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The Genesis and Evolution of A New Creed

in the United Church of Canada

WILLIAM HAUGHTON

The United Church of Canada

In its brief history, The United Church of Canada has tried to articulate its

theology in four official statements of faith: the Basis of Union (1925), the

Statement of Faith (1940), A New Creed (1968) and A Song of Faith

(2006). A noteworthy element of the most recent, A Song of Faith, is the

deference it shows to just one of its predecessors: A New Creed. The

Committee on Theology and Faith, which wrote A Song of Faith, claimed

that “This statement is not intended to be in any way a replacement of the

beloved New Creed,” which, they added, that “[p]eople in the United

Church love.”1 Michael Bourgeois, chairperson, has said that the Commit-

tee on Theology and Faith encountered many individuals while drafting A

Song of Faith who “thought that ‘A New Creed’ so perfectly summarized

the faith of the church that nothing else was necessary.”2 Similar testimo-

nies abound. Mardi Tindal, the fortieth and current Moderator of the

United Church’s General Council, once said of A New Creed, “It’s the one

thing I’ve made sure my children know. We say it as a grace at meals

because I really want them to know it.”3 David Bruce wrote in 2008 that

“the beautiful words of the much-loved ‘A New Creed’” are “the Christian

faith as talked about by people in The United Church of Canada.”4

Although A New Creed is widely esteemed in the United Church,

its story is not well known. Gretta Vosper, for example, has referred re-

cently to a “mysterious process” by which it was composed and authorized

for use in the United Church.5 Having concluded from an extensive survey

of United Church literature that indeed its origin and development remain

Historical Papers 2011: Canadian Society of Church History



6 A New Creed in the United Church of Canada

a mystery for many, the primary purpose of this paper is to shed light on

the little-known story of A New Creed. A secondary purpose will be to

reflect on the significance of this text and its use in the United Church. In

contrast to the kind of glowing descriptions already cited, A New Creed

will be shown to represent a striking lack of consensus about what it meant

in the 1960s, and still means today, to be a Christian within the United

Church. By the clear and insightful admission of its original authors, A

New Creed does not, nor was intended, to reflect a spiritual consensus in

the United Church. Rather, it was crafted as a strategy to manage the

breakdown of the United Church as a Christian community. 

The Story of A New Creed

Although A New Creed now reflects revisions approved by the

General Council Executive in 1980 and 1995, its basic formulation was

made in the mid-1960s in preparation for the 23rd General Council, 1968.

The impetus for the creation of a new creedal statement for the United

Church, according to the Committee on Christian Faith, came in 1965. At

the beginning of that year, the committee had designated a group of

individuals to approach the Presbyterian Church in Canada with a view to

producing a joint statement of faith.6 While this never materialized, a

better and more important opportunity soon arrived. In May 1965 the

committee was studying a draft baptismal liturgy that had been proposed

by the Committee on Church Worship and Ritual for inclusion in the

upcoming Service Book. Uncomfortable with the suggested rubric “The

Apostles’ Creed shall be said by all,” committee members sought and

gained permission from the General Council Sub-executive to write a

“profession of faith, suitable for liturgical use, as a possible alternative to

the Apostles’ Creed.”7 Following the 22nd General Council, 1966, in time

for which such a task had not been possible, the Committee on Christian

Faith asked for and received an enlarged mandate from the Sub-executive:

1. To examine the status and authority of the classical creeds in The

United Church of Canada today.

2. To collect and examine representative modern statements of faith.

3. To attempt to formulate a modern credal statement suitable for use

in the liturgy, with special reference to the new order for the adminis-

tration of the sacrament of baptism.8

Beginning in October 1966, the group met monthly at Church House
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in Toronto to analyze a variety of modern confessions and to write one for

the United Church. Despite tremendous effort and lengthy discussion, the

committee made no progress on writing a creed for several months, as

there was complex debate and intense disagreement on virtually every

issue before it – if and how to use and/or interpret the Apostles’ Creed,

what sort of confession was needed as well as what status a newly created

text could or should have. Surviving committee members remember a

“deep divide,” that “We fought a lot” and even that, months into the

process, “things seemed hopeless.”9 

A period of creativity and productivity was sparked, however, in

October 1967 when Mac Freeman, of Victoria College, submitted a text

that became the committee’s prototype:

I believe that

Man is not alone.

- God has created and is creating us.

- God has worked in history and is working to liberate us for true

humanity in community.

- God has come among us in the true man Jesus and comes among us

today in the Spirit of our risen Lord to deliver us from alienation from

God, our fellows and ourselves.

- God has called and is calling us into the company of Jesus with

whom we are chosen to be servants, by whom others are also set free.

Man is not alone.

- In life, in death, in life beyond death we are in the presence of God.

Believing that we are offered life and liberation from beyond our

human resources, I trust God and commit my existence to his

purpose.10

For the next meeting, Richard Delorme, a minister from Valleyfield,

Quebec, had been commissioned to revise Freeman’s creed in light of

committee discussion and submitted an influential second draft:

We believe that:

Man is not alone; he lives in God’s world.

We believe in the God of this world and other worlds.

- In God Who has created and is creating us.

- In God Who has come among us in the True Man, Jesus.
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- In God Who, in Jesus, reconciles us to himself and others.

- In God Who, by His Spirit, liberates us to serve.

We believe in this God.

Therefore:

Man is not alone; he lives in God’s world.

- In life, in death, in life beyond death, we are in his presence.

We believe in the God of this world and other worlds.

We commit our existence to Him.11

This version introduced the trademark phrase, “Man is not alone; he lives

in God’s world,” and signalled a lasting move towards a more poetic

confession. 

From that point onward, the committee spent its efforts essentially

tinkering with what came to be known as the “Freeman-Delorme Creed.”12

In February 1968, for example, Toronto-based minister Gordon Nodwell

submitted a revision on behalf of a small group – including Alex Farquhar

and Dorothy Wyman – which is strikingly like A New Creed as it first

appeared in the Service Book:

Man is not alone; he lives in God’s world.

We believe in God:

Who has created and is creating,

Who has come in the True Man, Jesus,

Who works within us and among us by his Spirit.

We believe in Him.

He calls us into his Church, to love and serve our fellow men,   

and to share in his kingdom.

In life, in death, in life beyond death, he is with us.

We are not alone; we believe in God.13

Notably, this draft begins without “I/We believe.” Another lasting change

was that “God has created and is creating” but not necessarily “us.”

Despite the progress being made, the creed and its contents continued to

be a source of fierce debate among committee members who differed on

many issues of form, style, and theological content. Farquhar, for example,
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also offered a dissenting revision and spoke strongly against the phrase,

“In life, in death, in life beyond death . . .” because he considered it

“redundant.”14 By the March meeting, however, former chairperson

Donald Mathers of Queen’s Theological College, told the committee that

they had to finish the creed at the next meeting in April in order to present

it to the 23rd General Council that summer.

The committee’s difficulty with the Apostles’ Creed also persisted.

In March 1968, Dorothy Wyman presented a variety of possible rubrics for

the ancient baptismal confession. After discussion, secretary Hugh Rose

wrote to the Church Worship and Ritual Committee that his committee

was requesting of their counterparts, “that the following introductory

formula be recommended for use with the Apostles’ Creed: ‘Let us repeat

the historic expression of the Christian faith known as the Apostles’ Creed

. . .’”15 When the Committee on Church Worship and Ritual responded that

it was unhappy with this phrase, proposing “say together” rather than

“repeat,” it renewed debate at the Committee on Christian Faith. “At least

one . . . member of the committee,” for example, “wanted a stronger

statement than is implied with ‘say together’ and indicated we should seek

an unambiguous statement.” Donald Evans and Donald Mathers were

content with “Let us say together . . .” and moved its adoption. Wyman

and Mac Freeman, however, pleaded for “repeat,” arguing that “say

together” meant “confess” and that this was impossible for the Apostles’

Creed. In a vote, “say together” carried 6-5. Mathers then left the room

and visited the Committee on Church Worship and Ritual that was also

meeting at Church House that day. He reported that one member was

totally opposed to “say together” and that this phrase left the group “badly

split.” The Committee on Church Worship and Ritual then suggested “Let

us repeat together . . .” a revision with which the Committee on Christian

faith concurred.16 Before adjourning, the committee agreed on the text of

a creed that would be presented to the twenty-third General Council. In

light of final group discussion and a letter from Ralph Chalmers, of Pine

Hill Divinity Hall, the committee revised and expanded reference to the

work of Christ:

Man is not alone; he lives in God’s world.

We believe in God:

Who has created and is creating,

Who has come in the true Man, Jesus, to reconcile and renew,

Who works within us and among us by his Spirit.
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We trust him.

He calls us to be his Church:

To celebrate his presence,

To love and serve others,

To seek justice and resist evil.

We proclaim his kingdom.

In life, in death, in life beyond death, He is with us.

We are not alone; we believe in God.17

A New Creed was presented to the 23rd General Council, meeting at

Sydenham Street United Church in Kingston, Ontario. On the morning of

August 29th, Donald Mathers presented the committee’s report and then

Hugh Rose spoke to the report.18 Rose recalled:

I remember being suitably intimidated standing before council and

even more so when Ernie Howse, former moderator and minister of

Bloor Street, and George Johnston, prof of New Testament at

Emmanuel, neither of whom had the reputation of being conserva-

tives, poured scorn on a creed that didn’t begin with I believe and

then went on to dare to pretend to keep company with the “Historic

Statements of the Church Catholic.”19

For some time, the proposed creed was discussed on the floor and possible

revisions were bandied about.20 Ralph Chalmers,21 a corresponding

member of the committee for Maritime Conference finally,

Moved that the new Creed be referred back to the Committee on

Christian Faith with the request that it be re-drafted in a manner that

will give more adequate expression of the Christian Gospel for our

time, and that the Committee report to the Executive of General

Council which shall have power to issue.22

Approving the motion, the General Council sent the creed back for further

revision.

In late September, the committee reconvened and made the creed an

“immediate priority.” For it to appear in the Service Book, changes would
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have to be made quickly. Hugh Rose reported his experience in Kingston,

saying that, “[t]here appeared to be no opposition to the effort to write

creeds, but considerable concern as to the form and content of the Creed.”

Correspondence was read highlighting the view that the creed featured

“inadequate Christology” and that it “lacked depth.” Ralph Chalmers, in

particular, sent a list of ten detailed criticisms, including:

The New Creed is very weak in Christology. Jesus is only “true

Man.” Could not a Hindu say this of Gandhi, or a Buddhist of

Buddha? We are Christians and this would appear to make it

necessary to use the title Christ. Further, since the earliest confession

was about Jesus being LORD, and the Church’s reference to Him as

Saviour, should not these terms or titles also be used? Since Christol-

ogy is the very heart of any Christian Creed it would seem that we

require at least a second line in it to sum up Christ’s Incarnation, His

ministry and teachings, death and resurrection, ascension and

parousia.23

After discussion, minutes note the “lack of any reference to historic events

of crucifixion and resurrection was recognized.” Rose, now chairperson,

asked the others to send suggestions for distribution at the next meeting.24

When the committee met on 21 October 1968, it was made clear that

they would have to finish the creed that day for it to be approved by the

General Council Executive and included in the Service Book. The

University of Toronto’s Donald Evans had prepared a thorough commen-

tary on each line of the creed, based on the committee’s September

discussion as well as feedback from prominent Canadian Catholic

theologian Gregory Baum.25 The trademark opening line should remain

unchanged for, as Evans’ noted, “[t]here was again general agreement

within the committee, that the creed should start with man; the agreement

was supported by Gregory Baum’s article.” Another suggestion was to

acknowledge God’s presence outside the church – “who works within men

and among men by his Spirit.” Most significant was his expansion of the

phrase “We proclaim his kingdom” to include “to proclaim the risen Jesus,

our judge and our hope.” Reference to “the risen Jesus,” he argued, “is

more explicit in expressing the conviction that Jesus is alive.” “Our judge

and our hope,” finally, introduced the elements of divine judgment and of

eschatological hope. Evans also noted that “My proposal leaves open the

possibility of various interpretations of the resurrection” and “is open to

various interpretations as to the way in which the risen Jesus is our hope.”
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Having added further a reference to Jesus’ crucifixion and the closing

“Thanks be to God,” the committee sent its final text to the General

Council Executive:

Man is not alone, he lives in God’s world.*

We believe in God:

who has created and is creating,

who has come in the true Man, Jesus, to reconcile and make new,

who works in us and others by his Spirit.

We trust him.

He calls us to be his church:

to celebrate his presence,

to love and serve others,

to seek justice and resist evil,

to proclaim Jesus, crucified and risen, our judge and our hope.

In life, in death, in life beyond death, God is with us.

We are not alone.

Thanks be to God.**

* This line may be used as a versicle, with the rest as a response.

** This line is still under consideration as a possible addition.26 

On November 5th, Hugh Rose presented the revised text to the Executive,

which approved it for use in congregations and for publication in the

Service Book.27

A decade later, A New Creed was formally revised to reflect prin-

ciples of inclusive language. In March 1977, it was reported to the General

Council Executive that the Committee on Christian Faith had become too

large, met too infrequently and was paralyzed by theological diversity. In

its place was created the Committee on Theology and Faith, consisting of

twelve people and based in Toronto.28 One of its first tasks was to examine

A New Creed. In late 1979, it suggested to the General Council Executive

that the first line be changed to read, “We are not alone, we live in God’s

world.’” The Executive then asked the committee “That the [whole] Creed

be revised to make it inclusive in its language.”29 A year later, a new

version was presented and approved:
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We are not alone, we live in God’s world.

We believe in God:

who has created and is creating,

who has come in Jesus, the Word made flesh,

   to reconcile and make new,

who works in us and others

   by the Spirit.

We trust in God. 

We are called to be the church:

to celebrate God’s presence,

to love and serve others,

to seek justice and resist evil,

to proclaim Jesus, crucified and risen,

   our judge and our hope.

In life, in death, in life beyond death,

God is with us.

We are not alone.

Thanks be to God.30

One further change has since been made. In 1994, the Toronto Conference

petitioned the thirty-fifth General Council to revise A New Creed in light

of growing environmental concerns, citing “a need for our confessional

language to reflect this awareness.”31 In 1995, the Theology and Faith

Committee proposed the phrase “to live with respect in creation” and the

General Council Executive approved its insertion immediately following

“We are called to be the Church: / to celebrate God’s presence.”32

Conclusions and Significance

A New Creed often inspires strong feelings in the United Church as

it has done from its inception. An early critic, Kenneth Hamilton of the

University of Winnipeg, told a visiting journalist at the twenty-third

General Council that A New Creed was “tendentious,” “extremely

superficial,” and “slightly ridiculous.”33 More recently, N. Keith Clifford
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argued that it was “a product of the ‘culture of narcissism.’”34 Others have

lamented the corresponding dismissal of the classical creeds within the

United Church. Edwin Searcy has confessed a personal “conversion” on

this issue engendered by his “growing engagement with the historic and

contemporary ecumenical church.”35 Paul Scott Wilson said bluntly in

2009 that should the denomination “discard” the truths of the Apostles’

Creed, “we would cease to be ecumenical, we would become a cult.”36

Conversely, many complimentary voices have always been heard.

Moir Waters, of Robinson Memorial United Church and the Committee on

Christian Faith, preached on A New Creed from his London, Ontario,

pulpit on the Sunday following the twenty-third General Council. After

reciting the text in his sermon, he said in disbelief, “This is the creed that

was rejected!” Despite its rejection by the General Council, however,

Waters commended A New Creed to his congregation for liturgical use

and even encouraged his parishioners to memorize it.37 In 1969 Observer
columnist John Burbidge offered a nearly identical evaluation. In

commenting on the text that had just appeared in the Service Book, his

only criticism was that it had been modified, since the twenty-third

General Council, by the addition of reference to such “dead old things”

such as the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.38

In light of such contrasting opinions, it is difficult to make a

normative statement about the view, or views, of A New Creed held by the

people of the United Church, either in the late 1960s or today. What

should we make, then, of the hyperbole we read, for example, in the

“Appendix” to A Song of Faith? An answer becomes clear when we see

the origin of A New Creed in the context of the cultural and spiritual

discord which characterized “the sixties.” As John Webster Grant

described, this period was for the Canadian churches “A decade of

ferment.”39 As many others also have noted, the cultural changes of the era

have had a profound and lasting impact on the church.40 In the 1960s,

Canadian and other Western societies experienced an increasingly rapid

loss of cohesion. Among the many proposed causes of this decline, Robert

Putnam has convincingly identified three which stand out: first, pressures

of time, money and work; second, sprawl, suburbanization and commut-

ing; and, third and most importantly, television.41 Together, they contrib-

uted to a culture of privacy in which people had much less opportunity,

need or even desire for social engagement. In a complimentary way,

Arthur Marwick concluded that “the sixties” saw the wilful overthrow of

the former social order and its replacement with a vast collection of much
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1. A Song of Faith, 17. Emphasis in the original.

smaller sub-cultures.42

United Church historian Phyllis Airhart once said A New Creed

“sounds sort of ‘60sish to me.”43 In what ways might an appreciation of

“the sixties” inform our understanding of A New Creed? It seems that

while society as a whole was losing consensus and breaking down, the

same thing was happening to the United Church and even to the Commit-

tee on Christian Faith. As meeting minutes indicate and as the memories

of former participants confirm, there was deep disagreement among

committee members on virtually every aspect of their mandate.44 Even

after years of work on A New Creed, they declared in their final report

that, “The impulse that has driven us to discuss new creeds is not so much

a sense that we have a new consensus to express as a dissatisfaction with

the consensus we have inherited.”45 In the context of a diverse denomina-

tion, and without a consensus of its own, how did the committee proceed

to write a creed for the United Church in “a decade of ferment”? It did so

by crafting a text that replaced the goal of corporate confession with that

of private profession. “The words and statements used,” we read elsewhere

in its report, “are suggestive rather than definitive, allowing for them to be

filled with personal content by those who say the creed.”46 To this day, it

is this “suggestive rather than definitive” element of A New Creed that has

sustained its popularity in the United Church. The authors of A Song of

Faith, who noted a widespread love for A New Creed, also described it as

“concise and usefully open-ended.”47 Just as society was breaking down

and being replaced by smaller sub-cultures in “the sixties,” the same thing

was happening in the United Church. A New Creed, which was first

crafted in response to this cultural crisis and which continues to be popular

today, represents in actuality a lack of spiritual consensus in the United

Church. It represents a strategy to manage the breakdown of the United

Church as a religious, specifically Christian community. The “Appendix”

to A Song of Faith, numerous products from the United Church Publishing

House48 and especially the current liturgical resource – tellingly titled

Celebrate God’s Presence – each demonstrate the use of A New Creed by

various elements in the denomination for this very purpose. 
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Understanding John Wesley’s Complicated Wickedness

MICHAEL TAPPER

Saint Paul University

At a recent Edinburgh 2010 assembly honouring the centenary of the
World Missionary Conference, a thousand international delegates gathered
in Scotland to listen as John Senamu, the Archbishop of York, issued a
common call to mission. In his plenary address, Senamu stated, “Disturbed
by the asymmetries and imbalances of power that divide and trouble us in
church and world, we are called to repentance, to critical reflection on
systems of power, and to accountable use of power structures.”1 Senamu’s
remarks resonate with contemporary sociologists and theologians calling
the church to recognize and deal with social sin. Yet, sinful social
structures are not new phenomena. After briefly advancing a contemporary
definition of social sin, this paper will seek to explore how this concept
has been understood in the life and thought of Methodist leader, John
Wesley.

Social Sin: A Definition

In recent decades, Canadian Catholic theologian Gregory Baum has
been a harbinger in discussion regarding social sin. In his seminal work,
Religion and Alienation, Baum introduces the term “social sin” to describe
concealed and institutionalized pathogens embedded in dominant societal
structures. His analysis of social sin begins with an identification of
dehumanizing trends embedded within formational contexts and
traditions.2 Living in a world marred by human wickedness, the potential
exists for individuals to accept destructive habits embedded in social,
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political, economic, and religious institutions.3 Additionally, by embracing
harmful ideologies, Baum argues that we commonly legitimize forms of
social sin that serve to protect the power and privilege of society's
dominant individuals and structures.4 Baum contends that social sin is
further characterized by a menacing false consciousness through which
“people involve themselves collectively in destructive action as if they
were doing the right thing.”5 By both subordinating and oppressing
members of society, this self-delusion exacerbates cruel and unjust
behaviour.6 Finally, social sin is comprised of the collective decisions,
exemplified in laws, policies, and norms that provide the reinforcement for
certain injustices to be embraced without any volition.7

Social Sin in Wesley’s Era

Baum’s definition of social sin functions as an analytical tool in
discerning some significant societal concerns in eighteenth-century
Britain. While this period represented the dawning of a new age in which
Enlightenment rationale provided tremendous possibilities for some,
eighteenth-century Britain saw the emergence of various dehumanizing
trends, some of which still persist.8 In particular, harmful class stratifica-
tion and destructive treatment of the working poor exemplify two societal
injustices. Hungarian economist Karl Polanyi describes the devastating
situation in the latter half of the 1700s by noting, “It happened for the first
time that a boom in trade was remarked to have been accompanied by
signs of growing distress of the poor.”9 

In addition to dehumanizing trends, an ideology of individualism
served self-interest, created aspects of alienation, and reinforced unjust
systems. Alexis de Tocqueville, an important early nineteenth-century
thinker, observed that a “new individualism” fueled the Industrial
Revolution and separated people from their environment.10 In similar
fashion, German sociologist Ferdinand Töennies, expressed concern that
the autonomous spirit surrounding this era gave way to gesellschaft – the
alienation of people from each other.11 

False consciousness is also observable during this period in Britain.
As society promoted increased personal comfort and capital gain, members
of the upper classes demonstrated a false consciousness that prevented
them from seeing how their actions subordinated others. From an affluent
perspective, the plight of the poor was commonly viewed as either the will
of God or the result of poor morals and behaviour among the lower
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classes.12 Yet, a false consciousness typified those in the oppressed
working classes as well.13 Surrounded by hopelessness, pain, and
deplorable employee conditions, the working poor became increasingly
anesthetized to the oppression they themselves endured.14 

Baum's final factor in social sin, harmful collective decisions, was
also a sociological phenomenon in eighteenth-century Britain. Those in
authoritative positions of employment used ruthless institutional decision
making to dehumanize people in the lower strata of society. Those in the
ascending classes, who wanted to take advantage of the economic climate,
were able to influence decisions and increase their power, wealth, comfort,
and overall standard of living. Two examples, child labour and enclosure
acts, demonstrate how destructive trends, ideology, and false conscious-
ness were perpetuated via dehumanizing institutional and collective
decisions.15 

Obviously, this brief application of Baum's model to an eighteenth-
century context is by no means exhaustive. Still, the historical landscape
of Britain in the mid-to-late eighteenth century offers considerable
sociological evidence resonant with Baum’s fourfold descriptor of social
sin. Dehumanizing trends concerning societal stratification and treatment
of the poor were firmly embedded into the context of this industrializing
society. These trends were fueled by an ideology that championed the
individual and blinded both the oppressed and oppressor. Further,
collective decisions endorsed by institutional leaders exacerbated problems
and perpetuated the social sin implanted in the structures and organizations
of the eighteenth century.

