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Religious Landscapes in Transition: 

Protestantism, Urban Change, and Social Christianity 

in Early Twentieth-Century Montreal

ROSALYN TRIGGER

University of Waterloo

As recession gave way to renewed economic prosperity in the early years

of the twentieth century, Montrealers watched with interest as the built

environment of their city came to life once again. Despite the seeming

permanence and solidity of their buildings, Protestant churches were far

from immune to the unrelenting economic forces at work around them.

Particularly hard hit were the churches in the uptown district of Montreal,

home to an important segment of the city’s Protestant middle and upper

classes.1 As their previously quiet residential surroundings gave way to

hotels, places of entertainment, and department stores from the 1890s

onwards, many of Montreal’s leading Protestant congregations were faced,

some not for the first time, with the difficult decision of whether to remain

in place and adapt to a changing environment or whether to sell and

rebuild in the new suburban neighbourhoods to which so many of their

members were moving.2

During the same period, Protestants were coming under the

influence of the social gospel (more often referred to as social Christianity

in the British context), leading some to believe that social institutions –

including churches – needed to be transformed in order to redeem and

perfect Canadian urban society.3 In this paper, I argue that analysis of the

debates that took place within Montreal’s uptown Protestant congregations

concerning their church buildings can shed light on our understanding of

the influence of social Christianity at the congregational level.4 This
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religious movement has more often been studied in Canada through the

lens of influential churchmen or national denominational committees and

publications, providing vital insights into its theological and philosophical

underpinnings. Given the centrality of the congregation within Protestant-

ism, it seems equally important to ask what sort of impact these ideas had

on the lives of urban middle-class congregations. Much of this paper seeks

to explore this question by presenting three congregational case studies

drawn from the period between 1890 and 1914.5 

While the response to social Christianity varied from congregation

to congregation, many struggled with the dilemma of responding

effectively to urban as well as theological change while simultaneously

satisfying the needs of existing church members. At the heart, then, of my

investigation is the tension that exists within all Christian congregations

between what Gregory Baum describes as the logic of mission – the

essential purpose for which a religious organization exists – and the logic

of maintenance – the need to ensure the material well-being and perpetua-

tion of the organization itself.6 As we shall see, the decisions made by

members of each of the three case study congregations concerning their

church buildings was the outcome of a struggle between the desire to

integrate elements of social Christianity into their logic of mission and the

difficulties that this posed in terms of the logic of maintenance.

A History of Relocation

We must begin, however, by examining the way in which a previous

generation of Protestant Montrealers addressed similar issues. Doing so

provides a contrast that helps to place early twentieth-century congrega-

tional decision making in perspective. As Montreal’s original downtown

core became increasingly commercial from the 1850s and 1860s onwards,

the uptown district developed as the residence of choice for Montreal’s

growing Anglo-Protestant middle and upper classes.7 Fearful of losing

members, and anxious to erect more elaborate church buildings, nearly all

of Montreal’s oldest Protestant congregations – about twelve in all –

decided to move “up the hill” from the original downtown core in the

period between 1850 and 1889. Here they re-established themselves

alongside new congregations that were also building churches in the area

(see Figure 1). Similar patterns of church relocation have been docu-

mented for growing cities across North America, including Baltimore,

Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, New York, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh.8
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Elsewhere, I have demonstrated that church relocations during this

period led to the creation of much more socially exclusive congregations

than had previously existed.9 Stephen Leacock provides a fictional account

of this process in Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich:

In one respect the rival churches of Plutoria Avenue had had a similar

history. Each of them had moved up by successive stages from the

lower and poorer parts of the city . . . Thus both the churches, as

decade followed decade, made their way up the slope of the City till

St. Asaph’s was presently gloriously expropriated by the street

railway company, and planted its spire in triumph on Plutoria Avenue

itself. But St. Osoph’s followed . . . As the two churches moved, their

congregations, or at least all that was best of them – such members as

were sharing in the rising fortunes of the City – moved also.10

While some ministers and congregation members expressed concern

that the location and grandeur of the new uptown churches made them less

accessible to “the masses,” priority was usually given to the convenience

and wishes of the body of individuals upon whose financial support the

church depended. There is little to suggest that the erection of elaborate

church buildings and the leaving behind of less wealthy congregation

members was viewed as being incompatible with the evangelical project.

