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Executive Summary

WE BELIEVE the church is about God’s mission in the world, one of healing and justice for all creation, and that this work is surely to be lived out and realized with others. In many varied and rich ways the work of the church, including The United Church of Canada, is accomplished through working with others, including by relationships that we know as partnerships.

This report is the work of the Task Group for the Review of Canadian Partnerships. It follows the 2009 report Reviewing Global Partnership in the Context of Empire, a far-ranging review of the theology, principles and practice of global partnerships in the United Church of Canada. The work leading to this report was structured by asking critical questions: What does partnership look like in Canada? Who are our partners? How important is partnership to the identity and purpose of the United Church of Canada?  What are the principles underpinning practices of partnership? What theology guides those practices? 

The living out of the church’s work in the world in relationship with others, the Task Group found, has significant implications for understanding the nature and purpose of the church. An important part of this is the new identity into which God is inviting the church. Two theological images help us in considering the implications: The first is biblical, that of Jesus as a border-walker. It is an invitation to discipleship, to following Jesus to the places where God is active. The second, discussed at the conclusion of this report, is drawn from the environment and ecology, the role of an ecotone to be a place which marks out and brings together ecologies.

The report begins with a theological reflection on the work of the church through its peoples’ encounters with others, by walking the borders of human experience, with the revelatory implications for our time. The mandate of the Task Group is discussed, followed by an analysis of what is meant by partnership in the context of the United Church of Canada in society today. The forms (or “streams”) of our church’s partnerships are then considered, an historical exegesis of United Church partnerships is presented, and the role of community ministries in partnerships is critically addressed. The report discusses the implications of partnership for the church today, employing the metaphor of ecotones and concludes by offering principles for the more effective realization of partnerships.

1. Introduction
We believe that the church is about God’s mission in world, a mission which encompasses healing and justice for all creation, which the United Church of Canada lives out through partnerships with others. How might we understand partnership anew and as a central mark of the emerging church for our time and place?   

In his book, Gospel Light - Jesus Stories for Spiritual Consciousness
, John Shea, describes Jesus as a border walker. He tells a story that relates to the incident in the Gospel of Matthew where Jesus encounters a Canaanite woman along the border region of Tyre and Sidon (two wealthy Roman port cities now in modern Lebanon).  We recall that the people of Canaan were considered different from Israelites, viewed as a people apart for religious, social and perhaps cultural reasons – a people “across a border.”

If all we knew about Jesus were his walking habits, it would be significant. Jesus is a border walker. If you want to find him, you will find him walking along the border. Borders are places where people either come together or split apart, join or divide. St. Paul, who knew - as we are trying to know - the spirit of Jesus, thought Jesus walked on three borders.  “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither free nor slave, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Jesus Christ.”…

Behold a Canaanite woman, living in those borders, coming forward, crying out, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me. My daughter is terribly troubled by a demon.”

He gave her no word of response.

We are told to behold the Canaanite woman for she is the bearer of the revelation. Something is about to happen and she is the catalyst of the event. Pay attention to her.

She too is a border walker, and this is a story of a border walker meeting a border walker. Of the two border walkers we are not left in doubt about who is most assertive. The woman is sketched as coming forward. If a confrontation is going to take place, she is going to initiate it. She is noisy, crying out as she is coming forward. You can feel that something is about to happen.

She may be both assertive and noisy, but she is also insightful. She knows who Jesus is. She calls him “Lord, Son of David”, a comprehensive set of titles. Jesus is Lord, and therefore meant for all people. But he is also Son of David, coming from a definite people with a particular heritage and distinctive tradition. Jesus is universal yet particular.

This is essentially the divine-human condition. Because we are related to God we are united to all that God sustains. Therefore there is a universal quality to us. But we are also particular and concrete, a definite gender, a unique personality, and a member of a specific ethnic group. We are this one thing and not something else. It is a universal-particular paradox of each person that the Canaanite woman, who is the bearer of revelation, sees in an intensified way in Jesus.

There are many stories about Jesus walking along borders or Jesus telling stories about people walking along borders. In addition to the borders noted by Paul (ethnicity, domination, and gender) Jesus also walks the borders between sick and well, pure and unpure (the lepers on the edge of town, crossing over the Sea of Galilee to the country of the Garasenes and encountering the man possessed by the Legion of demons), the poor and the rich.

Luke speaks of Jesus “increasing in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour”. This increase in wisdom and in favour can perhaps be attributed to Jesus’ walking on the borders of life. It is on the borders, in human encounters and relationships that he was stretched and grew. This is most clear in the story of the Canaanite woman where Jesus initially did not respond. It was a border he was hesitant to cross. “I was sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel,” Jesus says, stating what he understood as the border of his ministry. 

But then we remember that she, the Canaanite woman, is the bearer of revelation in this story. She is the catalyst for Jesus’ new self-understanding. Her need invites him to take that step into the place of transition where, for the sake of abundant life, Jesus steps across previously self-imposed limits to his ministry and begins to broaden his understanding of the wideness of God’s mission.

What if we were to see the church’s ‘partners’ as bearers of revelation, as God’s catalysts for change calling us, “the church,” to re-visit and re-vision our understanding of identity for the sake of God’s mission? And when we are wholly/holy opened to the presence and possibility of God-with-us permeating through these partnerships, justice and mercy flow. Our partners offer us critical experiences and perspectives, new borders to cross, new margins to inhabit, where they ask for the truth of us to come forth. This truth at the margins is where God is revealed.

Borders become meeting places. 

Communion replaces separation. 

Diversity of life flourishes.

Perhaps at no point in our history has there been a greater need for people and organizations of good will to work together for the sake of our global survival, for the sake of the world that God loves so dearly. And perhaps the call to risk in partnerships is God’s way of calling the church to something altogether new.       

What might this new thing be? What might God have in mind in the call to the church to risk itself for the sake of God’s mission?  What images or metaphors might help us to discern what the church can and should be in the future?   

Partnership, the Task Group believes, has significant implications for understanding the nature and purpose of the church; that is for discerning the new identity into which God is inviting the church.  The Task Group believes that there are two images that help to give deeper meaning to partnership in the Canadian context. The first is a biblical image, that of Jesus as a border-walker. It is an invitation to discipleship, to following Jesus to the places where God is already active. The second metaphor, offered in more detail in Chapter VII below, is appropriately drawn from the environment and ecology. It is the role of an ecotone to be a place which bridges ecologies. It describes the edges between communities and environments.    

It is at the edge of a forest and meadow where a doe gives birth to a fawn because there is both food and shelter. Marshes where fresh and salt water meet are ecotones and among the most vibrantly diverse places on earth. It is at the edges between ecologies where change and growth is most evident.  In other words, ecotones are places where life thrives, and where the processes of evolution are most active. 

How these images help us to understand partnership, and how partnership has and can shape the identity of the United Church is the focus of this paper.

2. Mandate of the Review 

In 2009 the Executive of General Council approved the document “Reviewing Global Partnership in the Context of Empire.”  This major report on the theology, principles and practice of global partnerships was one of a number of critical reports by the United Church on global partnership undertaken over the past 85 years. Each has sought to define the nature of global mission in a current moment.

The 2009 report identified four questions that framed its review:

1. What theology of partnership can most faithfully inform the work of The United Church of Canada in its practice of partnership today?

2. What principles of partnership can be identified as arising from the current context and theological affirmations?

3. What practice of partnership would best facilitate the participation of the whole church in God’s mission?

4. What special implications might the results of the above three questions have to the practice of partnership in the Canadian context?

In reflecting on the fourth question above, the final report contained the following paragraph:

“The task group recognized the complexity of trying to address the many expressions of partnership in Canada and determined that it could not do so within the limited scope of this review. Such an undertaking would of necessity involve other connections within the General Council Office, different survey methodologies, and broader fields of consultation. The task group does, however, believe that the learnings of this review, while focused on global partnership, can offer insight into the nature of partnerships in Canada. The task group recommends, therefore, that further work be undertaken on the theology, principles and practice of partnership in the Canadian context.”  

This Review of Canadian Partnerships follows from this earlier study and has been mandated by the Permanent Committee, Programs for Mission and Ministry.  

In beginning this work, the current Task Group recognized immediately that while there has been a long history of exploration and reflection on the meaning of global partnerships, little or no work exists that explores the nature of Canadian partnerships.  At times, it appears that there existed in the church an informal understanding that the term “partnership” should be applied solely to global relationships.  Perhaps because of this and perhaps because Canadian expressions of partnership were much more informal and varied than global expressions, there is no history of review nor one of definition.  

This review to some extent builds on the learnings of the global practice but in many ways it is breaking new ground.  What does partnership look like in Canada? Who are our partners?  In the shifting patterns of church life today, how important is partnership to our identity and purpose? What are the principles that undergird our practice of partnership? What theology guides them? What is it that we can do best with others?  

The Task Group which undertook this work began with a hunch that partnership is a defining characteristic and practice of the United Church.  But it also recognized that the church is in transition, perhaps more so than at any previous time in its history.  Some have come to speak of this time as an epochal shift or a great emergence, affecting not just the United Church but all churches.  The church that we know today will not be the church of the future.  

