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TRANSITIONING 

February 10, 2019 
Epiphany 5 
Psalm 138:7-8 
Luke 5:1-11 

(prayer) 
I grew up in Edmonton. I got my undergrad degree from 

the UofA.  In 1990, after spending most of the previous four 
years in BC studying theology, I was set to be ordained by 
the United Church (once I was successfully assigned a 
church through the United Church’s Transfer and Settlement 
Process). 

It's not done that way anymore, but 29 years ago, vacant 
churches had the option of asking for a “settlement” rather 
than seeking to call a minister on their own.   

Any minister could asked to be settled, but most of the 
settlement pool was filled with the newly ordained and 
diagonal students who were required to be settled in their 
first church.  Ministers and churches could always reject an 
offer and the settlement committee might go back and try to 
rearrange things to get as many good matches as possible.  
But, as ordinands, we were all acutely aware that if we were 
too picky, we ran the risk of not being settled at all, which 
could postpone our ordination or commissioning until the 
next year. 

// 
For my settlement, I was hoping to stay (relatively) close 

to home.  As an unattached, person in my late 20s, at the 
time, I was actually pretty flexible; I was a settlement 
committee's dream.  They could put me almost anywhere, 
while other candidates, with more conditions, might have 
fewer workable matches. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=416470510
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=416470510
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 In May 1990, in the days before I was slated to be 
officially ordained, the ANWC settlement committee met.  In 
an era before cell phones were common, I had to stay home 
by a phone attached to the wall.  I was mentally prepared to 
be settled in a rural or remote church, but hoped (as a born 
and breed city boy) that I would be within a couple hours of 
Edmonton or Calgary, so I could get an urban fix now and 
then.  Through the grapevine,  I had heard that places like 
Bonnyville and Mayerthorpe and Grimshaw were on this list.   

Hours before I was ready to load up the old AMC Hornet 
and set out for High River (where the Conference meeting 
was to be held), the phone rang.   

I had my map of Alberta sitting on the table in front of me.   
I remember that the person on the line began by saying, 

“Hi, I'm (so and so) from Sherwood Park United Church...” 
I thought Sherwood Park, wow!  That would be 

amazing… waaaaay closer to the city than I ever expected. 
Of course the person went on “...I am from SPUC, calling 

on behalf of the settlement committee, we are wondering 
what you think about possibly being settled in Swan Hills.” 

Okay, it wasn't the wow I had first thought.  But Swan 
Hills was only a couple hours northwest of Edmonton.  And it 
was a full time, single point pastoral charge.  And I (really) 
was ready to serve the church where it asked me. 

// 
I served as the minister of the Swan Hills United Church 

from 1990 to 1996 before accepting a call to a United 
Church in Red Deer.  At six years, I was the longest serving 
minister that that church had ever had. 

// 
My ministry work in Red Deer was positive in many, 

many ways, but it was also quite challenging.  My style of 
ministry and my vision for the church did not fit for everyone.  
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It was a relatively big multi-staff church, with lots of divergent 
opinions.   

It all came to a head for me, one Sunday, when my two 
year old son was standing beside me in the pulpit pretending 
to play guitar beside his dad.  After church, I was pulled 
aside and told that I should know that some people found 
this distracting and inappropriate and the anonymous “they” 
wondered why my wife couldn't just keep my kid in the pew.  
After all the new baby wasn't walking yet, so how hard could 
it be. 

This was (by far) a minority view in the church.  I think 
that one of the reasons their search committee had 
recommended calling a minister in his early thirties with a 
preschool child was because that this was an envelope that 
needed pushing in this church. 

Myself and my ministry colleagues on staff were working 
well together to try and bring that part of the congregation 
out of a 1950s mindset.  And things were changing. 

I hadn't realized how far we had to go. 
I knew that could do this work with the congregation, but 

the question I began asking myself - after the air guitar 
incident - was: did I want to? 

// 
// 
I knew that I could still have an effective ministry in Red 

Deer and that I was well positioned to help evolve the 
attitudes of those on the trailing edge of the congregation.  It 
wasn't enough for me to want to move away from that 
church, I needed to have good reasons to move toward a 
different church. 