Instead, uptown church goers actively pursued their charitable and

evangelical endeavours in lower parts of the city, such as Griffintown, by

establishing missions and supporting working-class churches.11 Evidence

suggests that evangelicals and non-evangelicals alike viewed this as an

appropriate response to nineteenth-century urban change. As congrega-

tions deliberated on whether or not to move once again in the early

twentieth century, a very different social and theological context encour-

aged renewed examination of the relationship between church buildings,

their congregations, and the surrounding environment.



8 Religious Landscapes in Transition

 Figure 1: Relocation of Churches into the Uptown District, 1849-1899

Congregational Decision Making in the Early Twentieth Century

Social Christianity held little appeal for social conservatives, who

did not believe that the current socio-economic system was in need of

reform. Nor did it attract the theologically orthodox, who felt that religion

had no business interfering in such matters. It appealed more strongly,

however, to laypeople and pastors wishing to respond to the urban-
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Figure 2: Dominion Square Methodist Church and Stanley Street Presbyterian

Church, decorated with “For Sale” Signs (Bibliothèque Nationale du Québec,

Massicotte Collection. Original image is from The Saturday Mirror, 8 March

1913).

industrial problems and social tensions that were emerging during the late

nineteenth and early twentieth century. It also was attractive to those

anxious to provide their churches with a renewed sense of purpose,

commitment, and relevance in a rapidly-changing world. 

The actual state of the uptown churches in Montreal, as viewed

through the pages of the local newspapers, nevertheless seemed to present

a stark contrast with social Christianity’s vision of religious institutions

that were deeply engaged in the project of redeeming and regenerating

urban society. Frequent articles announcing the sale or potential sale of

uptown church buildings testified to the willingness of many congrega-

tions to part with their old properties at a healthy profit rather than stay on

to do battle in an increasingly commercial and diverse neighbourhood.12

On the streets, “For Sale” signs decorated churches that had already been
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sold by their congregations and were now in the hands of property

speculators (Figure 2). Meanwhile, dramatic renovations transformed

vacated places of worship into commercial spaces.13 Other churches were

demolished and disappeared entirely from the urban landscape. 

Especially damaging to the reputations of the uptown Protestant

churches was speculation in the press about the large sums of money

involved, reinforcing the impression that the congregations of these

socially-exclusive Protestant churches were preoccupied with pecuniary

matters. Andrew Macphail, a McGill University professor and man of

letters, stated unequivocally that the churches were missing a golden

opportunity “to declare to the world that there are other considerations

than those which can be reckoned in money.” “The very existence of a

church,” he argued, “– the more humble the better – occupying an

expensive site in company with buildings which scrape the sky . . . would

be a perpetual protest against the practices which go on in those build-

ings.”14 The sale of their buildings also associated them with a speculative

process that was enabling certain individuals and groups to generate

substantial wealth in a fashion that called into question the traditional

evangelical emphasis on the connections between morality, hard work, and

material reward. Some accounts portrayed the churches as the victims of

commercial expansion, powerless in the face of progress, but such an

image was equally unflattering because it made religious institutions look

weak in relation to economic forces.15 

Examination of a map showing church relocations in the uptown

district prior to 1914 suggests, however, that a more complex situation was

emerging at this time (Figure 3). While almost all the congregations in the

area contemplated selling their buildings, many ultimately chose either to

remain in place or else moved relatively short distances within the uptown

district. A number of practical reasons for this can be identified, including

the ability of churches to draw members from a much greater geographic

area than in past as a result of the introduction of electric street cars in the

early 1890s.16 Practical and material considerations nevertheless offer only

a partial explanation of what motivated congregations to remain in the

uptown district. While a willingness to remain cannot necessarily be

interpreted as a decision to engage and transform the surrounding

community, many of the decisions that were taken by congregations at this

time only make sense when viewed as a response to social Christianity.