Wesley and Social Sin

Having considered the pervasiveness of social sin in eighteenth-
century Britain, another question can be raised: How did Wesley handle
this phenomenon? As this section will seek to show, some ambiguity
exists both within Wesley himself and among historical scholars regarding
his ability to address the complexities of social evil. Some scholars argue
that he served as a shining model for his age, and was able to critique
successfully the structured complexities of social sin. Others, however, are
more cautious in their appraisal. They express concern that his response
to systematic evil was overly simplistic, individualistic, and, in some
cases, more damaging than constructive.



38 John Wesley’s Complicated Wickedness

Wesley on Dehumanizing Trends

A disregard toward the poor by members of the upper classes serves
as an example of an eighteenth century destructive social trend. In
response to this dehumanizing trend, proponents of Wesley suggest he was
a voice for the marginalized and underprivileged. For example, after
observing the way the poor were being oppressed in his day, he preached
a sermon entitled, “On Divine Providence,” in which he remarked, “[i]t is
hard, indeed, to comprehend this; nay, it is hard to believe it, considering
the complicated wickedness and the complicated misery [emphasis added],
which we see on every side.”16 As he addressed the problem of poverty, in
the midst of gross prosperity among the affluent British population, it
became commonplace for Wesley to refer to “complicated wickedness”
and “complicated villainy” as descriptors for the problematic social
deadness, greed, and general disrespect for human life he observed around
him.17 Beyond merely speaking against these injustices, Wesley also acted
to alleviate the burden forced upon the lower members of society. Some
Wesley scholars, such as Christina Pohl, argue he was a lively pursuer of
employment for those who were unemployed. For example, when work
was in short supply, he initiated cottage industries in activities such as
cotton processing and knitting.18

Wesley also attacked the injustices of class stratification that, he
argued, did not merely neglect, but actually promoted poverty. One of his
most consistent assaults against the stratifying trends he observed came in
the form of a critique against the accumulated wealth and property he
observed in the upper classes of society.19 To ignore the plight of the poor
while accumulating wealth and spending it on unnecessary things
represented an injustice that significantly distressed Wesley. To those who
spent money, for example, on “elegant” clothing and “delicate” food, he
wrote, “[y]ou bind your own hands. You make it impossible for you to do
that good which otherwise you might. So that you injure the poor in the
same proportion as you poison your own soul . . . And so this wasting of
thy Lord’s goods is an instance of complicated wickedness [emphasis
added]; since hereby thy poor brother perisheth, for whom Christ died.”20 

Perhaps his most direct commentary on stratification was expressed
in “Thoughts upon the Present Scarcity of Provisions.” Supporters of
Wesley argue that this short editorial offers a convincing example of his
critical dealing of poverty, unemployment, and social stratification.21 He
began this commentary by asking rhetorically, “Why are thousands of
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people starving, perishing for want, in every part of the nation . . . Now
why is this? Why have all these nothing to eat? Because they have nothing
to do. The plain reason why they have no meat is, because they have no
work.”22 From this, Wesley attempted to provide answers for the rising
unemployment rate, arguing that high food and land costs and taxes were
largely to blame.23 He further indicted those in the ascending classes who
were living luxuriously at the expense of others. Wesley wrote:

Another cause (the most terrible of all, and the most destructive both
of personal and social happiness) why not only beef, mutton, and
pork, but all kinds of victuals, are so dear, is luxury. What can stand
against this? Will it not waste and destroy all that nature can produce?
If a person of quality will boil down three dozen of neat's tongues, to
make two or three quarts of soup (and so proportionably in other
things), what wonder that provisions fail? Only look into the kitchens
of the great, the nobility and gentry, almost without exception;
(considering withal that “the tow of the peasant tread upon the heel of
the courtier;”) and when you have observed the amazing waste which
is made there, you will no longer wonder at the scarcity, and conse-
quently dearness, of the things which they use so much art to
destroy.24

Thus, while it has been held by some that the Protestant work ethic
adversely contributed to the development of a stratified, capitalistic
society, supporters of Wesley contend that he served as an exception to
this attitude. His strong language leads some to herald him as a robust
representative for the poor within an ascending populace embracing
dreams associated with the glory of newfound capitalism.

Despite these accolades, however, other scholars believe he did not
go far enough in his critique of dehumanizing trends that privileged the
rich at the expense of the lower class members of society. Argentinian
Methodist José Bonino, for example, argues that Wesley’s solutions to the
complex social problems of poverty and stratification were, by today’s
standards at least, far too simplistic. In fact, he interprets Wesley’s article,
“Thoughts on the Present Scarcity of Provisions,” as an attempt to
exemplify his reductionist tendencies and inability to fully understand the
more systematic and complex aspects of evil in his day.25 Bonino posits,
“[h]is attempt to work with hard data, statistics, prices, and market
conditions is extraordinary for a religious leader. But when he attempts to
find causes and remedies, he remains totally within the premises of the
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mercantilist system and completely unaware of the structural causes of the
crises.”26

Furthermore, there are those who contend Wesley’s inability to see
the complex nature of the social problems around him ultimately
prevented those in the lower social classes from addressing their deep-
rooted problems and led them to accept their role in society without
adequately challenging “the rules of the game.”27 Detractors of Wesley
refer to the Halévy thesis for this argument.28 French philosopher and
historian Elie Halévy asserted that Britain’s avoidance of civil revolution
was correlated to the suppression that emerging British Methodism
invoked upon the general population in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. He concluded, “England was spared the revolution toward
which the contradictions in her polity and economy might otherwise have
led her, through the stabilizing influence of evangelical religion, particu-
larly Methodism . . . The despair of the working class was the raw material
to which Methodist doctrine and discipline gave a shape.”29 In other
words, it is argued Wesley birthed a movement so conservatively numbing
that liberating and revolutionary impulses were minimized while
nonviolent and politically accommodating positions were internalized in
their place. 

Thus, while some scholars consider Wesley to have effectively dealt
with the destructive social trends of poverty and stratification, we must
also acknowledge there are those who consider his approach on these
issues to have been less than ideal and even detrimental in dealing with
contextual social sin. I make no attempt to shy away from this ambiguity.
Still, as we consider the diagnostic tools at Wesley’s disposal and the
unchecked optimism concerning human advancement in the eighteenth
century, I am inclined to argue that Wesley’s approach to dehumanizing
trends, though not flawless, had some redeeming qualities. 

Wesley on an Ideology of Individualism

Those who claim Wesley adequately addressed the ideological
individualism that characterized the early British Industrial Revolution
interpret his writings as evidencing a soteriology focused on the atoning
work of Christ for all humanity. They argue his words and actions typified
a constant battle against the increasingly individualistic focus of modern
economic thought.30 In his sermon, “Fourth Discourse upon Our Lord’s
Sermon on the Mount,” for example, he remarked, “Christianity is
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essentially a social religion; and that to turn it into a solitary one, is to
destroy it . . . When I say this is essentially a social religion, I mean not
only that it cannot subsist so well, but that it cannot subsist at all, without
society – without living and conversing with other men.”31 From this, it is
argued that Wesley clearly insisted upon a form of Christianity that makes
a clear connection between a relationship with God and a relationship with
fellow human beings. Referring to the social ethics of Wesley’s doctrine
of sanctification, economist Thomas Madron writes: 

The love of which Wesley speaks is completely inclusive, extending
to all classes and states of people . . . The doctrine of perfection was
at once profoundly theological and ethical, which led his thinking into
the problems of political and social reform. The love concept was first
a social concept, rather than an individualistic one, and as such led to
social and political criticism.32

Nonetheless, Wesley has been criticized by others who consider his
philosophies and actions firmly entrenched within eighteenth-century
ideological individualism. While prepared to concede that he spoke of
social holiness, some still criticize Wesley for possessing an anthropology
that was incurably individualistic and incapable of dealing with the
complexity of social sin.33 Wesley scholar Rupert E. Davies argues that
“salvation for Wesley concerned an individual’s personal life and personal
relations, first with God and then with neighbors and friends and fellow
Christians. This was as far as Wesley looked for the whole self.”34 

A close scrutiny of his words also reveals that his understanding of
the human predicament reflects a convenient arrangement of terms (e.g.,
social religion) that ultimately describes sin, manifested in social
expression, as little more than a projection of individual sins.35 Thus,
critics argue that while his doctrine of holiness was social in the narrow
sense (i.e. it related persons with one another), it still suffered from the
influence of a contextual ideology in which the individual, in the end, is
the primary focus.36 Methodist scholar Theodore R. Weber notes: 

There is nothing in Wesley of the notion that the individual is a
societal epiphenomenon, a cog in the machine, a drop in the ocean of
liquid society. Nor, conversely, is there anything to suggest belief in
the concept of social as a person, with unified organs of reason and
will i.e. the presuppositions of personal responsibility. Neither does
one find in Wesley a concept of collective guilt of the kind necessary
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to make the transfer. He knows that the people collectively are guilty,
and he tells them so, but they are guilty of a collection of various
types of sins; they are not guilty of acting wrongly with one mind and
will as a solidary people.37

Any attempt, then, to provide an analysis of Wesley’s treatment of the
prominent individualistic mindset of his time must take into account the
conflicting views regarding his effectiveness, message, and legacy on this
issue. I prefer not to shy away from these inconsistencies. We cannot deny
the potential impact that a culture obsessed with individual, human agency
had upon Wesley any more than we can deny this influencing fixation
among us today. Nonetheless, I argue it can be said he was among the very
few theologians in his day that made attempts, at the very least, to consider
the social aspect of both the Christian faith and societal norms. In that
respect, I believe there are significant qualities in Wesley’s thought to
address what is called social sin today. 

Wesley on False Consciousness

Inevitably, any assessment of false consciousness in Wesley’s day
leads us into the realm of an analysis of his hamartiology. Those who
suggest he dealt adequately with the blinding nature of social sin are also
prone to argue that his longest single essay and only explicit doctrinal opus
is a strong defense of the doctrine of original sin.38 This 1757 essay was,
in part, a response to the claims of John Taylor, an individual considered
by Wesley to be “easily persuaded to think favourably of himself.”39

Against the common view that the doctrine of human depravity was a
bothersome and irritating “superstitious error,” Wesley was adamant that
all humans are born inherently dead in trespasses and sin.40 Taking this
main doctrinal treatise and condensing it into a sermon entitled, “Original
Sin,” he wrote, “So long as a man born blind continues so, he is scarce
sensible of his want: Much less, could we suppose a place where all were
born without sight, would they be sensible of the want of it. In like
manner, so long as men remain in their natural blindness of understanding,
they are not sensible of their spiritual wants.”41 In another sermon, called,
“The Christian Treasure,” he wrote:
 

Let a musician be ever so skillful, he will make but poor music if his
instrument be out of tune. From a disordered brain (such as is, more
or less, that of every child of man) there will necessarily arise
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confusedness of apprehension, showing itself in a thousand instances;
false judgment, the natural result thereof; and wrong inferences; and
from these, innumerable mistakes will follow, in spite of all the
caution we can use.42 

It is held by some scholars that these references to blindness, insensibility,
deafness, and disorder of the human condition reveal a keen responsive-
ness in Wesley’s writings to the unconscious nature of social sin. 

Some scholars further interpret his strong denunciation of oppres-
sion against the poor as evidence of his thorough understanding of the
blinding characteristic of social sin. They contend that a large amount of
his writings and preaching invoked urgency for those in the privileged
classes to overcome the blindness that prevented them from seeing their
own selfishness and the suffering of others.43 For example, in a sermon
labeled, “The Fall of Man,” he tenaciously proclaimed to Britain’s affluent
population:

Open your eyes! Look round you! See darkness that may be felt; see
ignorance and error; see vice in ten thousand forms; see conscious-
ness of guilt, fear, sorrow, shame, remorse, covering the face of the
earth! See misery, daughter of sin. See on every side, sickness and
pain, inhabitants of every nation under heaven; driving on the poor,
helpless sons of men, in every age, to the gates of death!44 

In another sermon titled, “On Visiting the Sick,” Wesley chastised the
rich, in particular, for accepting a blinded approach toward the poor. He
wrote, “[h]ence it is that . . . one part of the world does not know what the
other suffers. Many of them do not know because they care not to know:
They keep out of the way of knowing it and then plead their voluntary
ignorance as an excuse for their hardness of heart.”45 Some argue from
sermonic excerpts such as these that Wesley exemplified a comprehensive
understanding of what social scientists today refer to as false conscious-
ness. 

On the other hand, I cannot overlook that Wesley’s treatment of the
doctrine of sin is the locus of much debate among theologians. Whether
or not he adequately handled the blinding nature of original sin, some
scholars argue that false consciousness, proposed as a feature of social sin,
is nowhere to be found in his theology. In particular, his commentary
entitled, “A Plain Account of Christian Perfection,” is commonly
referenced by critics. In this article, Wesley made a clear distinction
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between sin as “voluntary” and “involuntary” disobedience. He wrote,
“[t]o explain myself a little farther on this head: Not only sin, properly so

called (that is, a voluntary transgression of a known law), but sin,
improperly so called [emphasis added] (that is, an involuntary transgres-
sion of a divine law, known or unknown), needs the atoning blood.”46 By
making this distinction, some scholars insist that Wesley departed from a
more absolute definition of sin and drew upon the classical (Augustinian)
and medieval distinction that only voluntary transgressions should be
properly called sin and incur a sense of guilt.47 

Critics suggest this clear distinction in Wesley’s definition of sin
reinforces a strident individualistic line that makes any notion of blinding
social sin extremely difficult to reconcile with Wesleyan theology. In other
words, if distinctions can be made between “properly so called” sin and
“improperly so called” sin, then it becomes very difficult to build an
argument for a theology of systemic social evil, that, by nature, is often
expressed involuntarily and hidden elusively in social structures.48 In this
regard, detractors argue that Wesley presented a naïve understanding of
systematic blindness and personal guilt that does not transmit beyond a
cursory level of human ignorance.49 Wesley critic, R. Newton Flew, for
example, charges that Wesley’s stress on the conscious and deliberate
intention of sin represents the most formidable defect in his doctrine of
hamartiology.50

This argument against Wesley is substantial. However, I contend
this criticism fails to take into account the polemic and exacting purpose
of the commentary, “A Plain Account of Christian Perfection,” which was
written specifically for Christians dealing with the residual effects of sin.51

In addition, claims that Wesley either ignored or disregarded “involuntary”
sin are not substantiated by his overall actions, or by an extensive
appraisal of his writings. In another sermon titled, “Spirit of Bondage and
Adoption,” Wesley appears to argue that sin, more broadly defined, is
utterly reprehensible. He writes, “[i]f thou dost [commit sin], is it willingly
or unwillingly? In either case God hath told thee whose thou art – ‘He that
committeth sin is of the devil.’”52 Admittedly, his inconsistency on this
issue requires us to take Wesley beyond his own work if we are to apply
to him a response to social sin that includes the notion of false conscious-
ness. Still, substantial underpinnings remain for an understanding of the
blinding character of systemic injustice and societal evil.
 
Wesley on Collective Institutional Decisions
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Finally, an examination of Wesley’s dealings with unjust collective
decisions inevitably leads scholars to focus on his peculiar engagement
with political issues in his day.53 While he may well have said, “I am no
politician; politics lie quite out of my province. Neither have I any
acquaintance, at least no intimacy, with any that bear that character,”54 his
life and writings reveal he was prone to involve himself in decisions of a
political and economic nature. 

Supporters contend it was not beyond him to challenge Parliament
in areas he considered unjust and discriminatory. One example of this is
illustrated by a 1776 journal entry in which he appears surprised that
someone would not consider it appropriate to petition government for
change regarding food-price inflation. He writes, “[i]n [sic] my way to
Exeter, I read over an ingenious tract, containing some observations I
never saw before . . . that to petition Parliament to alter [food inflation] is
to put them upon impossibilities, and can answer no end but that of
inflaming the people against their Governors.”55 From this, advocates
conclude he was not above calling and challenging government for
intervention in complex problems facing Britain. Wesley supporters also
invoke other examples where he challenged government policy. Regarding
the issue of government-sponsored land enclosures, he objected to them
strongly in his writings because of the way in which enclosures edged
smaller farmers in Britain out of business. In his sermon, “Thoughts on
The Present Scarcity of Provisions,” he argued: 

But why are pork, poultry, and eggs so dear? Because of the monopo-
lizing of farms; perhaps as mischievous a monopoly as was ever
introduced into these kingdoms. The land which was some years ago
divided between ten or twenty little farmers, and enabled them
comfortably to provide for their families, is now generally engrossed
by one great farmer. One farms an estate of a thousand a year, which
formerly maintained ten or twenty.56

It is likewise contended that, later in his life, Wesley invested considerable
energy acting and speaking out against the exploiting institution of
slavery.57 His journal entry from 12 February 1772 reads, “In returning, I
read a very different book, published by an honest Quaker, on that
execrable sum of all villainies, commonly called the Slave Trade. I read
of nothing like it in the heathen world, whether ancient or modern: And it
infinitely exceeds, in every instance of barbarity, whatever Christian slaves
suffer in Mahometan countries.”58 Later in 1774, he published a counter-
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cultural pamphlet entitled, “Thoughts upon Slavery,” which outlined his
position concerning institutionalized slave trade. Concerning slave owners,
he accusingly wrote:

Are you a man? Then you should have an human heart. But have you
indeed? What is your heart made of? Is there no such principle as
compassion there? Do you never feel another's pain? Have you no
sympathy? No sense of human woe? No pity for the miserable? When
you saw the flowing eyes, the heaving breasts, or the bleeding sides
and tortured limbs of your fellow-creatures, was [sic] you a stone, or
a brute? Did you look upon them with the eyes of a tiger? When you
squeezed the agonizing creatures down in the ship, or when you threw
their poor mangled remains into the sea, had you no relenting? Did
not one tear drop from your eye, one sigh escape from your breast?
Do you feel no relenting now? If you do not, you must go on, till the
measure of your iniquities is full. Then will the great God deal with
you as you have dealt with them, and require all their blood at your
hands.59 

Such diatribes established him among the first in Britain to speak
forcefully against the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Consequently, advocates
of Wesley regard him as a leader who consistently battled against
dehumanizing collective decisions imposed by societal structures in his
day.

On the other hand, some scholars argue that his strong allegiance to
the British monarchy exemplified a more acquiescent approach when
dealing with institutionalized social and political problems. Wesley
scholar, Theodore Jennings notes that: 

Wesley’s political views seem to make him a most unlikely advocate
of anything remotely like a radical social ethic. He was devoted to the
king, wrote vigorously in favour of the institution of the constitutional
monarchy, opposed democracy, attacked the American Revolution –
even appears to have offered to raise an army in support of the king
when the revolution threatened to spread to England – and maintained
that his preachers should deal with politics only to defend the king
against slander.60 

Critics suggest that, given the option to either challenge or comply with
governmental decisions, Wesley’s approach regularly evidenced a political
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compliance, bolstered by his Christian faith. Particularly, they suggest that
Wesley demonstrated his kingly loyalties in several important articles
written in the 1760s and 1770s, the first of which was, “Free Thoughts on
the Present State of Public Affairs.” Speaking of the rising discontent
among the British populace with the decisions made by King George, he
wrote:

His Majesty’s character, then, after all the pains have been taken to
make him odious, as well as contemptible, remains unimpeached; and
therefore cannot be, in any degree, the cause of the present commo-
tions. His whole conduct, both in public and private, ever since he
began his reign, the uniform tenor of his behaviour, the general course
both of his words and actions, has been worthy of an Englishman,
worthy of a Christian, and worthy of a King.61 

Detractors contend that if there was any question where his political
allegiances lay, he made them abundantly clear in a 1777 tract entitled “A
Calm Address to the Inhabitants of England,” which, incidentally, was a
follow-up to a highly controversial earlier tract called, “A Calm Address
to Our American Colonies.” In “Calm Address to the Inhabitants of
England,” he wrote, “[d]o any of you blaspheme God or the King? None
of you, I trust who are in connexion with me. I would no more continue in
fellowship with those who continued in such practice, than with whore-
mongers, or Sabbath-breakers, or thieves, or drunkards, or common
swearers.”62 

Consequently, while some scholars suggest Wesley championed a
countercultural position against governmental and economic decisions, we
must allow that his allegiance to the monarchy, which, incidentally, was
the common standard for all clergy in the Church of England until 1841,
may have compromised his positions at times. Once again, I do not intend
to deny or disregard this tension. Nevertheless, I am inclined to argue that
his life and writings present certain features which are estimable and
redeeming in his opposition of institutional collective decisions.

