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PONDERING ANOTHER 

“HOLY SHIFT!” 

Sometimes they just take 

your breath away. We 

worked and we hoped and 

we dreamed, and then it 

happened: a death in the 

family. In stunned 

reaction we exclaim, “Holy 

Shift!” We fear what such 

a change might mean for 

our programmes, for our 

Church and for ourselves. 

We want to deny it’s 

possible. Anger, 

frustration, doubt, 

determination to turn 

back the clock, to rescue 

it all before the deadline—

all of these emotions fill 

us. We find ourselves 

retreating into comforting 

memory. 

I was 

nine 

years 

old 

and it 

was 

1962. My mom was 

attending a retreat with 

the newly formed United 

Church Women at Five 

Oaks while my dad was 

off on a weekend fishing 

trip. We kids were being 

cared for by members of 

the Young People’s Union 

(YPU). I remember loving 

the trees, the campfires at 

night, the loud, 

enthusiastic singing and 

the exotic luxury of flush 

toilets instead of the pit 

toilets I was used to when 

camping. The best parts 

were the games and the 

crafts that informed my 

growing faith. Ah, the 

halcyon memories of my 

childhood. 

One of the hardest 

meetings I had to Chair as 

President of Hamilton 

Conference was the sub-

Executive meeting where 

we faced the 

recommendation from the 

Five Oaks Board to cease 

operations effective 

November 15, 2016. 

When confronted by the 

issue of approving the 

recommendation from the 

Board of the Five Oaks 

Corporation, my memories 

added a deep sense of 

mourning—and of 

appreciative 

understanding. I am 

convinced the other 

members of the sub-

Executive of Hamilton 

Conference felt similarly. 

Nevertheless, the Board 

faithfully sent us clear and 

fulsome documents to 

allow us to consider their 

recommendation with 

factual clarity. Then we 

unanimously passed it. 

“Holy Shift!” indeed. 

I was 16 and the YPU 

group from our church was 

leading a retreat at Five 

Oaks for all the church 

youth of Kitchener-

Waterloo. As a trained 

counsellor for YMCA 

camps, I thoroughly 

enjoyed the chance to 

lead games that used the 

whole acreage of the site. 

We got to know the trees, 

the grass, especially the 

rocks (ouch!), the Grand 

River flowing sedately 

through it all and the first 

aid station when we 

became overly exuberant. 

I particularly loved the 

wondrous light of many 

fireflies circling our 

campfire out of the 

sheltered safety of the 

surrounding woods. 

Happily exhausted, I slept 

soundly under a home-

made UCW quilt. Ah, the 

halcyon memories of my 

youth. 

The five Conferences that 

were originally part of Five 

Oaks’ formation over 60 

years ago had their fall 

Executive meetings 

together at Five Oaks in 

2014. This joint meeting 

was arranged so that the 

Board of Five Oaks could 

inform all those attending 
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of the fiscal realities in continuing to 

operate the storied Centre. The Board, as 

the legal governing body of the 

corporation named Five Oaks, told those 

of us in attendance how diligently they 

had been striving to reduce costs, to find 

efficiencies in the operating budget and to 

increase regular donors in order to 

achieve a sustainable business plan. As 

well, they informed 

those of us 

attending they 

were exploring 

future options with 

Edge (http://

www.edge-

ucc.ca/), knowing 

that the current 

physical plant was 

no longer 

sustainable nor 

was it an effective 

part of any future 

business plan. In order for the Board of 

Five Oaks to proceed with deep visioning 

that closely and faithfully examined the 

viability of any future directions, they 

needed bridge financing. They appealed 

to the members of the five Conferences 

assembled for that short-term help. 

Otherwise, the Board rightly felt that they 

would have to cease operations before 

the summer of 2015. 

I was part of that meeting and I was in 

awe of the foresight, of the wide 

consultation, of the deep caring, of the 

sage visioning, of the faithful attention to 

detail and of the wide variety of skills, 

talents and training the members of the 

Board brought to their fiduciary work. We 

all felt that way. Subsequently, short-term 

financial help was given from all of the 

five Conferences, allowing the Board of 

Five Oaks to pursue options in finding a 

sustainable business plan that would 

permit Five Oaks’ ministries to continue 

and to thrive. 

It was January of 1999 and I was being 

interviewed by the Education and 

Students Committee of Hamilton 

Conference to see whether I was ready 

and suitable for ordination. A combination 

of excitement and of awe washed over 

me.  Smiling faces welcomed us. Sage 

leaders led us in meaningful worship. 
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Interviewers discerned through penetrating 

questions. We were fed. We were feted. We 

even got to relax while browsing the Grand 

River Book Store, drooling over the 

abundance of books not to mention the 

enticing resources in the Audio-Visual 

Educational Library (http://

www.avelgrandriver.com/Home). Ah, the 

halcyon memories of my early ministry. 