This will be demonstrated in the case studies that follow. 
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Figure 3: Uptown Montreal, 1914: A Protestant Landscape in Transition

Emmanuel Congregational Church: Training for Social Service

Emmanuel Congregational Church was one of only a few congrega-

tions that not only sold their original uptown church buildings, but also

built new places of worship in the period prior to 1914. Rather than

leaving the uptown district, however, the members of Emmanuel chose to
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rebuild only a few blocks away. Although the plan initially arose out of

dissatisfaction with the acoustics and ventilation of their old building, it

seems that a desire to support their new minister’s social gospel-inspired

vision of the church’s future may have helped them to arrive at this

decision. 

Emmanuel Church was a descendent of Zion Congregational

Church, which had traditionally been one of Montreal’s most militantly

Protestant and evangelical congregations. Ministers such as J.B. Silcox

and Hugh Pedley, both advocates of the social gospel, helped to steer the

congregation towards an embrace of social Christianity.17 According to the

church secretary, A.K. Grafton, the Reverend Hugh Pedley wished to see

his church transformed into “a real, living power in the community –

above all a Church where the Spirit of Christ may be manifested in its

membership, ever ready to lend a hand where help is needed and to

endeavour to right the wrongs that ought not to be.”18 The church board

embraced this vision as its own, and in 1903 expressed the opinion that

Emmanuel Church had the material, the organization, and the means to do

“more aggressive and progressive work than ever before.”19 

Though not essential, a new church building with improved facilities

came to be seen as offering possibilities in terms of implementing this

programme. The trustees received an acceptable offer for their St.

Catherine Street building in 1905 and plans were soon underway for the

erection of a new church.20 There was no question of moving very far from

the original location. Instead, it was hoped that relocation to a more

residential street would enable them to purchase a less expensive site and

rebuild free of debt. At the same time, the trustees expressed a strong

desire to select the site that would be “best suited to effective Christian

work” and asked church members, when expressing their personal choice

of “locality” in response to a congregational circular, to answer the

question, “Where will the church do its best and highest service?”21 The

wording of this question reflected a very different type of thinking than

that which had motivated the original uptown church relocations. The

focus had previously been on a practical desire to choose the site that

would be most convenient for the majority of church members. Increas-

ingly church members were being asked to determine which location

would place the church in the best position to reach out and serve the

needs of the surrounding community. 

The decision to abandon Gothic architecture in favour of something

considered to be less overtly religious and more in keeping with the
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modern age also reflected this intent.22 A commentary in the Canadian

Architect and Builder suggested that the design “gets over the objection

to Gothic . . . that it is out of keeping with our time and the buildings in

which we live our daily life.”23 Similar views were expressed at this time

by advocates of the “socialized” church in the United States, who

criticized traditional church buildings for being “separated from the

everyday life of the people” and standing “only as the representative of

spiritual and eternal interests.” It was argued that “the church ought to

suggest, not an ‘absentee God’ and a future heaven, but the kingdom of

God here and now and coming daily in every community.”24

Congregation members seem to have had no qualms about leaving

the old place of worship to its commercial fate (Figure 4).25 Instead, funds

from the sale of the old building were seen as enabling the church to

become a more effective agent of community service. Once in their new

building, the congregation embarked on the ambitious goal of enlisting

every church member in some form of practical social service and

transformed the church into a scene of constant daily activity. A church

pamphlet produced in 1915 emphasized that while church after church had

fled from the downtown district, it was Emmanuel’s role to “take the better

part of remaining on the firing line and finding the new mode of attack that

shall capture the enemy’s trenches.” Only by doing so would Emmanuel

be able “not simply hold her own in the changed community, but work out

for herself a glorious future of service.”26

As a small denomination in Montreal, the Congregationalists had

always been heavily involved in interdenominational church movements,

so to some extent the emphasis on training members for social service in

the broader community represented continuity with past interests. At the

same time, the focus on social service shifted the congregation away from

its traditional emphasis on the conversion of individuals and led it to place

greater importance on the need to work towards a more harmonious social

order.