Conclusion

In this essay I have endeavoured to provide a balanced critique of
Wesley using a contemporary definition of social sin elucidated by
Catholic theologian, Gregory Baum. In doing so, I have not overlooked
Wesley’s critics. Having explored the views of various scholars, however,
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“Very Affecting and Evangelical”:

Andrew Fuller (1754-1815) and the Evangelical 

Renewal of Pastoral Theology1

KEITH S. GRANT

Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches

At the end of the eighteenth century, there was a profound transformation

of English dissenting churches as they embraced evangelical theology and

piety. The expansionist and activist signs of that evangelical renewal have

been well catalogued: reinvigorated associational life, the promotion of

international missions, voluntary societies for spiritual growth, widespread

itinerancy and lay ministry, and initiatives in education.2 These new

emphases and activities changed the shape of the church in important

ways. Deryck Lovegrove has argued persuasively, for example, that the

new emphasis on evangelistic itinerancy, entailed “the adaptation of the

traditional pastorate” by enlarging the scope of preaching ministry and by

allowing greater lay involvement.3 W.R. Ward has similarly noted that the

evangelical transformation of the church was compelling a redefinition of

pastoral ministry.4 The direction of the change that Lovegrove and Ward

describe is outward: pastors and congregations engaging new hearers, rural

villages, social reform, and even the nations.

Andrew Fuller’s (1754-1815) contributions to this evangelical

transformation of the church were many: his participation in the

Northamptonshire Particular Baptist Association’s cooperative ventures

in prayer, itinerancy, education, and social reform; his role in founding,

and then as an administrator and advocate for, the Baptist Missionary

Society; and especially his articulation of an evangelical and moderate

Calvinism which was seen as enabling, even obligating, this more activist
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and expansionist view of the church’s ministry.5 

But if the transformed church had these new expressions of outward-

focused ministry, what difference did this evangelical renewal make to the

inner life of congregations, particularly the regular ministry of pastors in

their weekly preaching? What impact did evangelical theology have on

pastoral theology? Andrew Fuller was a pastor as well as a theologian,

missionary administrator, and frequent village preacher, and an account of

the transformation of the church should also include its effects upon that,

his primary vocation. So the question arises: Since the transformed church

and the redefined pastorate still relied on preaching and pastoral care, did

those congregational acts in any way undergo a corresponding evangelical

transformation? Was there a renewal of the congregation and its pulpit, as

well as the signs of more outward expansion? 

In a discussion of Anglican pastoralia in the eighteenth century,

John Walsh and Stephen Taylor suggest: “What distinguished the self-

consciously ‘serious’ Evangelical clergy toward the end of the century was

less their definition of pastoral duties than their conception of what it was

to be a Christian.”6 This study of Andrew Fuller will argue, however, that

the particular evangelical “conception of what it was to be a Christian” –

its theology and piety – was precisely what did have a bearing on pastoral

theology. Preaching, perhaps the clearest example of this renewal,

remained the central activity of pastoral ministry for evangelicals, but

there was an important change in their understanding of what preaching

was for, and consequently what its main themes, manner of delivery, and

intended audience should be. The change was not primarily in terms of

new pastoral duties as much as a renewal of the character of those duties

from within. 

There are marks of evangelical theology and piety evident in several

aspects of Fuller’s pastoral theology. First, Fuller’s seminal theological

text, The Gospel Worthy of All Acceptation, articulated a moderate

Calvinism that was urgent in its conversionism. Second, he found his

congregational ecclesiology well-suited to evangelical voluntarism, in a

way comparable to Methodist connexions or Anglican religious societies.

Third, in his preaching, Fuller emphasized the centrality of the cross of

Christ and the use of affectionate language. Together, these emphases –

conversionism, voluntarism, the centrality of the cross, and affectionate

language – indicate an evangelical renewal of pastoral theology, alongside

other ways in which the church was transformed by evangelicalism.
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Conversionism in Fuller’s Pastoral Theology

Fuller urged preachers to have a “zealous perseverance in the use of

all possible means for the conversion of sinners.”7 Such a zeal for

conversion, or conversionism, has been identified by David Bebbington

as one of the defining characteristics of evangelicalism.8 The emergence

of such urgency about conversion was the most significant development

in Andrew Fuller’s pastoral theology. Fuller had grown up in a high

Calvinist church in which the preacher had “little or nothing to say to the

unconverted,” and as a young preacher himself he did not dare to “address

an invitation to the unconverted to come to Jesus,”9 a reticence grounded

in a theological system which did not want to presume spiritual ability.

From being reticent to offer his hearers the gospel, Fuller went on to write

The Gospel Worthy of All Acceptation (1781), in which he made the case

that all people not only have the capacity to respond to the gospel, but

indeed, have an obligation to do so: “Unconverted sinners are commanded,

exhorted, and invited to believe in Christ for salvation.”10 This duty on the

part of hearers mapped onto the obligation of preachers: “It is the duty of

ministers not only to exhort their carnal auditors to believe in Jesus Christ

for the salvation of their souls; but it is at our peril to exhort them to

anything short of it.”11 In his confession of faith on settling at Kettering,

he summarized the central features of his evangelical conversionism:

I believe, it is the duty of every minister of Christ plainly and

faithfully to preach the gospel to all who will hear it; and, as I believe

the inability of men to be spiritual things to be wholly of the moral,

and, therefore, of the criminal kind – and that it is their duty to love

the Lord Jesus Christ, and trust in him for salvation, though they do

not; I, therefore, believe free and solemn addresses, invitations, calls,

and warnings to them, to be not only consistent, but directly adapted,

as means, in the hand of the Spirit of God, to bring them to Christ. I

consider it as a part of my duty, which I could not omit without being

guilty of the blood of souls.12

This evangelical Calvinism, with its more conversionist bearing, was

significant in the emergence of the Baptist Missionary Society and

William Carey’s work in India, but Fuller’s theology also had an equally

important effect upon preachers at home, freeing them to have a more

directly conversionist stance in offering the gospel.13
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Voluntarism in Fuller’s Congregationalism

Voluntarism contributed to the emergence of evangelicalism as a

distinctive strain of piety, expressing a concern for individual agency, free

choices, and personal responsibility for spiritual growth.14 The Evangelical

Revival saw the use of creative ecclesiological constructions which

particularly emphasized voluntarism. The Methodist construction was a

“connexion” of voluntary societies, existing more or less alongside church

or chapel.15 The construction employed by evangelical Anglican clergy

and laity was the “religious society,” in which a small fellowship within

the local parish voluntarily embraced a more rigorous rule of piety.16 The

pastoral theology of Andrew Fuller demonstrates that there was another

method of promoting evangelical experience: the renewal of congrega-

tional ecclesiology, neither alongside nor within, but the local church itself

and its ordained ministry.

John Wesley’s Methodist societies employed voluntary participation

and oversight to accomplish their evangelical ends. Frederick Dreyer has

argued, for example, that Wesley framed his authority to direct the

connexion of societies in consensual and voluntary terms: “I cannot guide

any soul unless he consent to be guided by me. Neither can any soul force

me to guide him, if I consent not.”17 Dreyer also observes Wesley’s

explicit differentiation between voluntary authority and ordination; his

authority in the connexion derived not from his ordination as a minister,

but rather, from voluntary consent. As a congregationalist, by contrast,

Fuller emphasized the voluntary essence of ordination and the pastoral

relationship itself, rather than circumventing ordination to validate

pastoral authority. With characteristic clarity, he said: “The connexion of

pastor and people, in dissenting churches, is altogether voluntary. There

are no bonds to bring them together, or to keep them together, but love.”18

Evangelical Anglicans who scrupled the perceived irregularity of

Methodist meetings revived the use of voluntary religious societies within

the parish to encourage serious evangelical piety.19 John Newton planted

a number of such societies at Olney, and to one correspondent he offered

this enthusiastic evaluation: “I think nothing has been more visibly useful

to strengthen my heart, and to unite the people closely together in bonds

of love.”20 Fuller also perceived that a voluntary and affectionate

relationship between pastor and people was the most suitable bond for the

promotion of evangelical religion: “Christian love is love for Christ’s sake

. . . Personal religion is now to be the bond of union.”21 “Personal religion”
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is a phrase nicely expressing evangelicalism’s concern for a sincere and

voluntary faith, and it is this which is to be, Fuller asserted, the “bond of

union.” Isabel Rivers suggests that in the evangelical dissenting tradition,

the essence of revived personal religion “lay in the relationship between

minister and congregation, a relationship based on close knowledge of the

heart and close application by the minister of evangelical doctrine to the

special circumstances of the individual member of the congregation.”22 So,

while Newton and Fuller shared this common concern for the voluntary

nature of the bonds which promoted evangelical piety, they differed on the

location of such a pastoral relationship, with Fuller insisting that the

voluntarily-gathered congregation itself could be the place of personal

renewal.

Evangelical Doctrine & Affectionate Language in Fuller’s Preaching

The evangelical transformation of the church did not only mean

preaching in new places, but also, preaching in a new way. The pastoral

theology of Andrew Fuller demonstrates how evangelical concerns

influenced both the content and accent of his preaching. Fuller’s preaching

was characterized by the centrality of the cross of Christ, and by the use

of the language of the affections. And so he could state not only, “Preach

Christ, or you had better be any thing than a preacher,” but also, “You had

better do any thing than be a minister, if your heart is not engaged in it.”23

Neither the cross nor the heart were negotiable, if pastoral theology and

practice were to be evangelical. 

1) The Centrality of the Cross of Christ 

The central doctrinal of Andrew Fuller’s preaching was the atoning

death of Jesus on the cross, a theme described as “crucicentrism” by David

Bebbington.24 Emphasizing the cross, Fuller wrote, “Every sermon should

contain a portion of the doctrine of salvation by the death of Christ . . . A

sermon, therefore, in which this doctrine has not a place, and I might add,

a prominent place, cannot be a gospel sermon.”25 Understanding the

atoning death of Jesus to be the unique source of salvation, Fuller urged

that evangelical preaching give it repeated emphasis and great prominence.

Fuller’s evangelical crucicentrism was also expressed by emphasiz-

ing the cross’s interrelation with all other themes in preaching. Early in his

Kettering ministry, he wrote in his diary, “‘Christ, and his cross be all my
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theme.’ Surely I love his name, and wish to make it the centre in which all

the lines of my ministry might meet!”26 Later, to his father-in-law, Fuller

wrote from Ireland, “The doctrine of the cross is more dear to me than

when I went. I wish I may never preach another sermon but what shall

bear some relation to it.”27 Fuller believed that the whole of scripture bears

witness to Jesus, and that, therefore, expositions of any part of the Bible

inevitably manifest something of His person or work: “If you preach

Christ, you need not fear for want of matter. His person and work are rich

in fullness. Every Divine attribute is seen in him. All the types prefigure

him. The prophecies point to him. Every truth bears relation to him. The

law itself must be so explained and enforced as to lead to him.”28

Reflecting on systematic theology, Fuller asserted that “the centre of

Christianity [is] the doctrine of the cross,” and that “The whole of the

Christian system appears to be presupposed by it, included in it, or to arise

from it.”29 Fuller’s preaching could be distinguished from Deistic or

moralistic, or even generally orthodox preaching, by the centrality of the

cross of Christ, and it is that prominence which marks it as evangelical.

2) Affectionate Language and Evangelical Experience

George Wallis, a deacon and diarist in Fuller’s Kettering congrega-

tion, described Fuller’s ministry as “very affecting and evangelical.”30 In

doing so he highlighted the language of the affections which was so

characteristic of Andrew Fuller’s pastoral theology, and which helped to

define what he meant by “evangelical.” While to modern readers “affec-

tions” usually connotes emotion and feeling over against reason and

intellect, to Fuller and his eighteenth-century contemporaries the use of the

language of the affections was more nuanced and comprehensive, and in

fact quite successfully integrated, rather than set at odds, mind and heart.31

Wallis’ description of Fuller’s pastoral ministry as “very affecting

and evangelical” also suggests the mutual importance of the terms, for the

language of the heart was a kind of evangelical accent to accompany

evangelical doctrinal content. The affections were emphasized in concert

with orthodox doctrine, reflecting a concern for a heartfelt response to the

gospel – for a voluntary, sincere, and personal Christianity, as opposed to

rationalism, nominalism, or cold orthodoxy. Isabel Rivers, who has made

a penetrating study of the “Affectionate religion” of early evangelical

Dissent in the context of eighteenth century moral philosophy, notes the

complementary concerns for orthodox doctrine, personal experience, and
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affectionate language:

The evangelical tendency emphasizes the traditional Reformation

doctrines of grace, atonement, justification by faith (often covered by

the label “orthodoxy”), the importance of experimental knowledge,

meaning both the believer’s own experience of religion, and acquain-

tance with the variety of the experience of others, and the central

function of the heart and affections in religion in relation to the will

and understanding.32

Fuller condensed the thought thus: “The union of genuine orthodoxy and

affection constitutes true religion.”33

Fuller’s understanding of the affections bears the particular

influence of Jonathan Edwards’ A Treatise Concerning Religious

Affections (1746).34 Sharing Edwards concept of a “sense of the heart,” he

wrote that spiritual truths cannot be known by “mere intellect any more

than the sweetness of honey . . . can be ascertained by the sight of the

eye.” Rather, the gospel can be known only as God imparts a “holy

susceptibility and relish for the truth,” by which one can have a “sense of

their Divine excellency.”35 

Fuller made strong assertions about the centrality of the affections

in evangelical ministry – “Beware that you do not preach an unfelt

gospel”36 – but was careful to communicate both the subjective and

cognitive aspects of evangelical affections. He said, that “Knowledge and

affection have a mutual influence on each other . . . Affection is fed by

knowledge . . . By the expansion of the mind the heart is supplied with

objects which fill it with delight.”37 That religious psychology mapped

onto his pastoral theology: “The two main objects to be attained in the

work of the Christian ministry,” Fuller urged, are “enlightening the minds

and affecting the hearts of the people.”38

Affectionate preaching had the deeply felt faith of two subjects in

view – both preacher and hearer – and the heart to heart manner of the

sermon’s delivery from one to the other. Fuller poignantly summarized: “If

you would affect others, you must feel.”39 Or again, “we must preach from

the heart, or we shall seldom, if ever, produce any good in the hearts of our

hearers.”40 Fuller’s use of the language of feeling, the heart, and the

affections signalled the importance of a sincere, personal experience of

faith, and the affectionate communication of evangelical doctrine.
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Summary

The evangelical transformation of the dissenting churches of the late

eighteenth century included, in addition to the more frequently noted

aspects of outward expansion and activism, the renewal of their pastoral

theology. Evangelical theology and piety certainly issued in international

missions, voluntary societies, and itinerant preaching, but was also

expressed in Andrew Fuller’s recovery of a conversionist pastoral

theology, his emphasis on the voluntary nature of the local congregation,

and his weekly preaching, which was evangelical in its Christ-centred

doctrine and affectionate language. There can be identified in the work of

Andrew Fuller one distinctively evangelical pastoral theology – a

specifically evangelical contribution to pastoralia and an underappreciated

aspect of how the church was transformed by evangelicalism.
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Rendering Unto Caesar: Catholics, the State, and the

Idea of a Christian Canada
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The recent Canadian federal election was filled with many surprises,

including the marking of a shift in traditional voting patterns among

Canadian Christians. On April 23rd, one week before the vote, an Angus-

Reid Survey for the Toronto Star indicated that “50 per cent of self-

described English-speaking Catholics outside of Quebec” would vote for

the Conservative Party on 2 May 2011. The Liberals, who historically had

been the party of choice for Roman Catholics, and who had boasted at

least four Catholic prime ministers since 1968, would glean only twenty-

five percent support from English-speaking Catholics. The NDP and

Greens could count on the support of nineteen percent of Catholics and

four percent respectively. While the poll only surveyed 2,269 English-

speaking Catholic adults, it still claimed a margin of error of plus or minus

1.8 percent. These numbers aside, it appeared that Catholics within Canada

were not less interested in engaging in Canadian politics and the myriad

of issues at play in the public square; they were simply moving to the right

and placing their trust in a prime minister who was openly an evangelical

Christian and whose party, at least in some quarters, proposed a more

socially conservative agenda, informed by traditional Judaeo-Christian

values.1 Therein, in the larger national debate about “What Canada Is, or

What Canada Must Represent,” this poll signals, perhaps, that one of

Canada’s largest religious groups is holding firmly to a more traditional

notion of Canada as a Christian country and seeking new partisan ways to

achieve this vision.
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There is little doubt, historically, that Catholics believed that Canada

was intended to be a Christian country. Not surprisingly, where they

differed from their Protestant “separated Brethren,” was the belief that the

country was intended by Divine providence to be Catholic. Yet, even with

a common assumption that they might be part of an evangelizing presence

in Canada – which could be loosely described as a gestae dei per

catholicos – Catholics themselves disagreed on the manner by which this

Catholic Canada was to be accomplished. Until the mid-twentieth century

the Catholic Church was openly divided along clear cultural and linguistic

lines, between the majority of Francophone Catholics who lived in the

province of Quebec and in small linguistic enclaves in other provinces,

and Scottish and Irish Catholics who dominated the Church outside of

Quebec. While each of these groups could demonstrate unity if not

uniformity on matters of doctrine, morals, and obedience to the Church’s

magisterium, there was considerable disagreement on how the Catholic

faith could best be represented and transmitted in Canada. When tens of

thousands of Catholic immigrants from southern, eastern and central

Europe began to arrive in Canada in the early twentieth century, the two

charter Catholic groups feared a complete upset of the fragile ethno-

linguistic balance that had been created in the Canadian Church. For their

part new Catholic Canadians – Germans, Italians, Poles, Slovaks,

Hungarians, Portuguese, Ukrainians, and the Syrians, to name just a few

– had their own sense that their new home was a receptive Christian

county, if not a Protestant one, and more to the point that in face of this

Protestant dominance their Catholicism was best preserved by their own

languages and cultural traditions. This paper merely outlines how

Catholics identified and professed their loyalty to Canada as a Christian

nation, but could not agree among themselves the manner in which

Christianity could most effectively complement the variety of Catholic

visions and expectations of the nation.

The French Canadian Catholic vision of Canada, and the role of

their communities in it, possesses the richest historiography of all of the

Catholic traditions. From the first arrival of the Catholic French during the

explorations of Jacques Cartier in 1534, it has always been acknowledged

in the historical literature that the Catholic Church was an integral part of

French colonization and settlement in North America. In a mirror of

Ancien Regime France that promoted emigration to and trade in Acadia

and the St. Lawrence Valley, the French of the New World were aggres-

sive in their evangelization of the First Nations whom they found living in
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their newly explored and claimed lands, and were conscious of recon-

structing parish, institutional structures, and the episcopate they had

known in the old world.2 In 1641, the colonists travelling with the Sieur de

la Maisonneuve, who founded Montreal, were clear in their resolve that

they were building a New Jerusalem in the North American forest. The

Company of the Holy Sacrament, was linked with the post-Tridentine

Catholic revival in seventeenth-century France and its members were

confident that they would transform this new terra incognita and its

indigenous peoples into a strong Catholic Christian kingdom, focused at

Ville Marie, the city of Mary, now Montreal.3

The dreams of the Compagnie de Saint-Sacrament were unrequited

as merchants, politicians, military personnel, landholders, and agricultural-

ists, and even other missionaries, pushed their own agendas to the fore.

The Church still maintained a central place within the popular cultural life

of New France and more formally in its institutional structures, but it never

had the strength accorded it by such historians as Francis Parkman.

Squabbling between bishops and priests, clergy and bureaucrats, numerous

absentee bishops after 1700, and differing views of Catholic practice

between laypersons and the clergy, weakened the power of the Church in

the day-to-day life of the colonies; nevertheless, how ever tenuous Mass

attendance might have been or how indifferent the classes and masses may

have been to the dictates of the Bishop, few would argue that the Church

was not part of the fabric of French culture, in the old world or the new.4

With the formalization of the British Conquest in 1763 under the Treaty

of Paris, French Catholicism was allowed to persist “so far as the laws of

Great Britain permit,” which meant in practice that Catholicism survived

in what became known as the Province of Quebec and over time Catholic

leaders developed important links to the Protestant governors of the

colony, who, in the early period of the conquest, turned a blind eye to the

Church’s survival and expansion.5

The possibility of a Catholic presence in a Christian Canada was

given a greater degree of promise and permanence by the Quebec Act

(1774). Under the terms of the Act, Catholics were accorded religious

freedom in Quebec and rights and privileges to the liberal professions and

public office unknown to Catholics elsewhere in the Empire, where the

Penal Laws were still operative.6 Regarded by the neighbouring Anglo-

Protestant colonies as one of the “intolerable acts,” because it accorded

rights to “popery” in America and potentially blocked the expansion of the

tidewater colonies into the Mississippi valley, it was at best a unique
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experiment in toleration or perhaps, at worst, a crass attempt to keep

Quebec loyal in the face of a potential political disruption in other British

American colonies. Regardless of the British intent behind the legislation,

over time the Quebec Act became in reality a magna carta for all

Canadian Catholics. The rights accorded to Catholics in 1774 became the

basis upon which Catholic rights in the central and western colonies would

be grounded and made an ongoing friendly relationship necessary between

the Canadian state and the Catholic hierarchy. By 1791, Catholics were

able to vote in provincial elections, stand for election to the legislatures,

rise in the legal profession, sit on the bench, and aspire to political equality

with their non-Catholic neighbours. In Lower Canada (now Quebec) new

generations of Catholic liberal professionals and politicians arose, creating

for themselves a loud a powerful voice in provincial affairs. Such rights

and dignities were not secured for Catholics in the Maritime colonies until

Catholic Emancipation in 1829, and one year later in Newfoundland. In

the province of Upper Canada, carved out of the old Province of Quebec

in 1791, the Catholic minorities, both Francophone and Anglophone,

would also be able to avail themselves of the rights and privileges that

could be traced back to the Quebec Act.7

Circumstances both domestic and international transformed the

French Canadian Catholic Church and its view of Canada in the mid-

nineteenth century. First, the political and constitutional changes of the

creation of the United Province of Canada in 1840, which merged the

Upper and Lower provinces into one political entity, was perceived as a

threat to French and Catholic culture, which was relegated to minority

status in the new Union. With the weakening of the French liberal

professions and civil leaders as a result of the failed rebellions by the

patriotes in 1837-38, the Catholic clergy quickly filled the leadership

void.8 This new generation of churchmen was deeply influenced by the

growing Ultramontane Catholic revival in Europe, a movement brought

forcefully to Quebec in 1840-41 by the enthusiastic preaching of the exiled

Bishop of Nancy and Toul, Charles-August Forbin-Janson.9

Ultramontane Catholicism worked at several levels: it re-invigorated

the laity to embrace the Catholic devotional and sacramental life; it

prompted a greater clerical presence in political life, actively defending

Church teachings and positions against potentially harmful government

policies; it reawakened a strong sense of Catholic distinctiveness from the

world around; it re-established a rather firm hierarchy of authority which

enhanced clerical control of the Church from the desk of the bishop right
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down to the curé’s pulpit. The Church came to view itself as playing a

bigger role in the public square whether in its public pronouncements of

faith in architecture, processions, the public calendar, and the rhythms of

daily life, or by exerting its influence in the civil corridors of power.10 For

good or for ill, this brand of French Canadian Catholicism left its indelible

imprint of popular perceptions of the Catholic church in Canada, while

carving out a distinct place in the power structures of Quebec, which was

created as a province in the Dominion of Canada by the British North

America Act of 1867.