I wasn’t in active search mode (at that point), but I was 
starting to keep my eyes and ears open.  I began to pay 
closer attention to the monthly, church vacancy lists.  
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// 
// 
// 
// 
Nineteen years ago this month, I was attending a united 

church event at the Providence Centre in Edmonton.  I was 
still living in Red Deer. This was about eight months after the 
incident. 

At that point, my spouse and I had a three year old and a 
one year old, so the whole family came up to Edmonton; 
they all stayed at my mom's place while I went to the two-
day conference across town. 

I have racked my brains this week trying to remember 
what that event was actually about - was it an interesting 
lecturer, or was it a UCCan training session of some kind.  
But I just can't remember. 

// 
What I do remember... is sharing a lunch table with a 

person, whom I had known from my years in Swan Hills.   
I have a very vivid memory of that conversation.  
I had been in Red Deer Presbytery for almost four years 

by that point, so I was asking about how things were going in 
Yellowhead Presbytery.  I got a run down of how some 
churches were doing and what some of my ministry 
colleagues were up to.  And I shared some of the RDP 
news: I wasn't the only former Yellowheader in central 
Alberta. 

Basically, we were catching up on the gossip. 
// 
In the middle of all of the back and forth sharing, I 

learned that the United Church in Leduc was going to be 
looking for a new minister that summer. 

It had just happened, so nothing was on the vacancy list 
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yet. 
// 
I think that I successfully hid my excitement. 
“Oh, that's interesting.”  And we went on to another topic. 
// 
I had always imagined that, one day, I would find myself 

serving a church in Edmonton.  Given that Patti was an 
Edmonton girl too, she shared the desire to return home one 
day as well. 

// 
On the drive back home to Red Deer as we were going 

past the Highway 39 overpass, I asked Patti, whether she 
considered “Leduc” Edmonton-enough in the eventual goal 
of moving back home one day. 

She said “yes” and I told her about the news I had heard 
that week. 

// 
A month later, when the Leduc vacancy was officially 

listed, I quietly made contact with the Search Committee 
asking for more information on the church.  

// 
Up to that point in my life, in every job interview I had 

ever done, I had focused on selling myself.   
I viewed it as the employer interviewing me. 
When I met with the St. David’s search committee in 

early May 2000, I was interviewing them as much as they 
were interviewing me. 

I needed to make sure that the church and I could fit well 
together. 

// 
// 
// 
Last Sunday, I was preaching on the apostle Paul's 

https://www.stdavidsleduc.com/news/sermon-heaven-to-the-lonely


 

Rev. T. Blaine Gregg 

sermon about unconditional love (1st Corinthians 13).  I 
noted that although Paul listed a number of things that love 
isn't (it’s not arrogant or rude or resentful or irritable), 
avoiding these only faces us in the direction of a christ-like 
compassion.  To move ahead in love, we need to embrace 
and live out what love is: patient, kind, just, enduring…. and 
not just avoid what it isn't.  

// 
Leaving something behind is not the same thing as 

moving toward something new. 
// 
This is wise life advice: we do well when the focus is on 

where we are going as much as (or more than) why we are 
moving on. 

// 
// 
// 
The story of Jesus inviting two sets of fishermen brothers 

to follow him is told in the gospels of Mark, Matthew and 
Luke.   

The two source hypothesis of gospel authorship tells us 
that Mark was the first to be written and that Matthew and 
Luke each independently used Mark as a starting point for 
their own compositions. 

Matthew copies Mark’s version virtually word for word, 
but Luke (who also would have seen Mark) added in a 
number of unique details. 

// 
Mark's version implies that Jesus was walking along the 

beach and said to each set of brothers, Come and follow me 
and you will catch people.  And immediately they left their 
nets and followed. 

We have to read between the lines and imagine... what 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Two-source_hypothesis
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the compelling reasons might have been.  We might even 
assume that they didn't like fishing or that the Zebedee boys 
were tired working for the father. 

// 
My guess is that Luke noticed this plot hole in Mark's text 

and that is why he gave his readers a deeper story to explain 
why the fishermen followed immediately after they were 
asked. 

// 
Luke begins the story with Jesus preaching down by the 

water.   The crowd was large and pressing in, so Jesus used 
Simon’s boat as a floating stage from which to talk.  Simon 
and the others had just finished fishing for the day.  [Luke 
doesn't mention Andrew, but let's assume he was there too.] 

