
joined; chaotic sea and demonic sea monster versus the morally outraged man, Captain Ahab. In his boat, 
however, there is one man who does nothing. He doesn’t hold an oar; he doesn’t perspire; he doesn’t 
shout. He is languid in the crash and the cursing. The man is the harpooner, quiet and poised, waiting. 
And then this sentence: “To insure the greatest efficiency in the dark, the harpooners of this world must 
start to their feet out of idleness, and not out of toil.””31 
 
I like that because we are harpooners—people who are to keep focussed on what is important despite the 
anxiety and confusion around us.  And it reminds me of Psalm 46:10: “Be still, and know that I am God.” 
Or, as Hebrew language scholar Robert Alter translates it: “Let go, and know that I am God.”  
 
“Let go” of what? “Be still” for whom? 
 
After the video of Dorothy and her dog Toto in a new and confusing land, after her house was set down by 
the tornado, I began today by speaking about the cultural change in Canada through the research of the 
Rev. Dr. Stuart Macdonald.  I’d like to continue with some of his insights.  
 
“The Pillars” are things we might call a good focus in the midst of the change around us. Let’s think of 
them as pillars to root us, no matter what our theological leanings, or no matter what our worship style, 
or no matter who is in our churches.  Here’s the first:  
 
1. Acceptance 
 
We can’t go back.  As one author put it, a certain version of the Christian “franchise has expired.”  One of 
the many reasons we are hesitant to accept that things are different is that every town has one or two big 
churches.  And people think, ‘If we only did what they did, we’d be okay.’  But the truth is that even those 
churches are suffering. And a lot of the growth in those places is people just church shuffling out the back 
door of a one place into another.   
 
But make no mistake about it: We are all in this together, regardless of the denomination.  As Dr. 
Macdonald argues, “some may be coping better,” but we are all in this together and struggling with this 
new reality. There have been stories of some big mega-churches closing (no one writes the books about 
those).  This is a new reality.  So, we need to learn about what is going on around us.  We will have to 
leave behind much of the baggage of the Victorian-era church and ask ourselves, what is the heart of our 
faith?  Can we imagine re-thinking how we express ourselves? 
 
2. Education 
 
As Christians we need to learn and teach what it is we believe and why.  We can no longer assume that 
anyone in our culture knows what we Christians believe, or what we do.  For many, walking into a church 
is like walking into a mosque in Istanbul.  A totally foreign experience.  So education will be important.  
And more than that, adult education, Dr. Macdonald argues, is the most important thing we need to do.   
 



19 
 

We need to know the Bible and the wisdom of the church.  We won’t do well if we don’t know our own 
text book.  We need the basics like the Apostles’ Creed, the seven deadly sins, prayer, and especially the 
Sermon on the Mount.   
 
Part of the reason education will be so important is that we used to be able to learn about these essentials 
from the culture around us, almost by osmosis.  But now, our culture doesn’t really care.  So we have to be 
more intentional about getting educated.  We have to do the work ourselves.  
 
George Bernard Shaw called G.K. Chesterton a colossal genius.  Here is what Chesterton said about 
Christianity one hundred years ago, but something which is still true today: “These are the days when the 
Christian is expected to praise every creed except his own.”  Friends, we have the wisdom.  We need to 
get serious about it.  We need to know it.  
 
3. Conversion 
 
We struggle with this word.  But we need to talk seriously to other people about conversion—which 
means being transformed.  We need to be different.  
 
Saint Paul writes to a group of Jesus-followers living in ancient Rome in the early 50’s to a group he has 
not visited himself but which he knows is struggling to live their faith authentically in a culture which is 
radically different from their own mindset: “Do not be conformed to this world,” he writes, “but be 
transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God.”   
 
Conversion isn’t just a one-time thing, although it is that too.  I have been converted several times, each 
time to a deeper understanding of the faith.  Every morning I entrust my life to Jesus; you have to: it’s too 
hard out there not to.  Being transformed means living by different values—making the Christian faith 
our own.  It means being different.  Deeply different.  Deeply different than the culture around us which is 
parched for truth and hope.  Chesterton said that “Christianity even when watered down is hot enough to 
boil all modern society to rags.”  Are we living by the electric and transforming faith of World Saviour 
Jesus Christ? Or are we settling? 
 