This revitalized French Canadian Catholicism was not exclusive to

Quebec. As Canada grew territorially and as new immigrants arrived,

many French Canadian Catholics became assertive of their religious and

linguistic rights in other parts of Canada. While Quebec might be regarded

by French Canadian Catholics as their homeland, it became clear that such

comfort could not be accorded to their compatriots elsewhere in the

country. In 1869-70, French Canadians and francophone Métis at Red

River took up arms against what they perceived as Canadian aggression,

from the “beachhead” of Anglophone and Protestant settlers who had

made their way to the Great Plains; similarly, in New Brunswick, the

Protestant-dominated provincial government summarily cut off funding to

French Canadian Catholic schools, principally on the grounds that the

government was not obliged “by law” to finance Acadian separate

schools.11 New French Canadian Catholic leaders, such as Bishop A.A.

Taché of St. Boniface, Manitoba, and, later, nationalist politician Henri

Bourassa, came to regard Canada as a country that ought to ensure equal

rights for Anglophones and Francophones, Catholics and Protestants, a

mare usque ad mare, in every part of Canada.12 Raymond Huel has argued

persuasively that French Canadian settlers from Quebec, and the bishops

and priests who led and served them, carried with them a gestae dei per

francos, a sense that as Francophone Catholics they were ordained to

spread “the things of God” to the rest of Canada by means of the French

language and culture. In one sense, the Quebec Church regarded itself as

the saving francophone remnant of the Faith, particularly after the French

Revolution had destroyed the Church and secularized mother France.13 By

1900, this vision of Canada appeared to be coming to fruition, the Quebec

Church was vibrant and confident,14 while francophone bishops and

clergy, both Canadian and French-born, many of whom belonged to the

religious order of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, dominated the territory

stretching from Lake Superior to Vancouver Island and as far north as the
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Arctic Ocean.15

The fact of the matter, however, was that while French-speaking

Catholics dominated the Canadian Church numerically, historically,

territorially, and in terms of power and influence, by 1900 they were not

alone. From colonial times there had been sizeable minorities of Scottish

Catholics in Cape Breton, eastern Nova Scotia, PEI, and eastern Upper

Canada, and Irish Catholic communities in Newfoundland, the Maritime

Colonies, parts of Lower Canada and in the town and rural areas of Upper

Canada.16 By the late nineteenth century, these Anglophone (and in some

cases Gaelic-speaking) communities had set down roots, produced new

Canadian-born generations, absorbed American Catholics who had

departed the Republic to the south, and constituted about one third of all

of British North America’s Catholics.17

It should be pointed out, however, that although numerically a

minority among Catholics in British North America when counted in

aggregate terms, these Anglophone Catholics were often the primary

Catholic group in provinces and colonies outside of Quebec, comprising

significant minorities of the total population in Newfoundland, PEI, Nova

Scotia, New Brunswick, and sections of Ontario. In his landmark essay

“The Problem of the Double Minority,”18 historian John S. Moir referred

to English-speaking Catholics as a double minority – a linguistic minority

in their own Church, and a religious minority among Canada’s largely

Protestant Anglophone population. Moir suggested that this “double

minority status” may have developed the specific religious and social

character of English-speaking Catholic communities, depending on the

intensity of their multiple minority status in a given region of Canada at

any given time. Surprisingly, few historians of Canadian Catholicism have

taken up Moir’s invitation to investigate the relevance of double minority

status for specific Anglophone groups, although his hypothesis may go a

long way in explaining why Catholics of Irish and Scottish descent broke

ranks with their Francophone co-religionists and Protestant rivals, siding

with one majority or the other on specific issues, so many times over the

course of modern Canadian history.

As Irish Catholics become the predominant group of non-Franco-

phones by the middle of the nineteenth century, it is not surprising that

their voice emerged strongly as a counterbalance to the French Canadian

ecclesiastical establishment, and the expression “les Irlandais” was often

accompanied by a colourful adjective to describe those Catholics who

provided stumbling blocks to French Canadian ambitions and vision of the
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Church in Canadian society.19 Although there have been no thorough

scholarly studies exploring the idea of Irish Catholic providentialism in

Canada, there are shards of evidence that suggest that part of the Irish self-

image in Canada was coloured by a greater sense of divine mission. In one

of his many St. Patrick’s Day addresses, clerico-nationalist Archbishop of

Toronto, John Joseph Lynch, referred to the contemporary mission of the

Irish Catholics to convert the world, just as St. Patrick had done centuries

before.20 Over thirty years later, the Catholic Church Extension Society,

the Canadian Church’s chief fundraising agency for home missionary

activity, referred to their mission as that of the conversion of Canada. Its

founders, Father Alfred E. Burke of Prince Edward Island, Sir Charles

Fitzpatrick, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Canada, entrepreneur

Eugene O’Keefe, professionals Michael Haney and Michael Davis stood

behind Archbishop Fergus Patrick McEvay of Toronto when he explained

to his French Canadian colleagues:

We have been striving to do our best in a most disinterested and what

appeared to be the most practical way. The foreign element, the main

object of our solicitude can in the opinion of some of us at least, be

reached only in one of two ways, either through the medium of men

who speak their own language, or through the offices of those who

speak the English language which is that of the majority of the West

and which is the language the foreigners must learn of necessity if

they are to procure a livelihood in the places in which they live . . .21

At that time, Bishop Michael Francis Fallon of London Ontario, the son

of Irish-Catholic immigrants, clearly identified the advantageous position

of Catholics who spoke English as being perhaps the most effective agents

of evangelization directed at the Protestant majority in Canada. Such views

were not lost on Rome’s representatives in Canada, who paid attention to

Anglophone Catholic claims, and often supported the causes of Scottish

or Irish Canadian candidates for Episcopal nominations, particularly in

Episcopal sees where there was a distinctive ethnic or linguistic mix.22 The

impression that Anglophone Catholics were gaining force within the

Church was confirmed by the successful domination by 1930 of the

western Canadian sees by Anglophones (most of whom were Ontarians or

Maritimers ) and even the acclaim given to the words of John Bourne,

Archbishop of Westminster, when he rather imprudently spoke at the

International Eucharistic Congress in Montreal in 1910: “it is plain that

English will be the language of the West as French is the language of the
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East; and it is hoped that the splendid example of those who did settle in

days gone by in Quebec . . . will be followed by a new English-speaking

race of settlers.”23

What emerged by the early twentieth century was an English-

speaking Catholic vision of Canada that could be characterized by the

following: a dedication to Canadian and British institutions and law; a

strong sense of loyalty, though not uncritical, to the Crown and the British

Empire; a communal drive to seek economic and political respectability,

head and shoulders with other Canadians; and, a strong identification with

Canada, its history, its landscape, and its potential.24 In some measure,

French Canadian Catholics might agree with many of these aspirations,

except for their co-religionists’ disposition to see the English-language as

the primary vehicle for Catholic success.

The collision of these differing visions of Canada can be made

clearly in three examples for the early twentieth century: the school

questions, the aforementioned challenges brought by immigration and the

settlement of the Canadian West, and engagement in Britain’s Imperial

wars. In Ontario and Quebec, and subsequently the Territories, Saskatche-

wan, Alberta and Newfoundland, publicly funded separate denominational

schools for Roman Catholics were protected by the Federal government

under section 93 of the British North America Act. At Confederation when

the newly created provinces assumed authority over education, and

religious minorities – Catholics in Ontario and Protestants in Quebec –

feared for their educational rights in the face of a potentially hostile

majority, it was deemed necessary to protect minority education rights as

they existed in law prior to federation.25 Over time, the gentleman’s

agreements, as opposed to enshrined legal rights, that allowed the

existence of separate Catholic schools in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia

proved to be dead letter. In 1890, Manitoba’s Protestant majority

eliminated Catholic schools with virtual impunity. 26

In Ontario, the case was less that of Catholic schools, but of

bilingual schools, most of which were French-language separate schools,

but had no constitutional guarantees to deliver the curriculum other than

in the English language. In 1910, the provincial government, under

Regulation 17, prohibited French language education after the second

grade; Regulation 18 mandated that any school board disobeying

Regulation 17 would cease to receive its educational grants from the

province. To their horror, French Catholics could not count on support

from their Anglophone co-religionists who supported the measure.
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English-speaking Catholics resented the fallout that resulted from the

French assertions and public agitation for extended language privileges;

Ontario’s Anglo-Celtic bishops blamed the controversy prompted by

ACFEO, the Franco-Ontarian Education Association, for the renewed

assault by many non-Catholics on the concept of separate schools

generally. For their part, Anglophone Catholic leaders left little negotiat-

ing room for their French coreligionists when they claimed that bilingual

schools were inefficient and were handicapping Francophone children

intellectually, thereby depriving them of the opportunity to succeed in

Ontario. In addition, there was also a sense among Anglophone Catholic

leaders that they must assert their own sovereignty and power over the

Church in Ontario. While the bitterness within the Catholic community

was palpable and lingered below the surface for generations, the educa-

tional crisis revealed clearly that the English-speaking Catholic vision for

a Christian Canada was at loggerheads with the views of Francophone

Catholics, some of whom were ardent French Canadian nationalists.27

As mentioned earlier, hundreds of thousands of immigrants poured

into Canada in the early twentieth century and after the Great War. Many

of these new Canadians were Catholics, who had arrived without priests,

without disposable incomes, but with expectations that, as in their former

homelands, the state would somehow accommodate their religious needs.

Implicit in these desires was the immigrant acknowledgment, that even if

Protestant outside of Quebec, and Catholic in patches, Canada was a

Christian country. For Francophone and Anglophone Catholics the new

arrivals necessitated new efforts to recruit clergy with linguistic gifts, build

or purchase houses of worship, negotiate cultural Catholicisms that were

described in some cases as exotic, given Canadian precedents, and create

canonical parishes that were national in focus and not “territorial.” Perhaps

the fragile entente already reached between the charter cultural groups in

the Canadian Church facilitated the easy conception and formation of

national parishes, without much of the rancour associated with similar

actions in the United States. On the Prairies, however, the situation

appeared more urgent as the region was more akin to mission territory in

which Methodists, Anglicans, Presbyterians, Catholics, and the Orthodox

were all competing for the souls of the newcomers. For Catholics the

question was twofold: keep the foreigners Catholic for the sake of a

Catholic Canada and, depending on the charter linguistic group, make

them cultural allies. The challenges posed by western immigration serious

strained the already complicated relations between Anglophone and
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Francophone Catholics. From 1890 to 1915, the Canadian-born Arch-

bishop Adélard Langevin of St. Boniface insisted that new Canadian

Catholics fall under his watchful eye, while the Catholic Church Extension

Society, which was headquartered in Toronto, became an exponent for

evangelization either in the language of the immigrant, or by Anglo-Celtic

priests who had the requisite language skills. Langevin and his successor,

Arthur Beliveau, had little time for these Irlandaises who threatened the

gestae dei per francos west of the Great Lakes.28

The immigrants themselves, however, were content to be agents of

their own destiny. Ukrainian Catholics of the Byzantine-Greek Rite

insisted on their own priests, their distinctive churches and liturgies, and

their own Eparchy. They feared the Latinization and, in some cases, the

Francisation that they suspected of their Canadian Catholic hosts.29

Similarly, other new Canadian Catholics – Poles, Italians, Slovaks,

Czechs, Portuguese, Hungarians, Slovenes, Maltese, Lebanese Maronites,

Syrian Melkytes, Iraqi Chaldaens, Germans, and Chinese – all insisted on

preserving their distinctive languages, group identities, and popular

religious cultures over the course of the twentieth century. In this way, the

Catholic Church in Canada came to accept diversity as a way of life,

making perhaps the emergence of official multiculturalism in the 1960s

not too surprising for many Catholic Canadians.30

Disagreements between the charter partner groups in the Catholic

Church in Canada over issues such as education and immigration were

exacerbated by how English-speaking Catholics in many regions of the

country came to understand themselves as active members of the British

Empire. The participation of Irish Catholics, in particular in the South

African War, 1899-1902 and the Great War, 1914-1918, widened an

already large gulf between French and English speakers in the Church.

Like many of their relatives in Ireland, Canada’s Irish Catholics did not

hesitate in their support of Britain’s campaign against the Dutch Calvinist

Boer minority in Orange Free State and Transvaal. Although at times

critical of British unilateral decision making, warmongering and jingoistic

politicians, and a grudging respect for the plucky resistance of the Boers,

the Catholic press was generally supportive of the war effort as were such

leading politicians as Charles Fitzpatrick, Federal Minister of Justice, and

prelates like Archbishop Cornelius O’Brien of Halifax, who was a proud

member of the Imperial Federation League. Father Peter O’Leary from

Quebec City became the first Roman Catholic chaplain to serve with

Canada’s overseas contingent. Rank and file Irish and Scottish Catholics,



Mark G. McGowan 75

particularly in Ontario and Nova Scotia, joined with Canadians from all

Protestant denominations in fighting in South Africa. Irish Catholic

participation was not a case of shovelling out the unemployed and paupers,

since only forty percent were blue collar workers, and few left cities and

towns where the economy was not robust. Moreover, of those Irish

Catholics serving in the Canadian contingent, over seventy-five percent

were Canadian born, compared to sixty-three percent of the contingent

overall.31 Although some French Canadian Catholics served in South

Africa, most took the lead of nationalist and ardent Catholic politician

Henri Bourassa who broke with Sir Wilfrid Laurier’s government and

condemned the war as merely an imperialist venture and none of Canada’s

business. His position was gainsaid by Fitzpatrick, Laurier’s Minister of

Justice who asserted:

I say that the time had come . . . when it was necessary for the whelps

of the lion to rally to the defence of the old land. The time had come

when every man must be made to understand whether on the

European continent or in South Africa, that blow for blow, whenso-

ever the blow might come, must be struck back by the British, and

would be struck as freely from Australia and Canada as from the heart

of the Empire itself.32

South Africa merely set the stage for further controversy between

French and English Catholics when Britain declared war on Germany and

the Central powers in 1914, placing Canada automatically at war.

Canada’s Anglophone Catholics and many Francophone bishops were

very supportive of Britain’s war effort. English-speaking politicians, lay

leaders, fraternal associations, religious orders, clergy, and bishops openly

support the war effort and facilitated recruitment of men.33 Non-franco-

phone Catholics enlisted commensurate to their numbers in the early

stages of the war. While some could be found in the Canadian Expedition-

ary Force because of weak economy in 1914, others were enraged by

alleged German atrocities, the capture of Catholic Belgium and the looting

of its churches and Louvain University, and the prospect of the Empire

being shattered. Some regarded recruitment as a sign of the firmness of

Catholic resolve as loyal Canadians and Imperial citizens. On the other

hand, French Canadian Catholics were subject to an anglicized military

structure, poor recruitment techniques, and compelling rhetoric from

Bourassa and others that the best defence of Canada was at home in

Canada.34 Fellow politician Olivier Asselin claimed that in the context of
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Regulation 17, why should French Canadians fight in Europe for the self-

determination of peoples, when one knows that the “Prussians” are next

door in Ontario.35 When the federal government mandated national

registration of men and resources in 1916 and later legislated conscription

in 1917, French Canadians resisted, and although they had some support

from a few English-speaking Catholics, the weight of the non-Franco-

phone Church was squarely in the Imperial camp. For many French

Canadians, les Irlandaises had been transformed into les orangistes. 

The Great War and, in the minds of many English Canadians of

many religious stripes, the Christian values for which it was fought,

demonstrated clearly how the charter groups in the Catholic Church had

drifted from each other on issues of national vision. It clearly brought to

the fore how the vision of Anglophone Catholic Canadians had taken

shape. Anglophone Catholics had found common cause with Protestant

Canadians on issues of Canada’s role in the world, the potential of Canada

economically and politically within the Empire and the necessity to make

better lives for themselves through their economic, political and social

integration into the fabric of Canadian life. They would share strong

religious bonds with their French-Canadian co-religionists and would

defend Catholic rights to the bitter end, regardless of language or ethnicity,

but they would also underscore, throughout, that the future of the faith

outside of Quebec rested in the leadership exercised by the Anglophone

Catholic bishops. Their Canada, outside of fortress Quebec, would be a

Christian Canada, but one in which the Catholic Church would prevail

under the agency of the English language.

By mid-century there appeared to be a more formal entente between

the two charter members of the Catholic Church in Canada. While the

scholarship on the period still requires much development, there are a

number of events that suggest how this rapprochement took shape in the

1930s through the 1950s. First, immediately after the Great War,

Archbishop Neil McNeil of Toronto took an active leadership role in the

Bonne Entente movement, which was an attempt by Anglophone and

Francophone elites to mend fences through a series of conferences and

private meetings. Secondly, the Ontario Government, in response to some

positive recommendations and bilingual school reforms prompted by

Senator Napoleon Belcourt, relaxed the notorious Regulation 17 and it was

finally removed from the books in 1947, thereby dissipating the “open

sore” which had been Catholic educational politics in Ontario.36 This

previously explosive situation was perhaps further ameliorated by the
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deaths of so many of the protagonists on both sides of the question.

Thirdly, in the 1920s and 1930s, an assault on Catholic educational rights

in Saskatchewan during the administration of Premier James Thomas

Anderson and at the grass roots level by the Ku Klux Klan, prompted a

greater degree of Catholic unity, regardless of language.37 Fourthly, the

Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, in 1917, the subsequent Red Scare

throughout North America in the 1920s, and the advance of Communist

internationally in the 1930s, drew Catholics together against the threat of

a potentially devastating common enemy. Led by the uncompromising

denunciations of Communism by Pius XI and Pius XII, Catholics in

Canada firmly positioned themselves as defenders of a Christian culture

and its values as the bedrock of Canadian society.38 Fifthly, although

World War II brought yet another conscription crisis, the period 1939-

1945, did not witness the bitter division evident in the first global war, a

generation previous, but witnessed heightened Catholic involvement,

French and non-French in the war effort, both in the corridors of power

and on the ground. 

In fact, with the war’s end and the soon to follow declaration of the

Cold War between the West and the forces of Communism, Catholics

appeared united not only as a Church but also with non-Catholic Canadi-

ans. The most visible sign that Catholics were squarely aligned with

Western political values and social aspirations came in 1947 at the Marian

Congress in Ottawa. Organized by Archbishop Alexandre Vachon of

Ottawa to commemorate the centennial of his Diocese and honour his

personal devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Congress was a

gathering of 200,000 Catholics from Canada and abroad, and all celebra-

tions were carried out in both official languages. Pope Pius XII designated

the freshly minted Cardinal, James C. McGuigan of Toronto, as his official

legate. Politicians of all religious stripes, including Prime Minister

Mackenzie King, were notable by their official presence at the Congress.

Noteworthy, however, was the theme of the Congress and the undercurrent

of the new cold war tensions between the West and the rising communist

bloc. Dedicated to “Our Lady Queen of Peace,” and echoing the messages

of the apparition of Mary at Fatima, bishops and cardinals spoke about the

“false liberty,” errors, and threats to Christianity in the post-war period,

and that only the “conversion” of Russia would usher in “an era of peace

in the world.”39 The leaders of Canada’s Catholics, English and French,

had now publicly aligned themselves as Cold Warriors to push back the

forces of “atheistic, militant, and materialistic” Communists. According
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to Cardinal McGuigan:

If the world turns away from Christ it turns away from truth and it

delivers itself into bondage. We have seen this in great countries in

our own day. If liberty is one of our traditions as Canadians, if British

institutions to which we belong and from which we inherited our civic

traditions are contrived to safeguard liberty and the sacredness of the

human person, if we have been taught by our fathers to abhor political

systems which treat the individual merely as a creature and instrument

of the State, it is because we belong to a family of nations nourished

in infancy on the milk of Christian truth and trained to maturity on the

practice of Gospel precepts.40

Evidently, Protestant Canadians approved. The lone dissenting voice, at

least in public, was that of T.T. Shields and his Canadian Protestant

League, who formally objected to the presence of a Papal Army on

Canadian soil. A detachment of papal zouaves had formed an honour

guard as the statue of Notre Dame du Cap (from Trois Rivieres) had been

processed across the bridge from Hull, Quebec, down the Rideau Canal to

Lansdowne Park, the site of the Congress.41

By the 1950s, Catholics of all languages could be described as

churchgoing citizens who could be found in nearly every corner of Canada

and in every socio-occupational category. The new media, radio and

television, had their fair share of Catholic radio priests, elucidating matters

of faith, lecturing on academic subjects, and reporting on world affairs. In

the mid-1950s, American media dynamo and vociferous anti-communist,

Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, was as popular with French Canadian television

viewers in Montreal and Quebec City as he was with Catholics elsewhere

in Canada.42 Catholics, both French and English-speaking could be found

in the corridors of power provincially and federally, in all political parties.

