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JUDICIAL COMMITTEE OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL
(The United Church of Canada)

BETWEEN:

REVEREND GRETTA VOSPER

Appellant

-and-

THE GENERAL SECRETARY of the GENERAL COUNCIL

Respondent

REPLY AFFIDAVIT OF RANDY BOWES

I, Randy Bowes, of the City of Markham, in the Province of Ontario, MAKE OATH AND SAY
AS FOLLOWS:

1. I am the Chair of the Board of the West Hill United Church (“WHUC”) and as such have

knowledge of the matters to which I herein depose.

2, I swear this affidavit on behalf of the members and adherents of WHUC. I make this
affidavit in support of WHUC’s Minister, Reverend Gretta Vosper, in response to issues

raised in the General Secretary’s materials, including the affidavit of Cynthia Gunn (Sworn

October 16, 2015).



The General Secretary’s materials raise the following issues:

1. The size of WHUC’s congregation from the years 1997 to 2014, which is discussed

in Cynthia Gunn’s affidavit at paragraphs 27 through 29; and,

ii.  The letter from Reverend David W. Allen to Nora Sanders, dated April 20, 2015

which is attachéd to Cynthia Gunn’s affidavit as Exhibit A.

Further, since Rev. Vosper submitted her initial materials on September 18, 2015,
additional correspondence has been received by both Reverend Vosper and WHUC
regarding the review of Reverend Vosper. This correspondence is described below and

attached as an exhibit to this Affidavit.

WHUC’s Membership Numbers

5.

The Respondent’s materials raise the issue of WHUC’s fluctuating membership numbers
between 1997 and 2014, with a particular focus on WHUC’s membership from 2001 to

2014. [see Cynthia Gunn’s Affidavit, sworn October 16, 2015, at paragraphs 27-29]

WHUC’s records indicate that WHUC had 315 members in 2002 and 204 members in
2003. WHUC’s records indicate that this large removal of members between 2002 and
2003 was due to WHUC’s Board taking action to officially remove names of people who

had been inactive in the congregation for many years.

Thereafter, WHUC’s numbers remained stable from 2003 until 2008. WHUC began losing

in 2008 with most of those losses recorded in 2009.



However, looking at WHUC’s numbers in isolation does not tell the whole story. If you
look at other United Church congregations in the same region (ie. in the Scarborough area),
which remained open but did not experience one-time gains in membership through
amalgamation during the time period 2004 - 2014 (only twelve of twenty-one
congregations fall under that description), you will find that the figures demonstrate
WHUC’s strengths. Find below a chart which lists changes in resident and non-resident
members, new members by profession of faith and transfer and new members as a
percentage of 2004 members. WHUC has amassed the below figures from the United
Church of Canada's published Annual Statistics books for the most recently recorded

decade, from 2004 to 2014.

CHANGE IN NEW MEMBERS MEIVII\II;EIQKS AS
RESIDENT AND NON- | BY PROFESSION PERCENTAGE
covmraamioN | Reement | os i | "

2004 - 2014 2004 - 2014 ME%??;SEIP
Church of the Master 1 34% 51 26%
Ebenezer | 34% 13 8%
Knob Hill 1 13% 30 22%
Knox United, Scar. 1 53% 93 21%
Malvern Emmanuel 152% 3 3%
St. John’s, Scar. 1 58% 99 39%
St. Mark’s 1 21% 81 46%
Toronto Chinese 1 19% 55 23%
Victoria Park 1 38% 10 8%
West Ellesmere 1 79% 9 9%




West Hill 127% 76 37%
Wexford Heights 158% 26 6%
Average 1 40.5% 45.5 20.6%

9. The above chart depicts a story where many United Church congregations in the

10.

11.

Scarborough region are experiencing significant decreases in congregational sizes, with the
average decrease being 40.5%. This is reflective of a national trend and concern that
membership in the United Church of Canada as a whole is declining. Even with the
significant losses WHUC has experienced, its membership numbers have reduced far less
than many other local congregations. By comparison, WHUC has experienced a 27%

decrease for the same time period.

The average numbers of new members by transfer or by profession of faith, is 45.5 persons
per congregation over 2004 to 2014. In the same time period, WHUC has added 76 new
members to its roster. We should note that all 76 of those new members are adults; WHUC
does not do confirmation classes for adolescents or youth - a cohort that is statistically
unlikely to remain in church following confirmation - which may account for a portion of

membership increases in other congregations.

If you calculate the addition of new members as a percentage of the listed congregation’s
2004 membership numbers, WHUC’s new members added between 2004 and 2014
represents a 37% increase to its 2004 membership numbers. The average for the listed
congregations in the Scarborough region was 20.6%. We should note that most of WHUC’s

new members came from outside of the United Church.



