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Dear God, our friend and fellow traveller, open our hearts and 

minds to the Spirit’s guidance as we journey together. Amen. 

Thank you for inviting me, I’m really pleased to be here with 

you this morning. 

I don’t know about you but when I am going on a journey I have 

lots of mixed feelings.  Is this what I really want to do?  Are all 

the right plans in place?  Am I going with the right people?  Will 

everything go smoothly?  What about Plan A, B, C and possibly 

D?  Do I have a guide book to give me some direction?  But 

whatever I am thinking or feeling, I take a deep breath and take 

the first steps, sometimes reluctant ones, but mostly with 

excitement, and look forward to the adventure and the 

possibilities of what lies ahead. 

When we’re on a journey there may be times when we wish it 

was over but we know it’s not complete yet, we haven’t reached 

our destination.  There are also times we might wish we had 

never started it, and there are times when we are so glad we are 



on it but we realize there is a quite a way to go yet so we need to 

be patient. 

Some of the goals of a journey are to learn new things, grow and 

change, expand our horizons, and garner some wisdom along the 

way. 

All of the above are quite normal feelings, I suspect most people 

experience them at one time or another, but they should not stop 

us from moving ahead. 

At East Plains you are all on a journey together – towards 

becoming an Affirming congregation.  You may have had some 

of those same feelings but you’ve made a start, you’ve made 

some progress, and you still have some way to go.  What an 

exciting decision and good for you for making it. 

A few years ago my home congregation, Applewood United in 

Mississauga, began the same journey.  Although the destination 

was the same, the journey most probably looked different in 

many ways.  As Affirm United says, there is no time frame, 

everyone takes their time and focuses on what they need to learn 

and integrate.  Our journey was just over three years – a long 

time some may say, but well worth it!  This was a spiritual 



journey as well as one of social justice and inclusion.  There 

were lots of components – listening, communicating, educating, 

research, prayer, and just talking to each other. 

As well as learning, it also encompasses “unlearning” which 

means we change our thinking and understanding of stereo-

typical information and ways of speaking.  That’s not always an 

easy thing to do. 

Although the official process of becoming affirming is a very 

important part, it is more than documents, checking boxes and 

new titles and descriptions. 

It also encompasses education about other social justice issues, 

such as oppression and marginalization.  Increasing our 

awareness and understanding in all areas is vitally important so 

that we can truly be a safe and welcoming place for people of 

any background and across all social groups, but especially 

those who live on the margins of our society. 

For Applewood, it began with the updating of our Marriage 

Policy to make it inclusive.  It was a learning curve for many of 

our congregation but we decided this was something we needed 



to do so we made plans, which included a workshop to address 

of questions and concerns.  This led to some very productive 

discussion, and gave us food for thought as we moved forward 

to eventually updating our policy and taking the first steps 

towards becoming affirming. 

It wasn’t always easy or straightforward, but no journey usually 

is.  It was exciting and broadened our outlook.  We encouraged 

people to be open and honest about how they felt, but we didn’t 

pressure them, and we spent a lot of time listening and 

communicating with people who were finding it difficult, or had 

lots of questions. We still have people in our congregation who 

have questions and struggle a little with our focus but they stick 

with it and talk to us.  I always feel that the important part of 

reaching any destination is the journey, that’s where we do the 

work to grow and change and results in the destination being 

successful. 

We needed to be in touch with the LGBTQ+ community 

because we had lots to learn – how could we be more 

welcoming and inclusive, what were their expectations of a faith 

community, how did they feel about faith communities in 



general, and how would we get the word out to them.  We have 

members of the LGBTQ+ community in our congregation, 

however, we felt it was important to draw others into this 

conversation and not to single them out. 

We had to do a lot of listening, really listening.  One of the ways 

we did that was to send out a survey with questions which had 

arisen, some of which had been answered when we revised our 

marriage policy, but we asked people to identify other concerns 

they might have so that we could structure our education around 

them, in other words this would be our guide book.  Some 

concerns were able to be dealt with through one on one 

conversations, but others were the basis of workshops and Q&A 

sessions. 

During our worship services we also began having Minutes for 

Affirm – a bit like Minutes for Mission.  These kept the 

congregation up to date on what was happening, how our 

journey was progressing and what next steps, or points of 

interest on the journey, might be.  A member of the Affirming 

group might also speak about a topic that would be coming up 

for a workshop and explain what everyone might learn.  We also 



put the information in our weekly announcements so that people 

who were not able to be in worship would also know exactly 

what was happening. 

A small group worked for quite some time on our new Mission 

Statement – written, revised, re-written, revised again until it felt 

right for us.  It’s good to look at statements from other 

congregations for some guidance but it does need to be personal. 

