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Strangers & Angels Unaware 
Webinar Transcript 
 
Opening: 
  

I am speaking to you from Treaty 1 land, just a few km from Nistawayak, the junction of the Red 
and Assiniboine rivers where for many centuries, long before Chaucer even thought of writing the 
Canterbury Tales, nations met. It has been a sacred place for trade and treaties, a place where not 
only rivers,  but differing peoples meet and find common ground. A place where it is currently 
something like -42 with the wind chill. 
 
I’ve read through the registrations - I know a few of you, most I don’t - one phrase from a 
registration really struck a chord. The writer said she was looking for tools for discerning the 
diversity right in front of our eyes. A perfect description of what I hope too will happen.  
 
All things going well this is an outline of the landscape I hope we cover. We begin with 
Cognition - an awareness of our current situation, and that leads to Re-Cognition - an awareness 
of the possibilities that surround us.  
We’ve had over 80 register, not sure how many are online, but while we can break into groups - 
well Pablo can break us into groups - but unfortunately with just an hour direct feedback from 
groups will be very limited. So please write your thoughts, comments and questions using the 
chat box - I will gather these and respond within the coming week - so we can still honour the 
whole group’s participation.  

 
 
Worship: 
 
 

“Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers for thereby some have entertained angels 
unawares.”  Many of you will know this scripture, I want to focus on the phrase hospitality to 
strangers - which in Greek is one word philoxenias/φιλοξενίας - which is a compound of the two 
greek words: xenos/ ξένος[stranger] and Philia/φιλία [love of, or kindness to, or 
welcoming/engaging] It is the love of stranger, the literal opposite of xenophobia, the fear of the 
stranger. So understanding some ways of how we can more from xenophobia to xeno-philia is a 
part of what we hope to do today 
 
So I invite you to take a minute in the quiet and think of your own faith context and how fear of 
the stranger, the different one touches your community, and what deeply loving the stranger, 
xeno-philia might look like… what might change. …And so these images become our prayer, 
Living God, we gather them scattered as they are in our clumsy arms and lift them to you… open 
our hearts, open our minds, open our loves we pray. 

 
 
 
Cognition: 
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Canada has been changing for some time. The 
Canada that is emerging will be conspicuously 
different - no longer dominated by a white-
European majority. It will either be a society 
of interactive circles, where diverse cultures 
both maintain and interconnect, or a strained, 
polarized country of small cohorts and ethnic 
communities in silos. And it is we who’ll 
decide. 

The most important church development & planning document produced in decades, oddly 
overlooked by most denominations was produced by Statistics Canada, and blessed with the 
inspirational title: Immigration and Diversity: Population projections for Canada and its 
regions, 2011 to 2036.  

Stand in line at Costco or go to a downtown food court, in many cities and you can see it - 
Canada is changing. 

• In Mississauga, today, with a population of just over 3/4 million, over half, 54%, are 
immigrants - most from Asia. 

• In Burnaby, 73%, just under 3/4 are visible minority, so 3x the white population. 

• In the Rundle neighbourhood of NE Calgary, every second person is an immigrant. 

In your imagination see the faces of the folk in your congregation. What do you notice?  Years 
ago at the Wpg folk festival, when the Sierra Leonean All-Stars were on stage, they were joined 
by Sally Wai, a good friend also from Sierra Leone. 40,000 people watching. Afterwards Sally 
said to me, Bill I have never seen so many white people together in one place at the same time. It 
was like snow on the hill, Bill, snow on the hill. 

While that might not e everyone’s experiences of church - it might be yours.  

I invite you to keep returning to the image of your congregation as we go through this. 

 

Birth/growth patterns 

To understand the population shifts we need to look at population growth. For most of the 20th 
century Canada’s population grew through what StatsCan calls ‘natural increase’ i.e having 
babies. 

Good citizens having sex and producing babies was, everyone assumed, the way the population 
would increase. For most of our history it worked. Then in the 1960s, Canadians, now largely 
urban, not needing large families, corporately decided to have fewer babies  ….So few that 
fertility levels would fall below replacement levels. That happened in 1972. The rate continued 
to fall, to below 1.8 in 1976, below 1.7 in 1993… A sea change had occurred 

Incidentally, this decline in birth rate was one of the social factors that led Margaret Atwood, to 
imagine Gilead when she wrote The Handmaids Tale in the 80s. She said 
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In societies in which the birth rate goes plummeting down, below replacement, the society 
has two choices: it can gently slide into oblivion and vanish from the face of the earth . . . 
or it can control birth . .   

