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Portents & Promises 
 

This week began with the United Church thrust into the news...again; this time with a bit 
of catch-up news regarding the Rev. Greta Vosper and her status as a United Church 
minister...an atheist United Church minister. 
Beginning in 2013 when Rev. Vosper told her congregation that she was an atheist, she 
has since faced a series of reviews and assessments regarding her fitness for service. 
While our church has always declared itself as inclusive and welcoming, the question 
soon came to be...is the United Church so inclusive as to welcome an atheist serving one 
of our congregations? 
 
Well, the answer, declared recently by our Toronto Conference and acknowledged by 
our Moderator, The Rt. Rev. Richard Bott, is 'yes'. 
 
The article that kicked off discussions this week was written by Rosie DiManno in 
Monday's Toronto Star. It was not easy to read, but to a certain degree, Ms. DiManno 
was right in her assessment of our church’s decision. She wrote:  'Immediately 
disappearing was the threat hanging over Vosper's head that she, ordained minister, 
would be placed on the Discontinued Service List (Disciplinary). Curiously, illogically, 
on the United Church of Canada website appeared a further statement, stressing that 
the decision, quote...'doesn't alter in any way the belief of The United Church of Canada 
in God, a God most fully revealed to us as Christians in and through Jesus Christ'.  
 
It doesn't line up, does it? It doesn't make sense; and I have to say that I am somewhat 
shocked by the abrupt ending to this three-year process...and there will be no 
explanation as these matters (concerning pastoral relations) are confidential. Ms. Vosper 
and her congregation will return to their West Hill church building (they had been 
worshipping at the Church of the Master in Scarborough which had offered the 
congregation space in this time. They will continue as a United Church congregation. 
But the obvious question now is, 'why'?  
 
I do feel for our brand-spanking-new Moderator...the Rt. Rev. Richard Bott…lucky him 
to have inherited this issue and now be responsible to somehow explain it to the faithful 
across our church and to the wider world.  I'm not sure he's had a great start. In trying to 
hold things together, he said: 'As a Christian church, we continue to expect that 
ministers in the United Church of Canada will offer their leadership in accordance with 
our shared and agreed upon statements of faith.'  
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Really? There's something a little off kilter here. With this decision, which is binding, 
that adherence appears to be in jeopardy. It leaves us wondering now what our 
parameters are any more. 
 
The doctrine of the United Church of Canada is set out in the basis of Union and 
recognizes the primacy of scripture and the following standards subordinate to scripture, 
which are: The twenty articles of Doctrine in the Basis of Union, established in 1925; 
to include, A statement of faith, 1940,  A New Creed, 1968, and,  A Song of Faith, 2006. 
 
It is true that the words used to describe God in the United Church of Canada have 
expanded from, 'Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit--three persons of the same substance, 
equal in power and glory, in 1925—to 'Holy Mystery' in 2006...and will surely continue 
to change as we live out our commitment to walk in relationship with Indigenous 
Peoples... 
 
Ms. DiManno made quite a value judgment about our beloved church, suggesting that 
we no longer hold any relevance as a church in our country. That hurt. She went on to 
say: 'when you hold nothing sacred, then nothing is relevant.' I would suggest that Ms. 
DiManno should have kept reading on our national website to understand just how 
unfair that statement truly is. 
 
There has always been, over our 93-year history as a denomination, those who have 
judged our United Church as one that exists on the lunatic fringe—given our acceptance 
of women as clergy (since 1936)...our social gospel tendencies...including unions and 
such...and for the acceptance of the LGBTQ2+ community as members and then as 
ordered ministry personnel...which has had us roundly criticized--the target of derisive 
comments—you know, 'the denomination that didn't believe in anything, or conversely, 
believed in 'everything', depending on the source. 
 
We have tended to be the first Christian denomination out of the blocks for social 
change—and we as a church have changed dramatically over the years...broadened and 
deepened. We are much more inclusive—in our language and in practice...we have 
become intercultural and affirming...we have acknowledged our failures in the past 
which took us to confront the abuses of residential schools, with an apology to our 
indigenous brothers and sisters that has created mutually supportive ministries. 
 
