
 
February 20, 2022  EPUC Sunday Service

Guest Speaker: Ms. Pat Gilmore
                                        

Life is a Journey
When you hear the word journey what is the  image that is conjured up for you ?  Are 
you thinking of going to a place for a vacation or visiting someone… or are you on a 
journey to a new understanding?
  

  As we note in the Bible there are many journeys. In the Old Testament it often appears
that God is sending the people on a journey like Abraham and Sarah to a new land. I 
can just imagine the conversation between Sarah and Abraham as he told her that God 
was sending them to a new place. I am sure that she had a strong opinion about such 
an upheaval. Time and time again in the Old Testament people are uprooted and sent 
on a journey. In those days the navigation was by sun and moon.
  

  In the New Testament it seems to me that the journey is to a new understanding of 
Jesus’ teachings although there are also many journeys in the New Testament In fact 
Jesus is always travelling from one place to another. However, let’s take a closer look at
one of our scripture readings this morning We find a Eunuch , an important man who 
was in charge of the treasury of Queen Candace of Ethiopia , on a journey from 
Jerusalem- as an aside I found it interesting what Jesus had to say about Enuchs . 
  In Matthew 19:12- Jesus says For there are eunuchs who are born this way, and there 
are Eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others, and there are those who choose
to live like eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.- back to the story- He has 
tried to worship in the Temple but he is not welcome there and now he is reading a 
passage from Isiah but he doesn’t really understand it. However, God sends Philip, a 
deacon, not the Apostle Philip, to go to him. You could just imagine the two of them 
sitting in the chariot having a conversation whilst Philip tries to tell the Eunuch about 
Jesus. As they travel along they see water and the Eunuch asks to be baptized. Philip 
obliges because he sees no reason why he shouldn’t. Then Philip is nowhere to be 
seen but the Eunuch goes on his way rejoicing. It is interesting how ready we are to 
categorize people. Sometimes it is because we have had no experience of being with 
certain people and listen to the thoughts of others, instead of getting the facts and 
making up our own minds.
  

  This morning we are looking at an understanding of being an inclusive and affirming 
congregation. In other words I am going to share my journey and Port Nelson’s journey 
Then you will have some understanding of the journey so that you can make up your 
minds as a congregation.  
  

  In the early seventies Harold Wells was my minister at Valois, Quebec. I loved listening
to his sermons and he had a profound influence on my life. Harold started a Saturday 
night discussion group for young families where we met over a potluck supper and then 
had discussions listened to guest speakers.  Harold always encouraged us to see both 
sides of an issue and in the end to do the right thing. Well as I said life is a journey and 
Harold moved to Lesotho and a few years later we moved to Burlington where I joined 
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Port Nelson United Church because the visiting minister was in our driveway as the 
moving truck came in. I had the opportunity to be the Christian Education coordinator 
there for ten years.  I worked with Rev Dr Bev Johnston who also mentored me. In 1988
he was the chair of the Division of Mission and brought out a controversial report that 
basically said that persons who wished to be ordained regardless of their sexual 
orientation could be.
  

  We went to General Council in Victoria where the vote took place.  Sang Chul Lee was
elected Moderator that year and just like the Eunuch, he had known his share of 
persecution. After the motion passed Sang Chul Lee encouraged us all to go out into 
the world and tell stories. 
  

  When we returned back to Port Nelson there was considerable controversy. Some 
people left the church and others said we won’t worry because we will never call a gay 
minister.
  After Bev retired we called Don Parsons. In 2006 the issue of performing Same Sex 
marriages came up. We had much discussion, workshops and guest speakers as I 
heard that you did at East Plains. Again a vote was taken this time at the Board level. 
The vote was YES.  We did lose some families at that time However, Don was able to 
officiate at a same sex wedding before he retired. 
  

  I am going to stop for a moment and comment on my own journey. In 1995 I was given
the job of being the Resources Manager at the United Church House in Toronto . I got to
interface with Resource Centres across the country. I went out with book displays to 
meetings and conferences across the country. I learned so much, and I heard so many 
stories. I heard of people’s experiences of being not accepted or discriminated against 
by congregations. At this time Conferences and UCW’s were being encouraged to enter
the Affirming process. I saw first hand how carefully people worked with this idea. They 
took it slowly and brought people along with them. It truly was a celebatory time as 
people so freely entered into the process. Just as Philip had explained things to the 
Eunuch, people heard things with fresh ears. I had the opportunity to be at General 
Council when Gary Patterson was elected as our first Gay Moderator.  Now back to Port
Nelson- 
  

  While we searched for a new minister we had some pulpit supply ministers. Then in 
2010 we had the excitement of calling a new minister. Michael Brooks was amazing. He
was young, he could preach and he had a wonderful singing voice. The Search 
Committee were praised for their choice.  Life was good at the church. Then on 
Mother’s Day Sunday Michael said he had an announcement to make at the end of the 
service. It turned out that it was to introduce his partner Jay to us. The congregation all 
stood up and applauded. 
  