With this awareness the Task Group has sought to lift up the church’s history of partnership in Canada, and to ask what might it look like in the future?  We ask what partnership means to being church today? What expressions of partnership make us who we are?  Or, in other words, what do we understand about the nature of the church that invites us to journey at the borders, to risk relationships outside our places of comfort for the sake of God’s mission?  

In undertaking the work, the Task Group initially focused on an attempt to describe the nature of Canadian partnerships. It soon realized that this apparently simple task was in reality quite complicated. There were far too many shades of relationship to lend itself to simple descriptions. Organizations such as the Canadian Council of Churches and most Outreach Ministries, that the Task Group first assumed were partners, in fact rejected that such a description. In the 2009 study of global partnership, ‘otherness’ was quite clear. Most, but not all such partnerships, exist outside of Canada and the relationship is almost uniformly defined by a funding agreement.  Canadian based partnerships proved to be much more subtle. Questions around the definition emerged. Does the language of partnership work for an organization that the United Church helped create, fund and on whose board a United Church representative sits? Does partnership imply at least a level of equity of relationship between two parties? What then of very small, almost single staff organizations with whom the church works and supports?          

Yet the Task Group is convinced that there is such a thing as Canadian partnership and furthermore, that the lived expressions of these partnerships reveal something significant about the identity and work of The United Church of Canada. This report offers this insight as its most important conclusion. 

To undertake this review the Task Group needed first of all to have a working definition of partnership in the Canadian context. It offers the following:

 
A Working Definition of Canadian Partnerships  
“Partnership” is a term that can be used to describe a wide range of relationships undertaken by church communities. For the purposes of this review of Canadian Partnerships, the focus will be on relationships undertaken for common action with others who seek after justice, wholeness and love for the whole creation.

Four key qualities flow from this definition:  external, collaborative, justice making and common action. 

External:  

The use of “others” in the definition implies relationships external to The United Church of Canada. In other words, partnership involves moving outside of the church to establish relationships with an organization external to itself. These partners include faith-based as well as civil society organizations.

Collaborative:

Second, “with” points to relationships which are collaborative in nature; relationships which involve participation with others in determining what actions might be jointly undertaken. For the purposes of this study, programs operated by a church, which are service based to individuals and do not involve shared decision-making are not defined as partnerships. 


Justice Making:

Third, partnerships are defined for the purposes of this study as those “who seek justice, wholeness and love for the whole creation.” Understood in its broadest Christian context, justice (sometimes called justice/love) is about the mending of a broken world. God’s shalom is sometimes used to speak of the restoration of the wholeness of God’s creation. Partnership, in the context of this study, is about relationships that seek after the healing of creation in its broadest and fullest sense.

Common Action:

Finally, “common action” implies partnerships that result in engagement and action. While it is impossible to fully define what action means, it perhaps can be understood through the methodology of “See” “Judge” and “Act.” Partnership, defined as common action implies a component of seeing the realities of a broken world, assessing or judging the causes of the brokenness and choosing to act together toward healing the brokenness.   

3. The Context of the Review

“The world is in serious trouble,” began a major report to the 34th General Council in 1992, “therefore churches should join together with peoples of good will for the cause of peace, justice and the healing of God’s creation.”  Towards a Renewed Understand of Ecumenism, and later its successor document Mending The World, introduced the concept of “Whole World Ecumenism.”  When formally adopted in 1997 by the 36th General Council the concept was controversial, and to some extent still is, with ecumenical partners and yet consistent with much of the history of the United Church.   

“Whereas traditional ecumenical activity has been church centred, placing emphasis on the churches as they relate to one another both in matters of faith and service, the broader ecumenism is world-centred, placing emphasis on churches relating to the world beyond themselves, to persons involved in other religious traditions, ideologies, and secular agencies. In this understanding of “whole world ecumenism,” the churches are called to make common cause with individuals and institutions of good will who are committed to compassion, peace and justice in the world.” 

The ecumenical scandal of our time, the report argued, was not the disunity of the church but rather its institutional preoccupation in the face of the suffering of the world. 

By implication the report identified God’s mission with healing and justice not just for the world’s suffering but for the world itself.   While the church had been engaged for several decades before in working for ecological justice, this 1992 report marked a distinctive acknowledgment of an understanding of God’s mission as focusing on the mending or healing of all of creation.      

The understanding of God’s mission at the heart of the purpose of the church came from an earlier watershed document in the life of the church, the Report on the Commission on World Mission in 1968.  The report focused on global mission and lifted up the shift in understanding from “mission to” toward the affirmation that “missio Dei”, God’s mission, was at the heart of the shared work between Northern and Southern churches.  The report laid the foundation for the use of the language of partnership in a global context. At the crux of the use of the term is a clear understanding that churches from throughout the world were not defined by being initiators or recipients of mission but rather as equal partners in God’s mission.  

While the concept of missio Dei has been in widespread use throughout the world church for over 40 years,  it is only now becoming a much more widely used and understood concept.  Its implications are encapsulated in the following statement:  “It is not that the Church of God has a mission in the world, but that the God of Mission has a church in the world.”    This phrase not only turns upside down any understanding that the church exists for itself but also that it alone has the mandate of carrying out God’s purposes.  The United Church, we believe, would affirm an understanding to the statement as follows:  “… the God of Mission has a church, and people’s movements, non-governmental organizations, and temples and… so on.”

This leads to the question, “If we believe that the church is about God’s mission in the world, and that God’s mission encompasses healing and justice for all of creation, then who else is about this work, and how might we work together?”  It is this question that is at the heart of the church’s commitment to partnership. 

Canada, while clearly privileged in the global context, faces significant challenges. Globalization has changed the face of the Canada, by 2031 the euro-dominant culture will be a minority and temples and mosques dominate the landscape replacing the grandeur of cathedrals.  Canada’s social systems are under stress with increasing costs in health and social services hitting the wall of deficit reductions.  Recent changes in the criminal code will dramatically impact levels of incarceration. Changes in immigration policies will reduce access to those most in need of protection. The lack of a national housing policy means increasing numbers of Canadians will suffer from inadequate housing. Levels of poverty are increasing while wage disparities widen.

The Occupy Movement, both in Canada and around the world, has identified global inequality as one of the pressing social challenges of our time. While this inequity was, in the past, represented by divisions between south and north, today it is represented by the 1% for whom the economic systems of the world work, and the 99% who are left to struggle with the failures.  Young people who have been the face of the movement are the very ones who know that our economy no longer works for the vast majority of the world’s people.  

The increasing disparity between rich and poor is also reflected in the declining resources available to non-governmental organizations and people’s movements to effect and motivate change or to counter massive propaganda machines designed to support the economic interest of the powerful. An example of this is the immense campaign against human responsibility for climate change and against the need for curtailing carbon emissions. Organizations and individuals that argue for actions are systematically undermined and ridiculed.            

It is in this context that churches can offer meaningful partnerships with social movements and organizations that seek the transformation of our world.  Churches, in contrast to many other organizations, generally do not depend on government funding and so have freedom to speak, educate and organize. While churches may seem to be on the margins of our society, they still carry a measure of privilege and power. To what extent is the church willing to risk its reputation for the sake of joining together with others for the sake of the world and its peoples, for the sake of God’s mission? This is the question that underlies any consideration of partnership in the context of the world that we know today.                    

Otto Scharmer, an M.I.T. professor, in his ground breaking work on theories of leadership writes: 

“We live in a time of massive institutional failure, collectively creating results that nobody wants. Climate change. AIDS. Hunger. Poverty. Violence. Terrorism. Destruction of communities, nature, life—the foundations of our social, economic, ecological, and spiritual well-being. This time calls for a new consciousness and a new collective leadership capacity to meet challenges in a more conscious, intentional, and strategic way. The development of such a capacity will allow us to create a future of greater possibility.”

Paul Hawken, the author of Blessed Unrest, writes in a similar way about a new convergence of environmental, social justice and indigenous peoples’ organizations that is creating the largest social movement in history, seeking to “restore grace, justice and beauty to the world.” 
Both authors, writing from significantly different but secular places, point to the need for a new collective capacity, in the words of Adrienne Rich, to “reconstitute the world.”  

“My heart is moved by all I cannot save:

So much has been destroyed

I have cast my lot with those

Who, age after age, perversely

With no extraordinary power

Reconstitute the world.”

4. Streams of Canadian Partnerships 

The Task Group in beginning its work identified over forty partnerships held at the national level of the church. It recognized that there were many more at other levels of the church, well beyond the capacity of the Task Group to identify and document.  In reviewing the range of national partnerships, the Task Group discerned five major streams that point to the breadth of relationships in Canada. While the examples, found in Appendix A, that illustrate each of these streams are drawn from national relationships, the Task Group believes that they also represent the breadth of relationships that exist throughout the church. Although the work the church shares with individual partners often fits into one main stream or focus, it is true that some organizations partner across several categories. The following outlines the main streams that the Task Group has identified. 

1. Advocacy and Justice 

Partners in this stream vary in size from small justice-focused organizations, like the Canadian Youth Climate Coalition, to large organizations, both ecumenical and civil society, such as KAIROS and the Canadian Council for International Co-operation.