We've always acknowledged that our United Church tent was big, wide and 
welcoming...and now we have to think about how far we are willing to go with that—
personally and corporately. Can we accept our church's ruling and then simply get on 
with living out the gospel as we are able in this place and time as Aurora United Church.  
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After all, how much will it matter in the long-run? I expect we'll be hearing about it for a 
while; the 'Letters to the Editor' page in our United Church Observer magazine will be 
filled with both support and outrage for a while and then it will die down and the Rev. 
Vosper and her people will be left to their own way. But we have been changed, haven't 
we, and who knows, truly, what this decision will mean for us in time? 
 
Coming to the end of the church year as we are has us thinking again about how 
beginnings and endings feature in our lives, that, every day something is beginning 
(many somethings)...and something, somewhere is ending...it is the way of things.  
Even the way we have known our church has changed this week; something has ended 
and now we await the birthing. Funny how those things work out in life and faith...we 
have to remain alert to these things. 

 
And so, Jesus was with his disciples once again at the Temple today and when one of 
them comments to Jesus about the enormity and impressive stature of it all, he answers 
in a surprising way, suggesting-it seems-that it will come to an end. 
 
We get a little nervous when talk in the bible takes a turn toward the apocalyptic—the 
future, seeming to be revealed. 
 
When Peter, James, John and Andrew go to Jesus to ask him how they will know that 
what he spoke of would come to pass, there is talk of signs...'beware'...'the end is to 
come'...'nation against nation'...'kingdom against kingdom'--all the classic apocalyptic 
words and images that have frightened people of faith over the centuries. 
 
The gospel of Mark was likely written, either as war was stirring or during the Jewish 
revolt against Roman rule that began in 66 of the Common Era. It is solidly reflective of 
that time. Signs and wonders...Given our own historic context, it fits; kingdoms 
fall...we've seen it. We've seen leaders of countries demand terrible allegiance though 
not seeming to care for their people in the least. Scary texts then, for troubling times—
we've known them too. 
 
But when Jesus himself speaks about 'the end' many have assumed over time that he 
meant the end of 'the' world—and the end of history. But what if he meant something 
else? What if Jesus meant us to understand that empires and eras, temples and traditions, 
all rise and fall and that idols come and go? That the familiar, the treasured, and the dear 
do end, but without shattering the nature of the reign of God? What if Jesus meant us to 
understand that the fullness of time is both within these times and beyond their ticking-
time ends? What if Jesus is pointing to the power of beginning again as the real story of  
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God, whose creation is not fixed and lasting but endlessly evolving?  
(Nancy Rockwell. Wars and Rumours of Wars) 
 
The words attributed to Jesus from Mark's gospel are: 'This is but the beginning of the 
birth pangs'; well, we know that there is hope in birthings (we see that this morning with 
our three baptism families); a reminder that in God's world, God's intent for the world,  
is wholeness, balance, renewal and peace and that, with birth, there is always new 
opportunities and possibilities. 
 
The church year is winding down—but it always feels like time speeds up now...even in 
its winding down. Our lectionary readings in the next weeks will take us right to the 
edge as Jesus faces Pilate, and Pilate will ask him point blank: 'Are you the king of the 
Jews?'...and then we will tumble back in time and in the first week of Advent we will 
hear the unnerving news of a child who will be born to a young girl named Mary. And 
there will be stories of signs and wonders—angels, dreams and promises. Some will fear 
as never before and others will come to bring good news—reassurance that, in God there 
will come hope--that light will shine in the darkness of people's lives and in the world as 
never before...and we will feel that tug again—of the familiar...the story we know so 
well—and we will repeat the ancient words and tell those stories once again—in word 
and in song. 
 
And so we are reminded in this week of our vulnerabilities as a church—that we feel the 
slights against us as part of the whole body of the church.  If anything it brings us to 
consider our own identity as a congregation, as part of that whole—who we are in that 
broader context.  
 
In these ending days of the church year, we look now to the promise of birth and all that 
will come with it. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 