Some of the highlights for us were the places we stopped to rest 

and learn on the way.   A member of a PFLAG (Parents, 

Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) group came to 

speak to us about the group and how parents and allies support 

their children.  Being an ally was a new idea for us, it opened up 

a new way of being, and broadened our understanding of 

allieship – it’s not just about saying you stand with someone, it 

includes action. 

One on one conversations were also amazing ways of checking 

in with people to see how they were doing, what they had on 

their minds and how we might be able to help out of if that was 

needed.  It gave people another opportunity to think about where 

they were on the journey and how they were feeling. 



Movies and documentaries were very helpful, we had church 

family night at the movies and we could have a good open 

discussion afterwards. One workshop stands out for me, it was 

titled Trans and Gender Identity and we used a wonderful 

United Church Resource “Celebrating Gender Diversity”.  It 

was well attended because it was something that most of us 

knew very little about and we wanted to broaden our 

understanding. 

We talked about what our church would be like once we became 

affirming, what would our signage look like, how would be let 

people know what being affirming meant, how would this 

decision change us. 

We also read lots of books and made them available in our 

library – books for children, books written by parents, fiction 

and non-fiction. 

It was wonderful to see people engaging in all the aspects of this 

journey and thinking about and processing what they had heard 

and read.   

When our Action Group felt that we were close to our 

destination, and they had done as much as they could to address 



concerns and answer questions,they decided on a date for the 

vote.  We had two motions, one to accept the new mission 

statement and one to become an Affirming congregation.   

A special worship service was arranged with a guest preacher 

and a celebration after.   There was resounding support from the 

congregation and we had now arrived at our destination, the end 

of one journey and the beginning of the next. 

The next journey is living into the reality.  Applewood put 

together quite an extensive Action Plan which we are doing our 

best to live into.  This gives you a chance to imagine and dream 

about what can be possible.  The work goes on through constant 

education, reminders of who we are, bringing issues forward and 

speaking up and speaking out when we see injustice. 

Applewood has changed.  In general we are much more aware of 

social justice issues and being inclusive (in our language as well 

in what we do) and not just welcoming.  We are conscious of 

providing safe space for everyone and so we look at everything 

we do through an Affirming lens, including the rental of our 

building.   We are enriched by being in partnership with others 

who bring a different perspective. 



We’ve made some wonderful connections within our 

community.  The East Mississauga Community Health Centre is 

close to us and hosts the local PFLAG meetings and runs an 

LGBTQ+ support group.  We have hosted their Christmas 

Dinner and it was amazing how many of the group were 

surprised that they would be welcome in a church setting.   

One of the exciting things was being invited to join Shining 

Waters Region in planning the United Church presence in the 

Pride parade in Toronto, as well as participating on the day of 

the parade.  What a wonderful experience!  Again, we found 

many surprised people in the spectators lining the route – a 

church that welcomes them!  Because of that we have cards to 

hand out letting people know who we are and where to find us.   

We paint a rainbow on our driveway each year during Pride 

month.  We are hoping to make it a more permanent feature this 

year as it was washed away by a heavy downpour the day after 

we painted it last year!  The surrounding community knows that 

we do this and they come by to see it and say thank you for 

making them more aware. 



We attend BBQs, meetings and workshops so that we can meet 

community members, get to know them and have them learn a 

little about us while we learn a little about them.  Applewood is 

known in the community now and we love having people come 

to find out who we are and what we have to offer. 

Why do we do this?  We heard that in our readings this morning, 

which incidentally came from The Inclusive Bible).  The 

Psalmist talks about how God ‘knit us together’ before we were 

born and rejoices in who we are and who we become.  Paul talks 

about ‘the body’ as a symbol of our communities, where every 

single member is important, and every single member is needed 

in order to make it whole.   

We are all God’s children, fearfully and wonderfully made, and 

everyone deserves to be welcomed and included in our 

communities, no matter who we are or where we are on our faith 

journey.  We are stronger when we work and grow together by 

sharing our gifts, and supporting each other whether our journey 

is straight forward or fraught with difficulties and hardships. 

We continue our journey, we provide education, keep the 

conversations going and support one another in the work that we 



do.  It’s our opportunity to show that we are all God’s children, 

loved unconditionally and with amazing gifts to share with each 

other along the way.  We are blessed! 

I know that sometimes you will feel discouraged and sometimes 

you will be excited and ready for the next step.  You are not 

alone on your journey, God is always there and so are others 

who have trodden the same path.  Keep the faith and I know that 

you are blessed in so many ways! 


