Planting
Season in I
Canada

Planting in Toronto
By Alex Newman

A Toronto plant does church where church has
never been done.
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Faith Today asked three
journalists to visit church
plants in Calgary, Winnipeg
and Toronto. Their reports
reveal the diversity and
dynamism – mixed with
very hard work – of church
planting in Canada today.
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t’s a few minutes before 7:00 on a Saturday night and a steady
stream of footballers snake through the atrium concourse of
the Liberty Market building in downtown Toronto, on their
way to the pub. Some glance through the plate glass windows of
the Danceology studio where a worship team tunes up. Others
stop, wander over and investigate more closely before friends
prod them on.
It is the worship service at Liberty Village’s first church plant
that’s aroused their curiosity. It’s not obvious “church” is going
on, though.
At least that’s what Darryl Dash hopes. The 46-year-old
didn’t anticipate this turn of events in his life. Three years ago
he was pastor of a well-established Baptist church in Etobicoke.
He had a home, stable family life, two kids doing well in school.
Then he received The Call. Not a booming-voice-and-burningbush kind, but it was persistent – Go and serve downtown.
After more than a year of prayer, research and conversations with family and church plant consultants, Dash zeroed
in on Liberty Village, a brand new community rising out of the
ashes of an industrial wasteland of parking lots and abandoned
warehouses. But it had what he was looking for – downtown,
growing population and no church.
Condos were going up at the speed of light and he moved
into one with his wife Charlene – who works locally – and
their two teenaged children. Soon after, 36-year-old part-time
associate Nathan Fullerton joined him, moving with his wife
Sarah and four children into a condo as well. Together they are
forging a new religious path in an urban – and highly secular –
landscape. “There’s no manual for how to do this,” Dash says.
“We are feeling our way every day. Church planting, especially
in uncharted territory, and especially without raiding other
downtown churches, is a notoriously high-risk venture. Most
of them fold after a year or two.”
That may be starting to change, however. Greg Laing, regional director of the C2C network of church planting, remembers
how flat the Vancouver church was in the 1990s. “Nobody was
planting, big churches were in transition. Ten years later people
starting coming from everywhere, and the church planting
movement was on.”
What’s happening, Laing believes, is a massive landscape shift
– 80 per cent of Canadians now live in cities, many in condos,
and they’re becoming desperate for human connection, a sense
of belonging to a community. “Loneliness is the number one
malaise in North America,” he says. “We believe the antidote
isn’t just community, but a community of believers.”
Churches in downtown Toronto, which emptied in the
1960s when people left the city in search of wide-open space
in the burbs, have not repopulated. In fact, many have been
retrofitted into lofts.
Unlike the seeker-friendly churches that previously attracted
“tons of people, but fell short of the missional life that was