12.  The overall point however is to acknowledge that many congregations are struggling with
decreases in congregational size reflective of national trends. While WHUC has not been
immune to experiencing decreases in congregational size, WHUC has performed better

when compared to other congregations in the same region.

13.  Most importantly, as I indicated in my initial affidavit swom on September 18, 2015, a
review of the Reverend Vosper’s effectiveness is by extension a review of the effectiveness
of WHUC’s ministry as a whole. Further, any discussion of our Minister’s suitability
reflects on the suitability of our congregation’s continued membership within the UCC.
With declining membership an ever present trend, the UCC should be concerned about
potentially excluding a minister who enjoys support from the current members of WHUC.
Please refer to the letter from the WHUC congregation sent to Reverend Ransom on June
17, 2015 which was signed by 70 members and adherents of WHUC’s congregation. A

copy of this letter was attached as Exhibit “L” to my September 18, 2015 affidavit.

14.  The United Church should be working to keep the doors open of congregations who wish
to remain a part of the wider United Church community and not acting in a way that could

lead to the continued loss of members.

Correspondence from Reverend David Allen to Nora Sanders, Dated April 20, 2015

15. In Cynthia Gunn’s Affidavit, Ms. Gunn indicates that the General Secretary’s Ruling was
in response to a request from Rev. David Allen. Ms. Gunn states that this request came in
the form of a letter dated April 20, 2015. A copy of the letter is attached to Ms. Gunn’s

affidavit as Exhibit A.



16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

The General Secretary has argued in her written materials that the April 20, 2015
correspondence does not identify Reverend Vosper. Further the General Secretary indicates
that she did not review any materials that identified Reverend Vosper. Ms. Gunn indicates
in her affidavit that “[n]o documents or materials pertaining to the appellant were included
with the letter and none were considered by the General Secretary in making her ruling.”

[see Cynthia Gunn’s Affidavit, sworn October 16, 2015, at paragraph 2].

No member of WHUC, in particular myself and Reverend Vosper, were previously aware
or had seen a copy of this April 20, 2015 correspondence until it was provided as part of

the General Secretary’s materials.

Having now had a chance to review this April 20, 2015 letter, I am of the opinion that there
is no possible way that the General Secretary could not have connected the request for a
process concerning an ordained minister with the well-known Reverend Vosper. The letter
clearly concerns a female ordained minister who is a self-described atheist from Toronto

Conference.

Reverend Vosper is well known not only within Toronto Conference, but in the broader
United Church community and also internationally. Reverend Vosper is a published author
with a public media profile. Within the United Church, Reverend Vosper has been
described as an atheist in the United Church Observer on several occasions, as recently as

the May 2015 edition, in an article titled “Confronting the Unbelievers”.

Notwithstanding that the April 20, 2015 letter does not go so far as to explicitly name

Reverend Vosper, there was ample description in the letter to identify Reverend Vosper by



her well-known public reputation alone. We cannot comprehend how it could be the case
that, through the normal course of her duties, the General Secretary did not become aware
of the controversy raised within the United Church by Reverend Vosper's identification as
an atheist, and the uniqueness of that claim within the UCC, such that the General Secretary
would not have known that the subject of the Toronto Conference’s request was Reverend

Vosper.

Further Correspondence Regarding Review of Reverend Gretta Vosper

21.

22,

In my initial September 18, 2015 affidavit, I included a sizeable compendium of
correspondence received by both Reverend Vosper and WHUC regarding the review of
Reverend Vosper. The compendium was attached to my initial affidavit as Exhibit “S”.
The compendium included hundreds of letters, emails, and notes through social media from
all over Canada and internationally. I attached this compendium of correspondence to
demonstrate that the potential review of Reverend Vosper raised essential questions about
the Church’s understanding of ministry. The General Secretary, in her written materials,
mistakenly described this material as “expressing support and concern” for Reverend
Vosper (see paragraph 98). The correspondence deliberately included both supportive and
critical views regarding Reverend Vosper. The point of this compendium was to
demonstrate that this potential review of Reverend Vosper has sparked a widespread debate

about the Church’s understanding of ministry.

Since Reverend Vosper filed her Statement of Argument and supporting materials on
September 18, 2015, both Reverend Vosper and WHUC have continued to receive further

such correspondence. The Reverend Vosper has assembled a compendium of written and



23.

24,

email correspondence, received post September 18, 2015 until the date of this affidavit, a

true copy of which is attached to this affidavit as Exhibit “A”.

In particular, I wish to draw your attention to three compelling letters which speak not
only to the degree of attention garnered by Reverend Vosper’s case, but also that Reverend
Vosper case continues to raise essential questions about the United Church’s understanding

of ministry, theological belief, and fairness towards its ordained members.