Surprisingly perhaps, Canada came up with a third option. By the late 1990s immigrants moving 
here had become the main source for population growth in Canada - immigration flows to 
Canada were among the highest of all western nations.   

Between 2001 and 2011, 2/3 of Canada’s growth came from immigration. In the past, almost 
80% immigrants were from “Christian White” Europe. Recently Europeans accounted for only 
14% of immigrants. Another sea change.  Now the primary source for our populations 
replacement and growth are folk who are non-white, non-european. From Asia mostly, many 
from Africa. 

In 2016 about 22% of Canadians were foreign born and came here as immigrants  

46% of Toronto, almost half are immigrants. 

29% of Calgarians 

Just slightly under 1 in 4 people living in Edmonton, Winnipeg and Ottawa have 
emigrated here. 

 

Because most immigrants today come from Asia or Africa we need to talk about a topic that 
makes many liberal-minded social progressives twitch: colour. Race. 

Of course race is implicit in the demographic changes. On the basis of physical appearance 
alone, for example facial characteristics, it is hard to distinguish a Londoner from a Latvian. 
Today the hues are broadening, skin colour changing. Skin tone is but one measure of race. Race 
is more than hue, it is culture and history, it is where your people were in the heyday of 
colonialism, how you understand yourself in the world, it is language and story, lament and song 
and much more. But it is also about colour. 

StatsCan uses the term ‘visible minority’. Others use‘racialized’ or ‘people of colour’ … 

• Currently 51.4% of people living in Toronto are ‘visible minority’ - there the 
minority are now the majority, and the majority is the minority. 

• 49% of people living in Vancouver are ‘visible minority’ 

• 25% of Ottawa 

• 26% of Winnipeg 

• 28% of Edmonton 

• 34% of Calgary 

Across the country, 22.3% of us are so-called visible minority. About one in four Canadians. 

This does not include what Statistics Canada calls ‘Aboriginal Identity’:  First Nations, Metis 
and Inuit.  Across Canada over 2 million of us, or just over 6% of us are indigenous - higher in  

the prairies, 12% in Manitoba and 16% in Saskatchewan. Add them into the cultural mix 
and….today in a few cities there are already more brown or black people than white - Burnaby… 
But there are many many places were nearly half are people of colour. 
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The projections for 2036: 

While parts are kinda technical  - the basics are simple. They use census data, present and past, 
to provide projections into the future. They provide two projections high immigration and low 
immigration  For ease, I’ll use the mid-point between the two. . 

 In Toronto in 2036 well over half the population will be immigrants. If we 
include children of these immigrants, almost 80% of the city’s population will be 
newcomer. 4 out of 5 Torontonians  

 In Vancouver it will be 7 out of 10, 

 Calgary 6 out of 10. 

 In Winnipeg, 1 in 3 will be newcomers. If we include their children, over half, 
54% will be newcomer. 

 Montreal, Edmonton, Hamilton, Kitchener-Waterloo - all will have  over half 
their population’s immigrant or child of an immigrant. 

 

 

Nationally, just 
under half of us 
will be 
immigrant or 
child of an 
immigrant. 
Half.  

Over 80% of 
our population 
growth will 
come through 
immigration 

80%. 

By 2036 they estimate that over 60% of immigrants will 
be from Asia, over 10% from Africa. Less than 1 of 
every 6 from Europe. A complete reversal. 

Race is a sensitive topic. Some say they don’t see race.  

While it might be true if the speaker is a child, adults 
those who say this are almost always white. Not seeing 
race is, one of the apparent perks of being the majority. 
You don’t have to. It has not been an issue for them. But 
if we listen to the experiences of others, or if we are ourselves people of colour and draw on our 
own experience, race matters & our country’s racial character is changing. 

