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Day 3 of the 139th General Assembly began with
worship led by members of the Presbytery of Oak
Ridges. Based on 1 Kings 18, The Rev. Emily Bisset
challenged us to be servants of God and allow
God to act in our lives, rather than putting the
emphasis on our own power. “Do you believe in
your heart of hearts that God will act in a
significant and pivotal way?” she asked.
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“Appreciated worship from live streaming of #ga139. Praying for GA. Jesus is the
Head of the church not its left toe.” Tweet from Matthew Ruttan



The Rev. Emily Bisset introduced the section on the
agenda devoted to telling good news stories. This
discussion time was designed to share rich resources for
renewal in large and small ways, and creating vibrant

connections to help us re-energize and re-imagine our
common ministry. The hope is that the conversations will
plant seeds of new life, as we seek to be faithful followers
of Jesus Christ, each in our own context. 

Rural Church Experience

The Rev. Lara Scholey, minister at Bethel Presbyterian
Church in Scotsburn, Nova Scotia, shared the
experience of a “country church called by God to do
remarkable things.” She told the story of a small rural
congregation that was “willing to reach out and try new
things. . . and never said ‘we can’t do that because we
are small’ or ‘because we have never done it before.’”

Surrounded by a cemetery, farmland and livestock, it is
a rural area that has lost key parts of their community
(small businesses, schools, etc.). However, the farmers,
teachers, nurses and others who live there are
passionate about community and keeping it alive.
Regional staff, national staff and community business
and finance leaders have helped them move forward.
Ms. Scholey explained that an “inviting space” grant

from national office helped fix up the nursery for their
children, planned giving advice from Herb Gale helped
them ask for gifts from people’s assets and Stewards
by Design “equipped us and gave us confidence.” The
congregation put a real focus on children and youth
ministry, working to include children in service and
better equip youth leaders.

They let go of ministries and started new ones. Planned
gifts—cash, wills, stocks and shares—allowed them to
hire a Christian educator one day a week. The
congregation supported their minister to take part in
different ministry opportunities; “mission and
partnership has become part of who we are.” 

“This is a real church with real people. We are not
perfect.” When they have had challenges meeting their
budget, they have invited people to give to special
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funds and encouraged one another by sharing stories
of people who will be changed by their ministry. “This
is our story,” Scholey says, but she firmly believes “all
churches are called by God to do extraordinary things.
We live in hope, that as we are open to change, with
God, anything is possible.”

Urban Church Experience

The Rev. Jim Smith of Central Presbyterian Church in
Vancouver, BC, shared a story of urban church
redevelopment, and a congregation that has moved
from surviving to thriving. With a building constructed
in 1975, and a congregation of 150 people with 65-70
attending worship on a Sunday, the church is a busy
and vibrant place. But it was not always this way. 

Fifteen years ago Central church was struggling to
survive. The congregation was “in preservation mode,
resisting change and interested in keeping ‘Presbyterian
culture.’” Mr. Smith explained that, “they wanted new
people and young people, but they had to be ‘just like
us.’” The congregation was losing $3,000/month and
had acquired $30,000 in debt. The property had been
assessed at 5 million and many felt there was no future
for congregation. “We’re so small. . .” was a common
phrase. But there was a heart and a passion to continue.
So, with some help from presbytery, synod and the
national church, they began to move forward. 

A key component was changing the focus of the
congregation.“Thriving as opposed to surviving was
key,” explained Smith. They started a number of
activities serving the neighbourhood such as a
community breakfast, food bank, and opened their

doors for community groups including AA and a karate
school, allowing a steady stream of community people
coming through the building. (They do not charge rent
to community groups but ask them to donate to the
congregation’s community outreach programs
(breakfasts, etc.) and they get twice as much money!)

The congregation also changed their relationship with
the Gailee Korean group, who had been renting space.
The relationship moved from a model of
landlord/tenant to partnership. “Financial need is the
wrong reason to get together,” Rev. Smith explained.
“Rigidity is the opposite of grace.” 