On September 29, 2015, Ron Henderson, Chair of the Board of the Southminster-
Steinhauer United Church wrote to the Moderator, the General Secretary, David Allen and

Bryan Ransom, stating:

“...the Board has instructed me to write on behalf of the congregation of
Southminster-Steinhauver United Church to express our dismay and
dissatisfaction with the process Toronto Conference is undertaking with respect
to the Rev. Gretta Vosper. To undertake a review is certainly antithetical to the
approach we would expect to address differences in doctrine, belief and theology
within our denomination. ...

In a church that values justice, equity and diversity, it is deeply disturbing
that a conference would initiate a review of this nature which is not mandated by
The Manual of the UCC but is based on an opinion given by the General
Secretary of the United Church of Canada. ...

It may be entirely appropriate (perhaps even decades overdue) for the UCC
to address what “essential agreement” means in the 21% century and 90 years
after the union that created The United Church of Canada. But surely such a
question belongs to a process entirely different than the one that Toronto
Conference is undertaking. Surely such a question does not belong within
disciplinary proceedings like a review but in study, dialogue and conversation
across the church.”

A true copy of the letter from Ron Henderson to the leadership of the United Church and

Toronto Conference is attached to this affidavit as Exhibit “B”.



25.  OnOctober 1, 2015, Bishop John Shelby Spong wrote an open letter to Moderator Cantwell

stating:

“I write with some alarm at what is happening in the United Church of
Canada, a church that I have long admired. I recall your history. Your church
decided that women were not to be excluded from ordination long before the
first woman ever applied. In 1988 your church proclaimed that homosexual
people were not ineligible for ordination. That stand resulted in a loss of
members, but your church responded to that loss with a campaign slogan that
rang throughout Canada: “Proud to be United.” The rest of the Christian world
rejoiced to witness your passion for truth....

I have written articles in praise of the United Church of Canada. It was the
one Christian body in the world that seemed free of the need to be tied to the
past, but was rather courageously open to the future. Now to my dismay, a
segment of the United Church of Canada has decided that it is no longer secure
enough or open enough to contain one of its most creative, future-oriented
pastors. I refer to the Rev. Gretta Vosper of the West Hill United Church in
Toronto.....

Such a church will look “heroic”, only to an increasingly neurotic band of
“true believers,” who think they can protect God from knowledge and it will
become the laughing stock of the members of our increasingly secular society,
who are quite sure they want nothing to do with the kind of Christianity that you
will then represent. I grieve over the direction in which at least some parts of the
United Church of Canada are now walking. I urge you, as the leader of that
church, to call your church back from this precipice.” [Excerpted]

A true copy of Bishop John Shelby Spong’s open letter to Moderator Cantwell is attached

to this affidavit as Exhibit “C”.

26. On October 1, 2015, Rev. Dr. Nancy Steeves of the Southminster-Steinhauer United
Church sent a letter addressing the Moderator, the General Secretary, David Allen and

Bryan Ransom, stating:

“I am writing to each of you as one who chose to find spiritual community
within the United Church of Canada and one who has been proud to be identified
as ministry personnel within the UCC for 17 years of my 34 years of ordered
ministry. I was raised in a denomination that excluded me from the vocation of



10

ministry on the basis of my gender. I was ordained in a denomination that sought
to exclude me from the vocation of ministry on the basis of my sexual
orientation. I was drawn to The United Church of Canada because it has made
space for a wide theological spectrum and has been a leader in seeking social,
personal and global justice. I am alarmed and ashamed at the actions of my
spiritual community in instigating a review which has the potential to exclude a
colleague for rooting her spirituality and her ministry in values rather than
beliefs. ...

Given that Ms. Vosper has publically expressed her nonbelief in a theistic,
interventionist, supernatural being called “God” for more than a decade, one is
left to speculate about what the particular “concerns” could possibly be that
would give rise to a review at this point in time. What motivates a conference
to review Ms. Vosper now when her theology and praxis have been a matter of
public record since the publication of her first book in 20047 ...

It is deeply disturbing to read the request to the General Secretary as framed
by the executive of Toronto Conference. On the face of it, it is difficult to discern
a genuine and sincere inquiry in that request. The General Secretary appears to
have been asked a rhetorical question. The desired answer is entirely implied in
the question. ...

While The Manual clearly authorizes the General Secretary to rule on
“questions about polity, procedures and practices of the United Church,”
(E.4.2.3(%)) it is difficult to imagine that this provision was intended to empower
any single individual to design a process that would lead to an unprecedented
review. It is inconceivable that a denomination which has designed a complex
process of church wide consultation through proposals and remits would
delegate the power to construct a process which could lead to the remedial or
disciplinary outcomes provided for in J.9.4 of The Manual to an individual. ...