City Working Age 
Visible ‘Minority’ 

Toronto 68% 

Vancouver 64% 

Winnipeg 48% 

Canada 37% 

City Immigrant Second 
Generation 

Combo Main location 

Toronto 49% 30% 79% S Asia, SE Asia 

Vancouver 45% 26% 71% E Asia, SE Asia 

Winnipeg 35% 19% 54% SE Asia, S Asia 

Canada 27% 20% 47% S Asia, SE Asia 
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Statistics Canada predicts that in 2036 well over 1 out of every 3 of Canadians will be visible 
minority. 40% of children in our schools will be visible minority, 40% of all babies born here, 
39% of the workforce. 

Again the cities will experience the greatest diversity 

 68% of people living in Toronto will be visible minority 

 64% of Vancouverites 

 Just over half of Calgary will be visible minority.  Half will look more like their 
mayor than their premier. 

 Imagine people walking on the sidewalks of Edmonton, Montreal, Ottawa, 
Windsor, Regina [the queen city itself], Kitchener-Waterloo and Saskatoon - in 
all these communities between 1/3 and 1/2 of folk on the street will be people of 
colour.  

Projections for Indigenous populations can be found in a separate document. They vary across 
the country - but for example they estimate that 1 of 5 Manitobans will be First Nations. 1 of 6 
Winnipeggers.    

Taken together, this  means in my home town,16 years from now, about 2/3 of the population 
will be brown or black, an intriguing mix of those who have been here for millennia and those 
who have just arrived. The settlers will be only about 1/3 of the community. 

John Raulston Saul1 says that European settlers, unable to build roads across this vast land, were 
forced initially to accommodate rather than dominate - and it was from indigenous populations 
that the concept of enlarging the circle emerged. Will we continue to enlarge the circle? Or now 
that the information superhighway does not depend on physical roads, will we abandon that core 
concept? 

How will our churches respond to the increasing diversity in our neighbourhoods? Will we 
welcome and engage those who come with different accents and hues, different names and 
faces? What happens if we choose not to? 

Historically, churches have been integral to our national identity and character. They influenced 
Canadian social trends & Canadian social trends influenced them. Our growth patterns, for 
example, closely resembled each other. 

 

Church demographics: 

I’ll use the United Church as an example. Like the country, it grew slowly, from its birth in 1925 
to its peak population in the mid-60s when it had well over a million members. It’s growth 
pattern closely mirrored the growth pattern of Canada itself. Though a few came through 
immigration [European Christians], overwhelmingly most came  through members having 
babies, baptizing them, bring them to  Sunday school. Eventually they would join the church. 
They’d maybe stop attending for a while and would start again once they started having babies.  
It’s the pattern we knew, the one we came to expect. Perhaps you recognize this pattern . . . 

 
1 In A Fair Country 
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Shortly after we peaked in the mid-60s peak we began to shrink. This is also when the Canadian 
birth rate began to decline, and curiously, when the birth control pill was coming into common 
use. We were reflecting the Canadian pattern. Except for that immigration thing. 

We kept assuming that we would continue to grow or at least maintain, in the same we grew or 
maintained before. Babies. 

But as the congregations aged, and the birth rate dropped below replacement levels, that wasn’t 
going to happen. New initiatives, programs and even gimmicks didn’t seem to help. 

The gentle slide, inevitable or not, was and is dramatic. 

You probably heard about the Anglican study - if current patterns of decline continue, there will 
be no members, attenders, or givers in the Anglican church by the year 2040.  Zero.  

That caused me to look at the United Church. Turns out we are ahead of the Anglicans.  Average 
attendance at worship has shown a consistent pattern of decline for 30 years. If it continues, 
somewhere between the years 2032 and 2034, no one will be attending worship in the United 
Church. Not one person. Based solely 
on worship attendance, our life 
expectancy, at this point is about 12 to 
14 years.  

Then I looked at the decline in total 
membership in the United Church. . . 
here we are walking hand in hand 
with the Anglicans. According to my 
projections we too will run out of 
members around 2042. Just over 20 
years from now.  

So what does this mean? It sounds 
apocalyptic. Remember the role of 
apocalyptic is to be scary, it’s trying 
to say to you, to all of us. ‘Wake Up!’.   

