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 Taking the Bull By the Horns - 50 years later 
 
 1 Kings 8:22, 23, 27-30; 1 Corinthians 3:10-23 
 
 The opening words of our reading from Corinthians says “According to the grace of God given 

to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation and someone else is building on it. Each builder 

must choose with care how to build on it” (1 Cor. 3:10). Back in 1968 when they had the service of 

amalgamation my predecessor Bev Johnston laid a foundation for a sermon he entitled “Taking the 

Bull by the Horns” which I would like to build upon in our worship this morning.  

 When I saw the title I had absolutely no idea which “Bull” he was referring to. Before I read the 

the Scriptures that were chosen, I thought maybe the reading from the Hebrew Scriptures had 

something to do with sacrificial bulls or maybe some reference to the “Golden Calf” episode back in 

Exodus? But, as you heard, the reading from 1 Kings is Solomon’s prayer to God asking God to see 

“this house.” I then assumed that maybe the reference to “Taking the Bull by the Horns” refers to 

rodeo style steer wrestling.  

 I must confess that when I envision the church of 1968, I think that those were the “glory days” 

of the church. But the Star Phoenix article on the service quotes Bev as saying: “People are saying 

the church is a relic of the past, a museum piece with nothing realistic to contribute to the 20th 

century, nothing vital to give to a young person, no strength for an old person to lean on.” (June 17, 

1968 Star Phoenix). Sounds like the world’s view of the church hasn’t changed much.  

Maybe the “glory days” are about something else. I like numbers so I hauled out the statistics 

for the churches prior to and after amalgamation. In 1967 Grace Church had 603 households under 

care, 180 involved in the SS program, there were 39 baptisms, 39 weddings, 40 funerals, and 822 

members on the roll. Westminster had 475 households under care, 248 involved in the SS program, 

there were 28 baptisms, 19 weddings, 29 funerals, and 897 members on the roll. When they reported 
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stats for 1968, the year of amalgamation there were 890 households under care, 249 involved in the 

SS program, 34 baptisms, 50 weddings 47 funerals, 1694 members on the roll. 600 people attended 

that amalgamation service 50 years ago but obviously some families chose to go elsewhere as time 

went on as there was a loss of 168 households based on the numbers prior to, and after, 

amalgamation. 

 According to Bill Chapman’s historical record of the church, quoting Rev. Ellis King, “The whole 

concept of amalgamation has been a continuing source of review for both churches over the years. 

Discussions on the matter of union have been held intermittently since 1928. Meetings between the 

Boards of Session have been held from time to time throughout this period of forty years to determine 

practical ways to work together. It must be added that decreasing memberships, combined with 

adequate facilities to house both congregations, made the time ripe for talks between the two 

congregations to proceed with new vigour this year. (Grace-Westminster United Church A Record of 

Its Journey 1882-2000, p. 64). Bev Johnston said: “The two congregations had gone through 

agonizing appraisal and reappraisal, taken the bull by the horns and amalgamated.” (Star-Phoenix) 

Hence the title for the sermon 

 At this point in our church’s life we can be thankful for the foundation that was laid so solidly 

between the two churches, a foundation also built on the foundation of The United Church of Canada 

back in 1925. In the intervening years the decline, in numbers at least, has continued from 845 

households in 1969 to 280 households in 2017. But is that really how we measure what our 

ancestors, and now we, have done as a church? That might be how the world gauges things but Paul 

says, “Do not deceive yourselves. If you think that you are wise in this age, you should become fools 

so that you may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with God” (10:18, 19). The 

world gauges things by how much “stuff” we accumulate. How much money. How much power. How 
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much fame. How many friends. In church circles: how many people attend worship. How many staff 

you have. How great your minister is! How big your building is.  How many children and youth you 

have. While all these things may be important it is not what we are to be about. Paul addressed the 

challenges in the church of his day by reminding them: “Let no one boast about human leaders. For 

all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or 

the future - all belong to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God” (21-23). As Bev 

Johnston said 50 years ago: “Here we discuss to purpose of life, our relation to the living God. Here 

we try to see other people as created in the image of God and catch that image.” That is what church 

is about, union with God and just as our two forebearers took the bull by the horns and brought 

people together, churches today need to be about bringing people together and that won’t happen by 

sitting here waiting for them to come to us. 

 A couple of weeks ago at our SK Conference annual meeting, the theme speaker was Rodger 

Nishioka. Rodger’s is now ministering at a Presbyterian church in the U.S. but his work for many 

years was at Columbia University was researching the roles of young people and the church. Seeing 

him again reminded me of a story he shared the first time I saw him when I was in Victoria in 2015. It 

is the story of a young couple that he met in Iowa, which I think reveals what the church is really 

about. 

 Rodger was at a Conference working with a group of adults in their late 20's and he asked if 

any of them attended church. Out of 30 or 40 participants there was only one young couple that said 

that they did, so he asked them if they would mind staying after the session so that he could interview 

them and they agreed. 

 After they shared their story he learned that they both had grown up on the U.S. east coast in 

Maryland and had been recruited to live in a “fly-over” community (which is an area that people “fly-
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over”) but never stop in. The particular community in Iowa where they settled was trying to entice 

young people to move there to revitalize the area. Housing was quite reasonable and so they bought 

a home and settled in to their new jobs. 

 They had both attended church as children and they tried a few of the churches in the 

community but they really hadn’t found any one congregation that appealed to them so had never 

settled into a spiritual home. 