With all due respect to the opinion of the General Secretary, the conclusion
that suitability for ordered ministry is synonymous with effectiveness in ministry
has laid the foundation for an unfair and flawed process. To initiate what
amounts to a disciplinary process in this matter is unjust, misguided and harmful
not only to the ministry personnel in question, the congregation most affected
but also to the ethos and reputation of the United Church of Canada and therefore
affects all of us who are members or ministry personnel within the denomination.

The energy, stress and expense of these proceedings is inappropriate and
unwarranted in a situation where there is no breach of ethics or breakdown in
pastoral relations which give rise to an unprecedented review. Thank you [for]
your consideration of this matter.” [Excerpted]



27.

11

A true copy of the letter from Rev. Dr. Nancy Steeves to the leadership of the United

Church and Toronto Conference is attached to this affidavit as Exhibit “D”.

I swear this affidavit for the purpose of the Reverend Gretta Vosper’s appeal of the Ruling
of Nora Sanders, The General Secretary of the General Council of the United Church of

Canada, dated May 5, 2015 and for no other or improper purpose.

SWORN BEFORE ME at
The City of Toronto, in the
Province of Ontario, this

30% day of October, 2015.
]/% (s [
m‘:_. =

/
/[ Commissioner, etc. Randy Bowes

/- D atthens S







7/ Sivapaqag Lapadt w3 Savspaqay Lgpsadiy by Framb=wogoun spevary oo g gotonrifSpmi b3 praiw 3ol 87 (oot 713 v /0 /4 /1iovww fomsas-apfisck yvmm / /gy

INd 25:9 ST0T ‘9z Ainr “Aepuns :juag

uemayoleyses Jo AJISaAlun ‘snyliawg J0Ssajold

Qlddy ©

WYL HGY

. 'noA yuey
ﬁp ,w‘mqu ‘B m.__nw.mx LiSme
owi A0 % O s e
ikl ﬁ\ ...... - S "80IApE puUEe anbillo ‘SJUSWWOD INOA 0} PJEMIO) YOO |

"uls [eulblIo JO aNnssI 8y} Uo spuels DN Y} DIBYM SUIWISISpP 0} Yleasal Jualolyns op
Jou pIp | ‘I1sd1 Ing "uoluido noA 010} Bupise we | ‘suopa J1dy} Jo auo Ul Buipnjoul ul pajsalajul 8q PINOM JaAIasqQ 8y} Jey)
Puiyiswos o1do siy) si psuonuaw | sy "ofie ajiym e yoeq uoiyebaibuod JousAsol) INo 0} pajuasald | Jeym si payoeye 0g

"0} pJemioy 00| 0} aw 1o} Buiylswog "sw ppe ases|d ‘pajsi| Jou We | uoseal awos 10} i Ing—-60o|q Inok 1oy
dn ubis pip | Jeue|d Jesp uno jo aininy ay; ui Aejd ues AyueysyD pue suolbial 8|0l yeym Auenodwl aiow pue—Ajuensuyd
UO SM3IA INOA Ul pajsalalul we pue aJlwpe | Jey} Yydinyd Jno ul auo ale noA Jey noA |8} 0} aAey | "pasesid os we | ‘epaio

Jadsop elsis) ;0
INd 9t:0l 1B GLOZ ‘9Z Inf ‘ung

uis jeuiblio uo uowsas Aw

I -1 ez 1B=

—ip ﬁ«i.ﬁb.;b o mowusa) frw e .M_QN\NA\Q_



/1 S99 3t (3 §hoapaqeg [gpraan broy husmb=magsan qorsar gotopen pwvegudonit S b 39d mraigal s {gaav 7197 1 /) v fmeswajboskpore / /i rlgy

v_ww_‘,
Xo0p-gz aunr  ulg jeuiBlO uo suondAYey INdO (e

[uappiy 1xa} pajonp]

uls |eul3110 Uo uowds Aw :ay :3a3lgng

ip pribiae o movaiar fn - jol St/ /a



9/16/2015 Gmail - Without the god called God

G i q ' I Gretta Vosper—

Without the god called God

Wed, Aug 5, 2015 at 5:35 PM
0!
Subject: Without the god called Go

Message Body:

Today | read a Globe and Mail article about you and was intrigued by the situation you find yourself in. I'm a
Religious Studies phd student at McMaster University who relates, in some ways, to your position (or at least
what | take to be your position). | decided to look you up and found this website.