St. George’s Anglican Church: Solving Social Problems

The decisions made by St. George’s Church also reflected the

influence of social Christianity. In a 1909 sermon entitled “A New

Montreal,” the rector of St. George’s pleaded for “a broader, grander ideal

for the Church” in which “individual religion” would reach “its crown and
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Figure 4: The Original Emmanuel Congregational Church Being Transformed

into Shops, 1911 (Bibliothèque Nationale du Québec, Massicotte Collection. The

original source of this image in unknown. A similar photograph appears in the

Montreal Witness, 16 March 1912).

blossom in social religion.” While acknowledging that many in his

congregation were too practical to share this vision, he nevertheless went

on to admonish them for their pessimism in light of evidence that the new
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century was – as he described it – “palpitating with great social enthusi-

asms of many kinds.”27

As an Anglican Church, St. George’s had distinct parish boundaries

that happened to include both a small uptown area as well as a very poor

downtown district, with the church perched on the edge of the hill between

the two. The extensive mission and charitable work traditionally carried

out by St. George’s in the lower reaches of its parish was made possible

by the wealth and resources of uptown congregation members. By the

early years of the twentieth century, only a very small percentage of

seatholders continued to live within the parish boundaries. In light of the

growing commercialization of the neighbourhood, and continued threats

by the Canadian Pacific Railway to expropriate part of their church

building, this group became increasingly anxious to find a new location for

the church. Countering accusations of worldliness, they emphasized that

they had no plans to desert the downtown portion of their parish, but

instead hoped to use the substantial proceeds from the sale of the old

church to benefit this constituency.28 By June 1914 plans for a magnificent

new church were on display. The proposed location, which was just a few

blocks to the west of the existing church, ensured that the church remained

well if not better placed to deal with the problems existing in the down-

town district. The new church was designed to suggest a parish that was

well-equipped and ready “to help on the Kingdom of God,”29 and it was

pointed out that ample room remained on the property to build settlement

houses or carry out other community-oriented schemes.30

These plans came to an abrupt halt when the company that had

bought the old church found itself unable to come up with the money to do

so.31 The failure of new funds and facilities to materialize meant in essence

that St. George’s work in the downtown district continued very much as

before. Rather than taking on more pro-active measures to ameliorate

social problems such as crowded tenements, unemployment, and unsani-

tary living conditions, this led to a continued emphasis on “charity.”

Although impossible to verify, it seems likely that such an outcome that

may well have suited the more socially conservative element within the

congregation.



16 Religious Landscapes in Transition

St. James Methodist Church: Inspired by the Institutional Church Model

Compared with Emmanuel and St. George’s, there was far less

unanimity within the church leadership concerning the fate of St. James

Methodist Church. Ever since moving uptown to their cathedral-style

building in 1889, the trustees at St. James had been plagued by financial

concerns and had only been saved from having to sell their building in the

early years of the twentieth century as a result of the generosity of

Methodists from across Canada.32 By 1910, rumours were once again rife

concerning the sale of the church. Profound changes had taken place in the

surrounding neighbourhood and it was observed that St. James was

becoming more than ever a “People’s Church,” although it still retained a

large family contingent.33 

Those in favour of the sale argued that the church building could be

sold for a very large sum – estimated initially at one and a quarter million

dollars – and a new place of worship erected in a more residential part of

the uptown district. The property, they maintained, was now “too valuable

. . . to be held by the Church, in the absence of a sufficient endowment to

enable it to do the larger, aggressive work which ought to be done in the

neighbourhood.”34 Others were utterly opposed to the sale and believed

that removal to a new location would result in the loss of St. James’

distinctive character.35 There was also concern that the Methodists from

across Canada who had helped to save the church only a few years earlier

might see the sale as a betrayal of their trust. While the leaders of St.

James shared many of the aspirations of leaders at Emmanuel and St.

George’s, the symbolic weight of their “cathedral of Methodism” was such

that it initially tipped the balance in favour of retaining the church

building. Then, in October 1911, a two million dollar offer for the property

caused them to reconsider their previous decision.36

At the same time, a vision had begun to emerge of taking advantage

of St. James’s central location and creating what was known at the time as

an institutional church. The services offered by institutional churches

varied depending on their locales, but emphasis was often placed on

serving the recreational, as well as the religious, social, and intellectual,

needs of the surrounding community.37 Those at St. James envisaged

providing facilities such as a gym, swimming bath, and reading rooms, but

recognized that greater revenues would be required to carry out this type

of work.38 This left decision makers at St. James torn between their desire

to keep their building and the need to raise funds to carry out more
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ambitious church work. The inability to resolve this dilemma ultimately

led to inaction, and a renewed focus on finding alternate ways to clear the

church’s debt.