It is like the global warming scenarios: Wake up. You love this planet, its biodiversity, so wake 
up. You love this church, this faith, so wake up.  

There’s a parallel between climate change in relation to political systems and demographic 
change in relation to the church. In both if we keep going the same direction, we’ll end up 
destroying ourselves, gently or not so gently, slide into oblivion.  So…. should we consider 
changing direction? 

If the country’s population growth is almost entirely coming from immigration, non-european, 
non-white, non-western… Is there any reason to believe that our growth as a church, any growth,  
would show a different pattern than the country’s?  

If we love our churches - and I really do love the United Church - do we even have the right to 
let it, in Atwood’s words, “gently slide into oblivion’, simply because allowing 
newcomers/foreigners in might make us feel uncomfortable? Might cause us to change? 
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What if we really have only two choices: to embrace this new reality, allowing, 
encouraging our churches to morph into new intercultural communities, or become 
a kind of anglo-hideout, hold on as long as we can, last refuge of the once-dominant 
colonialists. What do we do? 
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Re-cognition 
 

To paraphrase Esther 4:14.  If you turn away from such a moment and remain silent, it’s true 
deliverance may indeed come from another source, but you and your house, your community will 
perish. . . who knows, perhaps you were put in your position for a moment just like this. 
 
I am utterly convinced that this moment is indeed a holy moment, filled with opportunities we 
have not seen before.  In this moment when many of us can no longer cling to what was but can 
be no more, there is great hope - in creating intentionally open communities, intercultural, 
intersectional. And of course this is our deepest tradition, for the church was born as an 
intentionally open community - for there is neither Jew nor Green slave nor free, male nor 
female…. It couldn’t have been very comfortable for those first century Jewish follower. Bad 
enough they had to open their hearts and communities to semi-Jews like the Samaritans, but they 
even had to welcome Greeks, Romans. Xeno-philia. And in the process they were changed. 
 
But how? How do we intentionally open our churches, our hearts, our selves outwards?  To help 
(I hope) I created this graphic. 

 
 
The horizontal line represents variety. The further right, the more varied the community. The 
vertical represents cohesion or integration - how connected to the central life of the community 
are the different folk involved?  The higher you go, the more integrated are the people. A truly 
intercultural community is in the upper right - highly varied, highly integrated & cohesive. In the 
lower right is a diverse community, not truly intercultural because the various groups and 
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individuals are not integrated into the full life of the community, e.g.the power structure. Upper 
left is a healthy monocultural community - not much diversity, but high integration. In the lower 
left is a fragmented monocultural community - folk share the same culture basically, but they are 
fragmented, atomistic.  
 
To become more intercultural you have to go further along both lines, both axes - increase 
the variation, yes. That is the external part. But also increase the connectivity, the integration - 
open the heart of the community, the system, to welcome all.  
 
Opening sideways, increasing the diversity, the variation - that’s a bit self-explanatory - but rather 
than going into that now, let’s focus on the vertical stuff - because without that, the varied folk 
who show up, the newcomers, the strangers, will likely not stay, will slowly or quickly drift 
away. 
 
How do we open up possibilities for cohesion, create a bit of space in the centre, the heart of the 
life of our communities, in our families, in ourselves. To do that we need to help out our brains a 
bit.  
 
Our brains must simplify what our eyes and ears take in, they have to simplify and generalize—
it’s critical. The brain has trillions [1012 whatever that is] of specialized cells, that do all kinds of 
wonderful things, but the prefrontal cortex, the part that does what we think of as thinking, is 
rather puny in comparison.  
 
At the risk of boring you utterly, I’ll quote from a book on the physics of the brain by Werner 
Lowenstein2 

What is normally rendered by the brain is thus an incomplete picture. It is a picture 
with a bias etched by age-old evolutionary pressures for survival. Every fibre of the 
brain-computer, every piece of hardware, carries this bias. [but] while input is 
systematically distorted, those distortions are not carved in stone….[they] are 
malleable.  

 
Distorted but malleable. . . . 
 