Pastor Darryl Dash (inset) serves
a new community rising out of an
industrial wasteland of parking lots
and abandoned warehouses.
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originally envisioned, church plants call people to intentional about outcomes. “No matter what we do, and what we offer, 60
lives of faith among believers and nonbelievers. They aim more per cent of the people who live here, no make that 70 per cent,
modestly, organically, purposefully and are reaching out,” La- will never come to a church. Some weeks we get 30 out [to the
ing says. “The end game isn’t to coalesce people to buy an service], other weeks it’s 12. But if we’re aiming for numbers,
we’ll get very disappointed.”
expensive building.”
Church planters aim to meet people where they are, but
Dash is okay with that, because he believes the financial and
maintenance headaches of a building can get in the way of what still set boundaries. One person brings their dog to the service.
Church is really about – “To show the love of God to people who Dash is fine with that, but not comfortable with the dog eating
communion bread. “We don’t want to make a big deal about
are hungry for relationships and community.”
most things, however communion is a signifiThough Toronto is a notoriously hard field to
plant, according to colleagues – and church plantToronto is a cant event and a means of grace. Taking the time
this to the person created an opening
ers here feel like modern-day Jeremiahs – Dash
notoriously toforexplain
a much bigger conversation about faith.”
is confident of this calling. “It has the potential to
hard field
Defining success is elusive for Dash. “Intensustain faith better. Living close … in a condo comtionally
living in a community, building relamunity lets me have a life with others … to eat with
to plant.
tionships, showing the love of Christ is ideal
your fellow believers regularly, have them know
and I want to be about that. But the reality is I
my issues regularly. But the choice is a hard one.”
Rather than creating an attractional product to entice people also rely on this to live, and those two things will always be
in, Dash goes out to the people. Making connections is easy in tension.”
For now, Dash depends on outside support from his deenough in an environment as lively as Liberty Village. Mainnomination, from friends and family, and individual donors.
taining those connections is a little tougher.
When he’s out, at a café, at a condo board game night, walk- His hope is that church planting can eventually become
ing the dog, inevitably the question comes up of what he does. “more affordable and reproducible. Bivocational ministry
Saying they’re starting a church does prompt conversations, may be the way ahead … we will have to be creative in the
but most don’t go far. “One night I spoke briefly with a young future if we are going to get the job done.”
Support isn’t just financial – church plants are nurtured by
woman,” Dash says. “I figured that was it, but six months later
she contacted me on Facebook. Her mom was dying of cancer experienced coaches and seasoned boards until rooted and
and she needed someone to talk to that she could trust and harvesting fruit. The family has needs too, explains Laing.
“We need to take care of their physical health and their emowho is close to God.”
Dash tries to roll with the situation. He isn’t starry eyed tional health. Darryl and Nathan are resident missionaries in
www.faithToday.ca
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room. Over a period of ten years, we [the church Dash served
at the time] stayed the same, while they surpassed our size
and then went on to plant two new churches. They reached
way more people and did way more than we did with our
buildings.”
Typical church plants bring along some believers to give the
young plant a boost. Dash welcomes other believers to come and
be part of the outreach team. But there’s a catch. They have to
move into the community. Because what Liberty Grace is really
trying to do is “church that takes place all week long.”

Planting in Winnipeg

munity where people are encouraged to adhere to a Rule of Life and
expected to be part of a local congregation. “We are a group of people
who, because we are inspired by
Jesus’ love of people who are poor,
and by Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 2:8, have committed to sharing
our lives with each other and with
our neighbours in West Broadway,
Winnipeg.”
Some people within the community
live in this actual house on
The word “church”
doesn’t really describe a non-affluent street. Others stay
the ministry Rachel
connected through weekly potluck
Twigg Boyce leads.
and prayer gatherings, and by participating in community service.
The house itself provides affordable housing for an ever-

Two gatherings in Winnipeg challenge the
definitions of a church plant.

R

achel Twigg Boyce doesn’t find the word “church” helpful to describe the ministry she leads. And House Blend
in Winnipeg is not what everyone would consider a
traditional church plant either. But something is growing here
that is a fresh expression of evangelical faith. Connected with
the Mennonite Brethren Church of Manitoba, this is an example of a Christian commitment that prioritizes social action
and deep fellowship.
“If you understand church to be a group of people following Jesus, then yes, House Blend is a church. But if you mean
a building and a Sunday service, then it doesn’t fit the bill.”
House Blend, she explains, is as an intentional Christian com-

Church Planting Requires Digging Deep
By John Bowen

C

hurch planting is hard work. The
risks are financial, emotional
and spiritual. There is frequent
disappointment. One church plant I know
saw two converts in three years. Then
one of the converts died by suicide and
the other returned to the street.
Other Christians don’t understand
how difficult it can be. It’s not uncommon to be asked, “Don’t we have enough
churches already?” Funding agencies
frequently want to set benchmarks.
“You’re supposed to have a hundred
people attending worship by the end of
this year. How many do you have right
now?” And more than one aspiring
church planter has lost his faith when
things didn’t work out. So why bother?
The bottom line is simple. It’s all
about the gospel. People need to hear
and experience the Good News of Jesus
Christ. Existing churches will never reach
everyone. Either they no longer relate
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to the community around them, or the
population has moved somewhere else
(whether downtown or the suburbs),
or they are so taken up with their own
internal affairs that they have no time for
outreach. New churches can avoid all of
these dangers, and focus on the most
important point of all – the gospel.
What is delightful about these three
(or four, really) stories is how diverse they
are, and yet how much they have in common. The diversity is obvious – a church
among Iranian immigrants, a church
among the condos of downtown Toronto,
a church among the poor of Winnipeg,
and a church doing new things out of an
old, traditional church.
Yet all four have the same heart and
the same instincts. They are key for
understanding the why and the how of
church planting in Canada today.
Darryl Dash spent a year to discern
how and where to begin in downtown To-
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ronto. My guess
is that none of
these four plants
started in a hurry.
Good church
planting doesn’t
work that way.
Funding agenJohn Bowen
cies get antsy
about the slow
“progress,” but slow is the only way. Until
you know the community where you are
called to plant, you won’t know where to
begin. That doesn’t happen overnight.
These new churches have a clear vision of the heart of Church: Rachel Twigg
Boyce is clear that church is “a group of
people following Jesus.” Lydia says it’s
about people “who are sold out to Jesus.”
Darryl Dash says it is “to show the love of
God to people.” It’s pretty simple. Groups
that begin with a building and a bunch of
administrative committees can easily
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By Doug Koop
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the towers at Liberty Village and we recognize that they have
to hold a long-term position there. The work can be frustrating
and exhausting, and requires faith in the call. But they also
need to be sustained by others.”
This is especially true in areas where people are apathetic
to the Word. Most of the people Dash would speak to in any
given day have no background or interest in the Church. But
he knows that church planting is one of the best evangelism
strategies around – and also how the early Church started.
“When I was a pastor, a friend started a plant in his living
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A typical Tuesday night
potluck and prayer
night at House Blend
starts with a potluck
meal followed by corporate prayer and worship.