Some of these partners work in direct solidarity with people in marginalized communities in Canada where issues of poverty, violence, abuse and ecological degradation are common. The experiences and analysis of these groups often serve the church in contributing to policy development and advocacy for social change in our society. Other partners in this stream help the church to develop ways to take these human and ecological rights concerns into the public arena. This collaborative work is non-partisan political activity for the sake of building healthy and sustainable communities. Advocacy with these partners builds a strong consensus from which to engage elected members of Canada’s government, including Members of Parliament. 

2. Research and Policy

This stream of partners includes organizations and coalitions with the expertise to undertake research and develop social policy regarding current justice issues that affect Canadian society.  Sometimes, these policy briefs and proposals are submitted to Parliamentary committees or government ministries as a way to propose alternative or more complete policy responses to an issue the government is working on. 

These policy papers also offer further or more specific thinking and challenge to existing UCC policies or practices such as food sovereignty, peace, climate justice, and corporate social responsibility. The policy work of our partners often serves to address gaps in our own UCC policy, and in the policies of the federal government, offering much needed expertise on important issues. The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, the Pembina Institute, and Project Ploughshares are three of our partners in this stream.

3. Education and Theological Reflection

The partners within this stream offer spaces for theological reflection and scholarship on a variety of ecclesiological, missiological and social justice issues. These include organizations such as the Student Christian Movement, the Churches Council for Theological education in Canada and the Centre for Asian Theological Study Advisory Committee. Through theological reflection on current issues these partners sometimes challenge latent and prevalent Christian theologies that themselves may promote social injustice. Most often, these partners produce papers, offer perspectives, communicate within and beyond church circles, and organize seminars and learning opportunities that generate critical theological thinking. In turn this new thinking leads to new understandings about the church and the world that serve to undergird our ministry practices. 

4. Congregational Engagement for Justice-making 

These partners are either single or multi-focused on social justice issues that are of concern to the United Church. These organizations and coalitions develop justice resources and design education and advocacy programs that encourage the engagement of members to act for just change in the public arena. Usually this work is meant to raise consciousness, educate, build skills and equip groups for advocacy. Materials also often stress spiritual formation, discipleship and integrity. Resources from the Churches Council on Justice and Corrections and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission help congregations to grapple with issues of faith and justice and encourage people to act locally, nationally and internationally. 

Resources for congregational engagement may be developed with partners through the collaborative work of staff and elected members, or they may be developed independently, and then integrated into the programs of the United Church. These are resources that are distributed through Infopak, referred to in Mandate, incorporated into UCC publications and web materials.


5. Community Support

This stream of partners includes organizations that, with The United Church of Canada, focus on building support for individuals, groups and congregations facing injustice, persecution, and poverty. First Nations band councils, camps, and inner city community ministries, as well as organizations for migrant workers and new immigrants, are also found in this category. These groups work at a grass roots level in solidarity with victims of systemic injustice. They often provide basic needs and services, as well as support programs that help guide folk through the complicated maze of social programs while empowering them to find healing and wholeness.

5. A Theology of  Partnership from the Perspective  of the Marks of the Church  
Imagine partnership as a critical, new mark of the emerging church.  To speak of “marks of the church” evokes deep Christian experience of the four traditional attributes of the church expressed in the Nicene Creed as one, holy, catholic and apostolic.   Theologians through time and today continue to interpret these marks of the church, re-visioning them in language to guide congregations and people of faith on their missional journey.
There is growing consensus that the traditional marks must be re-imagined to equip the church for the 21st century.  The creedal marks of unity, holiness, catholicity, apostolicity, are seen, not as static descriptions, but identity-shaping faith declarations that lead to action.  In this spirit of faith in motion, Jurgen Moltmann
 pairs each mark with an action that describes the dynamic nature and purpose of the church where its marks are read as both promise and hope.  Similarly, Hans Kung
 stresses the importance of reading these creedal marks as both sign and task.

Postcolonial feminist theologians use a contextual approach to help sharpen the church’s understanding of the marks of the church.  They express their hope for the church through new perspectives that privilege the voice of those who are alienated and marginalized in our society and through the self-examining church that critiques itself and risks for social justice.  Letty Russell
 who envisions an inclusive church in the round emphasizes that unity includes action for justice.  Holiness includes the experience of shared suffering. Catholicity includes connection to the world as well as orthopraxy in service.  Apostolicity includes, ‘constancy in advocacy for justice’” These creedal signs re-visioned are both gift and task focused on justice and speak to the essence of partnership.

The United Church of Canada’s poetic statement of faith, A Song of Faith (2008) affirms the traditional marks of the church established by Christ and grounded in the biblical narrative interpreted though the contextual lens of Canada’s particular social, cultural, political and historical location in the 21st century.  

A Song of Faith re-imagines the traditional marks of the church. The church is one, “seeking to continue the story of Jesus by embodying Christ’s presence in the world.”  It is holy because “we are called together by Christ as a community of broken but hopeful believers loving what he loved, living what he taught, striving to be faithful servants of God in our time and place…”.  The breadth of catholicity finds expression when “our living of the gospel makes us a part of this communion of saints, experiencing the fulfillment of God’s reign even as we actively anticipate a new heaven and a new earth.  The depth of apostolicity embraces our spiritual heritage because “our ancestors in faith bequeath to us experiences of their faithful living; upon their lives our lives our built.” 
If partnership is becoming a sign of the emerging church, how do we undertake the action of partnering so that sign and task witness to the outreaching community of redemptive love and justice-making of our Triune God?  What biblical story, image or ancient poetry calls us to partnership in our self-understanding and missional journey as church in the Canadian context today?  

The story of the Cananite woman and Jesus reminds us of all the border places where we as Church might be hesitant or resistant to cross.  Yet as border-walking people of faith, guided by the Spirit, these border places of challenge present opportunity.  Communion can replace separation for the sake of God’s world.

In Mending the World the Church is called into partnership by both affirmation and imperative.  We believe God calls us “to work in partnership with all who seek the health and well-being of the whole creation.”  The imperative: a Church which gives priority to seeking the common good in the world requires “the assembled resources of a broad partnership.”  To the church in Corinth, Paul writes of assembled resources as spiritual gifts, varieties of services and activities, animated by God for the common good.  No one religious community or social action group can accomplish the missional task alone.  Do we dare to become border-walking people, open to partnerships of risk and opportunity for the well-being of God’s good creation?

Moving forward requires humility and hope.  Partnership acknowledges our limitedness yet confirms our identity.  Unity born of partnering seeks not to shape others to become like us, but calls us to learn from difference and even be transformed by it.  Church includes and is shaped by its relationship with people, particularly those on the borders of society and on the margins of the church.   

Marilyn Legge
, among others writing critical theologies today, offers a new model of “non-coercive social cohesion,” which also addresses the need to foster new ways of belonging. For Legge it happens through celebration of difference.  Borders may become the creating force for Canadian churches emerging into God’s future.

In partnership as sign and gift there is mutual relationship where difference is accepted, respected, and celebrated.  In partnering as an expression of diverse community in unity, we invest, not in the building up of our own kingdom, but in the “kin-dom” movement begun by the Three-in-One who risked all for love of us.

6. The Role of Community Ministries in United Church Partnership

The United Church of Canada is made up of more than congregations. The ministries of the church also include administrative ministries (such as General Council and Conference offices), ministries such as camps and campus ministries, and equally as important to the identity and work of the Church, community and social justice ministries.  

In The Manual, the term, “Outreach Ministries,” now called “Community and Social Justice Ministries”, are defined as a ministry other than a Pastoral Charge or Mission, that is recognized by the Presbytery or the Conference in which it is located or by a General Council working unit as a valid expression of enabling ministry and that receives financial assistance or supervision from a Presbytery, a Conference, or a General Council working unit.
 

Community and Social Justice Ministries vary in the types of gifts and services they are able to provide. Most offer support to those seeking basic need requirements such as food, clothing, shelter, pastoral care, advocacy services, and spiritual guidance. In many cases, these ministries provide services in situations and to communities that congregations are not able to engage. Conferences and Presbyteries enter into accountable and covenantal relationships with these ministries and in doing so affirm that they are an integral part of the church. Increasingly many of these programs have ordered ministers as part of their staff, providing pastoral and sacramental care to the participants of the ministry. 

In the process of this review of Canadian partnerships, the Task Group initially assumed that Community Ministries could be defined as partners of the United Church.  It did so in part because it understood that many of these ministries had multi-million dollar budgets with only a small percentage provided through direct church funds, in most cases today usually less than ten percent. The Task Group however, soon recognized that the language of partnership did not work in defining many, if not most, of these community ministries. Many struggle in fact to resist just such a definition, arguing that they are full ministries and expressions of the church.  Some do see themselves in a partner relationship for a variety of reasons, most often because they have developed into community based organizations with community boards with limited or no direct accountability to the church. Many however, even in spite of their size and the extent of their programs, see a close connection to the church as vital to their mission.    

Most see themselves as expressions of the church which are, by their very character, agents of partnership into local communities. Community and Social Justice Ministries are therefore the part of the church most likely to partner with local faith groups, provincial labour organizations, anti-poverty groups, health, disability groups, coalitions and a wide variety of local government and non-governmental organizations. It is through such relationships that The United Church of Canada is able to faithfully and more fully make a difference in the lives of vulnerable people  

While Community and Social Justice Ministries are agents of partnership on behalf of the United Church, the Task Group also recognized that something more was being revealed through their story.  A distinctive characteristic of most United Church community ministries, the Task Group believes, is a desire to move beyond providing service to those in need, to building communities of people empowered to address systemic inequities affecting their own lives and that of their communities.      