So how does the brain organize gazillions of cells? Through neighbourhoods. Neurons with 
similar or related functions are grouped together and interconnected so messages can travel fast, 
almost immediately, without needing to go through that thinking part called the prefrontal cortex. 
That’s  the part of our brain that allows us to reason, be self-aware, but it is tiny and has very 
limited processing power compared to other areas.  
 
If someone asks you to add 2+2 you can do it quickly, but if they ask you to divide 337 by 83 
your response time is much slower, because you are drawing on your computing power, not your 
long term memory. Stereotypes and biases operate the same way - they make it quicker for our 
brains to react. Say you are meeting with10 people from another culture and 8 of them are talking 
at the same time, it is easier for your brain to label them as rude, or crazy than to sit down with 
someone from the group and ask them to explain about how they can concentrate and hear each 
other with multiple voices speaking at once. Labelling is quicker, more energy efficient. Instant 
diagnosis 
 

 
2 In Physics in Mind: A Quantum View of the Brain 
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Imagine what would happen if when you are driving, and a child darts in front of the car, you had 
to engage your thinking part “ok I am seeing a child running in front of the car, now what do I 
remember to do in such situations, oh yes I should brake.” No you immediately brake. 
Immediately. Same thing allows Connor Hallebuck to catch those pucks.  
 
Biases are simply shortcuts that our brains take to protect us. We actually depend on stereotyping. 
Research has found barrelfuls of biases working away unnoticed in our brains, across all cultures. 
Bias serves as an automatic decision-making tool. 
 
Scientists say we are exposed to something like 11 million pieces of information at any one time 
and our brains, that frontal area, can process only 40. The pre-established shortcuts help us 
navigate through this - We immediately sort the 11 million bits of information, reduce them to 40, 
and that is what we see, what we perceive. Then we believe the 40 is what is real. 
 
Quickly distinguishing friend from foe was essential for our survival. A false positive is safer 
than a false negative.  If you are Wilma Flintstone - and you run because you think you are being 
attacked by a sabre tooth tiger, only to find out it was just Barney Rubble’s pussycat is safer than 
assuming it is Barney’s pussycat and getting eaten by the sabre-tooth.  
 
 
Implicit or Unconscious Bias: 
 
Studies of death rates show that in normal-scale hurricanes death rates in in hurricanes with 
female names were twice as high as in those with male names - and the more ‘feminine’ the 
name, the higher the death toll. Why? Because inside our brains there is an unconscious 
association of femininity with something less violent, more gentle. People weren’t preparing 
enough. Unconscious bias. 
 
Less that 15% of American males are over 6’, yet 60% of male CEOs are over 6’. Less than 4% 
are over 6’2” yet over 36% of male CEOs are.  It would be absurd to choose a CEO because of 
height. It is an unconscious bias. Just as it would be absurd to give employees lower performance 
evaluations if they are overweight, or for a teacher to call on boys with with hands up in class 
more often than girls. unconscious bias.  
 
Biases are not that hard to change. Often it involves little more than bringing it to conscious 
awareness. Once an interview team becomes aware of height bias, they are far less likely to be 
affected or controlled by it. 
 
It’s how our brain is arranged, what’s connected to what, what is near each other. If I am 
viciously attacked by a man wearing a green plaid shirt, somewhere in my hippocampus [which 
stores long term memories and connects learning and emotions], green plaid becomes associated 
with pain and fear.  Sometime later when I am approached by someone wearing a similar green 
plaid shirt I may start to feel anxious, and may not even know why. The hippocampus is located 
very near the amygdala, our fear centre that activates our fight/flight/freeze response.  
They instantly communicate and boom.  Early on, I once took a bunch of refugees, recently 
arrived from a war zone to a fireworks display. You can imagine… 

 
There’s not time here to explore these biases but I encourage you to do some reading or 
exploration online. Some are really important to creating an intentionally open church 
community: In-group bias, the sense that your group is somehow best, and others somehow 
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inferior. Outgroup homogeneity bias, where we tend to think of all members of are the same [all 
Filipinos like to take pictures]. And so many more. Dig. Explore. 

