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In view of the fact that this is the 110th anniversary of our congregation and exactly 55 

years since the dedication of these buildings and grounds, and in response to request, I’m going 

to be talking about our story.  I want us to think about and celebrate the vision, perseverance and 

service of the hundreds and hundreds of women, men and children who built and sustained this 

faith community.  

It begins in 1909, when a pioneering group gathered themselves and incorporated as a 

Unitarian church.  They even produced an annual report at the end of that first year that captures 

something of their spirit.  It’s full of civic pride and optimism.  And remarkably, even then, in 

that formative first year, they describe a number of the features and themes that weave through 

the whole story of our congregation. “In a city that has drawn to it so intelligent, varied and 

progressive a citizenship,” says the report, “it would be only natural and logical to find some 

common meeting place of those of the Unitarian faith; a pulpit open to all for the advancement 

of liberalism and of any belief dedicated to the advancement and uplifting of mankind.”  

Notice that from the beginning, Unitarians in Vancouver sought a common ground on 

which to stand where they could freely promote the advancement of a progressive religion 

dedicated to welcoming diversity within, shared values and service to the wider community.  

These features have been a hallmark of our congregation throughout its history.  Now, listen to 

two descriptions of the women and men who joined this fledgling congregation in its first years: 

“[Our church] includes people of the most diverse theological beliefs.  We have theists, 

agnostics and spiritualists…all bound together by the spirit of the movement—the spirit of 

freedom and progress.”  Perhaps a less flattering depiction of our members, written by an 
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outside observer in 1911, reads likes this: “There are more men than women.  There is no wealth

among them, and small social prestige.  There is the usual proportion of cranks, theosophists, 

single taxers, long-haired men and short-haired women, but most seem a sensible and 

reasonable people.” 

So there’s two things I want to say here.  First, notice that from the beginning, Unitarians 

in Vancouver have been diverse in membership and belief.  Diversity and the freedom to express

it in myriad ways has been with us from the outset of our story.  Our congregation has been 

capacious, open-ended and generous; it includes the rational and the romantic, the practical and 

the mystic. In 1926, UCV minister JB Tonkin expressed the restless, questing nature of our faith 

when he wrote: “I want to emphasize the fact of exploration….I feel that the search for ‘truth’ is 

a bigger thing even than settling on we call ‘truth.’  [Our] aim is to try and find out if there is a 

place in the world of today where loyalty to the search for truth will be paramount.”

Jumping forward to 1966, forty years later, a sophisticated, wide-ranging survey was 

taken of our membership.  The results showed that one third of us claimed no previous religious 

affiliation, nearly forty percent had come from liberal Protestant backgrounds, while the rest of 

us arrived here from Anglican, Roman Catholic and Jewish traditions.

As well, the survey revealed that less than a quarter of us said that “god” may be real, but

that it was beyond adequate description; half indicated that a god concept was basically the name

for Nature, for natural, evolutionary forces and laws in the universe; while the remaining 24% 

said that the concept was irrelevant to them and that, instead, the central focus of religion should 

be on human values and ethical action.

This survey, taken in the year after our move from 10th and Granville to 49th and Oak, 

revealed one more, near constant feature of our congregation: 80% of those surveyed claimed 
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they came here because Unitarianism, as expressed in this congregation, affirmed values they 

already held dear, principal among them being a commitment to intellectual stimulation, 

personal reflection and growth, and an affirmation of fellowship among like-minded people.  

Look at the motto on our sign out there today at 49th and Oak: “diverse beliefs/shared values”—

For over a hundred years, amid the harmonies and dissonances rising up from music of this 

congregation there is a clear melodic line, a melody we’ve sung and continue to sing in near 

unison: diverse beliefs/shared values

Now, let’s go back to that 1911 description of the earliest members of our congregation 

which stated there was “no wealth among them, and small social prestige.”  People, try to 

imagine this: for nearly fifty years, membership in the Unitarian Church of Vancouver rarely 

exceeded forty members.  For decades, our ancestors here were precariously dependent upon 

subsidies from Unitarian headquarters in London and Boston to pay the mortgage on our meeting

house and to underwrite the meager salaries of a heart-breaking and mind-bendingly transient 

bunch of ministers.  