The question the Task Group has pondered is, if Community and Social Justice Ministries are seen as full “ministries” of the church, what does that say about our understanding and identity as “church”? Are they extensions of congregational ministry, or do they push the central understanding of what it means to be ecclesia/church in this time?  One clue toward an answer can be found in the emerging issues of church membership. 

Traditional understandings of church membership involve a profession of faith and participation in a congregation, which is formally understood to be community constituted by Presbytery meeting for worship. Membership in the church has historically been defined through connection to a congregation with the exception of ordered ministers whose membership rests in a Presbytery. These classic forms of membership however are no longer working. Formal membership in a church holds little meaning for younger generations. Congregations struggle to maintain historic membership rolls, and frequently have individuals serving in governance positions who are not formal members but who would resist any suggestion that they are ineligible to serve because of this.  

More specific to the focus of this study, there are many people today who find their place of engagement with the church not in traditional congregational life, but through new forms of ministry, in different expressions of community. Some see their church identity with the whole of the United Church, with its sense of justice and community witness. Others have found their relationship with a local congregation no longer possible but strongly wish to maintain their deep connection with the mission and vision of the United Church. All of this has led to interest in exploring new more flexible, organic understandings of membership. The intention here is to point to the contribution and place of community ministries in this ongoing exploration of membership and new forms of ministry life.   

While historically, Community Ministries have spoken of “clients” who are served by the ministries, many today are beginning to reframe their understanding of the individuals who participate in their programs and therefore reframe the meaning of the organizations themselves. 

Some community ministries propose that they can be seen as worshiping communities. In this understanding, those who in the past might have been seen as clients can be rightly seen as members who choose to align themselves with the mission of the ministry. In most congregations there are a variety of people bringing many different needs and understandings to their participation.  Children, who do not come with an “adult” faith, nevertheless are welcome as full members of the church. Many congregations welcome as members people with significant social needs who at any particular moment might be present only to receive support and help. Similarly, community ministries bring together communities of people, each with different levels of understanding and need.  

What does it mean, then to speak of Community Ministries as new expressions of church life? What does it mean to our traditional understandings of membership to see participation in a community ministry as a legitimate place to practice ones membership in the United Church?  Is this a place where the most vulnerable people in our society might in fact be bearers of revelation for the church in this time? 

United Church community ministries are linked across the country by a network called “Energy from the Edges.”  The Task Group believes these ministries are calling out to the church to be willing to risk new forms of life and membership, to be willing to be transformed by the weakest members of our society. They are calling out to congregations, members, and all those committed to seeking justice and love, to join them on the edges of our society as the place where God is present and active.       

7. A Church of the Edges: Metaphors for understanding the role of the United Church in partnership today. 

We began this report by referring to the work of John Shea inviting us to see Jesus as a “border walker.”   Borders define our places of comfort and safety. They mark the “land” of our community and create the spaces which we choose to protect and preserve. The United Church is generally not comfortable speaking of borders. The practices of membership have always been more flexible and open than bounded.  A center post (often understood to be Jesus) to which members are invited to get as close to as they can, rather than a corral which constrains, has been the more common way of speaking of the life of the church. Yet borders exist in other ways. 

Churches are more than just their individual members. As institutions, they have practices and programs that reveal their character. How they choose to be present in the society which surrounds them, speaks about how they understand their borders.  Are they willing to engage the issues of their neighbourhood?  Are they good and effective citizens? What concerns do they express for the truly pressing questions of the day? To what extent are they prepared to work together with others for the causes that matter? How much are they prepared to risk, in controversy, reputation and in treasure, for the sake of the common good? These are all questions about borders, and the permeability of borders. To see Jesus as a border walker is to begin to understand the importance of reflecting on how borders define the church’s life today.

In more traditional church terms, border-walking is an image of discipleship, of what it means to follow Jesus. But there is another aspect to partnership that speaks of how we understand the church itself. This is the language of ecclesiology, or what we believe to be the nature of the church. Ecclesiology is today receiving significant attention in global ecumenical spaces in part from a sincere desire to move forward on deep ecumenical questions. Common understandings about the nature of the church can help resolve ancient division. But interest in the topic also reflects a growing perception that the church is in the midst of a profound shift or emergence into something new.  

The Task group believes this to be true for The United Church of Canada. We cannot know at this moment what these shifts mean for the future of the church. We do know that we will be a different church, perhaps smaller, but hopefully more diverse both in people and in forms of ministry.  As we enter this transitional time, the images of the church that we hold can make a significant difference to what we will become. 

With this in mind this report has lifted up the traditional marks of the church, one, holy, catholic and apostolic, not as static descriptions but as calls to active participation in God’s mission.  To see the church through the lens of God’s Mission means to structure the church as a place where wholeness of life can be nurtured and where diverse communities can connect and interact.  The report has also emphasized that God’s purposes are not fulfilled by the church alone, and this means that God is present and active throughout the world, where life is finding new energy, and change brings new hope.  It is this belief that that is the foundation of the church’s commitment to partnership.

But what does this say about the nature of the church itself?    

The Task Group has been challenged by the work and vision of community ministries and the questions of membership that they raise. Old patterns of membership are no longer working, something new needs to emerge, but by what principles will they be determined?  Will new understandings of membership be developed as a means to protect the institutional life of the church (for example, who gets to control property) or will they be developed in such a way that the church is fully about enabling God’s mission in the world?

With this in mind, the Task Group offers the vision of the church as a place of intersection between those who actively are working for and seeking justice and peace for the world, and the millennia old testimony to a God who desires that all creation be healed and restored to wholeness. In other words, the vision of a church that commits itself to partnership with the untold number of  environmental, social justice and indigenous peoples’ organizations that, in the words of Paul Hawken, are “creating the largest social movement in history, seeking to “restore grace, justice and beauty to the world.”    

Following Jesus as a border-walker speaks of the form of discipleship that is needed for our time. But what images are helpful for understanding the nature of the church for this particular moment in history. The Task Group believes that the ecological term ecotone offers an insight into thinking about the nature of the church in new ways.          

Ecotones are ecological place of transition, where one type of landscape meets another.  They are the transitional areas between adjacent communities, ecosystems, or habitats; the boundary or border zone which encompasses an area of intersection between ecological communities. Ecotones are about edges  and the transformational possibilities which become apparent across the edges between ecologies where change and growth is most evident.  In other words, ecotones are places where life thrives, and where the processes of evolution are most active. 

To speak of God’s church as an ecotone, is to value partnership as critical to its life and purpose. It is in moving outside of itself, in seeking collaboration with others for the common cause of God’s mission, that the church can offer itself and become an ecotone for the world. 

To see the church in this way requires truly believing that God is present and active outside the church. It means that the wisdom of the church, its insights, and its life depends on the gifts of others.  The church cannot contribute to the common good without valuing what others bring into its life and the life of the world.

It suggests that issues of membership are not simply about the way the church defines its own life. Greater flexibility and varieties of forms of membership will likely be required as the church increasingly sees its role through the lens of partnership in God’s mission. Traditional patterns of exclusion must give way to invitations to those who share in the healing of creation whoever they may be in Canadian society to see themselves aligned with the work of God’s community. To be an ecotone suggests that the United Church be a place where the story of God’s love for the world meets the vibrant activism of those who seek the transformation of the world.   

The story of the Canaanite woman as the catalyst for transformation and revelation speaks to this truth.  So also true partnership emerges as the church and its partners meet at the edges, on the margins, and across borders to discover God revealed in justice and peace for our world.   

8. Principles for the Practice of Partnership in Canada  

The Task Group, following the example of the Global Partnership Review, wishes to offer principles for the practice of Canadian partnership. It does not expect these principles to limit the ways in which different parts of the church choose to enact or practice partnership.  Instead, it offers these principles as one way in which the church can reflect on and celebrate the importance of Canadian partner relationships, and become intentional about how they are lived and honored.  

1. 
God calls the people of The United Church of Canada to incarnational ministry for the healing of the world; to be a healing presence of God in our world. 

2.
Partnership is a key expression of incarnational ministry and requires of the church a deep compassion for the world and its peoples, and willingness to risk in relationship. 

3. 
Partnership finds expression in all areas of the church. Partnerships are manifestations of the call to work wherever there is a need to advance God’s presence, to seek justice and walk with others seeking dignity, the liberation of the oppressed, the empowerment of the disadvantaged and advocacy for those diminished and on the margins of our society. No single structure can accommodate the rich varieties of partner relationships. Partnership is an undertaking of the whole people of God, open to all people engaged in the life and work of the United Church. 

4. 
Partnership requires courage, including the courage to enter into relationships which seek to transform society and relationships in order to confront principalities and powers.

5. 
Partnership requires trust and reciprocity, humility and self-reflection. The failures of the church’s mission history must be critically understood. Partners help us challenge long held but unhealthy understandings, theologies and worldviews. However, this history must not prevent the church from acting boldly in partnership.

6.
Justice and charity are both important objectives of partnership. The relieving of suffering is always the first call to justice. It can never be sufficient for us to say that response to the urgent or immediate needs of others is for someone else.