When | read the marquee at the top of the page | was struck by its similarity to something said by Paul Tillich:

"l have written of the God above the God of theism... It takes seriously the radical doubt experienced by many
people... [yet] gives one the courage of self-affirmation... [even as] the God of both religious and theological
language disappears. But samething remains, namely, the seriousness of that doubt in which meaning within
meaninglessness is affirmed. The source of this affirmation of meaning within meaninglessness, of certitude
without doubt, is not the God of traditional theism, but the ‘God above God’, the power of being, which works
through those who have no name for it, not even the name God."

Earlier he wrote one should think of God something like:

"the depth of your life, the source of your being, your ultimate concern, what you take seriously without any
reservation. Perhaps in order to do so, you must forget everything traditional that you have learned about God,
perhaps even the word itself."

From what | gather you're an atheist. But it is one thing not to believe in the "traditional" god of the Church (a
personal being who intercedes in the world and history), and another to believe in God as Being, or Love, Energy,
or something else. If you come down on the side of "without the god called God", is there for you nevertheless
some god/God who remains? Or do you go all the way and reject all replacements?

Depending on your answer (or perhaps not), why do you feel it's important to maintain a relationship with, or
identify with the United Church? If | could bold or italicize "Church" | would here. Why not simply start something
new and be done with both the old god and his names, as well as the old titles and designations for his self-
identifying community and leave it behind like a dried out chrysalis?

Why, in other words, be a "post-Christian church” instead of just a community of the just and compassionate etc?

This mail is sent via contact form on Gretta Vosper grettavosper.ca

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=28ik=1aee87239e&view=pt&cat=Church%2F Support%20re %20Hearing&search=cat&msg=14effca7d6eede978&si.. 1/1
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=\ o Southminster-Steinhauer United Church

= An Inclusive, Affirming Congregation exploring an Expansive Christianity
1% Q 10740 - 19 Avenue
0 Edmonton, Alberta T6J 6W9
Phone: (780) 435-2028 Fax: (780) 435-2058

web Site : www.smsuc.com e-mail: inffo@smsuc.com

This Is Exibh.........02 referred 10 In the
affidavit of..... Aol
sworn before me, this....... Zea

September 29, 2015 .
{5 e 3o 9]

-

The Right Reverend Jordan Cantwell, Moderator
Nora Sanders, General Secretary — United Church of Canada

David Allen, Executive Secretary - Toronto Conference day of........ Q&b s, 20....5

The Reverend Bryan Ransom — President of Toronto Conference J/

Westhill United Church 4 ? T A Ty -
V" ACOMMIBSIONER FOR TAXING AFRIDAVIYS

Dear Jordan, Nora, David, Bryan and Friends at Westhill:
Re: Review of Rev. Gretta Vosper

Although you have heard from a number of individuals in this congregational who have
expressed their personal concerns with the action of Toronto Conference, the Board has
instructed me to write on behalf of the congregation of Southminster-Steinhauer United Church
to express our dismay and dissatisfaction with the process Toronto Conference is undertaking
with respect to the Rev. Gretta Vosper. To undertake a review is certainly antithetical to the
approach we would expect to address differences in doctrine, belief and theology within our
denomination.

In a church that values justice, equity and diversity, it is deeply disturbing that a conference
would initiate a review of this nature which is not mandated by The Manual of the UCC but is
based on an opinion given by the General Secretary of the United Church of Canada. While The
Manual authorizes the General Secretary to rule on “questions about polity, procedures and
practices of the United Church,” (E.4.2.3(f)) it is unlikely that this provision contemplated
granting powers to an employee of the denomination which would authorize him/her to design a
process leading to an unprecedented review by a Conference Interview Board of an ordered
minister with over 20 years of service. One would expect that this provision was intended to
delegate the kind of responsibilities to interpret existing polity, procedures and practices where
there is some uncertainty or vagueness with regard to such matters. We understand that this
review has been instigated in the absence of any complaint from the congregation being served
by the ministry personnel in question, without a recent oversight visit to the congregation and
minister (which generally precedes most reviews) and without any engagement in dialogue with
the ministry personnel in question and the congregation she serves.

It is incongruous with the values we hold as a church for Toronto Conference to be engaging in a
process that is deeply flawed and cannot possibly be imagined to meet the standard of procedural
fairness under Canadian law. To initiate a disciplinary process in this matter is unfair, misguided
and harmful not only to the ministry personnel in question, the congregation most affected but
also to the reputation of the United Church of Canada and therefore affects all of us who are
members or ministry personnel within the denomination. The theological position which appears

Ministry Team: Nancy Steeves, Christopher New



contemplate that procedural fairness could be deemed to be present in proceedings that commence
so many years later.