evolving blend of students and people on the margins. Together they “seek to develop rhythms of life that make loving God,
loving each other and loving our neighbours sustainable.”
Challenged by Poverty
Twigg Boyce says she’s been sensitive to poverty all her life,
and is acutely aware that, as Scripture makes it plain, it’s a

lose sight of those priorities.
Because their centre is clear, they
can be flexible about many other things,
including worship. So worship at Liberty
Village does not look like worship at
Shaban Niku. And neither is like worship
at House Blend, where they struggle with
the question of how people with fetal
alcohol spectrum disorder can worship
with PhDs. There is no one size fits all.
The style of worship is reflective of the
culture in which it is set.
The sense of priorities in these new
churches means buildings are not
primary. Shaban Niku borrows an office
building. Liberty Village meets in the Danceology studio. House Blend worships in
the community house. Dash wryly notes
his experience of a church plant out of
someone’s living room growing far more
effectively than a church in a traditional
building. It’s hardly surprising.
Unlike most churches these are not
primarily a gathering place for Christians, but a ministry to those outside the

priority to Jesus too. “If people don’t care about the poor, what
Bible are they reading? We can all be challenged. We can
all do more. That will look different from person to person.
For some it means making it their life. For others it will be
something different. Some will provide money.
“House Blend is clearly and unapologetically Christian,”
she continues. “We connect with lots of people who have

Church. They really do exist for those who
do not yet belong. Liberty Village sees the
loneliness of people in huge, impersonal
condos and offers community. House
Blend ministers to the poor. Shaban
Niku reaches out to immigrant Iranians.
Among many other ministries Westminster distributes food hampers.
These churches are incarnational,
their members physically present daily
in their local communities. They don’t
parachute into the neighbourhood to
“do ministry” and then leave. They are
embedded, there to stay. “The Word
became flesh and blood, and moved
into the neighbourhood,” says The
Message’s Eugene Peterson. These
churches did the same.
None of the four appears to be the
result of demographic research or of a
strategic plan from a denominational
head office. All were bottom-up, a response to a particular need and a focused
vision, rather than top-down.
A couple of years back I was visiting

an evangelical Anglican seminary in the
United Kingdom. In the course of conversation the vice-principal mentioned
casually he thought all their students
expected to be involved in church planting. I was amazed. “All of them?” He said,
“Well, let’s find out.” So, as we did a tour
of the college, he stopped students randomly and said, “Do you expect to be involved in church planting at some point?”
And indeed, every one said yes, including
one training for youth ministry and a PhD
student. I was impressed. Then he said, “I
wish our school could take credit for this.
But, you know, it’s just our cultural reality
in Britain these days.”
Increasingly, it’s our cultural reality
here too. Meet the future. It’s authentic,
it’s incarnational and it’s gospel centred.
Yes, it’s tough, but Jesus never promised
following Him would be easy. FT
John Bowen is director of the Institute
of Evangelism and Wycliffe Serves! at
Wycliffe College in Toronto.
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Music director Nathan Poole helps plant tomatoes
in the garden connected to the Bell Tower Community Café.