7. 
The foundation of partnership is right relationship. This is a conscious arriving at mutuality and reciprocity, jointness of action and accountability, openness, honesty, solidarity and integrity, to name some the qualities of such relationships. Canadian partnerships aspire to be lived expressions of right relationship, an essential value the United Church holds as it seeks to root itself in Canadian society.

8.
Effective partnerships are celebrated and held up for respectful, open and trusting mutual assessment, including the sharing of successes with others locally and across the Church. Partnership always involves the equipping of those who participate as representatives of the church, through education, appropriate support and accountability.

9. 
The effective sharing of resources, time, talent, and money, is an integral part of partnership. We achieve a greater result in working jointly with others for God’s calling than we can hope to do by ourselves.

10.
We are called into partnership with people of our own and different faiths and beliefs. Equally, we understand that many important partner relationships are found with persons and groups who are part of secular society.

11.
Our calling to undertake God’s purposes through partnership  requires a commitment to  ecological justice, including  understandings and practices that promote a healthy and sustainable environment.

Appendix A

Snapshots of Canadian Partners

Each of the examples below illustrate one or more of the five major streams, representing the breadth of relationships that exist throughout the church. 

· Advocacy and Justice 

· Research and Policy

· Education and Theological Reflection

· Congregational Engagement for Justice-making 

· Community Support

Some Snapshots:

Canada Without Poverty: 

Canada Without Poverty is a federally incorporated, non-partisan, not-for-profit and charitable organization working to address the structural causes of poverty by raising awareness, educating and inspiring others to support its eradication in Canada. Founded in 1971 as the National Anti-Poverty Organization, it changed its name in 2009 to Canada Without Poverty. 

Launched in May 2009, Dignity for All: The Campaign for a Poverty-free Canada, is a multi-year, multi-partner, non-partisan campaign. This campaign’s vision is to make Canada poverty-free, socially secure and cohesive, by 2020. On December 5, 2011, the Dignity for All campaign for a poverty-free Canada hosted “What’s next? How do we Address Poverty in Canada” in Ottawa. There was a lively and engaging conversation on where we go from here on the poverty front in light of the recent federal government reports on the issue. Featuring a panel of MPs, a person with lived experience of poverty, and a representative from Dignity for All, there were opportunities to hear perspectives, share ideas, and ask questions about what next steps are needed to address poverty in Canada.

Canadian Council for Refugees

The Canadian Council for Refugees is a non-profit umbrella organization committed to the rights and protection of refugees in Canada and around the world and to the settlement of refugees and immigrants in Canada. The membership is made up of organizations involved in the settlement, sponsorship and protection of refugees and immigrants. The Council serves the networking, information-exchange and advocacy needs of its membership.

Trafficking happens in Canada.  But Canadian law does not protect trafficked persons. Currently, women, children and men who are trafficked into or within Canada often fall between the cracks in the system.  Detained and deported, they may be treated more as criminals than as victims of a crime. Legislative amendment is needed to bring a permanent and fundamental change in policy so that trafficked persons in Canada are protected. The CCR is calling for measures to adequately protect the rights of trafficked persons in Canada, in particular through legislative amendment. The CCR also urges Canadians to educate themselves about the realities of trafficking and to take action in favour of the rights of trafficked persons. The CCR has developed a Proposal to amend the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act. The proposal would provide temporary and permanent protection to trafficked persons. The CCR is calling on Parliamentarians to turn this proposal into law.

Canadian Food Grains Bank: 

The Canadian Foodgrains Bank is a partnership of Canadian churches and church-based agencies working to end hunger in developing countries by increasing and deepening the involvement of Canadians in efforts to end hunger. The Foodgrains Bank collects grain and cash donations, provides funds and expert advice for projects submitted by member agencies and their partners, manages the procurement and supply of food commodities, and engages in public policy and education activities related to hunger and food security.

Growing Projects are a way for people to contribute grain and other agricultural commodities to help people who are hungry around the world. A typical project involves a group of people working together to farm a common plot of land. After harvest, the production is donated through the Canadian Foodgrains Bank to our church members for overseas food aid and agricultural development projects. Many supporters who are not farmers have invented their own form of project. Some urban churches have been linked to rural churches. There are hundreds of active growing projects across the country. 
Canadian Health Coalition: 

The Canadian Health Coalition is a public advocacy organization dedicated to the preservation and improvement of Medicare. Membership is comprised of national organizations representing nurses, health care workers, seniors, churches, anti-poverty groups, women and trade unions, as well as affiliated coalitions in 9 provinces and one territory.

There are serious concerns about the Canada-European Union Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA). Europe, on behalf of the big pharmaceutical companies, is pushing for Canada to lengthen the period of its monopoly drug patents and delay the availability of lower-priced generic drugs. Canada’s high prescription drug prices are already a barrier to medically necessary medicines for millions of Canadians, and CETA will only make the situation worse. A second threat to Canada’s public health care system in the CETA negotiations is the European demand that Canada weaken NAFTA protections that shield Canada’s health care system from international trade deals. The Canadian Health Coalition fought hard to get these protections and wants them strengthened, not eroded. The Canadian government must negotiate a carve-out for Canada’s health care system that says “nothing in the CETA shall be construed to apply to measures adopted or maintained by a party in relation to the health sector or public health insurance.” Canadians want the public health care system protected and improved, not traded away.

The Church Council on Justice and Corrections: 

The Church Council on Justice and Corrections (CCJC) is a national faith-based coalition of eleven founding churches, incorporated in 1972. It is primarily by education, advocacy and community development initiatives that CCJC tries to foster healthier communities and crime prevention through social responsibility. CCJC works with both multi-faith and non-religious partners and has achieved international recognition for its contributions to creative thinking about criminal justice. 

The Collaborative Justice Program: The following letter provides an introduction to the purpose of this program and its effectiveness.  “The purpose of this letter is to state how very impressed we are with the Collaborative Justice Project and their staff. We became aware of the program after we… had been the victims of a robbery. Everything about the process, the initial meeting with you and our family, the ongoing communication, the meeting with the accused, and the subsequent updates have been excellent. The biggest benefit, of course, is that as a family we have received understanding, support, the chance to process the effect of the crime on our lives, and, ultimately, the opportunity to meet with the accused and say and hear what needed to be said and heard. This is an experience of closure to the episode that the traditional criminal process does not offer. We believe that the benefits are tremendously significant – to us and to the perpetrator – and more broadly and perhaps more importantly, to our community and society.” - Sincerely, S. W.

Faith and the Common Good: 

FCG is an initiative asking Canadians what values we believe should form our communities. It is intentionally inter-faith and inter-cultural in its organisation and objectives because this is Canada now, and increasingly will be in the future. Through dialogue, research, network building, education, and advocacy, FCG works to build a process to bring the diversity of Canadian perspectives into a voice of common concern for social, economic and ecological well-being for all.
The Solar Audit is a fee for service offered through FCG’s Greening Sacred Spaces program.  The Solar Audit involves a walk-through of your faith community building by a professional solar auditor who makes a case for or against solar in the building. “Being called green has come as a surprise to us…. We became green when all of us, together, sought a balance between what we need to live, and what God has given us to live on… We enjoy the light and power that we have the privilege to use now, and leave for the generations to come…   Learning to live with respect in God’s creation has transformed our faith community, and connected us with many new friends. We believe what we have done, and are doing, can be done by people of all kinds of faith and any sort of good will, anywhere on earth…” - Laidlaw Memorial United Church, Hamilton

First Nations Pictograph:

Chief Pasqua’s Pictograph is a drawing on two paper panels that shows the things that Treaty 4 was to provide for the First Nations people. It is of tremendous historic value because it is thought to be the only record of the treaty created from the First Nations perspective.  It would have been created in the time period leading up to the signing of Treaty 4, sometime from 1874-77. Chief Pasqua was one of the original signatories to Treaty 4. 

In the 1800’s the pictograph was taken to Britain and kept in private hands until it was put up for sale years later. A number of groups in Saskatchewan worked together to secure the funds to purchase it and ensure it was returned to Canada. Lorne Carrier of the Saskatchewan Museums Association co-ordinated the project, working closely with Chief Elaine Chicoose and Delbert Pasqua (a descendant of Chief Pasqua). Representatives of the Royal Saskatchewan Museum, the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, and the United Church of Canada (SK Conf) met together several times to strategize how to obtain the pictograph and to seek out sources of funding. Saskatchewan Conference contributed $5,000 and the General Council contributed $15,000 as part of the total of approximately $200,000 that was needed to purchase the pictograph. 

The repatriation of the pictograph was celebrated at a ceremony held at the Treaty 4 Governance Centre on June 21, 2007.  Those who participated in the project were recognized at that ceremony. Saskatchewan Conference received a plaque recognizing the United Church’s participation in the project. The pictograph is housed at the Royal Saskatchewan Museum
The Student Christian Movement of Canada: 

SCM Canada is a youth and student led grassroots network passionate about social justice, community in diversity, and radical faith in action. SCM students are active in liberating theology, progressive spiritual activists inspired by the Christian tradition to fight oppression and struggle for a better world. 