Although they differed from their counterparts at Emmanuel and St.

George’s in terms of their decision to retain the old church building,

leaders at St. James likewise saw their resolution to remain in the heart of

the uptown district as an integral part of their sense of mission. It is,

however, unclear to what extent this represented a departure from tradition

for a church that had always been at the centre of evangelical revivalism

in Montreal. On the one hand, institutional church work could be seen as

an attempt to prevent young men and women from getting involved in the

types of amusements, such as drink and dancing, that evangelical

Methodists had traditionally associated with immorality and alienation

from Christian life. On the other, the promotion of recreational activities

in the churches could be seen as a contribution to the social redemption of

Canadian urban society. There is no evidence to suggest that such matters

were ever thought through or debated very clearly at a congregational

level, perhaps because the avoidance of explicit discussion made it

possible to satisfy congregation members who retained more individualis-

tic evangelical beliefs, while at the same time offering hope to social

gospellers. 

Conclusion

While the decisions that were made by each congregation as to

whether or not to remain in the uptown district were heavily influenced by

financial and practical considerations, scrutiny of the records of Mon-

treal’s leading churches reveals that their choices also reflected the varied

responses of individual congregations to the message of social Christian-

ity.

Whereas traditional evangelical Christianity, with its emphasis on

the conversion of the individual, had provided little incentive for churches

to remain in the original city centre in the 1860s and 1870s, the renewed

aspiration to place Christian religion at the heart of urban society’s

political and economic life made the positioning of a church in the centre

of the city much more meaningful in the early years of the twentieth

century. For the three churches discussed above, remaining in the uptown

district reflected a desire to make decisions that embodied a commitment

to social Christianity. Each church worked with a slightly different vision
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1. The district referred to as the “uptown” district in this paper roughly

corresponds with the central business district of the modern city.

2. Protestant churches in other cities faced a similar dilemma. A contemporary,

J.S. Woodsworth, drew attention to the removal of churches from densely

populated areas of Canadian cities during this period in My Neighbour: A

Study of City Conditions. A Plea for Social Service (Toronto: The Missionary

Society of the Methodist Church, 1911), 162-65. The issue is also discussed

that was inspired in some way by traditional congregational interests.

While these choices reflected a new-found commitment to reforming

social conditions through the application of Christ’s teaching, their

compatibility with congregational traditions – and with a continued

emphasis on the need for personal conversion – meant that they did not

represent a decisive break with the past.

The desire to retain uptown sites, combined with the simultaneous

desire to raise funds for new socially-oriented endeavours, nevertheless

posed a dilemma. Of the three congregations, Emmanuel was the most

successful at negotiating this quandary. Failure to sell their original

uptown churches meant that both St. George’s and St. James never

acquired either the financial resources or the facilities that they had hoped

would enable them to respond more effectively to the social needs of the

surrounding community. It is difficult to determine whether this repre-

sented a lack of will on the part of congregation members, or simply the

fact that the enormous investment in religious infrastructure that had

occurred in the previous generation made it difficult for congregations to

manoeuvre within a new social and theological context: in other words, a

prevailing of the logic of maintenance over the logic of mission. With no

interest in responding to more radical calls for societal transformation

being made by social gospellers such as J.S. Woodsworth,39 Montreal’s

elite uptown churches struggled in the period leading up to World War 1

to embody the commitment to the social reform that many of their

members believed was necessary. This allowed the image of churches

eager to sell their properties for large sums of money to prevail, perhaps

giving credence to the warning that it was only by firmly standing their

ground on the city’s most valuable and prominent sites that the churches

could demonstrate the power of the sacred over and against the secular

commercial world.
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Between 6-9 April1994 the Roman Catholic Diocese of Calgary held its

first diocesan synod. The synod, convoked in December 1990 by the Most

Rev. Paul O’Byrne, involved three and half years of extensive planning

and consultation. The bishop hoped that such a gathering of clergy and

laity would provide an opportunity to reinvigorate the diocese, overcome

division, reach out to the alienated, engage the laity in the life of the

Church, and breathe new life into the directions of the Second Vatican

Council (1962-1965). Like many dioceses in the Canadian church, the

Diocese of Calgary experienced declining lay participation, dwindling

numbers of priests and religious, inadequate financial resources, and

growing disunity between liberals and conservatives in the decades that

followed Vatican II. A close examination of this diocesan synod thus

provides a unique lens through which to explore the issues and develop-

ments that have shaped and defined English-Canadian Roman Catholicism

since the Second Vatican Council. The resolutions and deliberations of the

synod are especially important for the insights they provide into the

concerns and priorities of the laity. The exclusion of many of the

resolutions approved by the synod from the bishop’s promulgation and the

frustration and disappointment experienced by many delegates sheds

considerable light on the continuing tensions that exist within the

Canadian church.
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Although diocesan synods have a long history in the Roman