By starting the narrative this way, Luke is letting the 
readers know that Simon had heard Jesus teach at least 
once (while he was putting away his nets that evening). 

But Luke gives the audience more.  After the session was 
over, Jesus asked Simon to take him out fishing.  It had not 
been a good day for the fishers, but Simon obliged the 
teacher. 

They trapped so many fish in the nets that Simon had to 
call John and James out from the shore with a second boat 
to help carry in the catch. 

It is at that point (after hearing him preach and 
experiencing what they saw as a miracle) that the fishermen 
are invited to follow Jesus.  When they had brought their 
boats to shore, they left everything and followed him. 

// 
Luke makes it pretty clear that the first disciples followed 

Jesus because they were interested in where that might take 
them, rather than what they were leaving behind. 

// 
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Even so, leaving something behind is not always easy.  
There is certainty in what we know and have known.  
Heading in a new direction is risky.  The grass might not be 
greener on the new side. 

Hamlet famously pondered how hard it is to risk giving up 
the certainty of even difficult times, because the other side 
might be worse.  Maybe it is better to suffer the slings and 
arrows you know rather than worry about what might exist 
for you in the undiscovered country.  

// 
// 
Jesus' first disciples were able to leave their certainty 

behind because they were certain of God's presence on their 
walk with Jesus. 

// 
They may have appreciated the words of Psalm 138: 

Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you preserve me … 
your steadfast love, O Lord, endures for ever. 

// 
If you attended the congregational annual meeting last 

Sunday, you may recall that it was reported that the Church 
Council has formed an ad hoc committee to look into our 
land stewardship.  This is a result of your Council looking 
forward.  One of the significant resources we have here is 
this building and property and our location.   

The Land Stewardship committee has been asked to look 
forward ten years and imagine what property needs and 
opportunities the church might have in 2029.  Specifically, 
the group is encouraged to see how the church can remain 
vibrant and viable and relevant to the wider community and 
not to be afraid to look at re development possibilities, if the 
current space is more or less than we believe we might need 
or can support.  

https://www.litcharts.com/blog/shakespeare/hamletssoliloquy/
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Several times over the years, various people in this 
church have wondered whether St. David's should look into 
the examples of Yellowknife UC, Garneau UC (in Edmonton) 
and Gilmore Park UC (in Richmond) who all included a 
residential housing component in their church property as 
well as worship and program space.   

Such a project can be attractive from both an outreach 
and inreach perspective.   
Outreach: provide housing opportunities to the wider 
community. 
Inreach: provide a new income source to support the 
church's ministry. 

As was noted last week, the establishment of this land 
stewardship committee is not meant to presume that the 
church will do some kind of property redevelopment within 
ten years: only that we want to look at things proactively 
rather than waiting to be reactive in a future when fewer 
options might be possible. 

If we are going to move forward in a new direction, it 
should because we are heading towards something, not 
running away from something. 

// 
// 
You may be aware that, on January 1st, the United 

Church of Canada implemented the most significant 
governance restructuring since our inception.  Based on the 
structures of our founding denominations, in 1925, we were 
established as a four level church - each level having 
specific responsibilities in the life and work of the church: the 
churchwide General Council is the establisher of policy and 
national voice of the denomination; Conferences had key 
responsibilities in evaluating ministry students and 
recognizing new ministers; Conferences were made up of 
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Presbyteries, which had oversight the various congregations 
and ministers within their bounds.  At last count, there were 
13 Conferences and 94 Presbyteries. 

// 
For a number of decades, there have been voices within 

the UCCan who believed that this structure was less relevant 
now than it was a century ago.  And that there were some 
redundancies between the levels that slowed some things 
down in ways that unhelpful. 

I was a commissioner to the General Council in 1994 
where a motion was approved to combine presbyteries and 
conferences.  A church wide referendum (remit) failed on 
that topic. 

// 
More than two decades later, following the work of a task 

group that engaged the whole church in serious discussions, 
a far more specific and wide reaching three level 
restructuring was passed by the General Council in 2015.  
Remits to that effect did pass and now (as of Jan 1st) we are 
a church with a Denominational Council, 16 Regional 
Councils and most of the same Communities of Faith. 