It may be entirely appropriate (perhaps even decades overdue) for the UCC to address what
“essential agreement” means in the 21 century and 90 years after the union that created The
United Church of Canada. But surely such a question belongs to a process very different than the
one that Toronto Conference is undertaking. Surely such a question does not belong within
disciplinary proceedings like a review but in study, dialogue and conversation across the church.

We are hopeful that Toronto Conference will immediately discontinue the review and ad hoc

process and move toward undertaking further discernment and advice to enable a more appropriate
forum and fair process to address the matters that are of concern to you.

Ron Henderson
Chair of the Board

cc. Rev. Gretta Vosper
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An Open Letter NS U ..o
A COMMISSIONER FOR TAKING AFFIDAVITE
To the Moderator of the United Church of Canada: The Rt. Rev. Jordan Cantwell
Dear Moderator Cantwell,

I write with some alarm at what is happening in the United Church of Canada, a church
that [ have long admired. I recall your history. Your church decided that women were not to be
excluded from ordination long before the first woman ever applied. In 1988 your church
proclaimed that homosexual people were not ineligible for ordination. That stand resulted in a
loss of members, but your church responded to that loss with a campaign slogan that rang
throughout Canada: “Proud to be United.” The rest of the Christian world rejoiced to witness
your passion for truth. I have come to Canada under the auspices of the United Church of
Canada to lecture more times than I can count. These events have been in every province of
your nation from the Maritimes to British Columbia, from Nova Scotia to the islands off
Vancouver. | have led conferences in each of your UCC conference centers. [ have written
articles in praise of the United Church of Canada. It was the one Christian body in the world that
seemed free of the need to be tied to the past, but was rather courageously open to the future.

Now to my dismay, a segment of the United Church of Canada has decided that it is no
longer secure enough or open enough to contain one of its most creative, future-oriented pastors.
I refer to the Rev. Gretta Vosper of the West Hill United Church in Toronto.

I have known Gretta for years. I was present when she was installed to head The
Progressive Christian Movement in Canada; a movement I helped to found in the United States
and that now has chapters in most of the other countries in the English-speaking world. I have

encouraged her in her writing career. I wrote the foreword to her first book, With or Without

God, and I pushed her to write her book on prayer entitled Amen.



I have admired her as she sought to move Christianity into the future, not in some ivy-
towered part of academia, where things that she says are so well accepted as not to be
controversial, but in a congregation of real people, who are trying to make sense out of their
Christian faith without twisting their 21* century minds into 1st century pretzels. For engaging
in this creative effort, which the whole church will sooner or later be required to do, some
elements of the United Church of Canada now want to banish her from the ministry of your
church. I presume that they want to be allowed to remain comfortably in their pre-modern
mentalities. If the United Church of Canada is not broad enough to embrace this creative and
unique pastor then this church that I once admired so much has sounded its own death knell.
Gretta’s “sin,” if one can use that word, is that she has dared to share with her congregation the
scholarship available in the great academic centers of Christian leaming throughout the world.

We Christians are living today on the other side of Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo. We
understand such things as the vastness of space and the generally accepted 13.8 billion year age
of this universe. In such a worldview, there is clearly no theistic God hovering above the sky of
a three-tiered universe, ready to intervene in supernatural ways. Does that mean there is no God?
Of course not! It does mean, however, that God can no longer be conceived of as a being,
supernatural in power, dwelling externally to our world, who is standing by ready to invade
human history to answer our prayers or to impose the divine will. It means that our traditional
pre-Copernican God language is simply no longer a language we can use. Rethinking God in
non-theistic terms is one of the great concerns of contemporary Christian theology. The primary
theologian under whom I trained, Paul Tillich, a Reformed theologian out of Germany, made this
so clear. Please note that Dr. Tillich was probably the best read Christian theologian in the 20"

century. He died in 1965. His ideas hardly represent new thinking. This means that those who



want to banish Gretta are simply not aware of where Christian theology is today. They do not
comprehend the wide gap that exists today between the Christian academy and the Christian
pew. Gretta is one of the few pastors willing to live and work on the front lines and she dares to
do so while leading a real congregation in which she is both loved and admired. She and her
congregation are making an attempt to bridge this gap and to bring relevance to 21% century
Christianity. Instead of trying to silence her, your church should be celebrating the fact that you
have produced an incredible star.