Every November, a caravan sets out from Canada on a journey to Fort Benning, Georgia, joining many thousands of activists and peacemakers in a massive vigil and gathering. SCM has taken dozens of students to the base, inspired to action along the way by spiritual activist communities. As one participant writes: “What happens at Fort Benning happens in Canada – like it “happens” – though differently – in Latin America. The ideologies that support militarism circle the globe, just as the work for resistance. And this year, again, I have returned with a more nuanced analysis of global political dynamics, creative, life-giving methods to resist and new models for living. The connections I have made cause me to feel linked into the global community of those seeking just alternatives. My faith in the reality of change has been nourished. Amen, let that change be so! - SJ”
Truth & Reconciliation Commission: 

The TRC has a mandate to learn the truth about what happened in the residential schools and to inform all Canadians about what happened in the schools. The Commission hopes to guide and inspire First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples and Canadians in a process of truth and healing leading toward reconciliation and renewed relationships based on mutual understanding and respect. 
The International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) hosted their second Youth Retreat in November 2011. The retreat was held in Tatamagouche, Nova Scotia, and brought together youth from Waycobah First Nation School and Halifax West High School. The focus of the retreat was to provide an opportunity to further understand the impact and legacy of the Residential School System while developing ways to communicate such information to the greater Canadian public. The students participated in a multi-media project to help spread awareness about the Residential School System, its legacy and how we are all impacted.  Prior to the youth retreat participants attended the Atlantic National Event in Halifax, Nova Scotia, October 26 – 29, 2011, where they conducted interviews and recorded Survivor statements.   

St. James United Church, Etobicoke, ON 

Occasional Partners: For each of the four communion Sundays, we designate a charity which will benefit from a portion of our outreach offering (a percentage of that offering is designated for the ministers' discretionary fund). Where possible, we try and have a representative make a presentation to the congregation, the Sunday before Communion Sunday.  Recently we supported AURA, Out in the Cold.

Ongoing Partners: There are groups who use our facility which also have a natural connection to the programs of the church.  For example, one of the KAIROS chapters meets at St. James, and our Justice Working Group has a number of members who participate in KAIROS, and we benefit from the information that KAIROS provides the group.  Our Food Basket has a number of partnerships with organizations, some which are related to the participants, like local churches and Muslim associations, benevolent groups looking to make a difference like a local Buddhist group, local grocery markets, and politicians.

Supported Partners: Members of our Justice Working Group in particular are involved in a number of different initiatives and organizations, the group seeks to support its members and these groups in whatever way we can.  Through this we have partnered with GAN, a justice group made up of local churches, political associations, rallies, etc. One of the central ingredients for St. James is its Charism of what has been called tacit Permission Giving (which sometimes gets challenged by the need for keeping the Status Quo).  It is the sense that you can bring your project/interest here and as much as we are able at a given time, we will explore it with you, which is why we have such a diverse number of ministries here.

St. Aidan’s United Church, Victoria, BC

Community Centre: There are a number of ways St. Aidan’s partners with our local community. The first is that the new building (1992) was designed to be a community centre. Currently the church has 140 outside user groups listed. At the same time, St. Aidan’s was designated to be an assembly centre in the event of an earthquake. There is an earthquake storage bunker located on the church property, maintained by the Mt. Tolmie Community Association.

Thrift Shop: Fifteen years ago, it was felt that the church could have an outreach to the community through a Thrift Shop. Today there are 30 volunteers who staff the Thrift Shop each Wednesday and over 300 people pass through the doors each day they are open. Not only does the Thrift Shop provide bargains, but there is also coffee and conversation available and the Thrift Shop has become “church” for many people.

Where the Thrift Shop really partners with the community is working with the Salvation Army, Transition House for Battered Women, Big Brothers and Big Sisters, The Compassionate Warehouse (sends container shipments to the global south), and the University Chaplaincy programme providing over 500 boxes of clothing and household items each year. A call will go out from a particular community organization and the Thrift Shop will empty their shelves of that item responding to the call. The Thrift Shop is called the “Friendly Octopus” because of the many ways it reaches out.

Healing Touch Ministry: St. Aidan’s also runs a Healing Touch Ministry for the community and the library is open to the community with its catalogue online.  

Coffee House: We are currently exploring a partnership with Saanich (the district in which the church is located) some sort of coffee house, however we are meeting with a bit of resistance. (I am told that homeless in our community are rounded up by the police and taken and dropped off in downtown Victoria, however I haven’t seen any evidence of this.)

Spiritual Discussion Group: Every two weeks we offer a spiritual discussion group for community men who are at risk (usually recovering addicts). This is unofficially partnered with AA, SA and NA groups who tell members of the existence of the group.
Affirm United/S’affirmer Ensemble: 

Affirm United works to promote greater awareness of sexual ori​entation and gender identity issues, end discrimination against people in church, society and our own organization, and help people of all sexual orientations and gender identities find support and community within the United Church of Canada.
An openly gay minister, Rev Sarah Bourcier-Miller knows how important it is to the LGBTQ community to be welcomed and for many in the community their experience with the church has not been a positive one. As a young theology student, Bourcier-Miller was on her way to becoming a minister in the Presbyterian church, but when she came out the response was less than welcoming. She left the church, "I was hurt," she said. Affirm United, which was formed in 1982, maintains a list of affirmed churches across the country. Bourcier-Miller specifically sought one out. "I went to an affirmed church and it was like coming home," she said. A proud member of the United Church since 1999, she finished her education and went on to become a minister in her new home. On Sunday, June 26, 2011 she watched as her congregation celebrated officially becoming an Affirming Ministry.

KAIROS: 

Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives brings together eleven churches and religious organizations in faithful action for ecological justice and human rights. One of its main goals is to grow movements and that means bringing people together across borders and issues so that they might challenge and inspire each other for greater social change. 

In the fall of 2011, KAIROS brought global partners—women human rights defenders from the Philippines and the Democratic Republic of the Congo--to meet with Indigenous and migrant women who are also defending human rights in their communities in Canada. It was called Living Courage: Dialogues with our Sisters and the connections were profound. Women of courage meeting women of courage across great difference, but finding common language of both struggle and hope.  For churches and ecumenical networks in Canadian cities, large and small, hosting these dialogues was a privilege and an opportunity to show visible solidarity in a growing movement for human rights, for women's rights, and finding community with each other.

Stella Burry Community Services

Stella Burry is a leading social services agency in St. John's, Newfoundland providing programs for adults and youth who have experienced personal or family breakdown brought about by mental health issues, addictions, abuse, illiteracy and the lack of education as well as poverty. 

HOPEworks is a part-time pre-employment preparation program for individuals who have experienced serious mental health issues and who have had little or no work experience. Before becoming involved in the program Elizabeth spent twenty years in and out of juvenile centres and jail. She never held a job longer than four months. Finally after years of doing nothing, just getting into trouble, she knew she had to get her life in order. After the program her life changed so much. “They cared enough to help me again. I now have a job. I feel like I am finally doing something good for myself. Finally I feel worthy. I am very happy about my life today and I know that I can accomplish anything I want. Someday, I would like to talk to teenagers who are in trouble with the law. Stella Burry believed in me … and helped me believe in myself.” 
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A History of United Church Partnerships in the Canadian Context

In the opening years of the 21st century The United Church of Canada (UCC) is challenged to reaffirm its relevance and mission as part of the Missio Dei. So too, a hundred years ago the three founding denominations of the UCC sought to understand and live into God’s mission in the changing context of the 20th century. And just as “partnership” helps give expression to current mission thinking, working for “social betterment” spurred these denominations to collaborate with emerging social reform movements and organizations to help realize their image of God’s reign in the Canadian context. 

A brief review of how these denominations engaged with others, and within their denominations, on these social betterment priorities helps to identify the founding ethos and institutional development of The United Church of Canada. As the Canadian welfare state creaked into existence over the first 70 years of the 20th century the UCC can be seen as a major advocate for its development, and critic of economic and political indifference or abuse that needed regulation and reform. In recent decades we’ve witnessed the unraveling of these policies and programs that have made Canada a respected and caring nation. As we go forward we remember the decades of struggle, collaborative social engagements and political lobbying that was seen as realizing God’s mission in the Canadian context. 
Before turning to this period in the 20th century it should remembered that the church was not always engaged in social change. As E. H. Oliver in his book, The Social Achievements of the Church, notes at times the church has been a conservative force resisting change, sometimes moderating, other times reactionary, and only recently engaged in social change. He says that it is only in the 20th century that Protestants have begun to work to “Christianize the whole social order.” (Oliver, 1930. 5) According to Oliver, it was the industrial revolution that pushed the church to act. 
The effort to Christianize the whole social order has been only a comparatively recent development, an ideal programme set up by most of the Protestant churches, provoked to do so by the Industrial Revolution, the accentuation of wealth and poverty, the political economy in the state, its favoured wealth and industry, and new Science which seemed to endanger the idea of the worth of individuals. (Oliver. 165)

The exploitative conditions created by industrial developments and the state’s complicitous relationship with capital provoked Protestants to examine this social situation in light of their rediscovered social Christian theology and values. Their efforts to organize society based on Christian social values came to profoundly shape the theology and practice of the three denominations that formed The United Church of Canada.   