With the departure of Mackenzie King in 1948, the new Canadian Prime

Minister was Louis Stephen St. Laurent, a Quebec lawyer who had both

French Canadian and Irish ancestry. By 1961, Quebec was clearly only

one home to Canada’s Catholics. Catholics were in excess of 45 percent

of the persons living in PEI and New Brunswick, and they were over 30

percent of the population in Ontario, Newfoundland and Labrador, and

Nova Scotia. One in every four persons in Manitoba and Saskatchewan

was Catholic.43 While not always appreciated or warmly welcomed by

non-Catholics in some Canadian regions, their churches, schools,

convents, hospitals, social services, and charitable networks were visible
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in nearly every major centre of population in the country.

The calling of the Second Vatican Council in 1958, and its

subsequent convocation from 1962 to 1965 marked a significant modern

watershed in the Church’s encounter with the secular world and the

Council’s impact was felt almost immediately in Canada. The sixteen

constitutions, declarations and decrees from the Council changed the face

and practice of Catholicism across the planet in the decades following their

promulgation. The Church in Canada changed as well as the liturgies in

the Roman Rite promoted vernacular languages, not Latin, and as worship

moved from the Tridentine Mass, to a new Rite that gathered the priest and

people around the table of the Lord. The former emphasis on clericalism

and the hierarchical pyramid of power and control, from the episcopacy at

its apex to the laity at is based was turned upside down. Beginning from

the new Dogmatic Constitution of the Church, the Church was defined in

less institutional terms as “the people of God” and each member – clerical,

religious, or lay – was regarded as “co-responsible” for the Church by

merit of their common baptism. Lay persons were called to be active as

witnesses of the Gospel in the world, and new voices were heard in

Catholicism for ecumenical and interfaith dialogue. Clearly the Council

had changed the course and disposition of the Church with regard to the

world, while retaining its continuity with the sacred teachings it had

nurtured for close to two millennia.

The discussion of secularization in Canada has been a subject that

has preoccupied church historians in Canada for a generation. While not

featured prominently, or sometimes even tangentially in the historiographi-

cal discussion, Catholics in the 1960s were implementing the seismic

changes of Vatican II, while Canadian society itself was grappling with the

civil, ecumenical, social, and moral transformation afoot in the Western

world. In the 1950s, Catholics across the country had little inkling of the

changes that were to come although, as has been argued recently by

Michael Gauvreau in the context of Quebec, some Catholics may have

already been agents of or at least antecedents of the changes at the

grassroots level that were taking place within the flurry of the Quiet

Revolution.44 Over the next two decades, Church attendance everywhere

in Canada dropped significantly and numbers of Canadians proclaiming

that they had “no religion” rose dramatically. Catholics were not exempt

from this, and by the 1980s Catholic attendance at regular weekly Mass

and participation in Church life plummeted especially in Quebec. By 1998,

Quebec had willing surrendered its denominational schools and replaced
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them with a preferred system based on language. The Quebec state had

taken control of education, health care and social services, and by the

twenty-first century was even attempting to mandate its own generic

course in morals and values in all publicly funded schools. In Ontario,

Alberta, Saskatchewan, and the Territories, publicly funded Catholic

schools continue to exist and, by some definitions flourish, but the reality

is that these schools often provide the only “face” of the Church that its

pupils will ever see.

In the public square, Catholics became deeply divided over a variety

of moral questions that were brought to the fore by new legislation, human

rights challenges, and decisions of the Canadian judicial system. Abortion,

euthanasia, and equity and diversity issues seriously divided the Church

in both French and English Canada. Catholics with a passion for social

justice issues in Canada, have a long tradition and pedigree in Canada,

with roots in the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation, Antigonish

Movement, the Jeunesse movements, and Catholic Action, but they have

lost much of their steam in the face of ecclesiastical retrenchment, renewed

clericalism, and new interpretations of the Council which emphasise

continuity over change. 

On the other hand, Catholics who have retained more traditional or

socially conservative positions on end-of-life life issues, abortion, genetic

experimentation, family planning, and same sex marriage, have found they

have much more in common with evangelical Protestant Christians than

with many members of their own Church and, in particular, Catholic

politicians who carefully separated their public positions from their private

religious beliefs. It could be argued that it is this traditional group of

Catholics, perhaps the mainstream today, who bear closest resemblance to

their co-religionists prior to the 1960s. In the years following the Council

there is little evidence to suggest that these practicing Catholics have

ceased to believe that Canada was Christian at its heart, and that this

relationship with the state has not been altered by the emergent religious

pluralism in the Church, brought by immigrants of non-European origins,

but perhaps strengthened by it. Catholics in Quebec, of course, have long

departed the institution, save for moments best described now as rites of

passage – catching, hatching and dispatching. When viewed over the long

term, however, the notion that loyalty to the state, rendering unto Caesar,

has been compatible, perhaps integral to being a good Catholic Christian,

particularly to those Catholics living in English Canada. In this broad

historical context, contemporary notions of strong Catholic citizenship in
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“Disjoined Women”: United Church Deaconesses

Affected by a Marriage Bar1

CARYN DOUGLAS

McGeachy Senior Scholar, United Church of Canada, Winnipeg

The United Church of Canada’s Deaconess Order came into being in 1926,

the year after the United Church was formed.2 Originating in the 1890s, in

the Methodist and Presbyterian churches, the Deaconess Order provided

a venue for women to get a theological education enabling them to carry

out a variety of social and educational ministries: in congregations, with

a focus on education and church expansion; in domestic or foreign

missions, as teachers or nurses; and, in programming with youth and

children. Deaconesses pioneered women in public ministerial leadership.

They performed amazing and important work that helped to shape

Canada’s commitment to provide universal social support and education.

Their contribution wove a richness into the fabric of the United Church. 

But the Deaconess Order was open only to single women. Members

of the Order who married were “disjoined” from it and thereby forced to

resign from employment and membership. Marriage bars in professions

dominated by middle class women were common in the first half of the

twentieth century.3 These bars prohibited women from entering training or

a profession if married and from continuing in the job after marriage.

Margaret Wonfor, one of the disjoined deaconesses observed, “So many

[church] people, when they hear what the church did to me, they try to

excuse it by saying, ‘Oh, that happened to teachers too’ as if that makes it

okay. I think they are saying ‘we don’t need to be accountable.’”4

Margaret continues, “But the United Church policy of disjoining was

different, I don’t know if people can understand that, we lost our status too

Historical Papers 2011: Canadian Society of Church History
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and that was the part that really stung.”5 Deaconesses were removed from

the profession. The indignity was symbolized by the passing back of the

deaconess pin that had been presented at the time of designation.

Disjoining, a violent word, conveys the severity of the rupture for

women who experienced it. Hundreds of women were affected by this

rule, not only those who were removed from ministry, but also those who

chose marriage instead of ministry.6 The practice of disjoining was

continued by the United Church well into the 1950s when it began to be

overturned, but only for some. In 1960 the practice was officially

discontinued, yet as late as 1968 disjoining occurred. Yet, even after the

last woman was disjoined, the effects lingered. The attitudes and beliefs

supported by disjoining proved difficult to shed and were actualized

directly for another twenty years, most notably when women sought to

regain their ministry status as that became possible.

In 2006 The United Church of Canada officially apologized to the

women affected by disjoining in response to a petition motivated by the

story of a disjoined woman, Joan (Peck) McDonald. The petition called on

the church to apologize to the women for the cost to their lives from the

evil of sexism.7 Elizabeth Eberhart Moffat, an initiator of the proposal

explained, “I thought an apology might empower the women who are still

alive . . . with new life and validate them, it is horrible when things are

forgotten and buried.”8 However, the stories of the women remain hidden

and the lessons that could be learned, from the disjoinings and from the

apology, remain largely undiscovered.

The vast majority of people in the United Church will not have ever

heard of the disjoining rule. Even fewer will know of the apology. Four

disjoined women, Wilma (Unwin) Cade, Marion (Woods) Kirkwood, Ruth

(Sandilands) Scott and Joan (Cheesman) Willis represented their sisters at

the apology given by the General Council Executive in 2006.9 The women

were appreciative of the effort of the church to confess and apologize, but

they were also critical. Marion Kirkwood expressed the common feeling

of the women: “Many parts of the service were affirming of my story, but,

what I really wanted to say [was] . . . ‘we want to see some action now’ .

. . Before we really accept this apology let’s see some ways of moving [the

church] ahead.”10

The apology was enacted to fulfill the obligation the church made

when accepting the petition, but it largely lacked commitment and was

devoid of passion. It was decided with virtually no consultation with those

who were most directly wronged by the practice and offered with little
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preparation among the church membership or even with those participating

in the speaking of its words. Couched almost entirely in the past, delivered

with no deliberation regarding restitution or reconciliation and enacted

with no plan for any contemporary repentance for ongoing discrimination,

the apology, perpetuates the poor treatment that the women received in the

first place. 

Margaret (Brown) Wonfor was disjoined in 1957. Her story

illustrates the many effects of the disjoining.11 Margaret came from a farm

in southwestern Ontario. She and the United Church were born in the same

year, 1925. From a family proud of a missionary aunt, also named

Margaret, who served in China for forty-three years, Margaret long held

a dream of being a missionary too. Insufficient money for both her and her

brother to go to university meant she went to teacher’s college. After eight

years teaching in Toronto, Margaret decided to pursue her lingering dream

and she went to the United Church Training School. As graduation

approached she decided she would respond to a need for a Woman’s

Missionary Society worker in Alberta. She was designated a deaconess

and commissioned a missionary in 1954. After a short period of service in

Lethbridge, Alberta she headed to Pincher Creek where she rode the

circuit of small isolated congregations, establishing a new larger parish.

Then she met Herb, an ordained minister, serving just about as far north

in Alberta as she was south. Their long distance relationship began. When

Margaret was asked to consider a Christian Education position in Calgary

she told the congregation, “There may be a complicating factor!” She

knew she had to decide: marriage or ministry? She and Herb met in

Winnipeg at Christmas and she returned with an engagement ring. In

recalling those weeks of discernment, Margaret describes a tough decision,

and while happy with becoming a wife, she felt a true loss. The head of the

Deaconess Order wrote promptly upon hearing the news of her engage-

ment, “we will be expecting your resignation.” Margaret became another

woman disjoined from ministry, simply because she decided to marry.

But disjoining was not the end of Margaret’s ministry. Five children

in six years kept her focused on the home front but in recounting her life

she talks about the congregations and communities “we” served. “I worked

all the time, just not for money,” she explains, “but not teaming with my

husband, no, I made my own contribution.” She established an outreach

ministry and held many key leadership roles in the broader church. In her

words both she and Herb “retired” in 1990, but continue to provide warm

pastoral care and volunteer service to their church.
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Margaret conveys a sense of satisfaction with her life. She made up

for the lost opportunities of diaconal ministry12 through a fulfilling lay

ministry. But she feels that the disjoining was unfair, not just for the loss

of immediate employment, but most pointedly because she lost her status

as a deaconess. In the 1980s, Margaret’s husband experienced some

serious health problems, and they were unsure if he would be able to

resume work. She approached the Toronto Conference staff to see what

would be required for her to be readmitted to the diaconal order. “Oh,

you’re one of those women we don’t know what to do with” was the

response she received. She was then told that she would have to begin all

over again, become a candidate and take the diaconal ministry education

program. Margaret explained: 

There was no thought that anything I had done in the past would be

taken into consideration. I’m sure they wouldn’t have treated an

ordained [man] the same way. [He wouldn’t have lost his status]. It

was continued discrimination; if they hadn’t taken away my status in

1957 I would still have been a diaconal minister. Imagine, becoming

a candidate all over again!

Herb’s health was restored and he was able to return to paid ministry.

Margaret abandoned her quest for recognition in the face of what she

experienced. 

The 1926 Deaconess Constitution makes the rule explicit: “On

marrying a deaconess ceases to be a member of the Order.”13 The same

Constitution also assured women that anyone who withdrew and later

wanted to be readmitted would, “receive the status that was hers at the

time of withdrawal.” While the number of women who sought reinstate-

ment in the 1970s and 80s was small, for the majority it did not happen.

Disjoining was supported by a common theological view that a

woman’s primary vocation was that of wife and mother, and, to round out

the trinity, church volunteer. But at the same time, the church needed the

professional labour of women, so it also proclaimed a theology that

supported a public vocation for women. In an attempt to fulfill its com-

peting interests the church then established systems that allowed, but

limited, women’s public vocations, while protecting the view of marriage

as a vocation. Supporting and mirroring the social and economic controls

of the secular world the church was effectively able to control this aspect

of women’s lives. 

It is not hard to find stories which demonstrate how disjoining
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opportunistically served the needs of the church, which was willing to

abandon rigidly held positions to suit its own needs, and treating women

as disposable. The story of Gwen (Davis) McMurtry is an astounding

example. She was the only woman disjoined twice. 

Gwen was one of three sisters who graduated from the United

Church Training School and became deaconesses.14 All three of them were

disjoined. Gwen was designated a deaconess in May 1944. Although

engaged to Doug McMurtry at the time, no objection was raised by the

Committee on Deaconess Work, even though she was upfront that she

would be marrying.15 This was not unusual; the whole system was

predicated on deaconess work being temporary. Gwen went to serve the

congregation at Lethbridge, Alberta. When Doug got word that he was

going to be sent overseas he and Gwen got married in December 1944.

She resigned from her position and passed back her pin, but in January,

1945, the Committee discussed the case and decided that: since Mrs.

McMurtry’s husband would be serving in China with “The Friends

Ambulance Unit” and considering the fine work she has been doing in

Lethbridge that she be continued as a member of the Deaconess Order.16

Gwen agreed to this offer and was deployed again as a working deaconess.

When the Committee became aware of Doug’s return to Canada in 1947

they then “agreed that Mrs. McMurtry be appraised of the ruling as found

in the Constitution and that she be now disjoined from the Order.”17Doug

McMurtry did not recall his wife being angry at having to relinquish her

status again. As he remembers, there was no real debate in her mind

because “the option of work and vocation for women was just not

possible.” But the church had the power to make it possible arbitrarily! 

Gwen McMurtry’s story is unique; there is no evidence of other

exemptions to the disjoining rule during the war period when the shortage

of ministry personnel was so acute. She was the first, and only, married

deaconess in the United Church until 1956. There is no indication why this

aberration to the rules occurred because disjoining seems to have never

been officially discussed. 

In 1928, the minutes of the Committee on Employed Women

Workers in the Church, grant three soon-to-be-married deaconesses an

“honourable discharge.”18 The minutes also note, “Another problem is

presented in the fact that the average term of service given by women is

a short one and that new recruits must constantly be found.”19 However,

there is no record of whether this minute of concern was informed by a

discussion of their practice of “honourable discharge” for married women.
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The record is silent. In fact, no recorded discussion of the practice of the

marriage bar appears in any extant minutes from the adjudicatory

structure, the deaconess and women workers associations or the training

school. Only in the 1950s, just prior to its repeal does it appear as an item

for debate. Until the 1950s the church, like the women affected by the rule,

just seemed to accept as a given that deaconesses must be single.

During the post war period, in most professions, marriage bars were

officially removed. The churches were one of the last holdouts. Roles for

women in the church were being scrutinized worldwide in the 1950s. Yet

even the United Church, which was a strong advocate for opening doors

for women in social and economic policy, did not readily turn its gaze on

its own practices as an employer. Official church documents of the period

reveal the ambiguity in the church’s position. As early as 1951 the

Committee on the Deaconess Order and Women Workers20 without any

prior  reference in the minutes, expressed the intention to remove the rule,

and voted to recommend that the General Council do so.21 But opposition

from within the Committee structure was voiced, affecting its implementa-

tion and in 1952 the decision was reversed. There is plenty of evidence

that the church’s view on vocation and marriage is what historian Mary

Kinnear calls, “fossilized assumptions about women that date back to a

pre-industrial economy.”22 

It was at this time that that Ruth Sandilands (Lang) became a

deaconess (1951) and undertook ministry as a Christian Education

Director in a busy suburban church.23 In 1949, while studying at the

United Church Training School, she had felt the rule was unfair. When

asked by Jean Hutchinson, one of the staff members, if she was prepared

to forego marriage for service she instantly said, “Yes.” But after a week

of reflection she sought out her teacher to declare that she was not going

to be put in the position of deciding. “I told her I would fight it.” As Ruth

remembered the conversation, Jean neither encouraged nor discouraged

her thinking. “[The staff] were conflicted, we knew that they didn’t like

the rule, but they upheld the Church and its authority, things were different

then for women. I guess I was a rabble rouser, and Mrs. Hutch[inson]

knew it!” 

In 1952, after the decision to rescind the rule was reversed, Harriet

Christie, the Dean of the United Church Training School, wrote to the

Committee:

I do not see why marriage, per se, disqualifies a woman from
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membership in the Deaconess Order. If membership in the Order

results from the call of God to serve Him, I do not see why marriage

invalidates that call . . . Marriage in itself does not necessarily alter

either the nature or the quality of the work, for many married women

in all vocations continue to work after marriage. I can think of no

vocation where marriage automatically removes status, and I do not

see why it should in this case . . . It seems to me that this clause in the

[Deaconess Order] Constitution contributes to the attitude that

women’s place is in the home, that women may be classified together

rather than individual persons considered for her own merits.24

 

Ruth recalled sharing news of her engagement with Harriet Christie at an

alumni gathering in 1952. Harriet spoke to her about the possible changes

coming, but only in a quiet, private conversation. 

Earlier the next year Ruth asked the Deaconess Committee for an

exemption to the marriage bar.25 She planned to be married in the spring

and the congregation she was serving, at her request, had agreed to keep

her employed for two years beyond her marriage. The Committee granted

the two-year exemption for “as long as she continues to perform duties of

a deaconess.” However, Ruth didn’t get married in 1953, but waited until

1955, when her employment with Grace United Church in Brampton,

Ontario ended and she was disjoined. Ruth explained:

I don’t know why I gave up my idea [of an exemption], Wib [my

husband] was ordained, we moved, we were going to have a family,

it was the 1950s, it was so different . . . Still it seemed unfair, we were

just dumped, I had more experience than Wib. Oh well, we just went

on doing the work.

When Ruth was asked for her pin back at the meeting of the Deaconess

Association in 1955, she said with great passion, “You can’t have mine!”

Later in 1953, the Committee again decided to support the removal

of the rule, but they did not take the revised Constitution to the General

Council for adoption, and consequently, disjoining remained officially in

place for seven more years.26 

Dorothy Naylor, a United Church Training School student in 1957

remembers that the disjoining was like the elephant in the room.

“Everyone talked about it, but, we never talked about it.”27 Dorothy tells

a story about the first year students arriving to dinner, each wearing a

sparkling ring from Woolworth’s on her left hand. The principal congratu-
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lated each one on her engagement. Dorothy explains:

[It] was kind of a joke . . . [yet] we thought that whenever one of the

students was going to be married, that would be considered by the

staff as a really bad thing . . . We never heard a staff person [say]

‘Now we want to discourage you from being married because the

church needs you,’ but in our minds, the staff – the mothers – would

not want [us to get married].28

The church did need the service of these trained women. In this

period the demand for deaconesses was unprecedented. In one month

alone the Committee had received “23 urgent requests from congrega-

tions”29 for trained women workers. In the years between 1956 and 1960

the Committee reported the marriages and disjoining of twenty deacon-

esses and that four students from the United Church Training School were

to be married instead of becoming deaconesses.  The Committee did grant

five limited exemptions,30 yet, Tena Campion, the Order’s Executive

Secretary, did not share the information about the possibility of applying

for an exemption, nor report any of the discussion and decision making

underway in the Committee and General Council structures in her bi-

annual letters to the Order nor at the annual meeting of women workers.

Even students at the United Church Training School, whose Principal was

on the Deaconess Committee, were not aware of the exemptions. Mae

(Walker) Gracey, who left the Training School before graduation to get

married explains, “I don’t recall any information suggesting the rule would

change . . . we were young, we didn’t ask questions, we were kept in the

dark.”31

It is, at the very least, ironic that Tena Campion, the Order’s

Executive Secretary, was herself married. Married women were working

in the church all the time that disjoining for marriage had been practiced,

including working in positions that could be recognized as deaconess

work, as this story illustrates. Mrs. Pearl (Spencer) Budge, a 1926 graduate

of the Methodist school and a deaconess until she was married and

disjoined in1931, wrote to the Committee in 1961, requesting reinstate-

ment to the Order as she began a new appointment in Christian Education

at Bathurst Street United Church in Toronto. The minutes outline that Mrs.

Budge served as a married “trained woman worker” from 1944 to 1959 in

a variety of church positions.32 The Committee approved her application

and granted her reinstatement. 

Employing non-statused married women, who had even less
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protection against exploitation than deaconesses, who had at least the

provisions of the Deaconess Constitution, was another plank in the

church’s strategy to meet its own personnel needs without compromising

views of women’s proper role. This plank continued to be used after the

marriage bar disappeared in 1960, as women continued to be disjoined

when they stopped working.

In the 1959 letter acknowledging deaconess Dorothy Naylor’s

appointment to Glad Tidings Mission in Saint John, New Brunswick, the

minister associated with the Mission wrote to her, “As a matter of interest,

I may say that according to present plans, Joyce [the deaconess you are

replacing] has her wedding scheduled for July third or fourth. I hope yours

won’t come too soon, nor yet be delayed too long!”33 Women were left

trying to navigate a way through the mixed messages that the church sent,

that women would commit to lifelong service and that they would be

temporary workers in preparation for their real vocation as wife and

mother. 

In December 1960, Dorothy announced her engagement. She wrote

to the Board of Home Missions staff, “I can imagine that by now the

Board must consider Glad Tidings a dangerous place to send single

women workers!”34 Dorothy continued to serve the Mission as a deaconess

for a year after marriage and then left the employ of the church as she and

her ordained husband moved for his graduate education to the United

States. She recalls, “I always said that being married was not the issue in

my case - it was about not working.”35 When she left the Mission, her

status as a deaconess was revoked.