 
 
 
Privilege is, by definition, something that not everybody has. 
One group has it because another doesn’t. It is an accident of 
birth. Privilege is what happens when you are born into 
whatever group is on top of your society.  Who has privilege 
depends on context. For folk in Nepal, I learned, the Brahman 
caste has privilege and the untouchables are denied it.  In North 
America and Europe of course it is white people, Europeans. 
Settlers.  If you wonder whether you have it, you probably do. If 
you didn’t, you’d know it - it would be in your face constantly. 
 
Privilege exists in all our churches. When a visitor sits where Fred and Gertie Anderson usually sit, and 
the Andersons huff and puff and comment - it’s privilege. 
 
By itself it is not necessarily dangerous. My colleague Damber once asked me ‘what did you do with your 
privilege, as a white person working with us’ I had to think for a minute - and realized I didn’t deny it, 
downplay it, feel guilty about it, try to rid myself of it - I tried to use it intentionally to benefit the 
community.   
 
Everyone has bias - and it’s pretty easy to change. Not everyone has privilege and it is difficult to change. 
It is when Unconscious Bias, biases that we have not brought into our conscious thought and intention, 
combines with Privilege that there can be real danger - for it is then we have the capacity to enact great 
harm. 
 
As we begin to move along the horizontal axes, the 
diversity, the variation, we need to understand each other - 
understand the ‘other’ as ‘other’ rather that someone who is 
a slightly defective ‘me/us’. Understand the person in their 
context.  
 
Fortunately there is much that can help us do that, can help 
us developing relationships with people who are 
significantly different than us. And, to me, the most helpful 
stuff comes out of the early cross-cultural literature, with Hofstede and others. The most important 
starting place is understanding the difference between collectivist thinking [about 92% of world’s 
population] and individualist thinking [8%, but that 8% includes most of us] 
 
The central idea is that for some people the basic unit, the most important unit is the collective or group, 
and for others it is the individual.  I know a young man, early 20s, a newcomer, who feels a call to 
ministry. Though he perceives a call, the community is saying not yet, and their wishes prevail. It is not 
even a conflict for him. The ideal for collectivists is the self fully absorbed in the collective, for 
individualists it is the highly differentiated self. Group harmony is most important. Relationships trump 
task.  
 
Imagine, if you can, a really good church board meeting. An individualist might say “oh it was great, only 
an hour long, and we stuck to the agenda and got all the business done”. A collectivist: “Oh it was good, 

Privilege: Accident of birth, not everyone 
has, not easily changed 
 
Bias: Brain shortcut, everyone has, quite 
easily changed. 
 
Privilege + Bias = Danger! 

Stuff for the Journey: 
 
Hofstede [www.hofstede-insights.com] 
Privilege Questionaire [pdf] 
Traits Inventory [pdf] 
Readiness Tool [pdf] 
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it took a long time because at first we did not all agree, but everyone got a chance to speak, and in the end 
everybody felt heard… we only had time for that one decision, but we agreed to meet again next week’. 
How will these two groups find a common way to work together?  That’s where the cross-cultural 
insights can help.  
 
Direct or indirect communication is another. If you are a direct communicator trying to understand 
someone who is an indirect communicator, you may not get what they mean, and they may think of you 
as quite rude.  Learning how others communicate is as important as learning what they communicate.  
How we deal with authority, personal space - all are so important for being in community together. 
 
Another tool to help folk who are building relationships understand one another is called NAIL - it is 
what you do when you see someone doing something or saying something you don’t understand, that 
seems perhaps odd or unexpected. 

Notice 
Accept 
Inquire  
Learn 

 
Finally, one way to help a community open outwards is to allow them to be clear and intentional about 
just how open they want to be.   

 
Levels of Welcome:  
Where would you put yourself - 
where are you most comfortable? 
Where do you feel called? 
 
 
 

Levels of Welcome 
 

Unwelcome/intolerant. We don’t want you or your ways in our 
community/church  
Grudging tolerance.  It’s a free country/church, you can be here I 
guess. 
Pleasant tolerance. We’ll accept you and be nice to you if you ‘behave’ 
properly 
Conditional welcome. We’ll accept you into our church/community if 
you are trying to be Canadian 
Unconditional Welcome. We welcome you just as you are, to be part of 
our community/church just as we are 
Transformational Welcome.  We welcome you, just as you are, into 
deep relationships with us, knowing in the process we will (both) be 
changed. 