 One day, as she was doing a breast self-examination, she found a lump so decided to go and 

see her doctor. The doctor said, “it might be nothing but I would like to do a biopsy just to be sure.” 

And so she had the procedure and a few days later her doctor called and asked her to come in to the 

office. When she arrived, the doctor informed her that the biopsy had come back and that it was a 

very aggressive form of cancer and they wanted to do surgery and start treatment right away. 

 They both called their parents and her mother and father came to support her as did her 

partners’ parents. She also informed other family members and close friends and many of them came 

to offer encouragement and support. It was hard, she said, because they really didn’t have much 

support close by and their parents and friends from a distance eventually had to go back home to 

work. The chaplain at the hospital asked if they had any spiritual support and they said they really 

hadn’t settled in to a particular church. But there was one Presbyterian church they had been to 2 or 3 

times so the chaplain called the minister there and told him their story and asked him to come by and 

visit. 

 The minister did remember the couple and agreed to stop by the hospital and visit them. The 

young woman said that he was great, a real comfort and support. He was great with their parents and 

they had all really appreciated him being there and his prayers. 

 After she had completed treatment she returned home and, feeling completely drained, was 
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resting one afternoon when there was a knock at the door. She assumed it was either Jehovah’s 

Witnesses or somebody selling something and so she ignored it. But the knocking was persistent and 

finally she went downstairs and opened the door to find an elderly woman with a casserole dish in her 

hand. The woman explained that she was from the Presbyterian church they had attended and that 

the minister had explained their situation to the congregation, so she had prepared a meal for them. 

She said, “It’s already cooked so you can just put it in the oven and heat it up so you won’t have to 

worry about making a meal.” 

 The young woman was amazed and asked if she could pay her but the woman said, “Oh no! 

That’s just what we do.” 

 Then the young woman realized they were standing at the door and said, “Would you like to 

come in?” 

 “Are you sure you’re not too tired?” 

 “No,” she said, “actually it would be nice to have some company.”  

 So they sat and visited for half an hour and got to know each other a little bit, laughed together 

and the older woman prayed for the younger woman. Finally the older woman said, “Well, I better get 

going. You look tired and need to rest.” 

 The young woman said, “This was so nice. Thank you. I am a little tired.” 

 The older woman agreed that it had been nice to get to know one another and as she was 

getting up she looked around the room and said, “I don’t want to offend you but Honey, you have got 

to dust!” 

 The young woman agreed and said that she had got behind with that and the elderly woman 

said, “Would you mind if I did it for you? I won’t come upstairs or anything you can just rest but I will 

do the lower level.”  
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 “Really? Could I pay you?” 

 “No, that’s just what we do. I have supplies in my car. You just go on upstairs and rest and I’ll 

look after things down here.” She went and got her supplies and went through the entire lower level of 

the house and cleaned it from top to bottom and then headed home.  

 Well, a few hours later her husband comes home, walks in, looks around and says, “Honey? 

Did . . . you clean the house today?” 

 She says, “No. It was someone from the church.” 

  “The church?” 

 “You remember the pastor? From the hospital?” 

 “Oh, that church.” 

 “Yes, and there’s a casserole in the oven for supper. We just have to heat it up.” 

 The next afternoon, there’s another knock at the door. And when she answers it, a man is 

standing there with a chicken dinner. 

 “Here, my wife sent this. It has to be cooked. The instructions are with it. Don’t mess it up 

because she will yell at me and I don’t like to be yelled at.” 

 “Well thank you,” she said. “Would you like to come in?” 

 “Er no.” “By the way did you know that your door is busted?” 

 “Yes,” she said, “we’ve been meaning to fix it but just haven’t got around to it.” 

 “Well, I could fix it for you. It is only a couple of blocks to Home Depot. I can pick up the parts I 

need and fix it for you.” 

 “That would be great! Could I pay you?” 

 “Oh no. That’s just what we do.” 

 Her husband came home, walked in and said, “Honey, . . . did you fix the front door?” 
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 No, she said. It was someone from the church.” 

 “The church?” 

 “You remember the pastor? From the hospital?” 

 “Oh, that church.” 

 “And there’s a chicken dinner in the fridge. The man said there are instructions with it and don’t 

mess it up because he will get yelled at and he doesn’t like to be yelled at.” 

 That congregation, which had about 80 members, brought them a meal every day for 6 

months. Their freezer was full. Their refrigerator was full. So they invited several of their friends over 

for a meal. When they started eating, their friends said, “MMM! This is delicious. Where did you get 

this food?” 

 They replied, “We got it from (can you guess what they said?) “our church.” 

 They since have joined that church, they invited several of their friends to attend worship with 

them and several of these young people started regularly attending the church. 

 She concluded by saying, “Rodger, I have already told my family this, I don’t know if I will live 6 

years or 60 years, but I do know this, I’m never leaving this church. I will die in this church.”  Rodger 

concluded the story by saying to us, “Friends we were built for this.” 

 So friends, no matter what “bulls” we may think we have to wrestle, no matter what challenges 

we have to face, let us go into the future with faith, with thanksgiving that faithful souls came together 

in a new way to be God’s presence in this corner of Saskatoon. Grateful too, that the foundation on 

which this church is built is securely founded on the gospel of Christ, the love of God, and let us work 

together to make Grace-Westminster continue to be a blessing, a symbol of God’s presence, and a 

light to the world, for many years to come. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