The end of the marriage bar for deaconesses happened in a pivotal

period in women’s ministries in the United Church. In a complete overhaul

that included ending the Woman’s Missionary Society, The Committee on

Deaconesses and Women Workers was dissolved in 1962 and the

Deaconess Order was concluded as deaconesses became ex officio

members of Presbytery. In 1964 the courts of the church assumed full

responsibility for “the receiving, supervising, designating and settlement

of women candidates for work in the Church.”36 During this period of

confusion many questions about how, and by whom, deaconesses would

be regulated arose and individuals and small groups of inexperienced and

often ill-informed people had a lot of power to enact the rules as they

understood them. The decisions made had life changing impacts on the

women affected and they were not even consulted in the process.

The expectation that deaconesses should be single was well



122 United Church Deaconesses

entrenched. Awareness of the change in the rule was limited within the

church structure. It was limited even among deaconesses, curtailing their

educational and advocacy role within the courts. Ordained ministers were

accustomed to setting the working conditions for the deaconesses that they

hired and supervised. With nearly one hundred presbyteries and no

national body to provide education or advocacy, deaconesses were in a

vulnerable position.

Wilma (Unwin) Cade was disjoined in 1964. Upon graduation from

the United Church Training School in 1960, she was designated a

deaconess, and took up her first placement in Ontario where she met Peter,

whom she married three years later. Wilma remembers, “[the ordained

minister in the congregation where I worked] explained to me that the

church really didn’t think that women should carry on after they were

married. I did carry on for a year, at least he said that was alright, so I did

carry on for a year.”37At the end of the year, the minister informed Wilma

her time was up. She lost her job and her status. Fifteen years later Wilma

was again treated unjustly as she sought to regain her status. As a trained

lay worker, Wilma had become a Director of Christian Education. When

the congregation experienced financial difficulties she was let go. As she

recalls, “it was explained to me that if I had been a deaconess they would

not have been able to so summarily get rid of me.” She returned to

volunteer work and to gain more security, and to enhance her chances of

getting a position, Wilma decided to seek reinstatement to the Deaconess

Order. She applied to Toronto Conference, but as Wilma explained:

. . . they were very formal about it and said they didn’t reinstate

people unless they had a salary, a position in the church, so doing all

this work for free didn’t qualify, so . . . while I had time to jump

through the hoops . . . the church wouldn’t have me because I wasn’t

being paid.38

The last woman, I believe, to be officially disjoined by the United Church

because she married was Joan (Davies) Sandy. She was disjoined in 1968.

Joan graduated from the United Church Training School in 1961 and was

designated a deaconess and appointed by the Woman’s Missionary Society

(WMS) to serve as a missionary on a pastoral charge in northern Saskatch-

ewan. When the WMS was integrated into the official structures of the

United Church in 1962, Joan was transferred to the Board of Home

Missions. During a furlough leave in 1967 she met with the staff from the

Board and innocently mentioned she was to be married in the coming
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summer. Returning home she found a letter informing her that since her

appointment had been made under the WMS their rules governed her

employment, and, since the WMS did not employ married women, upon

her marriage, she would be required to leave the position she had filled for

seven years. Further, she was obligated to pass back her pin and was

resigned from the Deaconess Order. This latter action was justified by the

same explanation as her firing, even though the WMS never administered

the rules of the Order; they were distinctly separate entities. Joan was

never certain who made the decision to fire and disjoin her, but it seemed

to her that it was the decision of perhaps just one person. She recalled that

she was angry at the time, but she was about to marry a farmer and was

hoping to have a family and dedicate herself to parenting, so she accepted

the decision. In the 1980s she applied and regained her status as a

Diaconal Minister.39

It is difficult to document the end of the practice of disjoining

because the situation for deaconesses was unclear for decades. Between

the 1960s and the 1980s rules were applied with considerable variance.

Clarity is only reached in the 1980s, when diaconal ministry is recognized

as a stream of ordered ministry. It becomes a lifelong vocation regardless

of marital or employment status.

Disjoining excluded women from a community, from the “family.”

The rupture from community was painful for many of the women, both

those who were disjoined and those who remained behind. Jean Angus,

who was a deaconess from 1953 until she was ordained in 1977, expressed

this loss. 

There were mixed feelings about the girls who got married, like they

were jumping ship. At the [annual Deaconess Order] meetings you

would hear the news of who was getting married and you would

think, just a bit, what a waste of their training . . . the old girls like me

were left, we had each other.40

This pattern of clearly demarcating who was in, and out, affected and

shaped the experience that deaconesses had. Disjoining contributed to the

fragmentation of an already small community of women in church

vocations.

The image of a deaconess as a young woman, just waiting for her

man was strong. Older deaconesses, particularly those who served in

Canada, were viewed as women who had failed to attain the real vocation

of wife. Even young deaconesses expressed this negative view. One
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deaconess who had graduated in the 1960s commented that she was

uncomfortable using the title “‘deaconess’ . . . which smacked of ‘old

maiden aunts in black stockings.’”41

The ministry of deaconesses has been trivialized over the years.

Despite the significant and important work of the Order, much of their

efforts and contributions were patronized and undervalued. Deaconesses

were poorly paid, viewed as expendable, hired on short term contracts, had

inadequate pensions, and were excluded from being involved in making

the decisions that regulated their lives. By and large, church authorities

argued that deaconesses did not require adequate remuneration or

protection against exploitative working conditions because they were only

young women, giving short service until they assumed their vocation of

wife and mother, and the financial support of a husband. Even though as

many as half of the women designated as deaconesses remained in the

service of the church for their entire working lives,42 popular understand-

ing highlighted that the deaconess order offered a temporary staging

ground for marriage. Disjoining structurally systemized this minimization

of women in the diaconate. Disjoining entrenched into policy discrimina-

tory, and, sexist and heterosexist attitudes.

With the apology the United Church had an opportunity to sincerely

address the disjoining and its legacy. Validation of the stories and an

acknowledgement of the serious cost of the injustice to its victims could

have been accomplished. However, it is not what disjoined woman

Margaret Wonfor experienced.

In 2007, when London Conference marked the apology by incorpo-

rating a time of recognition into a service at their Annual Meeting

Margaret Wonfor was one of two disjoined women present. 43 They were

not asked to play any role in the service. Margaret was appreciative of the

work that a few women in particular had put into it, especially because she

sensed there was some reluctance on behalf of the Conference to have a

service at all, sensing a “climate of disinterest.” When asked how she felt

about receiving the public apology, she responded: “They didn’t apologize

. . . It was a brief part of a bigger service . . . but they didn’t say, ‘we are

sorry’ . . . I was disappointed, it could have been leaven, it was a lost

opportunity.”44
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In her book, A Long Eclipse, Catherine Gidney describes the Student

Christian Movement of Canada (SCM) as “the Public Voice of Religion

and Reform on the University Campus from the 1920s to the 1960s.”2

Roger Hutchinson concludes, in his 1975 doctoral thesis on the Fellowship

for a Christian Social Order (FCSO), that “by the mid-1940s most socially

concerned Christians appear to have withdrawn from the struggle to

change the basic social order or to have made their peace with the

institutions that were directing the energies of the nation toward post-war

reconstruction and cold-war prosperity.”3 I believe an examination of the

work camp movement in the SCM, starting in 1945 and extending into the

late sixties and seventies, is an important key to the former and an

exception to the latter. 

With more than sixty work camps affecting at least one thousand

student participants4 for over twenty-five years, this piece of Canadian

church history merits a thorough study in its own right. However, this

essay focuses on the origins and early years of the work camp movement

in the SCM, as background and context for the creation of Howland

House, an SCM-related cooperative in Toronto from 1953 to 1975, the

subject of my McGeachy-funded research.

The history of the SCM work camps sheds light on the period

between the 1940s and 1970s and allows one to trace the ongoing current

of Christian commitment to social justice and transformation. From the

radicalism of the church of the depression years (represented for many by

Historical Papers 2011: Canadian Society of Church History
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the emergence of the FCSO), through the expansive and yet politically

cautious years of the cold war, to the inventive and experimental sixties

and the emergence in the 1970s of the ecumenical coalitions as a

significant avenue for engagement with social issues in the life of the

Canadian churches, the SCM work camps inspired several generations of

socially committed and engaged Christians.

The Beginnings

Similar to the creation of the SCM itself in 1921,5 with regard to the

First World War, the radicalism that marked the SCM work camps was

connected to the fact that many demobilized soldiers and others impacted

by the Second World War were enrolled in university following the war

and active in the SCM. The possibility of a new world where economic

and social justice could be built was a real expectation as the independence

movement in India signalled the defeat of colonialism, and the success of

the Red Army in defeating the Japanese was followed by the creation of

the People’s Republic of China. The Labour Party was elected in England

and the worker priests were engaged in the industrial cities of post-war

France. It was an exciting and potentially transformative period in these

years before the Cold War hit full force in Canada with the onset of the

Korean War in 1950.

There were other, more modest conjunctures which shaped this

unique Canadian experiment in Christian student engagement with – and

education about – the lives and working conditions of Canadian workers.

The minutes of the 17 January 1945 SCM National Executive Committee

record two actions, which would in the unfolding of the year, prove

prescient. The first was the SCM’s decision to join the Canadian Work

Camp Committee (CWCC) in planning a pioneering student-in-industry

work camp in Welland, Ontario in the summer of 1945. To this end they

appointed Reverend Norman MacKenzie, one of the promoters of this

action to the Executive “as a part-time, ‘Student in Industry’ Secretary, on

the SCM staff, to work under the direction of a committee of eight people,

four being appointed by the C.W.C.C. and four by the S.C.M..”6 The

second was the agreement to issue an invitation to Rev. Lex Miller to visit

Canada and Canadian SCM’s as a speaker, on his way home to New

Zealand after seven years in Britain during the war.

Lex Miller, who would become the Director of the first student-in-

industry work camp in Welland in that summer of 1945, was a New
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Zealander and Presbyterian minister. His father had emigrated to New

Zealand from Scotland with his family in 1922. Miller was ordained there

in 1934 and was General Secretary of the New Zealand SCM for three

years before he left for England. There, he lived and worked for the

Presbyterian Church in the east end of London during the early “blitz”

years of the war, and then went to the Iona Community in Scotland from

1943-1945. While at Iona his first book, Biblical Politics, Studies in

Christian Social Doctrine, was published by SCM Press in 1943. It was

based on lectures he delivered to conferences of ministers at Iona. 

The student-in-industry work camps may have been a uniquely

Canadian phenomenon, but the streams that led to their emergence in 1945

included international influences. Lex Miller’s role as a New Zealand

SCMer with Iona connections was one piece of this, but not unique. The

roots of Christian work camps for students and young people appear to

stem from the work of Pierre Ceresole (1879-1945), a Swiss radical

pacifist, and his British Quaker friend Hubert Parris. Inspired by the first

International Conference of the Fellowship of Reconciliation in Bilthoven,

Netherlands in 1919, they organized an international work camp in 1920

to reconstruct the war-damaged village of Esnes-en-Argonne on the former

battlefield of Verdun.7 

Pierre Ceresole’s initiative resulted in the creation of Service Civil

International, or International Voluntary Service, which continues today

as a peace and solidarity organization committed to promoting peace and

understanding through two- or three- week-long volunteer work camps all

over the world.8

Through the American Friends Service Committee (1917), Quakers

in the United States had a volunteer work camp tradition tracing back to

the same origins. The British SCM and other Youth organizations also had

a volunteer service work camp tradition which was enhanced in the early

years of the World Council of Churches, when the Youth Department

facilitated the participation of young people, including many SCMers, in

ecumenical work camps all over the world.9

In Canada, Bev Oaten, Minister of Colborne St. United Church in

Brantford from 1941 to 1952 and visionary for, and first Director of the

Five Oaks Christian Worker’s Education Centre in Paris, Ontario, was a

key actor in the emergence of volunteer service work camps, out of which

were introduced the student-in-industry work camps. In Five Oaks Centre:

Its Roots and Growth he writes, “two university students, Art Dayfoot and

Norman Mackenzie, returned from the United States, enthused with work
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camping. In 1938 we organized the first Canadian work camp.10 

The date of the establishment of the Canadian Work Camp

Committee is a bit unclear, but by 1941 it emerges in the record11 with Bev

Oaten as Chair, and following the 1941 work camp in Muskoka, Eunice

Pyfrom as Secretary. While Bev Oaten refers to a 1938 work camp in Five

Oaks: Its Roots and Growth, The United Church Observer reports that the

Canadian Work Camp Committee’s first work camp was in 1941 when

they partnered with the Muskoka Community Project,12 for whom Eunice

may have worked at the time. Bev Oaten was Director of the work camp

with sixteen participants: students, ministers and workers who took

holiday time and paid one dollar a day to be part of this work camp

experience.13 

Participants offered Vacation Bible School, painted and repaired

church buildings and grounds, and built looms for the Muskoka Commu-

nity Project. Billeted in different homes, campers met together for worship

and breakfast and again at night for supper and study, followed by closing

worship. Silent meditation was the form of the worship, building on the

Quaker tradition from which one branch of the work camp movement

grew, according to an account in The Pathfinder.14 

The following year, volunteer work camps were planned in

Muskoka (near Cobalt, Ontario), Simcoe County, North Frontenac and

Saskatchewan. Apart from the one planned for Simcoe County, which was

to be of two months duration, the camps were scheduled for two to three

weeks of volunteer labour.15 

A slight diversion here into a side-stream revealing another

international connection to the emergence of the work camps in Canada

and their relationship to other social movements of the time, specifically

the cooperative movement. While Bev Oaten says Norman MacKenzie and

Art Dayfoot returned from the United States in 1937, it may in fact have

been 1935, and they describe the same event reported by Rita Baladad in

Just the Facts: A Brief Survey of Campus Co-op History, referring to the

Quadrennial Assembly of the Student Volunteer Movement which took

place over the Christmas break in Indianapolis, Indiana, from 1935 to

1936. “Toyohiko Kagawa, Japanese Co-operator, spoke at a Student

Christian conference in Indianapolis in 1935. Four University of Toronto

theology students, Donald Mclean, Art Dayfoot, Archie Manson and Alex

Sim were so moved by his speech that upon returning to Toronto they

formed a discussion group to debate the possibility of operating a co-

operative. Riding on the tails of a depression, the men decided that a
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housing cooperative would be the most pragmatic venture to undertake.”16

With the in-kind support of Victoria University, who allowed them to use

the second and third floors of 63 St. George Street for the cost of upkeep,

Rochdale House,17the first University of Toronto student housing

cooperative,18 was established in October 1936.

While Norman MacKenzie’s name is not linked to the co-operative

housing venture at the University of Toronto, he too was at the Jubilee

Student Volunteer Movement Assembly in 1935 in Indianapolis,19 and it

is reasonable to assume that his decision to work as an extension worker

with the Coady Institute of St. Francis Xavier University20 after graduating

from Victoria in 1938 was similarly inspired by his exposure to Yokohito

Kogawa in 1935. 

Knowing that he was waiting to be deployed as a missionary to

China, the terms of Norman Mackenzie’s employment as the SCM’s

“student-in-industry” staff included ending the contract with one day’s

notice. This was wise, as in less than a month from the SCM Executive’s

January 1945 decision to partner in the Welland student-in- industry work

camp he was on his way back to China, via India. However, his wife

Dorothy and their infant son, Ian, spent the summer at the Welland work

camp as camp nurse and “model child.”21

In 1945, Eunice Pyfrom, another important name in the emergence

of student-in-industry work camps was just completing her studies at the

United Church Training School and preparing to be commissioned by the

Woman’s Missionary Society. But as Secretary of the Canadian Work

Camp Committee, it appears that she had primary responsibility for the

practical details of getting this pilot project off the ground.

Eunice’s version of the preparations for this inaugural work camp

are found in the work camp’s log under the title, “How to Open a Student-

in-Industry Camp – in 400 words.”22 The saga is amusingly presented but

reflects an impressive ability to persist through daunting challenges (no

precedent for such an initiative, no accommodation, no Director, no

equipment) and, the need to negotiate with many different wartime

departments and corporations to successfully locate housing and other

basic equipment. A few excerpts offer a taste: 

First Word – January – talk with Dr. Harvey Forster over long-

distance telephone about such a camp. Does it sound feasible?

Yes. Could it be worked in Welland? Quite likely.

Second Word – the next day – Have Douglas Steere talk to an SCM
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Missionary Conference and mention the work camps. See that the

question comes from the floor; Are there any work camps in Canada?

Be sure to answer: Yes there will be a Student-in-Industry Camp in

Welland, summer 1945. Then it has to happen.

Third Word – talk with Dr. Forster when he is in Toronto for Board

of Home Mission meetings. Assure him that it is no “pietistic’

movement. Get his promise to talk it over with his Welland Associ-

ates.

Fourth Word – and many succeeding words – visit Welland on

numerous occasions . . . Drive around through wartime Housing

District . . . In desperation approach the head of the Federal Wartime

Housing Commission. Be sure you have Bev Oaten do this, because

he stands high in favour with said head. The latter will then inform his

Toronto office to do everything possible for the Work Camp Commit-

tee . . . a certain building known as the Chinese staff house is empty

and available . . . You rest in peace for a time, except for a trip to

Philadelphia in an attempt to badger the American Friends Service

Committee into sending up a Director for this venture, only to be told

that they have 14 camps in prospect for which they have no directors

. . . In the meantime you will have SCM Secretaries all across Canada

sifting out the hundreds of applications to fill their limited quotas . .

. Lex Miller arrives in Canada. You will immediately inform him that

he has been appointed by God to direct the first Canadian Student in

Industry Work Camp. No matter what he says, you go ahead on that

assumption.

Have the Director (that’s Lex Miller) and Associate Director (that’s

Eunice Pyfrom) visit Welland to find out that no permit has come

through to Wartime Housing for the use of the building. Proceed with

more telephone calls to Montreal and Ottawa and then proceed to

wangle a load of firewood from a local lumber yard, bedding and

other supplies from wartime housing, in desperation buy dishes and

cooking utensils from a Farm Service Camp. Have a case of chicken-

pox develop and move into the building in firm faith that all will be

well, even though at that moment you are sans lights, sans water, sans

cleanliness . . . sans everything but faith. Three days before camp is

to open telephone Mr. Freestone of Wartime Housing and allow him

to tell you that permission has come through and the building is yours.

The next hymn on the order of service is the Doxology. 396-400 word
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– June 4th – We’re here.

The choice of Welland for this trial project was likely no accident.

In Rev. Harvey Forster, Superintendent of the All People’s Church and

Industrial Mission from 1925 to 1960, the summer student-in-industry

work camp had a strong advocate for the engagement of the church in the

lives of working people. The All People’s Church and Maple Leaf Mission

were located on the “wrong” side of the canal, amidst the factories and

homes of largely eastern European families who had been encouraged to

move there for work in the industrializing years during the re-building of

the Welland Canal in the first part of the twentieth century. 

Rev. Harvey Forster and Rev. Fern Sayles, United Church ministers

for the congregation and mission, were well-known and highly respected

among the working class community, having supported their efforts to

unionize in the early forties and protested the government’s seizure of the

Ukrainian Hall in 1940 as part of the orders-in-council which made the

Communist Party illegal in Canada and imprisoned many of its leaders for

three years.23 When Harvey Forster was elected President of Hamilton

Conference in 1943, The Observer noted that “his sympathies were

undoubtedly with the common people, their economic and moral rights.

The common labourer, and Canadian-born and foreign workers, find in

him a friend.”24 

Having Harvey Forster on the ground facilitated the efforts to find

a location for the work camp in the Crowland industrial district of Welland

and offered a knowledgeable and passionate resource person for the study

sessions of the camp. In his September 1945 article in The Observer, Jack

Paterson reports that “Dr. Harvey Forster has been coming every Tuesday

night to lead a series of discussions on finding God in History, the Social

Order . . . tonight Finding God through Economics.”25 

The Giant Forge Summer Student-in-Industry Work Camp in Welland 

This pioneering summer work camp brought students together to

live as a cooperative Christian community and work in factories. It was

partly born of the observation that although students were working their

way through school in the summers while often attending religious student

events, there was no sense of connection between work and worship. Jack

E. Paterson, a participant, stated that “either work lacks Christian

fellowship with student friends or discussion is carried on in an unreal
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world devoid of work.”26 The Canadian Work Camp Committee and the

SCM wanted to bring these together. 

Lex Miller’s Report in the 1945 work camp log suggests that Eunice

Pyfrom’s conscription of him as work camp director may not have been

an answer to his prayers, but in hindsight it certainly appears to have been

the work of the Spirit. This work camp became the model for all subse-

quent SCM work camps, either in the ways in which the organization and

theology underlying its arrangements were followed, or amended. It was

the blueprint, and a radical blueprint it was. 

Because of its pioneering role in both demonstrating the positive

impact of this type of summer experience for Christian students and the

model created by those who found themselves in Welland in that last

summer of World War Two, it is useful to explore some of the organiza-

tional details. Following a study of the Rochdale Principles,27the camp was

established as a cooperative with guidelines developed for setting up a

cooperative camp management and a finance system for the summer. This

suggests that the earlier side-eddy related to cooperatives is not in fact

tangential, but a real component of this unique experiment in “Acts of the

Apostles” living. 

The Rochdale Principles are: open membership, democratic control

(one person, one vote), distribution of surplus in proportion to trade,

payment of limited interest on capital, political and religious neutrality,

cash trading (no credit extended), and promotion of education. The

Primary Principles28 adopted by the Giant Forge work camp included: one

member equals one vote (irrespective of capital investment), capital

investment is made with little or no interest, there are patronage dividends,

cash terms, open membership and education expansion.

There were General Meetings at the beginning and end of camp, but

operationally, the camp was divided into three executive groups of camp

members who each took turns running the camp for a month. Each

Executive had a Secretary and Historian, a General House Manager who

supervised all the chores, an Accountant’s assistant, an Education

Convenor who worked with a committee and the Director, a Worship

Convenor who also worked with a committee and the Director, a Social

Convenor, and a Kitchen Committee responsible for organizing kitchen

help, menu planning, and budgeting and buying food.