Catholic Church, such synods have not been a common occurrence in the

life of the Canadian church. The Council of Trent (1545-1563) in fact

required that a diocesan synod be held once a year. According to Trent,

bishops were to summon the vicar-general, the members of the cathedral

chapter, holders of benefices, and all others who have care of souls. Lay

persons could be invited to attend but had no right to be summoned.

Although the decrees of Trent have never been revoked, the custom of

holding annual diocesan synods had fallen into abeyance in many areas by

the eighteenth century. Diocesan synods were rarely held in Canada. With

the Second Vatican Council’s commitment to collegiality and shared

responsibility among bishops and priests and the new emphasis on lay

involvement in the life and ministry of the Church, diocesan synods

became more common in some areas. During the pontificate of John Paul

II, however, officials in Rome became increasingly concerned that

diocesan synods threatened to erode the authority of the bishop and the

magisterium of the Church, encouraged competition between different

interests in the Church, and created false expectations of change among

the laity. In 1983 a new Code of Canon Law set out the juridical norms

that were to govern diocesan synods. The Code and a subsequent set of

instructions prepared by the Congregation for Bishops and the Congrega-

tion for the Evangelization of Peoples reasserted episcopal authority,

clearly defined the purpose and composition of diocesan synods, and

demarcated the nature of lay participation in such assemblies.1 

The period following the Second Vatican Council was one of

dramatic and sometimes unsettling change in the Diocese of Calgary. The

number of priests and religious in the diocese failed to keep pace with the

growth of the Roman Catholic population of southern Alberta. Between

1968 and 1990 the Catholic population in the diocese more than doubled

but the number of priests declined from 150 to 95. Not only were there

fewer clergy, but the average age of priests had climbed to sixty. The

declining health and imminent retirement of many priests and the

widening generation gap between clergy and laity presented serious

challenges to the diocese as did the dwindling number of vocations. In

1968 the diocese reported seventeen seminarians; by 1990 there were only

seven men from the diocese training for the priesthood. The ranks of the

clergy were further thinned by the laicization of a significant number of

clergy who left the priesthood to marry or out of frustration with the lack

of reform in the Church. The demands placed upon the clergy increased
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dramatically during this period. In 1968 there was one priest for every 757