Speaking of the latter challenge, listen to this lament from the Annual Report of 1922: 

“One minister, then another—all go the same way, and what gains have we made?”  Indeed, until

Phillip Hewett’s tenure beginning in 1956, I couldn’t find one minister serving this congregation 

for more than four years; some lasted only for months.  E. Howard Durnin was dismissed by the 

congregation soon after he arrived in 1918, when it became clear he no longer believed in 

worship or prayer at all.  On the other end of the spectrum, our Board of Trustees directed a 

formal request to Alfred Hodgkins, in 1946, that he “consider drawing some of the readings used

in worship services from sources other than the Bible.” 
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Looking through the records of those early decades, it seems clear to me that this 

congregation survived in spite of, not because of adequate resources and ministry.  And to be 

honest, though British and American Unitarians may have rhetorically advocated for a strong and

vibrant presence up here on the West Coast, it seems to me, in fact, that the Vancouver 

congregation was perceived as a remote outpost on the edge of the world.  As a result, it was 

chronically underfunded and poorly supported by Unitarian centres in Massachusetts and Great 

Britain.  And so, for the most part, we were on our own.

In all fairness, though, think of the times; think of the first half of the 20th century—the 

decades our congregational ancestors lived through.  A conservative economic and Christian 

culture, two world wars, the severe economic depression of the 30s, labour unrest: epochal 

events and challenges. Looking back, what’s striking to me is the commitment and resilience of 

those lay women and men who joined a fledgling, struggling congregation and, in spite of 

challenges, persisted in keeping it alive.

Everything changed in the fifteen years after the Second World War.  City planners 

projected prodigious growth for greater Vancouver and the spreading out of the population to the

south and east away from the pre-War city core.  Taking these projections to heart, our 

congregation chose this site in hopes that it would prove to become a central and accessible 

location for a Vancouver coming into being.  

As well, these were the years of the post war baby boom and widespread, public 

religiosity that included high rates of attendance at worship services and Sunday schools.  This 

was true of all religions in Canada, and in this, if nothing else, Unitarians were very much like 

their neighbours.  In the decade of the 50s, our membership rose from close to a hundred to over 

400 adult members.  In 1960, Arthur Peacey of the UCV Board wrote “there are now 350 
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children in twenty classes and as many as ninety people serving as teachers, assistants and RE 

Committee members.”  Rev. Phillip Hewett noted that the “little wooden building down at 10th 

and Granville was overwhelmed.”   Joyce Griffiths recalled how she taught the Grade 5 class in a

little room next to the furnace.  Our children, wrote Wanda Justice, “overflowed the place.”

After due deliberation, scores of meetings, and a frank reckoning of what would be 

serious personal, financial sacrifice, members of the congregation decided they had to build a 

new home for their community.  Look around.  We know they succeeded.  

Listen to some of the words of dedication spoken in this Sanctuary on September 15, 

1964, when all the work, the moving out and in, the decorating, construction, the initial 

landscaping had been achieved: In this very room, they said in unison: “Together we have built. 

Long years of work and planning have brought to birth these buildings, the realization of our 

dreams ad aspirations….In this common task, as we have shared our thoughts and our desires, 

our labour and our laughter…we have learned the true meaning of fellowship.” 

There’s hardly anything like sacrificing and building a new home for a religious 

community to build enduring bonds of fellowship, and there’s a handful of persons in this room 

and beyond, still alive, who can attest to the truth of that statement—people who, among other 

things, took out second mortgages on their home to assure lenders of the soundness of our 

efforts.  And I honour those people—their faith and vision.  Truly.

What followed after 1964, was what I think anyone would call the hey days of this 

congregation.  Times of burgeoning membership and confidence, classrooms in our social hall 

filled with children and volunteer teachers, two ministers and a succession of intern ministers.  

So great was our growth in those days, that three congregations amicably hived off from us and 

were established on the North Shore, in Surrey and Coquitlam.  
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And before the advent of college and university Continuing Education programs and 

community centres, our congregation, for years, sponsored a Sunday afternoon “Free Forum” 

that addressed a wide range of political, social, and cultural issues that attracted capacity 

audiences.  We were a magnet for free wheeling, well-informed discussions on reincarnation, the

use of the Bible in public schools, the socialization of health services, banks and credit unions, 

birth control, labour in BC, Jungian analysis, the consciousness raising movement, disarmament, 

married women in the work force and “Is Science Destroying Religion?” to name only a few of 

the scores of Free Forum lectures and discussions.

Internally, bonds of fellowship were forged over the years in our stand-out, dedicated 

support of the Unitarian Service Committee’s efforts to send clothing, food and medical supplies 

and our support foster parent programs to war torn survivors in Europe and Korea.  We ran two 

hostels for US men dodging the Vietnam War draft and helped smuggle them across the border.  

We sponsored post war boat people, refugees from Central America, Africa and Asia, hosted the 

founding of Greenpeace in 1970, a single parents food bank in 1985, Oak Counseling Services in

1974, the Memorial Society of British Columbia in 1956, and year after year, we’ve joined with 

thousands of Vancouver residents in marches, meetings and protests against Provincial austerity 

regimes, and for nuclear disarmament, peace and environmental stewardship. Within months of 

my arrival here in 2002, joining with you and the tens of thousands of Vancouver residents 

protesting in the streets against the invasion of Iraq helped confirm my hope that I’d found a 

home.