In the brief time 

after the 2014 

meeting of the 

five Conferences 

at Five Oaks, I 

was delighted to 

hear that the 

Board had found 

a uniquely 

creative 

partnership with a 

construction 

company from the 

United States—named Earthship (http://

earthship.com/)—which specialized in off-grid 

buildings that would fit well with the values 

that the Board had discerned. I was filled 

with hope, but I also knew the fiscal reality 

the Board was so bravely and so diligently 

facing. I was filled with cautious hope 

because there were so many ways the Board 

had successfully envisioned the framework 

to move forward. For example the creation of 

the Oaten Institute (http://

www.fiveoaks.on.ca/Oaten-Institute-Mission-

and-Vision.htm), the Five Oaks Values 

(http://www.fiveoaks.on.ca/Our-

Philosophy.htm) and the partnerships widely 

fostered (http://www.fiveoaks.on.ca/

Partners.htm).  

These initiatives made me realise how the 

Spirit of Pentecost flowed in and through the 

discernment and the detailed, hard work of 

the Board. That was the holy—the presence 

of God—amidst the “Holy Shift!” Five Oaks 

was experiencing. My prayer became a plea 

to God to sustain the connections the Spirit 

was forging, regardless of where it would all 

lead. 

Since my ordination interview I continued to 

be nurtured by Five Oaks. Weekend study 

retreats with Diarmuid O’Murchu exploring 

Quantum Theology or with Diana Butler Bass 

coming to terms with the growing shifts 

within the Christian Church in North America 

deepened me. Week-long training sessions 
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for ministry including 

Southern Ontario 

Orientation to Rural 

Ministry and the Ministry of 

Supervision further 

developed my skills. Single-

day or single-evening 

workshops on anything 

from pastoral care to 

affirming ministries, from prayer practice to labyrinth 

walks all gave me time to refresh my relationship with 

God. Ah, the halcyon memories of being nurtured 

spiritually, intellectually and physically. 

After the vote was over, I felt a breadth of emotions 

through fond memory and through deep spiritual 

connection. I also felt anxious about how the process 

toward ceasing operations might roll out between now 

and November 15. It is, however, up to the Board of Five 

Oaks to determine the process by which operations will 

cease and it is the Board that bears the fiduciary 

responsibilities for doing it well. I deeply trust the long 

experience, the detailed understanding, the passionate 

commitment and the rooted wisdom of the Board. As 

the Board of Five Oaks is the proper and legal body by 

which those continuing decisions will be made, I know 

they will seek outside counsel and continue to discern 

faithfully. After all, I know no stone has been left 

unturned by the Board. The unanimous, although 

sorrowful, approval by the sub-Executive demonstrated 

how deeply we all valued the insight, the extensive 

research, and the faithful recognition of fiscal realities 

by the Board. The Board had certainly done their work 

and done it extraordinarily well. 

 

In this “in between” time of lament, of wondering what 

will be, of seeking what can be, of embracing holy 

shifting realities, I leave with you the following prayer: 

O God, loving Five Oaks  

nearer to us than our next breath, 

be with us who mourn. 

Be in our shock, our grief, our anger  

and our despair  

that we might grieve, 

but not as those without hope. 

Forgive all the harm we feel we have done  

to the ministry of Five Oaks 

and show us we are forgiven. 

We offer to you all the regrets,  

the memories, the pain, the if onlys, 

knowing that you will surround us  

with your presence, 

healing us of all that harms. 

 

May you walk with the staff,  

the volunteers, the donors, the board  

and the participants of Five Oaks. 

May you be in their tears,  

in their joy-filled memories  

and in their letting go. 

May you be their strength when they feel weak, 

their Way when they feel lost,  

their hope when they despair, 

and, most of all,  

their resurrection in the midst of death. Amen. 

 

By Gord Dunbar,  

Hamilton Conference President 2015-2017 



West Plains United Global  

Habitat Experience! 
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“Goodness is the only investment that never 

fails” - Henry David Thoreau 

 

On May 15, 16 members of West Plains Unit-

ed Church, ages 16 to 77, travelled to Braga, 

Portugal to take part in the building of a 

home for a family. West Plains is the first 

church in Halton/Mississauga to participate 

in Habitat for Humanity's Global Village pro-

gram. Braga is in northern Portugal where 

unemploy-

ment and 

poverty rates 

in some re-

gions are 

very high 

(19%). Vol-

unteers are 

desperately 

needed 

there and in 

other parts 

of Europe 

because 

local volun-

teerism is 

not part of 

the culture. 