After a difficult separation, the two congregations
decided to start again. It began with changing the
vocabulary. The words rent/lease were banned and they
moved to a shared ministry where they share time,
space and upkeep of the building. It has become a
success story that has survived several changes in
leadership. 

The Rev. Smith shared that their next exciting adventure
is an ambitious building project that will redevelop their
land. In partnerships with developers, and with support
from presbytery, the church Committee on
Architecture and national church offices, they have a
plan which will turn the building into a space with
spaces for worship, community interfacing, day care,
community housing and outreach. Income from non-
profit housing and retail space will help support the
future of the church. A foundation will manage the
income, protecting the money from the church and the
church from the money. “We are recapturing the
concept of the church as a community centre,” Smith
said. And the church is finally thriving.

The Rev. Lara Scholey

The Rev. Jim Smith



City Church Experience

The Rev. Matthew Ruttan from Westminster Presbyterian
Church in Barrie, Ontario, played a video that provided an
overview of some of the church’s activities in a growing
city of over 140,000, located north of Toronto. 

“The church had seen the tombstone and nothing
motivates for change like the smell of death,” said Rev.
Ruttan in reference to the state of the church before they
began a renewal process. He shared a quote from Albert
Einstein: “The significant problems we face today cannot
be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when
we created them.”

The congregation’s renewal began when closure was
imminent. The congregation developed a growing
openness to change that would eventually bring church
attendance from 65 people to over 100.

A strategic plan was developed and attending the
Stewards by Design conference helped in the process.
They learned they needed to focus on strengths not
weaknesses and use a grassroots approach to change.  A
new unity in direction was established that it involved
everyone.

The congregation developed a blended worship style and
hired a youth and education coordinator, taken from
funds that were previously being used for administration.
They created a more “kid-friendly” climate and started
looking at ways to adjust worship and create a fellowship
time that was welcoming to children. As a church, the
focus turned outward.

The health of the minister was an important aspect that
was considered. A minister’s emotional health and ability

to communicate and take care of themselves is
something that is rarely talked about but is “hugely
important.” After going through a difficult time, Mr. Ruttan
used the Employee Assistance Program (provided
through the national church office) to help. He began to
see a mentor and met with a prayer partner. The
congregation realized that if he is healthy, well and strong,
it benefits the whole congregation. 

Mr. Ruttan spoke of the “new front door of the church”—
the congregation’s website. He acknowledged when
people are first looking for a church, they go online, and
there are many ways to engage people in a digital world.

Today, Mr. Ruttan described the congregation as having
crossed over from surviving to thriving. He calls it
“Thrivival.”

Small Town Experience

The Rev. Lynne Donovan, from St. Andrew’s Presbyterian
Church in Picton, Ontario, addressed the Assembly to talk
about her experience with a church in a town of only
4,000 people. The area is now growing and has become a
destination for tourists and retirees.

In 2006, the congregation agreed on a mandate for
revitalization. They were able to establish a clear vision
statement and get a better understanding of who they
are as a congregation. Their motto is “on the way with
curiosity, creativity and courage.”

The ongoing goal is to enhance every aspect of worship,
especially preaching, music and contemplation. Guided
by core values, the congregation has experienced several
major shifts.  The first was developing a diverse music
program that provides excellent music in worship.
“Providing excellent music is essential,” said Rev.
Donovan. They now utilize a large circle of friends of
diverse musicians rather than one full time musician.

Previously, the congregation had very little connection
with the wider community. Having learned from Dr.
Kennon Callahan (at the Stewards by Design conference)
they were inspired to develop community outreach
missions. They have established two key missions:
opening their own Ten Thousand Villages store selling fair
trade goods, and starting “Reaching for Rainbows,” an
afterschool program for girls. Too small to do it all
themselves, the congregation’s approach to mission has
been about partnerships. So far, their small congregation

The Rev. Matthew Ruttan



WOMEN’S MISSIONARY SOCIETY

Joan Smith, past president, gave the report along with a
brief history of how the Women’s Missionary Society
(WMS) began and some of the Society’s key activities.
The WMS will be commemorating 100 years while
envisioning a new future as a national mission society.