The work camp was self-funding, with a small grant from the

Canadian Work Camp Committee. Everyone provided a ten dollar loan up

front for cash flow, and paid weekly room and board. The understanding
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was that if there was any surplus at the end of the camp, ten to twenty per

cent would go to the Canadian Work Camp Committee and the rest would

be divided among participants in proportion to the volume of monetary

business they had done with the camp.29 

There were also special funds established on a cash basis. One was

the Medical Pool, which was voluntary – fifteen cents a week, created

because two members of the Camp came down with Chicken Pox early in

their time at the camp. The Medical Pool helped offset any medical costs

incurred while at the work camp, any surplus at the end of the summer was

distributed to participants in the pool.30 This was prior to Medicare (1966),

and the now more common practice of employers providing a certain

number of paid sick days per month as part of their employment benefits.

(Paid sick leave is still not required under the Employment Standards Act).

Recruited from SCMs across Canada, these work camp pioneers31

were almost equally male and female. Living co-educationally in a camp-

like setting, there were many opportunities to encounter each other in real

ways not so easily achieved in university and church settings. Work

campers were responsible for finding their own jobs upon arrival and did

so in places like Atlas Steel, Joseph Stokes Rubber Co., Plymouth Cordage

Co., Page Hersey Pipe and Tube Co., Metallurgical Co., John Deere Co.,

and Haun Drop Forge Co. For the most part this was heavy work in newly

unionized environments. The United Electrical Union had successfully

organized in Welland in the early forties, but not all employers, including

Atlas Steel, were willing to bargain with them. Harvey Forster had

accompanied a delegation from Welland in March 1943 to Queen’s Park,

demanding legislation to guarantee labour’s right to organize, make

collective bargaining compulsory and outlaw company unions. This

legislation was indeed passed by the Federal government in 1944.32 

Wage Pool

One of the innovations of the first student-in-industry work camp,

and part of the work camp legend ever since, was the wage pool. It was

voluntary and its purpose was to create a “just wage” recognizing that

people’s earnings for the summer were different, due to a range in hourly

wage from thirty to eighty cents an hour.33 People’s expenses to get to the

camp were different as well and some had overtime pay, some received

bonuses, some missed work because of sickness, and women’s wages were

generally lower than men’s. There were many sources of inequity. In
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addition, the financial needs of those upon leaving camp were different.

It is unclear from the record who introduced the wage pool idea, although

at the closing banquet, Margaret Albright in a tribute to Lex Miller’s

impact on the work camp stated, “our practical venture in Christian

brotherhood, the wage pool, grew from the seed of his planting.”34 It may

have been a logical extension of the SCM’s practice of having a travel

pool for its regional and national meetings, or Miller’s involvement with

the Iona Community and the movement for national average wage in

England35 may have influenced the work camp or provided a model from

which to build. It is interesting that on the night the Wage Pool Committee

posted its results at the end of camp, Miller led his last educational session

on “Marxism and its Christian Implications.”36 

Predictably, there was some difference of opinion about how to

establish a wage pool. The work camp executive report in “The Giant

Forge Log” outlines its proposal as well as one put forward by a camper

which it did not endorse, but which proposed a form of taxation of those

with higher incomes to bring those with lower summer incomes up to the

minimum of two-hundred dollars for the summer.37 The process proposed

and adopted by the work camp executive was complex but, basically, all

participants put their earnings into the wage pool and everyone was paid

what was considered an average wage – twenty dollars per week from

ninety per cent of the pool. Ten per cent was used to compensate those

who had received overtime or bonuses or those with particular needs. The

wage pool was a voluntary feature of almost every subsequent work camp,

although the system varied and was created anew each time. Many who

were interviewed reported that this was one of the most radicalising and

community-building aspects of the whole work camp experience. 

In his contributions to the “Giant Forge Work Camp Log,” Lex

Miller connected the experience of the gritty Welland work camp with the

idyllic setting of Iona where he had spent his last four summers and

observed that in both settings, “except the Lord keep the city – the

watchman waketh but in vain.”38

Reflecting on the opportunity created by the end of World War Two,

he stated:

We have the certainty that we are in for a three-front struggle for the

integrity of our own souls, for the true health of the church and for the

real good of the wider society. We have had it rubbed into us, so that

we shall not forget it all our life long, that the place where men earn

their bread is to be the place of holiness; and that it will take us all of
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our years to help make it so. We have also grasped the truth that it is

no good taking up this challenge unless we see how costly it may be.

The camp wage-pool is our symbol of that, in a mild way.

But best of all, we’ve learnt that wherever the struggle takes us and

whatever it costs us, we shall never go alone and we shall never really be

poor. You in Canada, and I in New Zealand, and all the servants of Christ

throughout the world, know that we can depend on one another while

together we depend on Christ and he is wholly dependable.39

SCM Work Camps Launched

The Welland student-in-industry work camp was judged a great

success and the SCM and Canadian Work Camp Committee agreed to

continue their partnership and hoped to expand to having more than one

work camp each summer. At the 1945 Annual Meeting of the Canadian

Work Camp Committee, held over Thanksgiving at Camp Thayendenaga

(later to become the home of Five Oaks under Bev Oaten’s vision and

leadership), the Committee agreed to change its name to the Christian

Work Camp Fellowship (CWCF). Board members believed the name

change reflected the purpose of the organization: “professing Christians

of all creeds uniting in a common fellowship to give expression to their

faith by physical work.”40 

The SCM and Canadian Work Camp Fellowship continued their

collaboration in organizing summer student work camps. The CWCF also

continued to organize short-term volunteer work camps. In 1946 the

CWCF and SCM added a student-in-agriculture work camp in St. Vital, on

the outskirts of Winnipeg, directed by Frank Ball and Isobel Benham, to

the student-in-industry work camp in Brantford, directed by John and

Gwen Grant. 

In 1947 there were three co-sponsored work camps, a student-in-

agriculture camp in Dixie, Ontario, directed by Marjorie Peck and Earl

Hawkesworth, and two student-in-industry camps, one in Brantford and

the other in Montreal. The Brantford campers lived in a machine shop at

the old RCAF airport. It was an international Canadian/American camp

co-directed by Gerry Hutchinson, General Secretary of the Canadian SCM

and Gale Engles, an American who had worked with Displaced Persons

in Europe for two years and was about to go as Chaplain to Stanford

University. In Montreal Cyril and Marjorie Powles (Secretary of the
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McGill SCM) directed a student-in-industry work camp at St. Columba

House. 

That same summer, Bev Oaten directed the first WSCF volunteer

work camp in Bievres,41 near Paris, France, where students were engaged

in post-war rebuilding of the French SCM – the Fede’s, office and

conference centre, La Roche Dieu.42 In another example of the interna-

tional aspect of the SCM work camps, the Canadian work camps

contributed to Bev’s travel costs.

1948 saw work camps in Brantford and Dixie once again, and in

1949 Lex Miller and his wife Jean returned to Canada to direct the

Montreal student-in-industry work camp with primarily senior work

campers, (people who had previously attended a work camp). Lex was

available to direct the Montreal work camp because he had come to Union

Seminary in New York with his family in the fall of 1948 to begin a PhD

in Religion at Colombia.43 

The camp lived at Chalmers United Church in Verdun where

Gardiner Ward was in ministry. The evening study and discussion sessions

were intense and grappled with the long term implications of the church

aligning itself with the working class. Miller’s publishing in the area of

Christianity and Marxism,44 and work as a Christian vocation45 provided

a focus for discussion and debate as did the immediacy of labour struggles

such as the Asbestos Strike. Resources provided by Miller were supple-

mented by many guest speakers. Regular Bible Study and a series on the

Twentieth Century Christian kept the discussions lively, and discussion of

the connection of the Christian Church to specific political parties included

the Communist Party. 

A number of McGill SCMers had become involved with the Society

for a Catholic Commonwealth (SCC)46 by this time, and had a specific

sense of the place of Eucharist in the practice of the church and a

theological understanding that made a strong connection between radical

politics and high church liturgy. Unfortunately, in this instance it created

a barrier to a joint Eucharist for all campers. The Society of the Catholic

Commonwealth (SCC) was a religious community founded in 1939 in

Massachusetts by Frederick Hastings Smyth (1888-1960), an American

Episcopalian priest and Christian Marxist theologian. Smyth was invited

as a guest speaker to the second Arundel Conference47 of the Anglican

Fellowship for Social Action48(AFSA) near Montreal in 1944 and again in

1947. A number of Anglican SCMers present at these events were inspired

by Smyth’s radical political and liturgical marrying of a particular Anglo-
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Catholic Eucharistic theology, known as anamnesis, with a dialectical

political critique. 

Cyril Powles described Smyth’s theology of the offertory and its

powerful attractiveness for some SCMers at the time in these words:

“when you came to the Eucharist you brought your work and that work

was part of the bread and wine that were offered in the offertory and that

offertory theology, the idea that your work is offered in your worship and

forms part of the material basis of your worship was our theology at that

time.”49 SCC’s contact with the radical SCM McGill students, experienced

in the practical solidarity of SCM work camps, brought a new lease on life

to the Society, even as it became the logical next step for many graduating

SCMers. Several former United Church SCMers, some who were

preparing for ministry in the United Church of Canada, became Anglicans

in order to join the Society.50 

They, along with a number of SCMers from the 1949 Montreal

student-in-industry work camp also joined in the formation of a co-op in

Montreal called the COOP at the end of the 1949 work camp. The

Montreal COOP included both those sharing accommodation and others

who came to meetings, and together produced and circulated newsletters

reflecting their thinking and discussions. The COOP lasted two years and

was a first effort of several subsequent initiatives, where those radicalized

and inspired by their work camp experiences sought to find a sustained

way to support Christian engagement in the lives of working people.

Lex Miller was undoubtedly a key influence in these choices.

Reading Lex Miller’s books, it is not hard to see both how he influenced

the work camp movement in the SCM in a seminal way, and how his

experience in the Canadian SCM work camps and on-going correspon-

dence with many Canadian SCMers influenced his own writing and

theology. Interviews with those who attended the 1945 and 1949 work

camps reflect what a charismatic person he must have been to have so

profoundly inspired and shaped the vocational and life choices of so many.

Many of those interviewed during my research spoke of Lex Miller as a

major architect of the SCM work camp movement, both those who had

met him, those who had heard of him and those who had only read his

books. 

SCM Takes on Work Camps by Themselves

By the 1950s, SCM work camps had become something of an
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institution and with this came the growing pains and struggles common to

the process of movements becoming established and permanent. Discus-

sion of the focus and purpose of work camps can be found in the record

throughout the 1950s. Lex Miller was aware of it even before this as he

writes in a 4 December, 1948 letter to Dorothy Beales: 

The suggestion from all sides about a crisis over work camps seems

to have been a false alarm. Nobody wanted to turn them into either

Quaker shows or Marxist shows though various personal letters had

given that impression. John Rowe it was (excellent man) who framed

the resolutions which confirmed the basis essentially as we worked it

at Welland. Two general safeguards 1. a committee is to examine and

make recommendations about worship. 2. recruiting is to aim at a

more miscellaneous section of students. No uniform Quaker or

Marxist or neurotic flavour if you please. John Rowe was quite

astonished at the suggestion that he was supposed to want Marxist

camps: so was Vince . . .51

Around this time a Handbook for Work Camps was created and begins

with a philosophy section:  “The underlying philosophy of all work camps

is that work and worship, daily labour and Christian faith, belong

inextricably together in the total offering of one’s life to God. Student

Work Camps are not service projects; they are learning situations in which

students, through participation in actual pay-envelope jobs are enabled to

test the validity of this philosophy and to discover its implications and

contradictions in contemporary society,”52 but goes on to recognize the

different types of work camps and concludes with:

Closely related in the Work Camp experience to the experiment in the

inter-relatedness of work and worship is the experiment in community

living. This is not a sentimental feeling of “everybody being a good

fellow.” That wears off after the first two weeks. It is rather a

discovery, through actual experience of the ways in which the

possibility of true community is denied by the impersonal and highly

competitive organization of modern society. This has emerged most

clearly in the past, through discussions about wage pool . . . The total

camp experience rests upon and develops from basic Christian

assumptions – belief in God as Creator and Redeemer; belief in the

dignity of human beings as children of God; belief that the purpose of

social organization is to enable men and women to live as children of
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God.53

In 1951 the national council of the SCM decided to take on sole

responsibility for organizing summer student work camps. I haven’t

followed the CWCF story but it seems they continued to organize short-

term voluntary work camp opportunities. However, both Bev Oaten and

Eunice Pyfrom were also heavily involved at this time in the creation of

Five Oaks, another strategy for bringing together work, worship and study

in order to equip lay-people for their vocation in the world. 

The first meeting of the SCM Work Camp Committee on 2 October

1951 began with an evaluation of the first six years of experience with

work camps, and also received input from the previous summer’s Student

in Industry Camps in Toronto and Montreal, to the effect that there should

be clarity about the particular philosophy of student-in industry camps. It

was also suggested that some thought be given to offer these as senior

work camps, while others such as Mental Health or general work camps

would be good entry points for students not necessarily focused on the

place of industry in social, political and theological issues. 

In the 1951 Work Camp Committee Minutes, Harriet Christie, SCM

Associate Secretary, remembers the beginning of work camps, a mere six

years previously, as reflecting various factors:

- visit of Lex Miller to Canada and his interest in the church’s task in

this area

- desire to continue the experience of short-term work camps in camps

of long duration, particularly the experience of the relation between

work and worship

- desire to give students an experience of working in industry

- desire by students to have an experience of living in Christian

community

- and attempt to find where faith has relevance in the modern world.54

The general discussion recorded in these minutes reflects a diverse

perspective ranging from those who think that “the industrial situation is

basic to everything else in our society and that only by tackling it can we

get to the root of other problems,”55 to those who think the most important

benefit of work camps was “what happens to persons not problems. The

work camp is merely a technique of things happening to persons and we

should use the technique around any specific problem in which what

happens to people creates community.”56 Nevertheless it is fascinating to



144 The Place Where “Men” Earn Their Bread

see that six years after Eunice Pyfrom pressed him into service as Director

of the first student-in-industry work camp, Lex Miller’s role has become

part of the legend even though his participation and leadership was

fortuitous, rather than planned. 

The suggestion of having a senior student-in-industry work camp

was adopted, and it took place at Bathurst St. United in Toronto in 1953

with Bob Miller, National SCM Study Secretary, as Director. Dick Allen

reports that there was an expectation going into the work camp that it

would evolve into a permanent Christian community engaged in factory

work and intentional Christian communal living.57 Muriel Anderson

remembers that members of the work camp looked for a house that

summer and agreed to buy 105 Howland Ave.58 This purchase enabled the

establishment of Howland House by Bob Miller in the Fall of 1953, whose

story is another example of the effort on the part of those transformed and

radicalized by SCM work camps to create a more permanent and sustained

means of collectively engaging as Christians with the realities of industrial

workers’ lives.

The Work Camp Legacy

As the 1945 Welland work camp drew to a close, Lex Miller

recognized the life-long impact of the work camp experience when he

asserted that “social and political, industrial and economic, rural and urban

life is wholesome (healthy = holy) only when it too belongs to God . . . to

act out what (this) means will be a lifelong business.”59 Many work

campers of this period and those which followed made the commitment to

be the church in the midst of the working class, a lifelong business. 

Some ran repeatedly for political office and were elected munici-

pally, provincially and federally. Others took their leadership into the

universities, still others to the church and theological education. Serving

the church in partnership with churches in other countries was the choice

of many, while others chose the domestic mission field, including life-long

presence in working class communities and work places. Those who

participated in Howland House over its twenty years found themselves

reflecting this variety.

The SCM work camps gathered together and reinforced the

radicalism that existed in the McGill SCM, a direct inheritance of the

tradition of the FCSO through RBY Scott and J. King Gordon, and

influenced by the contacts with students from Queens and Emmanuel,



Betsy Anderson 145

inspired by Gergory Vlastos, John Line and others. They were a Canadian

expression of the worker-priest movement in France, which transferred

their connections to workers and their movements from the forced labour

camps of World War Two into a mission among the working class of

France.60

The presence and participation of Lex Miller was a key factor, but

the 1951 return of Bob Miller (no relation to Lex) from studies with Karl

Barth and others in Basel, Switzerland after the war sealed and empowered

this direction. Bob Miller, as SCM Study Secretary from 1951 to 1957,

travelled across the country sharing the theology, challenges and vision of

a post-war ecumenical church with students through books, speakers and

the opportunity to experiment and explore provided by summer work

camps. He helped solidify the connection of this Canadian SCM innova-

tion to movements like the German Ecumenical Lay Academies and

Kirchentag,61 emerging in Germany after the war; the worker priests in

France and Belgium; and the great emphasis on the laity as the presence

and ministry of the church in the world, receiving focus and emphasis with

the establishment of the World Council of Churches in 1948. 

In the midst of changing political, theological, economic and social

times, work camps gave the SCM a programmatic strategy and model

which was community- building, theologically-stretching and provided

experiential learning that was socially and politically radicalizing. With

the Canadian universities expanding dramatically,62 the work camps

provided a consistent focus while other elements of SCM on campus

began to change.

Far from withdrawing from the struggle to change the basic social

order, the SCM work camps provided a formative and transformative

experience of the material conditions of working people, and a theology

which affirmed God’s transforming presence in daily work. The urgency

as well as the ambiguity of this engagement with the realities of workers’

lives is expressed in Bob Miller’s reflection on the 1951 Toronto work

camp at St. James Cathedral, which he co-directed: 

We worked. And made new kinds of friends in a terrible and

wonderful new world. Our capacity for sharing the life and lot of

labouring people wasn’t very great, but we were there with them, and

have carried a little bit of them and their world away with us. We

aren’t the poorer for it . . . We tried to relate our Christianity, the

Church and the Bible. None of us really did succeed. Likely we were

not even much further in our understanding of how to do it, but we
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“Private Sorrow Becomes Public Property”: 

Canadian Anglican Sermons and the Second 

Battle of Ypres, May 1915

MELISSA DAVIDSON

McGill University

The cup of anguish and sorrow has been put to the lips of the

Canadian people and we must try and drink this cup with calmness,

self-control, prayerful love for our own, courage, endurance, and

Christian faith in the life to come. We are made to realize the deeper

unity of the whole Dominion. Private sorrow has become public

property and it calls for a fresh determination to destroy the machine

of scientific frightfulness. Without the shedding of blood there can be

no deepening of national life and no real progress. We must learn to

suffer hardship, bereavement, and sorrow with a deep and stern joy.1

As he stood in the pulpit of Toronto’s St. Paul’s church and spoke

these words, Archdeacon Henry John Cody was facing people that were,

for the first time, experiencing the human cost of being at war. It was 2

May 1915 – the fifth Sunday in Eastertide – and the Great War was nine

months old. On 22 April 1915, barely more than a week earlier, the

Canadian contingent had faced history’s first successful gas attack at

Ypres. It had been their first sustained combat operation, their baptism by

fire, and the extent of the casualties they had suffered were being felt in

homes across the Dominion as telegrams were delivered to next-of-kin and

newspapers printed casualty lists.

In his 1968 article on Canadian Methodists and the First World War,

historian J.M. Bliss suggested that only the churches possessed the
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necessary ideological resources to comfort the population during the

critical period of the war. He considers it questionable whether Canadians

could have weathered the emotional upheaval caused by the war without

the comfort and sustaining belief provided by the churches.2 Although I do

not intend to engage this thesis in this short essay, the idea is nonetheless

one which is helpful. The movement in much modern historiography away

from top-down histories can obscure the importance of messages being

received from those in positions of authority. The common assumption by

historians has been that clerical support for the war was jingoistic,

idealistic, and ill-informed. It is my hope to provide a more nuanced view

of the message that Anglican congregations were receiving from their

priests and to begin to show why the ideological resources of the churches

may have been so important. The paper that follows is divided into two

sections. The first, and longest, deals with the story of the Second Battles

of Ypres as it played itself out in Canadian Anglican churches in the spring

of 1915. The second section is a reflection on the first, attempting briefly

to establish a rhetorical context and inquiring as to what the story can tell

us about Canadian identity and society during the first year of the Great

War.

What is conventionally known as the Second Battles of Ypres began

the evening of Thursday, 22 April 1915, when German troops released

chlorine gas on trenches being held by Canadian and French colonial

troops. As the African troops fled or were overcome, it fell to the

Canadians to plug the gap in the line and prevent the Germans from

exploiting the situation.3 That same Thursday, readers of the evening

edition of Toronto’s The Globe newspaper could read headlines announc-

ing “British Holding Fast in Desperate Struggle,” but it would take two

days for further details about the situation that had been faced by the

Canadian soldiers at the front to filter back to Canadians at home.4 As

fighting continued in Flanders, headlines such as “Desperate Fighting Is

in Progress in Flanders / Poisonous Gases Are Used by the Enemy” did

little to ease people’s worries.5 Just as they had in August, nine months

earlier, when they were waiting to hear if war had been declared, people

congregated at newspaper offices across the country, this time desperate

to hear the latest news from Belgium and learn the fate of individual

soldiers. They had been warned to expect heavy casualties. But how

many? And who? There would be no further news until Monday.

Speaking at Montreal’s St. Matthias’ church on that tense Sunday,

25 April, John Cragg Farthing, Bishop of Montreal, said,
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This is a time of crisis, not only in the Empire, the physical struggle

taking place in Europe, but also in the church. We are all suffering in

the present war, but what is pressing upon my mind . . . is the

question, “What if this suffering should be in vain? What if people

turn a deaf ear to God, and when the war is over go back to worldli-

ness . . . and unrighteousness?”6

While Farthing’s main subject were allegations of graft and war-profiteer-

ing coming out of Ottawa, his question ‘What if this suffering should be

in vain?’ was asked at precisely the time when many were waiting

anxiously, knowing that there had been a battle but not yet knowing the

number of dead and wounded. Farthing’s answer, that the suffering would

bear fruit if people were to remain righteous and turned toward God – the

“deepening of national life” that was spoken of by Cody – is a dominant

theme in sermons from this early period of the war. Britain, and through

it the Empire, was engaged in a righteous war, a war that needed to be

waged by a righteous people. As one of the collects authorized for special

use in the war’s first days entreats: 

Grant that, in the present time of warfare and distress of nations, our

people may know thy presence, and obey thy will: Remove from us

arrogance and feebleness; give us courage and loyalty, tranquility and

self-control, that we may accomplish that which thou gavest us to do,

and endure that which thou givest us to bear.7

It was believed that the war, with its attendant suffering and required self-

sacrifice, would bring Canadians to realize their national faults and draw

people closer to God.