Speaking of which—finding a home and internal bonds of connection?: we age, grow 

infirm and die, we marry and give birth, our children grow of age and leave well-tended nests to 

take up their own life adventures. Through these changes, we crave recognition, solace and 
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affirmation in the eyes of others about the drama of our everyday lives; the need to be heard, 

seen and valued by those who share our values and who affirm the unique, ragged preciousness 

of our individuality.  And please, don’t be embarrassed about this; it’s a core feature of what 

makes us human, and worthy of the name.  At our best, this happens daily, weekly, year in and 

out among us; it’s the affective, empathetic thread that weaves our collective lives together in an 

enduring fabric of beauty and resilience; one that helps ensure that the story of our lives—the 

heartbreak and glory—is honoured and not forgotten.  And so, we gather in worship, prayer, 

learning, meeting, acting out, caring for one another, and socializing in our Vancouver Unitarian 

ways.

Let’s return to words spoken at the dedication of our new home here exactly fifty-five 

years ago by the people who built this place with their time, money, sweat and vision. “Let it 

[the achievement of this place]be the realization of our dreams and ever remain a present 

charge upon our minds and hearts and hands.  The result, they said, will be a joyful song of 

continuing creation.” Continuing creation.  What a gift to pass down to those who would rise 

in the future and gather in this place and join our congregation!  

This is a statement of Unitarian faith at its finest.  A passionately rational, hope-filled 

expectation that we are at our best when we encourage each other in spiritual and ethical growth 

and when, together, we set out on that free and responsible search for truth and meaning with 

justice, equity and compassion as our guides.  Theirs was not a religion laid down once and 

forever as a burden for us to slavishly follow.  They didn’t think of themselves as the ‘finest 

generation’, theirs was no nostalgic golden age in the past, after which all that followed would be

mere shadow.
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Today?  This is a momentous year and it belongs to us.  We have decisions to make as a 

congregation about whether to develop and build housing and new places of gathering on this 

site.  A taskforce is deliberating on whether we change the name of our congregation from 

something less formally churchy to something perhaps more fit for use in 21st century Vancouver

and beyond.  You’ll be losing one settled minister and setting out in search for another who’s got

to be better fit for use to this congregation in the coming decades as it closes the Epperson 

chapter, turns the page and sets out to write the next marvelous one in the epic story of our 

congregation.  My plea is that all of us will be passionately, thoughtfully, and compassionately 

engaged in the decision-making processes on these matters of no small moment….

A recent report of the National Trust of Canada estimates that one-third of Canada’s 

churches will close over the next ten years.  Ours isn’t going to be one of them.  Call it idiot 

hope, or: “of course the minster’s got to say that;” or call it prophecy.  Whatever’s driving me to 

say it, I’m telling you, we’re not going away.  And there are two basic reasons for my confidence

in us, this congregation and its future.  

First, is that ours is an indispensable religion; it really is. For those driven or fleeing from

the bad karma of the religions they grew up with and yet still want, in spite of everything, to be 

religious; for those who haven’t had the experience of a welcoming, non-dogmatic, progressive 

faith community, and crave it; for those who’ve never had a religion and seek one that affirms 

their deepest, decent ethical values and that will welcome them, their families and their questions

—for those kinds of people—and they’re out there, in here, and always will be, we’re it.  We 

have been for nearly five hundred years and we will be for time to come.  For me and host of 

other people, and it may well include you, this is the last stand; the last, best place for our 

spiritual, ethical and religious being-in-the-world: a religion for wanderers, worshippers, lovers 
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of leaving, and lovers of the world and its teeming web of life—truly, ours is no caravan of 

despair.  

The second reason we’re not going to be closing up shop any time soon, is this: though 

increasingly hived off in solitary aloneness and awash in an avalanche of digital information and 

media, we are analog beings who thrive in the natural, continuous, non digital sights and sounds 

of the living world around us: of nature, music, art, ritual and the spoken word, and in 

environments of tactile objects and human belongingness.

A funny thing happened on the way to the death of vinyl records and analog recording; 

they never died.  Just ask a musician.

I’ll admit that a vinyl record and turntable isn’t for everyone; nor is this religion. But for 

those who discover how indispensable, how truly valuable this religion may be for them, and for 

all who value the deeply analog experience of the embodied timeliness of these buildings, our 

live music, speech, human touch, connection and action—for these reasons, and more, I truly 

believe this congregation will live on and thrive.

Back in 1909, we started out as a pioneering group with big hearts and a progressive, 

visionary faith.  While so many things have changed, this remains true of us, and I trust always 

will.  
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