4. Evangelism 
 
We need to invite others to share this life-giving faith.  I know, it’s hard.  It involves risk.  I know because I 
live in the same world that you do.   
 
St. Francis is quoted as saying: “Preach the Gospel, and if you have to, use words.” Perhaps many of us 
have taken this to heart and thought that the goodness of our lives should be evangelism enough. But I’m 
afraid that I don’t think St. Francis said that. First, no  one can seem to find where he said it, and second, 
it’s very contrary to his character. We need to stop making excuses for not talking about our faith.  
 
As Dr. Macdonald points out, another professor at Knox College, Nam Soon Song, defines evangelism like 
this: “talking to people about why living with Jesus is better than living without Jesus.”  Talking.  Sharing.  
Being confident.  
 
I worry that we have been duped about evangelism. And for those of us who are Presbyterians, we have 
not been very good at talking to other people about Jesus. It’s not one of our strengths. We think of people 
knocking door to door like a distasteful salesman.  When I told someone eight years ago that I was going 
to go into ordained ministry they said, ‘Well, that’s fine.  Just don’t try to evangelize me!’  Now in that 
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particular case I don’t know what they were being evangelized from, but there is a general sense out 
there that evangelism is something distasteful.  
 
I saw a cartoon picturing a young person preparing to tell a friend 
about the good news of Jesus.32  As he walks down the sidewalk he 
rehearses to himself what he’s going to say.  In the first frame of 
the cartoon he says “Jesus loves you.”  Second frame: “He forgives 
your sins.”  By this time he’s really getting excited about it.  Third 
frame: “He died for you.”  And in the fourth frame he meets 
another person sitting on a bench, and he’s all excited and ready to 
go.  But instead of saying all those wonderful things he had been 
practicing, instead says “You’re going to hell… Dang!”  Totally 
backfires.   
 
 
Part of the reason why evangelism has become somewhat of a 
dirty word is that is has become associated with threatening 
people with bad news instead of raising them up with good news. 
 
When I think of evangelism the kids story by Dr. Seuss Green Eggs 
and Ham comes to mind. Let’s call it Green Eggs and Ham evangelism.  
 
In the story, a funny yet annoying figure called Sam-I-Am, pesters a funny looking creature trying to get 
him to try his green eggs and ham, insisting that he’ll like them. You know how the story goes:  
Sam keeps asking and the creature keeps saying no:  

 
I do not like them in a house.  
I do not like them with a mouse.  
I do not like them here or there.  
I do not like them anywhere.  
I do not like Green eggs and ham.  
I do not like them, Sam-I-Am. 

 
Finally, while in the water of all places the creatures agrees to try the green eggs and ham if Sam-I-Am 
will just quit bothering him. Here’s the picture.  And then, lo and behold, he says:  

Say! I like green eggs and ham.  
I do! I like them, Sam-I-Am.  
And I would eat them in a boat… 
And I would eat them with a goat…  

 
This is a great example of how not to do evangelism. But it’s 
what we think it often is. 
 
Sam-I-Am’s good news he wanted to share was the 
exquisiteness of his green eggs and ham.  Ours is the good 
news about Jesus.  But we often think that just repetitively 
telling others how important he is or how they should go to church, will all of a sudden make the person 
think, ‘Well, I should just try this out to make this person be quiet.’  
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We are under the illusion that if we keep saying the same things we’ll eventually get our way (that is, if 
we have the nerve to say anything at all). But unlike the story, it won’t happen like that. Or at least, I 
highly doubt it. Outside of a miracle, barraging someone with the offer of Jesus-Green-Eggs-And-Ham will 
not miraculously make them a convert.  
 
The future of sharing your faith is in personal, honest conversations with people. Sharing your faith in a 
very real way. To help with this. To help with this please see the sheet on the side table. It’s from a 
sermon about evangelism a while ago. There are some foundational principles on it. But on the back 
you’ll also find a section inviting you to write down one way that Jesus has changed your life for the 
better—use real and honest language that you would actually use. Think about it. This may be the 
starting point for becoming more confident in speaking about your faith. A man once asked a minister 
that he would be a Christian if he could be given a watertight reason or argument for its truth. The 
minister replied, “What if God hasn’t given us a watertight argument, but rather a watertight person?”33 
 
How has that watertight person changed your life? Has he? That’s a good place to begin. Honestly.  
 