Church Union Movement

While the idea of church union had been around since the 1880s, it was not until 1902, when Principal William Patrick of the Presbyterian Church took the opportunity at the General Conference of the Methodist Church to again propose the idea of union, that the time seemed right for “the forging of a new instrument for social betterment.” (R.J. Wilson, 1929. 33) These social betterment objectives of union marked a shift in theological thinking from 19th century emphasis on predestination and Christian perfection to a more evangelical liberalism or social gospel theology that put new emphasis on divine eminence, a more critical approach to the Bible, and realization of God's kingdom on earth through participation with other social reform movements and organizations in transforming Canadian society. As John Webster Grant said,

Union was to reflect the spirit of the age, fulfilling human aspirations as much as biblical prophecies. It was to embody the rising social gospel that understood the kingdom of God not merely as the transformation of society through the conversion of individuals but as the inauguration of a new political and economic order. Above all, many unionists urged, the United Church should be rid of the shackles of the past and free to seek new solutions for emerging problems. Union was to represent not merely the fulfillment of an old dream but the birth of new possibilities. (Grant, 1990. 126)

Of particular importance in shaping the ethos of the United Church was the strong role that the Boards of Evangelism and Social Service (BESS) played in the years preceding union and then after union in 1925. Inherent in their name and mandate (evangelism and social service) was a creative tension and reframing of these words. This tension of balancing evangelical practice (concern for personal salvation) and social service/action in one portfolio spurred the church's zeal to be a spiritual and social organizing force in Canadian society. 
BESS secretaries writing their annual reports on evangelism often described efforts to broaden evangelical definitions to be action oriented. In their social service reports they offered commentary on the connection of social service to faith as the root of their action. In this late Victorian Christian context this two-sided approach helped to draw the extremes of evangelical pietism and radical social action into the mainstream functioning of the church and its mission. The resulting evangelical zeal for Christianizing the social order became a central tenant of church union. Today, we’d shy away from “Christianizing” language because of its imperialistic implications but the intention of investing in society the values of Jesus towards mutuality (love with justice), equity and a redistributive ethic (i.e. progressive taxation) remain relevant to our present context. 
The Canadian church union movement was further encouraged by the growing worldwide ecumenical movement. Other liberal Protestant churches in western countries were also involved in union talks and even grander schemes about a worldwide church. A unique twist in the Canadian story is that the UCC movement leaned towards the “life and work” end of the ecumenical discussion more than the dominant “faith and order” end. John W Grant reports that most church unions were being considered for theological and ecclesial logical reasons, whereas the UCC broke new ground with its emphasis on the church's role in social transformation. The UCC provided a trail–blazing example for the 1937 Life and Works conference in Oxford, England, where the church's relation to community and state were central questions.
Looking more closely at these social better objectives the founding denomination’s BESS began to collaborate with others in forming the Social Service Council of Canada (SSCC). This Council helped pioneer the practice of social work in Canada and became the church's main voice in advocating for social and economic reforms.

The Social Service Council of Canada

The SSCC was launched in 1913 as the successor of the Moral and Social Reform Council of Canada. The earlier Council was formed in 1908 by an alliance of church and labour who had come together to lobby for the Lord’s Day Act. The nascent labour movement had joined with the churches on the “Sunday observance” campaign because of their own efforts to win workers the right to a day of rest and re-creation. Their success spurred both church leaders and labour leaders to become more involved in social reform issues. As the SSCC formed, it broadened its collaborations to include organizations such as The Trades and Labour Congress of Canada, The Dominion Grange and Farmers’ Association, The Canadian Purity Education Association, The Dominion Women's Christian Temperance Union, and a number of other Christian denominations. 
An important first step was to hold the first Social Service Congress in Ottawa, March 3-5, 1914. It is recognized by historians of Canadian social work as a premier event in bringing public attention to the problems of the emerging urban–industrial society and in developing the practice of social work in Canada. It was the first large-scale national gathering of social welfare advocates from across the country with parliamentarians, labour and church leaders. 

An impressive list of speakers included Prime Minister Borden and Sir Wilfrid Laurier, the leader of the opposition. Both political leaders accentuated the importance of the gathering and its potential impact on social legislation. 

The editorials in the Ottawa papers spoke highly of the event. The Ottawa Citizen reported:

The Congress was, to its mind, one of the greatest assemblages ever held in Canada to grapple with the social and economical problems confronting all nations of the civilized world. Never in Canada has there been a gathering which attracted so many eminent clerics of all denominations, labour leaders, socialists and champions in a variety of reform movements. (6 March 1914)

In a number of speeches these prominent social sector leaders, including clergy, called upon the state to take an increased role in social welfare responsibilities. While it would take almost 30 years before the state saw itself as having these responsibilities, these early calls to action lay the groundwork for the Canadian welfare state. In the meantime, they suggested that “morally–driven solutions can be found” to assist those in need and address injustices in Canadian society. The list of issues discussed at the congress included topics such as a weekly rest day, aboriginal concerns, radical tendencies among workers, child welfare, problems in urban and rural life, commercialized vice and the white slave traffic, immigration and humanizing of religion, temperance, prison reform, and gambling.

In a speech by Rev. C.W. Gordon (better known in the 1920s as novelist Ralph Connor), The New State and the New Church, he describes the new movements in science, industry, the state, and the church that promised to make Canada a very different place. He did not think that the state or church was dealing with these new changes adequately. Gordon suggested that the state begin to think of itself as an organism–“an organism as opposed to a mere aggregation of units–it is a thing with life in it, that its members are held together by bonds that are vital; and for the good of all, not all for the highest good of one, nor all for the highest good of a few, but all for the highest good of all.” (SSCC. 1914. 193) He asserted that both state and church had failed to develop institutions and attitudes appropriate to the common good of all. Further, he criticized the economic elite’s dominance of the state and the church’s exercising authority through a wrathful God. He urged the church to overcome its 19th century pietistic ethics and become a religious institution inspired by the concrete realization of God's reign on earth, particularly in Canadian society. 

The concluding resolutions of the congress point to a list of social and economic policy reforms that will occupy the church and its social reform collaborators for the next fifty years (and even to the present day). These include: 

· a Royal commission to deal with the question of unemployment

· an old-age pension system

· creation of the Canadian Department of child welfare, pensions for needy mothers

· extension of the franchise to women

· the policy of fitting our Indian wards for full citizenship as soon as possible the formation of a Canadian Association of friends of the native races

· the establishment of a Bureau of social surveys and research by the Social Service Council of Canada

Post-Congress Developments 

By 1918 the SSCC had reached a peak in its own institutional development. It had established regional offices across the country and became a hub for all kinds of research and action on issues. In addition to provincial councils, 21 national affiliates (such as the Canadian Prisoner Welfare Association, the Canadian Association of Trained Nurses, the National Council of Women, and the Victorian Order of Nurses) joined the churches in directing the SSCC. It began publishing Social Welfare in late 1918. In the first year six articles concerned industrial matters, seven dealt with social questions such as housing, abolition of poverty, social insurance, and one declared for universal peace. Over the next year, 55 articles were written on social questions, 36 on industrial matters, and 23 on moral reform. The only change in this mix of articles over the next decade appears to be a decrease in the number pertaining to moral reform (drinking, gambling, sexual vice) and an increase in articles on social questions. Social Welfare did not engage in much theological or political speculation but remained focused on being a legitimate source of factual information on social and economic concerns. (Social Welfare 1918-32)

The SSCC sought solutions to these problems through the application of scientific means of social work and through democratic participation of communities; this extended to advocating for industrial democracy. At this point in Canadian history there were few expectations that the state would do more than regulate the worst abuses. Therefore, the SSCC sought to provide churches and social work organizations with analysis of the problems they were facing and recommended methods of addressing these problems. Inevitably, this involved seeking regulatory legislation to prohibit the worst abuses; but primarily it sought community–based methods of improving the conditions of those living in hardship.

In the years between the initial agreements on church union and its actual consummation (1908–1925), the SSCC functioned as a bridge among the UCC denominations as they worked together towards social betterment. Its collaboration with a variety of groups and movements challenged the churches to keep their constituencies engaged in social reform issues. It provided an early model of an ecumenical coalition, serving the churches by providing well-researched materials and articulate spokespersons to lobby governments. By the time of church union, this experience put the Board of Evangelism and Social Service at the forefront in providing key leadership to the new church. Moore, who had been general secretary of the Methodist BESS became general secretary of the General Council, D .N. McLachlan of the Presbyterian Church took charge of the new BESS. George Pidgeon, also of the Presbyterian Church, became the first moderator, followed by S.D. Chown of the Methodist Church. Both Pidgeon and Chown had long associations with social service work in the church.