The truth is... that direct impact of the changes on 
congregations like SDUC is minimal.  In fact, if I wasn't 
talking about it, most of you would have no idea that we 
have been under a difference governance structure for the 
past five-plus weeks. 

// 
My opinion is, that back in 1994, the push toward three 

levels was motivated in part by the wider societal trend 
towards mergers and downsizing that was prevalent at the 
time.  It failed (in part) because people were more concerned 
about what might be lost rather than what would be gained. 

// 
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 My interpretation is that 2015's move towards a three 
level church was largely a response to the rising net costs of 
being our size of a denomination in the 21st century.  The 
big picture financial crunch of the whole church was not dis-
similar to what some local churches face.  And, it may well 
be true that, nationally, we responded later that perhaps we 
should have. 

Even so, the changes seem well thought out to me. The 
UCCan did not simply move away from a costly less efficient 
structure, it moved toward a more focused, hopefully fairer, 
less redundant, modern structure that supports Communities 
of Faith with clearer policies and guidelines, without 
babysitting them.   

We are a bit more congregationalist than we used to be. 
// 
It is important in times of choice and change to be looking 

ahead. 
// 
// 
// 
You may have read in the 2018 Annual Report (copies 

still at the back and online), that I am looking for a few 
people who are interested in exploring whether SDUC 
should pursue a formal Affirming Ministries designation - 
“becoming publicly, intentionally, and explicitly welcoming of 
all gender identities and sexual orientations”.   

In fairness, I believe that SDUC is already doing all of 
those things.  The conversations I want to initiate is whether 
we want to be recognized by Affirm United, be able to use 
their logo,  

http://affirmunited.ause.ca/affirming-ministries-program/
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and be listed along side other Affirming United Churches. 

To me, this is another example of exploring whether 
there is value in moving towards something. 

// 
Moving forward with a view to the possibilities ahead of 

us is a hallmark of a growing and evolving faith. 
// 
// 
Luke, like the other gospel writers refers to Jesus' closest 

followers as “disciples”.  It is a word that means focused 
learners, or students.  When the fishermen brothers were 
invited to come with Jesus, they were invited to follow on a 
journey of learning. 

Simon and the others were asked to answer a call to 
discipleship. 

// 
Earlier in this service, we celebrated baptism together.  

All of us made promises to support and nurture faith, openly 
professing that we do so with our God's help. 

// 
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Baptism can be described as the church's rite of initiation.  
It is our ceremony of welcome and belonging.  It is nearer to 
the beginning of our learning than its apex.  

Our involvement in Baptism is part of our discipleship 
journeys.  

Today we are moving forward in our understandings and 
we are evolving our beliefs. 

In fact, each and every day, we have opportunities to 
advance down the road of our discipleship. 

// 
// 
The fishermen disciples did not see the full path ahead of 

them.  Like Simon, willing to cast a net into an uncertain sea, 
it begins with the first act of hope and faith. 

Simon was not experiencing success at fishing, but 
Jesus didn’t hold that against him. 

After the miraculous catch, Simon felt unworthy of Jesus' 
company (go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful person), 
but Jesus stayed close. 

Instead, Jesus invites him to draw on his gifts in a new 
and surprising way.  Come, Simon, be yourself... but in a 
slightly different way.  You know how to catch fish to feed 
hungry bodies.  Come with me and catch people so to 
quench thirsty souls. 

Moving forward on this new path was going to be more 
surprising than certain.   But approaching life with a 
willingness to be surprised is a valuable spiritual discipline.  

When we believe that we can predict every outcome, we 
turn our backs on mystery, we underestimate ourselves, we 
stifle creativity and even withdraw from the wonder of our 
God.  

// 
// 
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Discipleship involves learning and growing as we go.  
Following Jesus includes venturing out on promising new 
paths. 

// 
Even if we find ourselves on uncertain paths, we do not 

need to be afraid, God is with us. 
// 
// 

Let us pray: 
Open us up, O God, to the wonder of fresh opportunities to 
serve the cause of holy compassion.   Amen. 
 
#79VU “Arise!  Your Light Is Come” 

 