On Monday, 26 April, the same day Canadian troops were with-

drawn from the firing line in Flanders, the first list of officer casualties was

released. It contained sixty-eight names.8 New lists, containing further

names, continued to be released daily, and estimates of the total number

of casualties that had been suffered were revised dramatically upward as

the week went on and more information became available. On Wednesday,

28 April, the projected total was two thousand casualties.9 The full list

would not be available for a further week, and the official tally would be

nearly six thousand dead, wounded and missing. But regardless of the

exact figure and despite the slow release of official casualty lists, it was

clear early on that the “gallant stand” made by the Canadian units had

exacted a heavy toll.10 As Cody had told his Toronto congregation that
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anxious 25 April: “The terrible experience that has come to us in Canada,

bringing with it sorrow and anguish to many, has made us realize the grim

fact that we are at war.”11

Public memorials and parish services acknowledging the sacrifices

that had been made by the Canadian troops were swiftly organized. In

Calgary, the services held throughout the day on 2 May at the pro-

Cathedral of the Redeemer were “of a Memorial character for those who

fell.”12 Bishop James Fielding Sweeny of Toronto requested that churches

throughout his diocese hold memorials.13 In Montreal’s St. John the

Evangelist, Monday, 3 May marked the beginning of a series of requiem

celebrations for the war dead to be held on the first Monday of every

month.14 Among the large public memorials organized were one on

Parliament Hill on 29 April15 and another in Halifax on 9 May. Speaking

at the Halifax memorial, addressing an estimated ten thousand people,

Archbishop of Nova Scotia, Clarence Lamb Worrell, said, “We have come

together as Canadians, and therefore as citizens of the greatest empire the

world has ever known, and we are proud to declare ourselves citizens of

that empire, not only in times of prosperity, but of adversity as well. We

have the privileges . . . We are ready to bear the responsibilities . . .”16

Through their service and self-sacrifice, Canadians soldiers would become

something more than mere individuals – John McCrae would famously

give them voice in his poem “In Flanders Fields” as the Dead. In a similar

fashion, the tens of thousands who gathered across Canada to commemo-

rate the achievements and losses of the Canadian troops would be united

as Canadians, as citizens of the British Empire, and as mourners. This

applied to equally those in deep mourning with loved ones who had been

killed, to those with no immediate connection to those serving overseas,

and to those who would themselves sail as later troop contingents. As

Cody said, “. . . this sorrow has made the Empire more closely akin. The

private sorrows of individuals become the common sorrow of the

people.”17

Stepping back from the series of events of late April and early May

of 1915, it is clear that looking at sermons in this way is always looking

at reactions to an event. I have tried to present not only the words of

clergymen, but something of the information world they inhabited. In

preparing their sermons, Canadian clergymen were faced with an ongoing

situation, about which they had received little notice, only incomplete

information, and little opportunity to consult with one another.18 Individual

differences in wording and emphasis are apparent between the different
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clergymen, something which is only to be expected, but more important

are the thematic commonalities. The three that I have tried to point out –

the idea that the war would deepen national life, the righteousness of

Britain’s cause, and the communal aspects of both the war effort and

commemoration – are the dominant themes in the early war period and

come out particularly clearly during the period of crisis following the

Second Battle of Ypres.

Sermons themselves are an interesting type of text, bridging the

divide between document and oration. They are intended to be heard,

usually within the context of a religious service. This fact, which may

seem obvious, impacts both their subject matter and the type of language

used. The “high diction” that Paul Fussell draws attention to in The Great

War and Modern Memory is the expected tone, and is combined with a

particular conservatism and formality of language and form. Words like

righteousness and duty are therefore extremely important and are used

without any sense of irony.19  The series of sermons presented here, drawn

from a two week period in the spring of 1915 further fit into a broader

genre of sermons preached on what are called “national events.” Analysis

of these national sermons has been used to provide insight into religious

attitudes toward the state and culture during times of national upheaval,

including the War of American Independence,20 the Napoleonic Wars,21

and the Boer War,22 when such attitudes are more likely to be in a state of

flux. During the Great War, as during these previous conflicts, days of

public humiliation, prayer, and fasting were held and provided occasions

for clerics to preach on national or political events. Sermons of this type

were not invariably associated with wars as the opening of Parliamentary

sessions and the dedications of public buildings also served as occasions

for national sermons, nor were they necessarily preached on organized

days or at special services.23 Clergymen could, and did, decide to address

events of national and political importance on their own, whether from a

sense of national duty or recognition of the pastoral opportunities created

by events in the wider world.24 Aside from a Day of Prayer organized on

3 January, Canadian war sermons preached during the first year of the war

were of the “unorganized” type, with clerics making their own decisions

about which events to address and when. While the voluntary character of

the sermons regarding the Second Battle of Ypres and other war-related

events makes it difficult to assess how widespread this type of preaching

really was, it is nonetheless impossible to make local evaluations regarding

the importance attached to these national events within Anglican
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populations. The widespread acknowledgement of the Second Battle of

Ypres in Anglican churches across Canada speaks to the perceived

importance of the battle at the time that it was fought.

While it was not uncommon for national sermons preached during

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to be published in pamphlet form,

both in Britain and in Canada, comparatively few Anglican sermons from

the First World War period in Canada have been preserved in this way.

The survival of sermon texts, in whole or in part, outside personal papers

residing in archival collections, is largely dependent on reporting in

secular and religious newspapers. Of course, this does introduce the

problem of editorial selection bias, but in the multiple instances of

duplicate publication – where a text appears in two or more places, usually

one religious and one secular – the fidelity of transmission is extremely

good for the sermon texts themselves. Leaving aside the potential

problems involved with relying on newspapers, there are several advan-

tages to this approach. As Gordon Heath points out in the introduction to

his study of Canadian Protestant churches during the Boer War, the

importance and value of newspapers as sources of information, both to the

historian and the contemporary reader, makes them impossible to ignore,

despite their pitfalls.25 Not only were they essential sources of information

in a world before radio and reliable long distance telephone lines, but the

ephemeral nature of newspapers also means that the sermons chosen for

publication were considered topical to either events or to the liturgical

season. While these contemporary accounts may rely heavily on well-

known or particularly well-spoken preachers, the surrounding commentary

can help indicate the reception the statements received. In addition, S.F.

Wise suggested in a 1968 article that unpublished sermons may, in fact, be

better gauges of public opinion than those preached on organized events

and later published in pamphlet form, which are more inclined to be

carefully edited and adhere to semi-official sentiments.26

So what do these sermons say about Canadian identity and society

at the beginning of the Great War? First, it is clear that Canadian

Anglicans thought positively of themselves as citizens of the British

Empire. Given the institutionalized imperialism of even the name of the

Church of England in Canada, this is perhaps unsurprising, but it is

nonetheless worth mentioning as Canadian nationalism is often said to

have been born during the war. With this in mind, it is also clear that, even

at this early point in the war, there is a clear pride in the actions and place

of Canada as a distinct part of the Empire. To quote one of Farthing’s
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statements briefly, “The achievements of our men have brought Canada

into a new and more honourable place in the Empire.”27 Second, it is clear

that Anglican clerics were active and important interpreters of national and

political events during this period. The lack of comment and the amount

of press regarding their activities indicates that this involvement was

neither surprising nor unwelcome to the population. How influential these

clerical statements actually were is still a question of speculation, but the

historical importance of clergymen as local figures during this period is

clear despite broader questions of secularization and religious attendance.28

Finally, and particularly telling, is an observation about what is absent

from sermons of this first period of the war; although they unfailingly offer

support for the war effort and belief in the righteousness of Britain’s cause,

the clergymen are not at this point unthinkingly jingoistic. To give a clear

example from the short period presented earlier, during the uncertain

waiting period before the first casualty lists from the Second battle of

Ypres were published, Farthing contrasted the encouragement that could

be drawn from the self-sacrifice of the soldiers with the problems of graft

that seemed to be rampant in Ottawa. There is clearly a strong trend of

patriotism, but it is tempered by reflection and a tendency to critique the

faults apparent in Canadian national life. 

The lack of systematic attention paid to clerical rhetoric during this

period has led to several serious misrepresentations in the historical record.

As is hopefully clear from even this brief survey, the conflict was not one

between “good” and “evil” nor was it portrayed as a “just war,” both of

which are common assumptions regarding the views of the churches. The

Great War was, however, a righteous war that could be justified, not only

on the basis of international law, but because it was seen as a fight to

preserve all that was good about British civilization. The themes apparent

in this small group of sermons are in many ways characteristic of the

earliest period of war preaching. The level of thematic agreement amongst

the various clergymen speaking about the battle is high. Perhaps more

important to note, however, is that an even higher degree of thematic

agreement is present if the sermons from the first year of the war, rather

than from a period lasting little less than a month, are taken as a whole.

For a church with an established prayer book, whose words were repeated

throughout Anglican Canada, this strong agreement demonstrates an

appeal to a shared linguistic heritage. But it also speaks to a shared

mindset about Canada, its relation to the Empire, and the duty of Canadi-

ans with regard to the struggle overseas. The language, although formal,
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1. H.J. Cody quoted in The Globe (Toronto), “Ministers Eulogize Canada’s Dead

Heroes,” 3 May 1915, 5.

is rarely formulaic at this early stage, suggesting that, at least for the first

year of the war, the calls to prayer and service – calls which were not

always separable – were not merely pro forma, but something felt more

deeply by the clergymen. The responses of the congregations, both in

terms of enlistment figures and patriotic efforts, further suggests that the

sentiments voiced by the clergymen were not falling on hostile or

unreceptive ears. For a large number of Canadians it was clear that they,

who enjoyed the privileges of belonging to the Empire, were not only

duty-bound but also proud to do their part in defending the Empire and its

values – democracy, liberty, fair play, justice, etc. 

In conclusion, I would like to circle back to where I started, the

aftermath of the Second Battle of Ypres. From this point in the spring of

1915, the war changed for Canadians both at home and abroad. The use of

gas at Ypres and the civilian casualties caused by the sinking of the

Lusitania on 7 May 1915, changed people’s conception of the enemy they

were facing and how the war would proceed; this is reflected back in

Anglican sermons. Sam Hughes, the Minister of Militia, announced that

a further two troop contingents would be raised for overseas service –

Canada’s third and fourth divisions – in answer to news of the fighting and

losses at Ypres. In response to this further need, clergymen would become

recruiting agents. Their support for the cause of the Empire would not

waver, but the coming hardships – fuel and food shortages, influenza,

division over conscription and continued casualties, among others – would

increase the Church’s concern for social problems, encourage a new

ecumenism, and begin to forge a new conception of the Canadian nation

and the Church’s place in it. As the war lengthened without an Allied

breakthrough and victory began to seem elusive, the nature of their appeals

would change, but not their faith that the cause would triumph or that the

sacrifices were worthwhile. The Second Battle of Ypres had but the cup

of anguish and sorrow to the lips of the Canadian people for the first time,

but not for the last time, and it would require calmness, self-control,

prayer, courage, and, perhaps most of all, endurance to see them through

the trials that were still to come. By the end private sorrow would indeed

have become public property.
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The Antigonish Movement, centred around the Extension Department of

St. Francis Xavier University, represented a particular response to the

poverty gripping much of the rural Maritimes even prior to the onset of the

Depression. Moses Coady and Jimmy Tompkins, the two key leaders,

were Roman Catholic priests; most of the next echelon of leaders and key

workers in the Movement were also Roman Catholic. However, some

clergy and lay members of other denominations either supported, or played

an active role in, the Antigonish Movement, including two United Church

ministers – J.W.A. Nicholson and J.D.N. MacDonald. This essay will

briefly examine these two individuals, their motivations, the nature of their

involvement, and the way in which they were perceived within the United

Church, both during and subsequent to their direct involvement in the

Antigonish Movement.

J.W.A. Nicholson (1874-1961) was a contemporary of Coady and

Tompkins. Born in 1874 in Cape Breton, as a young man he attended Pine

Hill Divinity Hall in Halifax, then a Presbyterian college serving the

Maritimes. After completing his B.D., he did post-graduate study in

Edinburgh, followed by a period of study at the University of Berlin. After

an initial pastorate in the Saint John area, Nicholson served at Inverness

in Cape Breton from 1905-1911. He then took a call to St. James

Presbyterian Church in Dartmouth, where he stayed until 1927. Following

a two year period of study at Columbia University in New York, Nichol-

son returned to Canada, where he served at North Bedeque, PEI, a rural,
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multi-point pastoral charge until his retirement.

Nicholson was an ardent social activist, much influenced not only

by liberal theology in general but also by social Christianity or the social

gospel in particular. While, it is difficult to weigh the particular influence

of various factors in his life, various influences both theoretical and

experiential are evident: for instance, he studied with Adolf von Harnack

in Germany; and the minister whose congregation Nicholson attended after

his retirement judged that Nicholson’s time in Inverness was likely a factor

in his involvement in social action.1 It was there that he gained first-hand

experience with coal mining in Cape Breton and with the appalling

conditions in which the miners and their families lived. During this time

he developed a close relationship with the local Roman Catholic priest;

this pattern of a close relationship with local Roman Catholic clergy

remained a feature throughout his ministry. Nicholson also devoted the

remainder of his life to involvement in various social causes designed to

better the lives of common folk. While he manifested pacifist sympathies

throughout his life, he became an ardent pacifist following World War I.

He was the key leader of the Fellowship for a Christian Social Order in the

Maritimes and was one of the contributors to the Fellowship’s 1935

publication, Towards the Christian Revolution.

Nicholson’s involvement with the Antigonish Movement took

several forms. He was a good friend and correspondent of both Coady and

Tompkins. The Movement clearly had his moral support, a support that

grew stronger as the Movement gained authority. During his time at North

Bedeque, he followed the Antigonish Movement practice of establishing

study groups as a prelude to other initiatives. He also played a role in

establishing credit unions, both in the general rural area where he served

as well as elsewhere in Prince Edward Island. He was also active in the

establishment of co-operatives on PEI. After his retirement from North

Bedeque, he moved to Halifax, where he helped to organize study groups.

After retiring to Halifax, he again played a key role in the still young credit

union movement in Nova Scotia and also promoted co-operatives in the

province. In 1938, when Moses Coady was putting together a ten person

committee to do fund-raising in order to provide a financial base for the

Extension Department at St. Francis Xavier, Coady approached Nicholson

to serve on the committee. As Coady noted in his letter to Nicholson

soliciting the latter’s involvement: “The idea is to be able to say that this

Movement is Maritime-wide, non-denominational, and non-political in

character.”2 In his response, Nicholson noted his current involvement as
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a rural representative on the Carnegie Library Commission and also his

hope that some well-to-do Maritimers might be persuaded to support

Coady’s initiative, something Coady himself considered an unlikely

prospect.3 Nicholson continued to be a strong supporter of the work of the

Extension Department. He was particularly appreciative of the decision of

the Department to establish the Bulletin, a publication he regarded as well

worth the annual subscription fee of one dollar.

On a personal level, Coady and Nicholson had a close and strong

friendship. They wrote with some regularity to one another, among other

things recommending books each had personally found helpful. A 1951

letter from Nicholson to Coady offers insight into Nicholson’s approach

toward ecumenism and to his cooperative spirit with clergy of other

denominations. He noted that he had “some good friends within my own

church with whom I differ strongly on the proper Christian relations

between our own and other churches, especially your own. I have always

cultivated friendship and brotherly intimacy with these in my own long

ministry, with most happy relations in nearly every case. It is one of the

features of my ministry which gives me the richest satisfactions.”4

How was Nicholson regarded in the United Church at the time? He

was definitely viewed as a radical. By many, he was admired and

respected, not least for his unswerving faith in the worth of every

individual he met. He was also viewed by many as a “bit of a kook,” and

was feared by some for his ideas and his potential influence. His involve-

ment in the Fellowship for a Christian Social Order and also in the Co-

operative Commonwealth Federation made him persona non grata in

some circles, especially among those who judged that clergy should have

no part in worldly affairs in general and political affairs in particular. His

close relationships with a number of Roman Catholic priests also netted

him significant opposition from some United Church clergy. As well, in

the post-World War II era, he became somewhat lionized by a number of

younger clergy.5 It may also say something of the way he was viewed,

initially in the Presbyterian Church and later in the United Church, that

though he had studied at two prestigious universities in Europe and had an

earned M.A. in Theology at a time when such an accomplishment was

relatively rare, he was never offered a teaching position at Pine Hill or any

other Presbyterian or United Church theological institution. It is also

noteworthy that when he returned from his studies at Columbia University

in the late 1920s, urban congregations were not interested in his services,

notwithstanding his reputation as a brilliant thinker, a good preacher, and
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a caring pastor.

J.D.N. MacDonald grew up on a small farm in Cape Breton. His

parents had moved from the American east coast shortly before his birth.

Although not raised in a church-going family, he became involved in the

church in his teens and, after a brief teaching career, studied for the

ministry, being ordained in the United Church in 1926. His first pastoral

charge was in the mining community of Dominion, Cape Breton.

Following that, he served briefly in a rural area before developing, as a

very young man, a heart condition that nearly killed him. He spent almost

two years convalescing in a hospital in North Sydney run by the Sisters of

Charity. While his hospital stay was not the beginning of his appreciation

for Roman Catholic leadership in an age that was far from ecumenical, it

certainly cemented his appreciation for the readiness of the Catholic

Church to care for individuals who had few material advantages. Follow-

ing that period of convalescence, in 1931 he went to serve a rural,

primarily agricultural, pastoral charge near Baddeck, Nova Scotia. In

1932, Moses Coady came to Baddeck and addressed a meeting attended

by MacDonald. Much impressed by Coady, MacDonald began to organize

study groups in each of the four communities he served. Each study group

began to collect money from its members,6 and the resulting Thrift Club

was the forerunner of a credit union in the area. The study groups and the

Thrift Club also led to the development of a small cannery in the area. He

also began to help the farmers in the area to market their produce in

Sydney and the surrounding mining towns. The Thrift Club provided

capital to bring in chicks and to increase the poultry flocks as well as to

bring in good breeding stock in order to improve the quality of the animals

raised by local farmers.

With the Movement growing in influence, Moses Coady approached

MacDonald in 1936 to see if he would become a full-time field worker.

MacDonald refused, commenting in his memoirs that it was the only time

he had ever refused Moses Coady. For MacDonald, his own sense of his

call to ministry meant that he needed to continue to work actively in parish

ministry.7 He did, however, agree to do part-time work as a field worker

for the Extension Department, although confiding in his memoirs that

while he did his best to accommodate Coady’s requests, he also thought

that Coady’s demands on what constituted part-time work were strenuous.

MacDonald also did extensive work with the credit union movement in

Nova Scotia, especially after his move in the 1940s to serve a multi-point

pastoral charge on the eastern side of Dartmouth, Nova Scotia.
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In 1937 MacDonald received an invitation from students at Pine Hill

Divinity Hall, the United Church theological college in Halifax, to come

and talk with them about the Antigonish Movement. He rightly viewed

this opportunity as one way to influence younger clergy who might be

willing to offer leadership in the congregations they would serve. From

that point onward, other United Church ministers became more actively

involved in aspects of the Movement, though the overall number remained

relatively small.

MacDonald travelled through various parts of Cape Breton and

Nova Scotia during the late 1930s and early 1940s. Occasionally it was at

the request of a local United Church minister who wanted him to address

a congregational meeting on organizing study groups as a first step toward

other co-operative ventures. More often, it was at the request of Moses

Coady or A.B. MacDonald, Coady’s key assistant in the early days of the

Extension Department. During his later years, J.D.N. MacDonald

continued to organize study groups, but much of his energy went into

developing credit unions in the province.

How were MacDonald and his work viewed within his own

denomination? When I was a theological student at the Atlantic School of

Theology in the mid-to-late 1970s, I interviewed MacDonald and asked

him that question. He recounted that when he began, some of his

colleagues thought he was a bit of a crack-pot, though most of them were

“more puzzled by me than anything.”8 Some of his colleagues serving

rural congregations, particularly in Cape Breton, might have shared some

of his ideas but, he judged, they were fearful of becoming involved

because of opposition that they would have faced within their congrega-

tions. It was often the case, particularly in the fishing communities of

eastern Nova Scotia, that the local fish merchants and store owners were

Protestant. Certainly one often risked opposition within one’s congrega-

tions, and the opposition was likely to come from those with a capacity to

be strong financial supporters. MacDonald also faced questions from some

colleagues about his close association with a movement whose key

leadership was Roman Catholic. In his memoirs, he noted that he did not

meet as much opposition of that type as he would have expected, but it

was still present.9 One wonders, though, how much of it remained

unstated.

During the 1950s and 1960s, his earlier work came to be more

appreciated by others within the denomination. The relative success of co-

operative stores and the credit union movement, and their value in rural
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communities, led to greater appreciation of the work of those who had

been the early leaders in the Movement. Both credit unions and co-

operative movements had gained increased “respectability.” As these

aspects of the Antigonish Movement became more normative, more open

expressions of appreciation for those involved followed.

In 1958, St. Francis Xavier awarded MacDonald an honourary

LL.D. for his work in the Antigonish Movement. That honourary degree

– in a United Church Maritime culture that very much valued not only

formal education but also such recognition by a university – heightened

MacDonald’s profile within his own denomination. Subsequently, in the

1960s, he was elected President of the Maritime Conference, a position

that, in those years, went only to “valued elders” in the region. United

Church laity and ministers who, in the 1960s and 1970s, endeavoured to

give leadership to rural life and rural congregations within the Maritime

Conference, judged MacDonald to have been an important pioneer in

trying to help rural communities develop local resources ways that

benefitted the local community. It is perhaps even more telling that, in the

challenging times rural communities currently face, there has been a

renewed interest in the Antigonish Movement, as well as in the life and

work of some of its key leaders.
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