In Richard Allen's The Social Passion, he describes the moderating and intellectual qualities that these progressive BSS secretaries brought to the new church as a “new, more radical and realistic social Christianity.” (Allen 1973. 311) He credited them with bringing a broad range of social reforms within the sanctions of Canadian Protestantism, and for bringing the multitude of social programs making up the Canadian welfare state into the main channels of Canadian social attitudes. Through their diligent work throughout the courts of the church and in numerous public forums they spoke of the connection between faith and its concrete ramifications in building a democratic, mutuality-based, and redistributive social order. In other words, they sought to institutionalize
 their social passion in the structures of the church and society. (Allen 352)

Responding to the Great Depression 
While the momentum of this progressive reform work established the UCC as a major cultural force in Canadian society when the economic collapse of the 1930s arrived the church suffered like most other volunteer organizations. For instance, ministers’ salaries were cut by one-third, and the church was forced to operate with a large deficit budget. Missionaries were called back from overseas; educational and welfare operations were handed over to government agencies. Church finances were greatly affected in spite of the 10% increase in membership and 19% increase in the number of pastoral charges, support for the Mission and Maintenance Fund fell 49% and support to Home Missions fell 58%. The church was having a hard time meeting its own institutional needs aside from the increased need for relief assistance. While money was in short supply, people contributed in numerous other ways. The Yearbooks and Annual Reports provide details of hundreds of boxcars filled with clothing and food from Ontario being sent to destitute farm families in the West. Thousands of unemployed men were fed at church sponsored soup kitchens. Food hampers were supplied to impoverished families and pastoral care given to people facing cutbacks, layoffs, and disillusionment with the state of the economy. Congregations across the country offered practical assistance throughout their communities.

This need to cut back internally and to stretch dollars and volunteer efforts also led to strong criticism of the economic causes of this hardship. Even during the supposedly good economic times of the 1920s, the UCC knew from its members, missions, and associations with social service and social reform movements, that many Canadians were not benefiting from the run-up in the stock markets. After the collapse in 1929, and throughout the 1930s, it was widely accepted that capitalism was not working. As years went by, the economy remained stalled with capitalist and political elites (often the same people) remaining aloof and militantly resistant to change while the hungry and desperate increased their demands for change. In 1935, unemployed men and women from across the country organized the “March on Ottawa” to demand government action. It was a time of bold pronouncements and calls for radical changes. 

The Commission on Christianizing the Social Order was organized by the BESS to help UCC members understand the socio–economic crisis and give some direction as to the church's views on these matters. The presentation of this commission report in 1934, at the heart of the Great Depression, solidified the church’s critique of capitalism and presented a positive social and economic vision of how society could be organized. As the lead question of the study guide asked: “what did Jesus mean in bidding us pray “thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven?”… Dare we pray those words and leaves society as it is?”

Of equal importance, 10 years later during World War II, the Commission on Church, Nation and World Order (CNWO) affirmed and promoted the basic tenets of the postwar Canadian welfare state. Each commission had a distinctive theological perspective, method of researching, consulting, and drafting of the report that matched their time and context. In both cases, widespread consultation with partner social reform organizations in Canadian society were essential to the formation of the church's recommendations.

The Commission on Christianizing the Social Order

The first section of the CSO report affirms a progressive-radical social gospel theology asserting the social transformation impetus of Jesus and the organizing role of Paul in bringing this message to a wide cross-section of peoples. The second section draws upon the analysis of professors of economics from the University of Toronto who categorize the advantages and disadvantages of capitalism. The two advantages were decreased physical exhaustion by workers and the increase in a middle class in Canada. The five “defects” or “disorders” of capitalism were: 

1. fear and insecurity

2. recurrent and widespread unemployment

3. inequitable distribution of national income

4. spiritual deprivation

5. social conflict

Going further they explore some of the destructive underlying values of capitalism which lead them to conclude: 

The combination of these various elements, the false view of wealth and of property, the covetous desire for acquisition, the desire for power and domination, and the search for privileged position in the quest for gain, has produced in the world of business an unsocial attitude to life, not it is true shared by all, but by its prevalence dragging into conformity with itself many who in aim and spirit are alien to it.… Against a civilization thus debased the Church must set herself in uncompromising opposition. (CSO. 243)

It's hard to imagine a stronger critical statement from a commission comprised of people with differing theological and socio–economic views. While this criticism is reminiscent of earlier critiques of capitalism by social gospellers such as Salem Bland, to have a representative group from the wider church make a similar statement reflects the institutional acceptance of this criticism. Furthermore, to have the church’s views publicly presented under the names of Sir Robert Falconer and Walter Brown, presidents of the University of Toronto and Victoria University brought high-profile public consideration of the church's statement and helped legitimate it among middle-class Canadians. It sent a strong public message that the economic status quo was unacceptable and that middle-class Canadians were pressuring for radical alternatives. 

In a third section on the church’s response, the commission is less directive on how the national church should respond beyond its resounding critique of the current economic context. This may have been because communism and corporative nationalism (fascism) were also offering strong critiques of western economic systems. They distinguish their perspective by asserting the role of democracy in creating a just society. 

They are more encouraging about organizing at the local level; suggesting clergy and congregations hold public forums and work with others for reforms. This was an obvious follow-on from their earlier consultative process in which they had engaged groups across the country in discussing the content areas of the report. Articles in local papers and in Year Book and Annual Reports point to discussions across the church following the 1934 report. Some took exception to its critique of capitalism while others such as the newly formed Fellowship for a Christian Social Order thought the church should go further. As Professor John Line of Emmanual College says in a paper commissioned by the FCSO, there is a need to strengthen the connections between religious practice and social transformation. He pointed out that the “nature of the social order” was a religious issue because “an economic world different from the present, one made from humane and just, ruled by friendliness and providing amply the means of life for all… would be revelatory of God.”  (John Line, “The Fundamental Unity of Spiritual and Social Religious Values,” Address to Ministerial Association, March 1931)

The Commission on Church, Nation, and World Order

Later in the 1930s when the federal government was becoming more open to an understanding of the state’s role in providing more broadly for its people, the UCC offered significant briefs to government commissions such as the Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations. Keynesian economics was demonstrating that governments had a positive economic role to play by working towards full employment and getting as many people as possible participating in the economy. “New Deal” ideas and policies in the United States also made Canadian politicians more open to socialist ideas.  While few welfare state reforms were actually instituted until after the Second World War, and a number not until the 1960s, the door had been opened to a different view of the state and the social sectors (including the church) relationship to it. 

The Commission on the Church, Nation and World Order, reporting in 1944, represented this shift in the church’s relationship to the state. The radical social gospel theology and critique of capitalism was mostly replaced by a neo-orthodox theology (a renewed emphasis on a divine-individual ethic rather than a social transformation eschatology) and a critique of social and economic reforms that were in the public realm for discussion. To formulate the church’s positions an elaborate consultation and drafting process was organized over four years. The BESS produced a “source book” that contained a number of significant political, economic and social policy documents that was widely distributed throughout the church for study. Regional groups that included community representatives from the  social services, labour, academics, and reform movements were organized to systematically work through these documents and to add regional social and economic interests to their reporting. For instance, the Ottawa group had representation from groups like the National Child Welfare council and so wrote more extensively on social policies. After two years of consulting, the drafting of the reports began. This took over a year and went from nine pages to over seventy as more and more people had input to the document. Another year was then dedicated to further study and building support of the document throughout the church and community. In this way the UCC acted as a strong mediating
 influence in middle-class Anglo Protestant society and beyond.   

The Canadian Welfare State and Beyond

As Canada entered into its welfare state era after the Second World War the church adopted a more reform-minded approach to its public advocacy. While it continued to draw upon its wide network of congregations, missions, and partnerships with social service agencies and social reform movements, its approach to government was more of supporting certain policy directions and arguing against residual types of welfare reform or regressive economic policies. For instance, in the long years of debate about health care initiatives it argued for publically-funded hospitals and later for the medicare system. It endorsed a much more robust level of public funding and against the doctor-driven insurance plan that came to be adopted in the late 1960s. But during these prosperous economic times and relatively progressive government policies and programs in Canada, the UCC had more confidence in the democratic processes of change and felt it’s voice was generally heard along with all the other “interest groups” of the day. Its energies were more focused on supporting widespread congregational development to meet community needs in the growing suburbs of Canadian cities.  

As mentioned at the beginning of this history, the socio-economic context changes in the 1970s and Canadians have witnessed the systematic dismantling of the welfare state developed over all those years in the 20th century. In response is the whole story of the partnerships that formed the thirteen ecumenical coalitions in the 1970s and 1980s. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to detail this rich experience of partnership it is another example of how the UCC, and other Canadian denominations, worked with a wide group of interest groups, as they were called in this era, to again resist the abuses of capitalism and the increasing indifference of governments to the welfare of all it’s citizens. Again, in the world ecumenical movement Canadian coalitions were seen as leaders in how the churches could collaborate and seek social and economic reform in Canada and in solidarity globally. 

This history has given more weight to the formative years of the UCC since this history is less well known and it shows that partnership is fundamental to the ethos and lived ethic of this denomination. From the challenge in 1902 to join together for the social betterment of the country, through its mediating influence mid-century, and into the coalition work of late, the UCC has sought to be an embodiment of a social gospel theology/ethic that lives the Lord’s prayer, “thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”
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� In social policy terminology a distinction is made between institutional and residual welfare state policy. Residual refers to “means-tested” welfare that puts the onus on recipients to prove their need whereas an institutional understanding does not stigmatize those in need and recognizes the social factors in poverty. While Max Weber categorizes Protestants as being residual-minded, the UCC’s policies and actions demonstrate that not all Protestants take that perspective.  


� Sociologists Berger and Neuhaus utilize this term to describe “those institutions standing between the individual in his private life and the large institutions of public life.” (Berger and Neuhaus, 1977, 2)
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