  Time passed and Michael and Jay invited the congregation to their wedding which was
held in Port Nelson’s sanctuary. About 400 people attended. It was a watershed 
moment for the congregation as they witnessed the love that Michael and Jay had for 
each other. The couple decided that for wedding presents persons could contribute 
money to the setting up of a Youth Award. The award started off with $10,000. What is 
the Youth Award?
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  Each June a high school senior in Halton can apply to be the recipient of $1000. They 
will have been involved with LBTQ2SIA + issues in their high schools. They are 
recommended by personnel at their schools There are interviews. Those on the 
committee are so impressed with these young people as are the congregation with their 
choice of recipient.
  

  About the same time of the wedding some people started looking at the Resource 
Open Hearts which is recommended by Affirm United. We looked at our congregational 
values with a workshop leader. We talked about being inclusive and welcoming to all. 
Then John Pentland, the author of Fishing Tips came for a weekend workshop. At the 
end of it he asked Michael why we had not become an Affirming congregation because 
he could see that we were doing many things that were required to be Affirming. This 
was brought up at our next council meeting. We struck a committee to look into it. 
Michael said that he would not be a part of the committee. We began meeting. We did 
lots of reading, had guest speakers and did lots of research. We came up with a 
statement which is one of the requirements by Affirm United. The statement is We 
affirm ,  include ,and celebrate people of every age, race, belief, culture, ability, 
income level ,family configuration, gender, gender identity and sexual orientation 
in the life and ministry of Port Nelson United Church.
We met with various committees of the congregation to discuss the issue of becoming 
an a Affirming Congregation. We invited Linda Hutchison , one of the Coordinators of 
Affirm United to come and do a workshop with us. She gave us the outline of everything
that needed to be done before we would get certification of being an Affirming 
congregation.  All along the discussions we had with people was the constant question 
why do we need to be come an Affirming congregation. We are already welcoming. We 
don’t discriminate, etc, etc. 
  

So we needed to explain PIE to them. As they say in their steps to becoming an 
affirming congregation your ministry embarks on an educational, discernment and 
decision process that helps your ministry become PIE

PUBLIC- being out and proud
INTENTIONAL deliberate in their process of study, education and dialogue with 
members of their faith community
EXPLICIT  very clear about who it welcomes. It names queer, trans, and Two 
Spirit people and the gifts they bring

We continued doing our homework and followed all of the steps which was required of 
us and decided that we were ready to have a congregational vote.  It should be noted 
that Affirm United says that we should take all of the rime needed.
 Affirm United requires that you have 75% approval of the people participating in the 
vote.  At the meeting people were encouraged to speak and ask questions. For the 
most part everything went smoothly. Then one person stood up and spoke very 
negatively on the issue. We took the vote and for a day or two we thought that we did 
not have the 75% approval. Then it was discovered that there had been a mistake and 
we actually had 76% approval. We held our celebration with a person from Affirm 
United. We may have lost one or two people over the vote. But we gained many more.  
People new to the congregation tell us that they look to church websites to find an 
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Affirming congregation. We have definitely gained new members since we became 
Affirming-they are ones who get involved and volunteer to share their gifts with us.
Now we are considered a ministry at Port Nelson with our own budget.
We are looking into many things such as Indigenous issues, greening of the church as 
well as all LGBTQ2SIA+ issues. We are connected with Positive Space Network in 
Burlington.
  

  It has indeed been a journey with its twists and turns. It has been an awakening for me
to hear stories and understand discrimination and persecution. In order to get to our 
destination the journey was interesting. Meeting new people, listening to new ideas, 
being open to the leading of the Spirit, it has been a journey that I am so grateful to 
have been on. I encourage you at East Plains to continue on your journey, you already 
do so many wonderfully pleasing things here You just need to take that one step more in
your time and understanding. We at Port Nelson stand ready to encourage you and 
answer any questions you might have, We will be ready to climb on to your “chariot” and
sing “One more step along the road I go”
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