Ms. Smith introduced Ms. Betty Siverns, the new WMS
president. Ms. Siverns presented a promotional video for
the upcoming national Women’s Gathering, which will
take place on May 16-19, 2014, at the Sheraton Parkway
Toronto North Hotel and Convention Centre. The theme
is “Burst Forth.” Information and registration booklets
have been sent to past attendees and all presbyteries.
Learn more about the Women’s Gathering at
www.wmspcc.ca/news/ 

Ms. Smith introduced a supplementary report
recommending that the constitution of the WMS be

changed so that the annual meeting is held once every
two years and this was adopted. A second
recommendation asked for the creation of a national
women’s organization called the Presbyterian Church in
Canada Women (PCCW) be approved in principal as an
umbrella organization that includes the WMS, the
Women’s Gathering and new groups. 

This generated discussion on the implications of this
decision as well as the impact to male members of the
WMS. Some commissioners felt there wasn’t consultation
with the Atlantic Mission Society and others felt strongly
that this should be more inclusive of men. The
recommendation was referred back to the WMS for
more consultation and review.
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has raised $30,000 for Ten Thousand Villages and $50,000
for Reaching for Rainbows, over and above their church’s
budget of $90,000.

Another major shift was the physical building. A bequest of
$110,000 allowed them to transform their sanctuary to
support their vision. They wanted it to be flexible and
functional for many different kinds of events, while also
being beautiful and having the capacity for multi-media
presentations. After a process of consultation, they took
out the pews and painted and revitalized the sanctuary.
They have recently improved the building’s accessibility,
accessing government grants because they could show
that the building had become a place for the whole
community.

Another major shift was in leadership. A leadership team
was needed that was willing to take the necessary risks.
Leaders now oversee many of the projects and are
consulting retired ministers and ministers in association. 

The church has been adding to their members. Their
average attendance has gone from 30 to 50, though The
Rev. Donovan cautioned, they got smaller before they got
bigger. While they have only 70 households, dozens more
see themselves as part of circle of friends.

The congregation is now on the way with curiosity,
creativity and courage, and they are not afraid, knowing
the fire is within.

Additional Motion

In response to the remarks that were made by The Rev.
Matthew Ruttan from Westminster Presbyterian Church, a
motion was made that Ministry and Church Vocations study
and evaluate the level of support for clergy counselling.
This was passed.

The Rev. Lynne Donovan



PRESBYTERIAN RECORD

The Rev. Fred Speckeen, convener, gave the report of
the Presbyterian Record Inc. He spoke of an aging and
shrinking market, in part due to churches cutting costs
and the declining Every Home Plan. Despite this
challenge, Mr. Speckeen mentioned exciting new
initiatives such as the move to more digital information.
There is strong support from readers for financial
campaigns and a great deal of reader loyalty. 

The Presbyterian Record is planning to hire a major
gifts officer who will be working closely with Herb
Gale at national offices to identify planned giving
opportunities. Two interns from Malawi will be hired
this year, including The Rev. Joshua Nyangulu, from

Livingstonia Synod, Malawi, who is visiting and
addressed the Assembly. “I want to thank God for
making it possible for me to attend this beautiful
General Assembly.”

“I’m happy to report that, again, this year, the Record
has received a good many awards and recognitions,”
said Rev. Speckeen. Every member of the Record staff
received an award.

In addition to the international reporting, the Record
has made a concerted effort to share stories about the
changes and challenges facing the denomination.
Recently, there has been a focus on innovative
ministries and discussions for future directions.

EVENING WORSHIP

The day concluded with the Assembly and guests
meeting at Vaughan Community Church for worship.
The Rev. Dr. John Vissers, Moderator of the 138th
General Assembly, gave the sermon and communion
was served by members of the presbyteries of Eastern
Han-Ca and Oak Ridges. 

The choir and praise band from Vaughan Community
Church led in music. The worship planning team
consisted of The Rev. Joe Bae and The Rev. Dr. A. R.
Neal Mathers.

View more photos from GA 139 on the Presbyterian Record website
presbyterianrecord.com