We wore our 

Habitat 

shirts and, 

when we 

were asked about them, we discovered the 

local people had never heard of Habitat or of 

volunteer activity. 

 

Our team went to the home by bus for five 

full days of hard work! Our tasks included 

plastering all the outside walls, some inside 

walls, and the two large septic tanks. We 

mixed our own cement in wheelbarrows using 

a hoe, cement powder, water, and lots of 

muscle! Most of us had never used a trowel 

before, but by the end of the week we were 

becoming adept at slinging layers of cement! 

The hot afternoon sun beat down on us, es-

pecially on those in the septic tanks, and 

those on the scaffolding (some of whom were 

inches from fast traffic at the front of the 

house!). 

What we gained far surpassed what we gave; 

we have new friends in Portugal and a family 

who were so very appreciative of our efforts. 

The mother, daughter (21) and son (17) 

helped us every day on the build after their 

work day and schooling. The father lives in 

France because he could not find work in 

Portugal. Ironically, he is a construction work-

er. He comes home once a year, and longs to 

return to his family. 

 

At the end of 

the week we 

blessed 

each room 

in the house 

and gave 

the family 

Prayer 

Shawls knit 

by our 

church 

group and 

some Cana-

dian memo-

rabilia. 

There were 

many tears 

and warm 

exchanges 

despite the 

language 

barrier. The house is now due to be complet-

ed in July and we advanced the completion 

by months and finished more than anticipat-

ed. Our sore muscles were worth it! 

 

The experience brought us very close togeth-

er and sent us home with a new appreciation 

for our homes, for the Portuguese people, 

and for the ability to make a difference. Our 

Portugal Habitat leader, Abilio, quoted Oscar 

Wilde at our closing meeting: “One small act 

of kindness is worth more than the grandest 

intention.” We are grateful to all those who 

supported our outreach initiative and would 

be happy to share our experience with other 

churches who might be interested in a similar 

experience. 

By Rev. Joyce Pearce 
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Dear Friends and Colleagues, 

Thank you so much for an amazing send-off on May 5. I was touched by the high number who 

came to tell me how much the ministries we shared meant to you and to wish me well. The 

mantle clock in my dining room with its Westminster chimes is an audible reminder that you 

are with me all the time. The 'gag' gift of a lunch bag and assorted and mismatched utensils is 

proving useful. The care package from my office colleagues is bringing a sense of home to my 

new office.  

The care with which the party was planned and hosted was testimony to the strength of the 

team built on common vision and love, and the support we received from the Staff Committee. 

For the messages in the guest book, cards and emails before and since - thank you. 

In the Ministry and Employment Unit of the General Council Office, I have new team mates and I 

am discovering the sense of commitment and expertise they offer to us all. We are the body of 

Christ and the connection with the Spirit of the risen Christ holds us, that all may be one. 

Thank you for the opportunities you gave me over sixteen years to grow in my faith-filled 

leadership and for all God continues to do in our lives. 

Thank-you from Jenny Stephens! 

On a warm afternoon in Dublin Street United Church in Guelph, David 

Cooke, Anne Dionisio, Miriam Flynn, and Kevin Taylor were ordained to the 

ministry of Word, Sacrament, and Pastoral Care; and Ryan Kim and Brenna 

Nickel were admitted to the Order of Ministry of The United Church of 

Canada. The lovely service took place under the leadership of Hamilton 

Conference President Gord Dunbar, Executive Secretary Peter Hartmans, 

Guest Preacher Michael Brooks, Co-Chair Elect of Education and Students 

Committee Harold DeVenne, Past-President Ted Smith, and Music Director 

Stillman Matheson with assistance from Trumpeter Karen Snell and 

members of the choirs of Dublin Street United and Port Nelson United 

Churches. 

 

In his sermon, “A Good House, a Buggy Outfit, and High Hopes for Service,” 

Michael Brooks took the congregation back to 1904 and another ordination 

at Dublin Street—then a Methodist Church—during which his great-grandfather was ordained 

and looked forward to “a good house, a buggy outfit, and high hopes for service” in his 

settlement pastoral charge near Wiarton. From 

the Jeremiah scripture reading and the words of 

his great-grandfather, Michael drew points of 

wisdom for the newly ordained and received 

ministers: the importance of rooting ministry in a 

good foundation, making connections with people, 

and seeking the welfare of the community over 

the welfare of the self. 

 

Those in attendance enjoyed conversation and 

much-appreciated tea, coffee, and cold water 

provided by Dublin Street United in the hall 

following the service. See page 8 for more photos 

from the weekend. 