Jesus, but who may not have community. Some of them have
Jesus, but also mental illness or addictions or some other
life-defining issue.”
Which means that life at House Blend poses many challenges.
“This is why our regular worship gathering is the way it
is. We started it as a Bible study, but that doesn’t work well
when someone has FASD [fetal alcohol spectrum disorder]
and another person has a PhD.” Now they focus on what they
can do together – a weekly potluck where the worship focus
is prayer. “Everyone can pray,” says Twigg Boyce.
“We experienced at least one miracle, prayed with a diverse
group of strangers who are becoming friends, gave away some
Bibles and laughed a lot. And that folks is what House Blend is
all about,” she blogged after a prayer gathering last fall.
Cathedral Connection
Two short blocks from House Blend, a sprawling, century-old
limestone cathedral houses Westminster Church, a congregation of the United Church of Canada. The historic building
is renowned for excellent acoustics and the organ peals that
permeate the neighbourhood from a commanding bell tower.
It also houses a plant in a very old pot. It is an unlikely
posting for Greg Glatz, a skilled guitarist who hosts a rather
unpredictable radio talk show and has cultivated a persona as
the rock ’n’ roll preacher. He now works alongside the more
staid Robert Campbell, who has been the primary worship
leader and preacher at Westminster for 25 years.
A few months ago Glatz completed his DMin dissertation
on missional church, under the direction of missional guru
Leonard Sweet. Glatz is an advocate of what he calls GOOD
church, a “Get-Out-Of-Doors” church where the work of the
church is everyone’s business and ministry occurs in many
places beyond the sanctuary.
This is a plant based on fellowship, food and service, including the Bell Tower Community Café. And the Bell Tower Community Garden. And the Bell Tower Community Walk. And,
perhaps as early as this fall, the Bell Tower Community Clinic.
22
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The church is becoming the connection for a web of community relationships that aim to bring people from all walks of
life together to disrupt poverty by making good things together.
Every second Friday night volunteers gather to help distribute food hampers to nearly 50 families, enjoy free highquality food supplied by area businesses, live music, and
engage in conversation around the table.
“My vision for the Bell Tower Community Café is threefold
– to invite, create and share,” says Meaghan Pauls, co-ordinator.
“The invitation should be intentional and open to include and
welcome all people into the space. I believe we should actively
be creating connections and community, while at the same
time experiencing the good food, coffee and music people have
created.”
Glatz describes what is happening as an expression of “kindom,” in which “our kinship with each other becomes visible,
becomes tangible.” This is what he believes the Church will
become.
“The idea of worship is important and remains important in
our 21st-century postmodern context. I’m also hoping that we
can reclaim a 1st-century premodern concept of worship,” he
says, noting that the Apostle Paul appealed to Christ followers
“to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to
God – this is your true and proper worship” (Romans 12:1).
“The café provides an excellent opportunity for people who
are affiliated or not affiliated with church to participate in that
form of worship. I love the complementary nature of Friday
night and Sunday mornings,” says Glatz. “We’re working hard
as ministers not to create two solitudes. We cross-pollinate.”
House Blend and Westminster Church share more than a
neighbourhood. Although very different, their leaders consult
with each other regularly about how they can best obey Jesus’
Great Commission in their community.
Both are keen to go and make disciples. Both are eager to
recognize the work God is already doing within and among
people around them, and to participate in that experience.
Two plants. One big garden.

Planting in Calgary
by Richelle Wiseman

An Iranian church plant in Calgary blooms
in hard soil.

