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   North Kildonan United Church 
6th June 2021 ~Rev. Don Johnson 

 

“Church Union, 96 Years On” 
 

II Corinthians 4: 13-5: 1        John 12: 24-32                                                                         
 

Gracious God, open our hearts and minds by the power of your Holy Spirit, that 
we may hear your Word with joy. Amen. 

“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 
remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” 

At first glance this may seem to be an odd choice for the gospel reading on a 

Church Union anniversary Sunday. Perhaps some who were gathered on June 10th, 1925 

in the Mutual Street Arena in Toronto may have also wondered. But the wisdom of that 

selection was soon to be revealed. 

This year marks the 96th anniversary of that inaugural service, heralding the birth 

of our denomination. Six years ago, in celebration of the 90th anniversary of Church 

Union, the United Church Observer published a wonderful essay by Professor Phyllis 

Airhart of Emmanuel College. As she pointed out, that Inaugural service, attended by 

over 8,000 Methodist, Presbyterian, Congregationalist and Local Union members, was to 

bring to birth this new United Church of Canada, born of a vision of a national church 

that would be both united and uniting, a denomination continually in dialogue with other 

denominations so that old divisions would pass away and Protestants of many 

persuasions might make their home in this Canadian United Church. 

That was the vision, the hope of 1925, that this United Church would truly become 

a Uniting Church, gathering various denominations into one body of Christ.  

That was the dream, but it didn’t quite turn out that way. Back in the 1980s, 

Moderator Bob Smith said that the besetting sin of the United Church was that we think 

everyone wants to be like us. I rather suspect we no longer think that way. 

When the Rev. S.P. Rose, a Methodist minister and professor, read the gospel we 

heard this morning, he quite possibly was not aware of how prophetic his sermon text 

would prove to be. “Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and 
dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit”. Death and rebirth 

has been a continual theme throughout these 96 years of Church Union. 

In our beginning, many of the traditions and practices and attitudes of the 

founding churches, the inheritance as the Inaugural service summed it up, really had to 

be put aside, to die, if you will, so that a new way could come about. Rev. Dr. George 

Pigeon, our first Moderator, would say many years later, in 1958, “I think of the church 
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I love”, he concluded, as ready to “sink” its identity into a “church that is yet to be”, as 

the Observer article quoted him. 

There has always been a tension in our denomination of what this “yet to be” 

church might look like. Many of us have drawn deeply from the traditions of our founding 

denominations, and have been able to integrate, to varying degrees, those traditions 

into our present day practice. So you will find United Churches that call the Chair of their 

Board a Moderator, a very Presbyterian practice, and name their board a Session. Some 

will come forward to receive Holy Communion while others remain in their pew or seat 

and wait until all have received the bread and then the individual cups, and partake 

together, continuing the practice that was used with the 8,000 in attendance at the 

Inaugural service in 1925. 

Others in our denomination tend not to see too much value in the traditions of our 

founders. The rich seed of worship approaches and hymnody of earlier times is seen as 

suspect, of limited value, and best kept deep in the ground, for fear that it will choke 

the growth of this “yet to be church.”  The search for something new, cutting-edge, 

novel, imaginative, does not include, by and large, the poetic vision of George Herbert 

or Charles Wesley, nor do broader ecumenical worship resources find a place in some of 

our United Churches. 

Our diversity of worship styles is both our strength and our weakness, but it is also 

in keeping with the vision of the founders of the United Church. This new denomination 

was to be open to the prompting of the Spirit, which also means being tolerant of 

different interpretations of where the Spirit is leading the church. Yes, there can be 

frustration when competing visions of what church means, of what church is, clash. 

Every so often, when typing North Kildonan United Church, my fingers come up with 

Untied instead of United.  There have been times when our denomination has seemed 

to have become “Untied”, but through prayer and struggle and love those times have 

not lasted long. 

June 10th, 1925, the representatives of the founding denominations signed the 

Basis of Union and the United Church of Canada began. In 1959 this congregation of 

North Kildonan United Church was formed by the people of this area, and it was my 

pleasure to be a part of our 60th anniversary service on November 3rd, 2019. 

Sixty years after Church Union, on June 2nd, 1985, in the Fort Rouge Leisure 

Centre, an arena somewhat similar to the location of the Inaugural service of 1925, six 

women and men were ordained by the Conference of Manitoba and Northwestern 

Ontario. Included in that number was Brenda Gibson and myself. 

With each of those new beginnings, there was hope and apprehension, and great 

expectation. The national church, our congregation, Brenda and myself and all others 

ordained that day, all of us have known challenge and disappointment, exaltation, great 

joy and sufficient grace to see us through. 
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In my life since ordination in 1985, I am aware of attitudes and approaches within 

me that needed to change, needed to die so that something fresh and new could develop 

within me.  In 1985 there was a strong sense of optimism in our denomination. We are 

in different times, and the issues of 1985, or 1959, or 1925 are not necessarily the issues 

of today. 

Throughout the centuries the Church of Christ has faced difficulty and challenge, 

and at times threats to its very existence. But the Christian story is based on proclaiming 

the truth and facing the truth, even if that truth is painful. Our history of involvement 

with the Indian Residential School system and the terrible results of that system is but 

one example of our willingness to face the truth, repent of our past sins and seek to 

make amends.  In all we do as church, in all we are as people of God, we rely on God’s 

grace and forgiveness, and trust in the heart of the Christian story, which is death and 

resurrection, endings and new beginnings. 

St Paul urged the Corinthians to not lose heart, to trust that the one who raised 

Jesus will also raise us, to trust that day by day we are being renewed by the grace of 

God. The same message is given to us this day, that we not lose heart, abandon our 

faith or just give up, but trusting in God we carry on as members of a United and Uniting 

Church, grateful that we belong to this congregation of North Kildonan United, listening 

for the guiding of the Spirit in our life and work, and looking with hope to the promises 

of God. 

For many years, the United Church made its national home at 85 St Clair, a nine 

storey building in Toronto. The United Church Book Room was on the main floor and 

the board room was on the top floor. The walls of the board room held the photos of 

the Moderators and the General Secretaries since 1925, a visual history of the leadership 

of the United Church. 

Over the years, as I attended church meetings in that board room, I was always 

aware of this cast of characters surrounding us, these men and women who contributed 

so much to who we are today. 

During a coffee break at one meeting I decided to go for a bit of a wander, 

discovering the open door of the Moderator’s office. I entered the room and found what 

we might call the holy relics of that Inaugural service in 1925.  Here was the table on 

which the founding representatives signed the Basis of Union. On the table was the 

simple steel nib pen used to sign the document, though no sign of the inkwell. The Bible 

from that service was there too. All these items just sat on the table, with neither glass 

nor lock to protect them from damage or disappearance. Like the door of the Moderator’s 

office, they remained open to display and available to whoever was interested.  

Somehow that seemed so appropriate for who we are as church, open and 

available to whoever is interested. And we wouldn’t have it any other way. Thanks be 

to God. Amen 


