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40 C A N A D I A N  c h u r c h e s  r e s p o n d



R E S P O N D I N G  C H U R C H E S  R e p r e s e n t i n g:40
• Every province and territory

• 35 rural and urban centres

• 25 denominations

• Youth to senior citizens

• Churches from 15 to 3500+ in size

• Multicultural and Aboriginal churches
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N o u r i s h i n g  s t u d e n t  b o d i e s   a n d  s o u l s
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NOURISHING STUDENT BODIES AND SOULS
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Every Tuesday, from September to April, an exodus happens 
at the University of Victoria (UVic) in British Columbia. 

By the hundreds, students make their way on foot across 
campus and then across the mature, tree-lined street to the 
promised land: Emmanuel Baptist Church. Some have a faith 
background—Christian or otherwise—while others would de-
scribe themselves as “religion: none at all.” They come solo, in 
twos and threes, or in packs. They come for a single hour or for 
several. But all are lured by the promise of milk and honey. The 
church calls it “Student Dinner.” 

For more than a decade, Emmanuel’s congregation has ex-
tended a weekly welcome to UVic students throughout the aca-
demic year, providing a place for quiet study, regular respite 
from the rigours of university life, an opportunity to gather with 
old friends and meet new ones, and plenty of delicious, home-
cooked food. It’s all served up with casual friendliness, warm 
hospitality and a genuine “no strings attached” policy.

What began in 2004 as a dinner for a dozen students, hosted 
by a few volunteers with a vision to build trusting relationships 
with the UVic community, has burgeoned into regular hospital-
ity and care for some 450 young adults from the campus across 
the street throughout the fall and spring semesters.

1. N o u r i s h i n g 
s t u d e n t  b o d i e s 
  a n d  s o u l s

“We estimate we’ve served more than 67,000 meals over the 
years,” says Catherine Scambler who with her husband Paul 
coordinates the Student Dinner ministry. Together, they over-
see some 80 volunteers and the weekly gathering, preparation 
and distribution of enough food to ensure no one leaves hungry. 
They both consider the endeavour as ongoing testimony to the 
provision of God, a provision that, to the casual observer, seems 
no less miraculous than the feeding of the 5000.

“Students start to arrive at the church usually by midday,” says 
Paul. “They come to use the room as a study space. We make 
Wi-Fi available. Coffee is offered from about 4 p.m. onwards.” 
So is Mozart. “One study claims it inspires intellectual activity,” 
quips Catherine. 

By 5 p.m. all of the tables are occupied to some degree, and 
within another half-hour all 270 seats are usually taken. The 
meal is served in two sittings, with the first beginning at 6 p.m. 

Two long lines of buffet tables—heavily laden with fresh 
bread, salads, casseroles, roast chicken, pasta, potatoes, veg-
etarian dishes, vegan options and desserts—beckon rows of 
hungry students on each side. The Scamblers calculate a stu-
dent ambles away from the buffet tables every eight seconds. 
When everyone has been through the buffet once, they are in-
vited to go back for second helpings. Students bring their own 
plastic containers to fill with leftovers to take home; at the end 
of the evening free bread is given out to any student who wants 
it, courtesy of a local bakery. Students leave when they must—
some have to run off to evening classes—but the evening offi-
cially wraps up around 7:30 p.m.

The menu is always slightly different; there are no sign-up 
sheets for volunteers, so whatever the congregation (and a few 
local businesses) happen to contribute each week is what the 
students eat. But there has always been a good variety. And 
there has always been enough. This is a potluck of plenty.

“I first went in 2010,” says Nicole Morgan, a recent UVic gradu-
ate who quickly became a regular at the gatherings. Her one 
regret about leaving school is missing out on Church Dinner. 
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NOURISHING STUDENT BODIES AND SOULSSHIFTING STATS

She first heard about the weekly offering through the friend of a 
friend and only hesitated about going she says, because, “I don’t 
identify with any religion. But once I had gone, I realized they’re 
not out to force anything on you. They say grace every meal. But 
I just felt really comfortable, really early.”

Emmanuel volunteers 
work hard to cultivate that 
kind of comfortable at-
mosphere every week. A 
prayer team—out of sight, 
in another room—prays for 
the students throughout 
the meal. Blank paper and 
coloured markers on each 
table encourage students 
to play hangman or leave 

behind doodles, messages or even prayer requests. Large tubs 
of board games offer distractions from studying, and open mic 
nights each term allow students to display their wit and talent. 

A carefully crafted vision statement—visible to students and 
volunteers alike—helps to keep intentions transparent and the 
Emmanuel team focused: “Motivated by the love of Jesus, the 
vision of the student dinners is to build trusting relationships 
with students through faithful demonstrations of hospitality and 
care, with no strings attached.” 

The Scamblers have observed notable changes in the profile 
of students who have come over the past decade. There are far 
more international students now. Students now have greater fi-
nancial needs: some regularly depend on the local food bank to 
feed themselves, and many have said Church Dinner is their one 
good meal a week. 

A recent note from a student captures the reality of living on 
a student budget: “I have 10 dollars and 27 cents in the bank ac-
count,” the student wrote. “Thank you for filling my belly.”

Catherine concedes it’s been a challenge at times to secure 
enough volunteers within Emmanuel’s aging congregation and 
to cover the annual $8,000 dinner costs within the church bud-

I t  wa s  wo n d e r f u l 
to  h av e  t h e  f e e l i n g 
t h at  p e o p l e  w e r e 
l o o k i n g  o u t  fo r  yo u . 
T h at  p e o p l e  c a r e d .

get. Providing the free weekly meal is not about proselytization, 
nor about reaching out to the poor. It’s also “not just hospital-
ity,” says Catherine. “It’s mission. We form a part of the whole 
Church, and we’re building trust with students, which is doing a 
small piece of the Church’s larger mission.” 

Young people have come through the doors initially distrust-
ing, or even hostile towards Christianity. They’ve left with a far 
more positive attitude, having encountered people who made it 
clear their only motive was to care and to serve. 

“It was really the highlight of my week,” says Nicole. “I loved 
going. The food was fantastic. For a student who’s far away from 
home, it was wonderful to have the feeling that people were 
looking out for you. That people cared. That there was always 
someone you could talk to if you needed to.”

EMMANUEL BAPTIST CHURCH
2121 Cedar Hill Cross Road, Victoria, BC   |   Ph. 250.592.2418
www.emmanuelvictoria.ca
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SHIFTING STATS

As costs of post-secondary education in this country continue to 
escalate, a free, “no strings attached” meal can be a welcome 
gift and a way of building relationship with cash-strapped stu-
dents.

According to Statistics Canada, “religiosity is lowest among 
young people.” Canadian Social Trends, Summer 2006, No. 81.   
www.publications.gc.ca

Recent generations of Canadians are significantly less affili-
ated to religious institutions than earlier generations. Canada’s 
Changing Religious Landscape.  www.pewforum.org

According to the recent ‘Hemorrhaging Faith’ study, “There is 
a strange paradox that arises when it comes to young adults 
and community. The emerging generation is fiercely indepen-
dent and self-reliant. Yet its members say there’s nothing more 
important to them than friendship. They crave relationship and 
long for a place of belonging.” Penner, James, Rachel Harder, 
Erika Anderson, Bruno Desourcy and Rick Hiemstra. ‘Hemor-
rhaging Faith: Why and When Canadian Young Adults are Leav-
ing, Staying and Returning to Church’. Toronto: EFC Youth and 
Young Adult Ministry Roundtable, 2013.
www.tgcfcanada.org/hemorrhagingfaith
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