T

wenty people filter into a rented church space at 4:30
p.m. on a Sunday in Calgary. All of them are Iranian
Christians here to witness a baptism. The church’s
name, Shaban Niku, means “Good Shepherd” in Farsi, the
language of Iran. This is a church that points to the face of
Canada’s changing population and what the team believes is
a New Testament model of church planting.
The Shaban Niku-Iranian Church of Canada usually
meets in an office building in northeast Calgary in a room
that fits 50 above a restaurant. But on this particular Sunday
the community meets in a rented sanctuary, a more worshipful setting for a baptism.
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* For security reasons, all the names of Iranian Christians in this
article have been changed.
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ing for combat, including the use of firearms, self-defence, military tactics, and misleading the enemy begins as part of regular
curricula in grade school in Iran.
Though Lydia was prepared to go to the front lines in
Iran’s war with Iraq, as a young teenager she questioned her
loyalty to the Iranian regime when her best friend was killed
for disagreeing with the government. She left Iran, making
the hazardous journey to Turkey, Greece and finally Canada,
alone. In Calgary she entered a church one night where she
experienced Christ for the first time.
Now growing the ministry is Lydia’s
passion. She is searching for a larger
church space for Shaban Niku to meet.
“Those who are sold out to Jesus want a
place to worship,” she says, Meeting in
someone’s home is not an option. People
fear their house will be in jeopardy.
Some Iranians fear interactions with
the government here because of their experience with the Iranian government.
Some worry if they returned to Iran to visit, they would not be able to get back out.
“We have had some experiences where
people have said, ‘If you get baptized,
we will tell the authorities in Iran,’ ” says
Paul. Others want to associate with Christianity because they believe it will help
them with their immigration process.
“Iranians are the most open to the
gospel of any of the other people from
Muslim background countries,” believes Gord Martin, executive director
of Vision Ministries Canada, the organization providing relational support
and encouragement to the church. In Calgary, as in many
other places across Canada, existing congregations often initiate church plants. Shaban Niku is organic, started by Lydia
and Paul, not another congregation or denominational office.
Martin says that VMC has had an interest in Iranians for
some time, and has been assisting the similar Iranian Spirit of
Truth Church in Toronto. VMC is now helping Shaban Niku
obtain charitable status.
Meanwhile, a few Iranians in Calgary, who have passed
over the narrow bridge from Islam to Christianity, meet faithfully and quietly for mutual support and to worship God
together in community. Their thoughts are never far from
loved ones in Iran.
Shaban Niku is no ordinary church plant, if there is such a
thing. The ancient practice of blowing the shofar still means
here what it did in the Old Testament – a warning, a call to
battle and a celebration of victory. FT
Supplied Photo

The stories of the woman to be baptized, and the woman
who will baptize her encapsulate the risks and rewards of
being a Christian from Iran.
Lydia* greets arrivals at the door. She along with her husband Paul pastor this tiny plant. On any given Sunday there
might be 20 to 40 people. (Of the estimated 15- to 20,000 Iranians in Calgary, less than 1 per cent are Christians.) Some members also meet in homes for Bible studies. Some fear attending a
public church service out of concern for repercussions for their
family back home in Iran.
Pastor Paul blows
Choruses in Farsi set to beautithe shofar to celful Iranian music fill the room.
ebrate a baptism.
Lydia and Dana, the woman to
be baptized, appear in long white
gowns bearing a red cross. They are
helped into the hot tub. “I saw lots
of miracles in my life over the past
few years and I have been waiting
for this day,” Dana says. “I am sure
today that I am one of God’s children.” Her face radiates joy.
Dana’s life turned around after a
dream in which she saw Christ – a
common phenomenon with Muslims who convert. Because dreams
are held in high regard in Islam, they
seem to provide an opportunity for
the Holy Spirit to speak into the lives
of Muslims about Jesus Christ.
Pastor Paul blows a shofar, a
Jewish horn sounded as a warning,
a call to battle and a celebration of
victory. On this Sunday it is a spiritual victory.
Dana, a single mother, has spent three years being discipled
by Lydia. Like almost all Iranians she was raised a Muslim.
When she came to Canada she learned about Christianity.
“My baptism today shows that I really want to be a follower,” she says. “It is not enough just to read the Bible. I want
to live my full life for Jesus.”
It is music to Lydia’s ears. She began a home Bible study in
2006 in Calgary, and has not stopped teaching the Bible and
reaching out to Iranians. She translates Bible study materials
from Bible Study Fellowship International into Farsi.
She met her husband Paul at Bible College in Alberta.
Both are ordained by the Christian Brethren. Paul also has
a day job. So far, they have borne the bulk of the church’s
expenses personally.
“I was a fanatic Muslim evangelist,” shares Lydia, whose life
trajectory resembles that of the Apostle Paul’s. Where she once
fiercely promoted Islam and hated Christians, she eventually
converted to Christianity. She has helped several family members leave Iran to find safe haven and Christianity in Europe.
“I was trained for Allah in the Islamic Army,” she says. Train-

Alex Newman of Toronto is a senior writer at Faith Today.
Doug Koop is a Winnipeg-based freelance writer
and spiritual care provider. Richelle Wiseman is
a freelance writer based in Calgary.