Celebration of New Ministries, May 28, 2016 

Candidates for ordination and admission:  Brenna 

Nickel, Ryan Kim, David Cooke, Miriam Flynn, Anne 

Dionisio, Kevin Taylor 

Worship Leaders: Ted Smith, Harold DeVenne, 

Michael Brooks, Gord Dunbar, Peter Hartmans 
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New Stewardship and Gifts Officer, 

Hamilton and London Conferences, 

starts June 20! 

Greetings, from your new 

Stewardship & Gifts Officer for 

Hamilton & London Conferences. 

I will be starting this position on 

June 20, 2016 and look forward 

to meeting many of you as we work together 

to help build strong, healthy, faith 

communities.   

This is a new role, both for me and in general, 

which will build upon the great work that 

Conference staff and General Council staff 

have previously provided in these regions. I 

bring over 25 years of congregational 

ministry in both Hamilton and London 

Conferences. Some of you may recall me 

from the nine years I was in ministry with the 

Fordwich Pastoral Charge at the north-east 

corner of Huron-Perth Presbytery. In the 14 

years since, I have been serving in the Trinity, 

Elmira Pastoral Charge, across the border in 

Waterloo Presbytery, Hamilton Conference. 

I am excited about the new possibilities this 

ministry offers. As a member of the General 

Council Philanthropy team I will be working 

closely with the Conference staff and other 

leadership in Hamilton and London 

Conferences. Together we will be: 

 providing theological leadership and 

service to congregations, community 

ministries and communities of faith; 

 offering up to date solutions, consulting, 

resources and support to ministers and 

lay leaders in all aspects of Christian 

stewardship and giving programs 

including congregational giving, Mission & 

Service giving, special appeals, major and 

bequest giving. 

Believing that good stewardship must be 

modelled as well as taught, allow me to 

share a few words about why I give. I give to 

my local church and to Mission and Service 

through PAR because I know how giving 

helps me grow in my trust for God.  I give, 

because Jesus calls me to care for those in 

need and God has blessed me with the 

means to do so.  I give, because it feels good 

to know that I am making a difference toward 

transforming the world around me to be more 

as God intended:  just, hopeful, loving. 

As you look ahead to the fall and your 

planning and programming, I encourage you 

to answer these two questions for yourself:  

Why do you give? How will you share that 

answer with your church? 

In service to you and the wider church, 

Rev. Dave Jagger 

Stewardship & Gifts Officer,  

Hamilton & London Conferences,  

The United Church of Canada 
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New Ministers from Hamilton Conference 

BRENNA NICKEL, was 

admitted to the Order 

of Ministry of The 

United Church of 

Canada from the 

Presbyterian Church 

USA. Brenna has been 

called to Maple Grove 

United Church, Halton 

Presbytery. 

MIRIAM FLYNN, a 

candidate from Tansley 

United Church, Burlington, 

Halton Presbytery, was 

ordained to the ministry of 

Word, Sacrament, and 

Pastoral Care. Miriam has 

been appointed to 

Harcourt Memorial 

Pastoral Charge, Waterloo 

Presbytery. 

DAVID COOKE, a 

candidate from Trinity 

United Church in Guelph, 

Waterloo Presbytery, was 

ordained to the ministry 

of Word, Sacrament, and 

Pastoral Care. David has 

been called to Revelstoke 

Pastoral Charge, 

Kamloops-Okanagan 

Presbytery, British 

Columbia Conference.  

ANNE DIONISIO, a 

candidate from Jordon 

Station United Church, 

Niagara Presbytery, was 

ordained to the ministry 

of Word, Sacrament, 

and Pastoral Care. Anne 

has been appointed to 

Jubilee Pastoral Charge, 

Toronto Southeast 

Presbytery, Toronto 

Conference. 

RYAN KIM, was admitted 

to the Order of Ministry 

of The United Church of 

Canada from the 

Presbyterian Church in 

Canada. Ryan has been 

called to White Lake 

Pastoral Charge, Upper 

Valley Presbytery, Bay of 

Quinte Conference. 

KEVIN TAYLOR, a 

candidate from St. John 

United Church, Hamilton 

Presbytery, was ordained 

to the ministry of Word, 

Sacrament, and Pastoral 

Care. Kevin has been 

called to Avondale 

United Church, Oxford 

Presbytery, London 

Conference. 
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Celebration of New Ministries Service 2016 

President Gord with CAYTS (Children and Young Teens) 

Youth Forum at Three Willows United Church, Guelph 

Photos by Dave Jagger and Jeff Laforet 
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