Gretta has called herself “an atheist minister.” While that language is startling to some,
the Christian academy knows exactly what she is saying. To refer to oneself as an “atheist” does
not mean that one is asserting that there is no God; it means that the “theistic” definition of God
is no longer operative or believable. It has not been operative in intellectual circles since the 17
century. Perhaps if Gretta had called herself a “non-theistic” pastor, people would not respond
with the negativity that is born out of such incredible and profound theological ignorance.
Gretta’s style, however, is to shock people into opening their minds to new possibilities and thus
to call them into a new understanding of God. Under the impact of her ministry one cannot hide
in the time-worn platitudes of our religious past. That is exactly what the Christian Church of
today needs to hear and the issue with which it needs to wrestle. An “in your face” style is not
for everyone, but it is a necessary aspect of ministry that can help awaken an irrelevant and dying
church. I assume she must have believed that the United Church of Canada had within its
leadership sufficient theological learning that her words would be properly understood. The
leaders of this church need to assert loudly that they do, or the Christian world will be left to

draw the conclusion that your church is no longer capable of living in the modern world.



The vast numbers of former Christians, who have dropped out of organized religion, have
done so as a direct response to the small minds saying unbelievable things that they confront
inside so many traditional churches. They are bored by what they experience. Institutional
Christianity will die of boredom long before it dies of controversy. Controversy is indeed a sign
of life. Gretta uses language that will cause secular people to turn their heads, to say:” Did I hear
that right? Surely a Christian pastor cannot be saying what I just heard. Is there something about
Christianity that [ have missed, something about which I have never thought before? Should I
perhaps re-enter church life to listen anew?” Surely you do not want to penalize a pastor whose
style has gotten the attention of the audience that now listens to Gretta across not only Canada,
but throughout the rest of the Christian world. Those are exactly the people that Christianity must
attract if it wishes to avoid its almost relentless joumey into medieval irrelevance.

Gretta is also quite correct in calling for the church to abandon its victimizing forms of
Christianity. There is no such thing as “original sin” into which we have fallen and from which
we have to be saved. That idea is nothing more than a hangover from such 4™ century thinkers
as Augustine, the Bishop of Hippo in North Africa. The concept of “original sin” assumed that
there was an original perfection from which we have fallen. It assumes a passive human
helplessness from which divine rescue is essential. It assumes that God does not know how to
forgive and so God requires a human sacrifice and a blood offering before both divine
forgiveness and divine love are possible. It assumes that salvation is achievable only through the
invasion of our world by a theistic deity. This is the portrait of the God who decided to punish
Jesus for our sins. It is this dated theology that permeates the Christian Church today and it is
this theology that Gretta Vosper is challenging. Out of this theology we Christians continue to

say strange things like: “Jesus died for my sins.” This theology turns God into a monster who



requires a human sacrifice and a blood offering; it turns Jesus into a victim and it turns human
beings into guilt-filled creatures, groveling before God and begging for mercy! Besides all of
these liabilities we also now know that this theology is simply wrong.

Those of us who live in the 21% century are inevitably post-Darwinian people. We know
that there never was an original perfection from which we have fallen. Darwin taught us that at
the beginning there was only a slow evolution over billions of years as we journeyed from single
cells of life into the status of self-conscious complexity that marks human life today.

If there was no original perfection, then there could not have been a fall from perfection.
One cannot fall from that which never existed. If there was no fall then there is no such thing as
original sin from which we need to be saved. One cannot be saved from what never was nor can
one be “restored” to a status one never possessed. Finally there is no need for a deity, defined
theistically, who mounts the rescue operation. So the whole way we tell the Jesus story has got to
be rethought and reformulated. To say that publicly, as Gretta does, is not to be a threat to the
church, it is to be the hope of the church.

These are the things that the United Church of Canada needs to hear if any part of it
wants to remove Gretta Vosper from her ministry. Such a church will look “heroic”, only to an
increasingly neurotic band of “true believers,” who think they can protect God from knowledge
and it will become the laughing stock of the members of our increasingly secular society, who
are quite sure they want nothing to do with the kind of Christianity that you will then represent.

I grieve over the direction in which at least some parts of the United Church of Canada
are now walking. I urge you, as the leader of that church, to call your church back from this
precipice.

John Shelby Spong
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The Right Reverend Jordan Cantwell, Moderator

Nora Sanders, General Secretary — United Church of Canada
David Allen, Executive Secretary — Toronto Conference

The Reverend Bryan Ransom — President of Toronto Conference
Westhill United Church

Re: Proposed Review of the Reverend Gretta Vosper

I am writing to each of you as one who chose to find spiritual community within the United Church
of Canada and one who has been proud to be identified as ministry personnel within the UCC for
17 years of my 34 years of ordered ministry. I was raised in a denomination that excluded me
from the vocation of ministry on the basis of my gender. I was ordained in a denomination that
sought to exclude me from the vocation of ministry on the basis of my sexual orientation. I was
drawn to The United Church of Canada because it has made space for a wide theological spectrum
and has been a leader in seeking social, personal and global justice. I am alarmed and ashamed at
the actions of my spiritual community in instigating a review which has the potential to exclude a
colleague for rooting her spirituality and her ministry in values rather than beliefs.