One last thing about the Green Eggs and Ham story. Sam-I-Am never asks the creatures name. There’s a 
distance. I’ll say it again: The future of evangelism is in honest conversations.  
 
5. Gratitude 34  
 
We need to be the thankful people; those who radiate thanksgiving for everything our incredibly 
generous God has done for us.  This is the case in a world of ‘not enough’; in a world that preaches 
scarcity—that there is not enough. Not enough money, not enough beauty, not enough love, not enough 
energy, not enough time. And whenever that is the message, the response is greed. Hoarding. Get a glass 
of water in the desert and you hold on for dear life. 
 
But no.  We will cling to the old Scripture like a creed: “The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.”35 
Gratitude.   
 
Our little Benjamin was learning how to talk last year.  At one point he was learning “Thank You.”  
Manners are very important in our house.  But those two words together were still a bit too complex—so 
as a compromise he would say “Ta-Ta.”  Ta-Ta was his way of saying Thank You.  He was kind of on a roll 
with it because knew it pleased us.  Here’s your breakfast, Benjamin.  Ta-Ta.   
 
The irony with the whole thing is that he doesn’t realize how incredibly much we provide for him.  He 
doesn’t realize all the hidden things; or the plans we are making for his future; or the provisions for his 
safety; or the roof over his head or meals on tables; or opportunities to learn to swim or make friends or 
worship.  He doesn’t really know everything that is being done for him every day.  All he says is a simple 
“Ta-Ta.” 
 
Sometimes I think that’s us.  Think of what God provides for us for a moment: life; breath; relationships; 
family; meaning; work; rest; peace; challenge; growth; wisdom; eternity; blessing; and salvation in the 
Way Jesus Christ!  It’s totally beyond our comprehension!  But we toddle about, mostly unaware of it all, 
and do our best to simply live and utter “Ta-Ta.” 
 
Acceptance. Education. Conversion. Evangelism. Gratitude. 
 
[Question / Answer period] 
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Part 5: Closing Remarks, “God Wins” 
 

I would like to again thank George and St. David’s for inviting me here to share some of these thoughts. 
It’s been a great day and I really appreciate the questions and energy you’ve all spent on your Saturday.  
Let me close with these few thoughts. I call them “God wins.” And they relate to the first coming and 
second coming of Jesus.  
 

I believe the second coming of Jesus, his return, helps fuel our mission in the here and now.  I don’t make 
comparisons to World War Two lightly.  But I’d like to do so now, using a comparison that a man named 
Oscar Cullman has made.36   
 

D-Day, that horrific battle on June 6th, 1944, is often referred to as the turning point of that epic war.  
Perhaps many of you knew people who were there; perhaps you remember being in school and classes 
stopping to hear the reports coming from Normandy because everyone knew it was the decisive move by 
the allies; perhaps you read about it in books, or saw it on a documentary.  And even though there were 
many terrible battles afterward, people knew that after that point—after D-Day—the tables had turned.  
Certain fights had to play out, but the victory was in hand.  
 

Did you know that more people actually died and there was greater destruction after D-Day, between D-
Day and Victory Day (what we call V-Day) than there was before D-Day?  But after D-Day the outcome 
was sure.  Yes, there was suffering and terrible horror.  But the outcome was never in doubt.   
Finally, on V-Day (Victory Day) people jumped from their houses, flowing into the streets hugging and 
kissing total strangers in celebration and victory.  
 

The first coming, Easter, was D-Day.  It was the decisive move in history that assured the faithful that the 
battle was won.  The powers of hell and death were conquered.  It tipped the scales.  And yes, just like 
after D-Day, there was and is much horror and battle and struggle that still has to play out.  But the 
Second Coming is V-Day.  The great victory.  The reign of peace.  The start of the new creation.  We know 
the battle is won.  V-Day is when it all comes together. 
 

We live a great life, but we are in the midst of a great battle. Stephen Seamands has written that “To be a 
Christian is to believe and confess that Jesus is alive.”37 He is alive and he is our Captain. And we need to 
cling to him.  
 

He wins. And we are on his team. Be confident. Trust.  
 

We started with Dorothy and Toto being swept away in a tornado, house hurling through the air, landing 
in an unfamiliar, almost exotic land. As she looks around confused, she realizes she isn't “in Kansas 
anymore.” But whatever this land is, we can trust that it is God’s because he is God of all. Let’s end with 
this passage:  
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Thank you.  
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