I have chosen to exercise my vocation within the UCC because of its ethos of valuing critical
thought, intellectual rigor, openness, acceptance, diversity, justice and fostering respect for a wide
range of political and theological perspectives. I have taken great pride in being part of a big tent
that is not staked in the ground of dogma or creed. It seems to me this valued reputation of our
denomination that many of us have cherished is at risk by the actions taken by Toronto Conference
in this matter on a ruling given by the General Secretary.

Given that Ms. Vosper has publically expressed her nonbelief in a theistic, interventionist,
supernatural being called “God” for more than a decade, one is left to speculate about what the
particular “concerns” could possibly be that would give rise to a review at this point in time. What
motivates a conference to review Ms. Vosper now when her theology and praxis have been a matter
of public record since the publication of her first book in 2004? Surely natural justice requires that
the complainant specify the concerns so that the accused knows the case to be met. Surely
procedural fairness requires a level of transparency and the opportunity for the “accused” to face
her “accusers” in a manner that is not evident here. Even if there were an existing process within
The Manual for such a review, how could procedural fairness be deemed to be present in
proceedings that commence 11 years after the theology and praxis (which appear to invoke this
action) were published?

It is deeply disturbing to read the request to the General Secretary as framed by the executive of
Toronto Conference. On the face of it, it is difficult to discern a genuine and sincere inquiry in
that request. The General Secretary appears to have been asked a rhetorical question. The desired
answer is entirely implied in the question. The request of Toronto Conference could have simply
read: Since there is no apparent basis in our polity to conduct a review on theological grounds
(but solely on the basis of the effectiveness of the ministry personnel in his/her context and/or their
recognition of the authority of presbytery), kindly outline a process to require an ordered minister
to continuously re-affirm the questions asked at his/her ordination/commissioning or admission.



The inquiry which prompts this ruling appears to be lacking in good faith in proceeding to describe
the action it wishes to undertake with the authority of the General Secretary.

While The Manual clearly authorizes the General Secretary to rule on “questions about polity,
procedures and practices of the United Church,” (E.4.2.3(f)) it is difficult to imagine that this
provision was intended to empower any single individual to design a process that would lead to an
unprecedented review. It is inconceivable that a denomination which has designed a complex
process of church wide consultation through proposals and remits would delegate the power to
construct a process which could lead to the remedial or disciplinary outcomes provided for in J.9.4
of The Manual to an individual. Furthermore, this ruling is incongruent with the trend toward
conducting standardized reviews under J.9.3 by trained and paid reviewers to empower a
Conference Interview Board (not to mention that it is the CIB in Ms. Vosper’s own conference) to
undertake an interview that is to be known as a review.

With all due respect to the opinion of the General Secretary, the conclusion that suitability for
ordered ministry is synonymous with effectiveness in ministry has laid the foundation for an unfair
and flawed process. To initiate what amounts to a disciplinary process in this matter is unjust,
misguided and harmful not only to the ministry personnel in question, the congregation most
affected but also to the ethos and reputation of the United Church of Canada and therefore affects
all of us who are members or ministry personnel within the denomination.

It is my sincere hope that Toronto Conference will abandon this process and offer leadership in
beginning a dialogue that would enable the UCC as a denomination to discern what is essential for
our identity, faith and our leadership. The “concerns” that may have prompted this process create
an important and timely opportunity for our denomination to address our relevance and
effectiveness in a culture and context that is very different from the one that birthed the UCC in
1925. It is time to inspire one another to create a spiritual community that truly matters and can
make a difference in the world. Were we to do so, there might again be the opportunity to find
ourselves the subject of public discussion for our bold acts of justice, our relevant spiritual
gatherings and our engaged faith in action rather than whether or not we will exclude each other
from exercising our vocation in the UCC for describing ourselves as theists, a-theists or deists.

I celebrate the ministry of Gretta Vosper and have known her to be very effective as ministry
personnel not only in her pastoral and prophetic leadership with Westhill United Church but also
in creating resources, writing prayers, recasting hymns, blogging, speaking and writing in ways
that have served many of us in the UCC and well beyond our denomination. She is a valued
colleague and an important voice in The United Church of Canada. I appreciate the leadership of
each of you to whom this letter is addressed and am grateful for your passion and diligence in
offering your gifts to our denomination. I remain hopeful that a better path will be chosen to
address the “concerns” which prompted this “review.” The energy, stress and expense of these
proceedings is inappropriate and unwarranted in a situation where there is no breach of ethics or
breakdown in pastoral relations which give rise to an unprecedented review. Thank you your
consideration of this matter.

Yours Truly,
Rev. Dr. Nancy Steeves
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