persons in the diocese; by 1990 the ratio had increased to one priest for

every 3,266 persons. Such trends threatened to diminish the priestly role

to the simple dispensation of sacraments to people whose daily pastoral

care was increasingly entrusted to others. At the same time, the image of

the clergy was seriously damaged by revelations of past abuses by priests

and religious employed in orphanages, reform schools and Native

residential schools. These pressures contributed to an increase in stress,

burnout and poor morale among a clergy already caught up in a crisis of

change. In the wake of Vatican II, many new priests were often unsure of

what was expected of them and many older clergy frequently found it

difficult to adjust to the Church’s new ways.2 The lack of vocations forced

the diocese to look farther afield to recruit priests from Poland, Vietnam

and the Philippines. By 1990 nearly a third of all the priests in the diocese

were foreign-born. The importation of clergy from overseas was often

followed by a difficult period of adjustment for both priest and parishio-

ners. The religious orders that had historically sustained many of the

Church’s schools, hospitals, and social service agencies also suffered from

dwindling numbers. In 1968 there were 243 sisters and more than twenty

novices from thirteen different orders. By 1990 several orders had ceased

operation in the diocese, the number of sisters had declined by 44 per cent

and there were only two novices. Decreasing numbers forced several

orders to consolidate, reduce or abandon much of their former work in the

diocese and longstanding Catholic institutions such as the Holy Cross

Hospital were secularized.3 

As the number of clergy and religious declined, the diocese

increasingly looked to the laity to become more involved in the ministry

of the Church. The Second Vatican Council’s affirmation of the Church

as the whole people of God and its emphasis on the equality of all

Christians in baptism promised to temper the hierarchical, authoritarian

and clerical structures of the past with a more open and inclusive church

that recognized and encouraged the participation of the laity in all aspects

of church life.4 Innovations, such as the establishment of parish councils,

however, often led to tension rather than a shared sense of mission. Some

clergy, used to running their parishes as they saw fit and unaccustomed to

lay input, were uncomfortable with the new spirit of inclusion and

consultation and resisted the formation of pastoral councils in their

parishes or refused to support their work. For many within the laity, the

creation of the new pastoral councils was a sign of the Church’s democra-
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tization and recognition of their right to be consulted in parish affairs. Not

surprisingly, conflict often resulted as clergy confronted determined

parishioners empowered and emboldened by the Vatican Council’s

emphasis on equality and lay inclusion.5 

Ironically, as opportunities for lay involvement in the life of the

Church increased, active participation in the Church began to decline. In

1968 nearly 70 per cent of all Roman Catholics in southern Alberta were

considered active within the Church. By 1988 only 44 per cent were

classified as active. Sunday Mass attendance experienced an equally

dramatic decline from nearly 40 per cent of the total Catholic population

in 1970 to less than twenty per cent in 1988. Even though the total Roman

Catholic population increased significantly during this period, the numbers

of persons baptized and confirmed each year remained stable.6 If the

Second Vatican Council sought to engage the Church in the modern world

through the active participation of the laity, the results in the Diocese of

Calgary were disappointing as increasingly large segments of the Roman

Catholic population became inactive in the Church. Decreased attendance

had a direct impact on diocesan and parish finances. Annual deficits forced

the diocese to cut back on programs and staff. While the diocese suc-

ceeded in balancing its books, several parishes came uncomfortably close

to defaulting on building loans and rural depopulation and the shortage of

priests resulted in the consolidation and closure of some missions and

parishes.7 Continuing financial difficulties limited the ability of the

Diocese to introduce new initiatives or to respond to population growth

and changing demographics. 

The diocese was further beset by intensifying divisions between

liberals and conservatives within the church. Liberal Catholics, inspired

by the Second Vatican Council’s spirit of openness to the modern world

and tolerance of diversity, challenged the Church to further reform

especially on matters of discipline and moral teaching. Some liberals urged

the Church to reconsider its teachings on contraception and divorce, to

expand the ministry of women and to abolish compulsory priestly

celibacy. To conservative Catholics such ideas represented a dangerous

challenge to Church tradition and moral teaching. Conservatives critics

charged that in trying to be modern and relevant, liberals threatened to

erode Catholicism’s distinctive identity and the Church’s traditional claim

to moral authority. Questioning the consequences of the liberal agenda of

openness and tolerance, conservative Catholics called for a return to

ethical absolutes reflecting traditional teachings concerning family,
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sexuality and moral discipline. Conservatives sought to redefine the

Second Vatican Council on their own terms and to return the Church to its

“orthodox” roots through movements such as Opus Dei, the Legionnaires

of Christ and Regnum Christi. While conservatives tended to look to the

past, liberals challenged the Church to address present realities. For many

liberals, this meant putting the cause of social justice at the heart of the

Church’s mission.8

The arrival of the charismatic movement further added to the

Church’s diversity in southern Alberta. By the mid-1970s, charismatic

renewal constituted a powerful and sometimes divisive influence in many

parishes. While some parishes were reinvigorated by the charismatic

movement and the experience of tongues, prophecy and healing, others

were deeply divided. Some Catholics were suspicious of the demonstrative

style of charismatic prayer and its intense emotionalism. Others charged

that the movement threatened traditional ecclesiastical authority and

doctrine and that its preoccupation with individual experience detracted

from the Church’s call to social action and community. Still others

criticized the movement’s fundamentalism and tendency to proclaim the

superiority of charismatic piety over all other forms of prayer and worship.

Despite these objections, the movement attracted a large following in the

diocese, especially among those disturbed by the forces of secularization

in society and liberalization in the church.9

The Diocese of Calgary was shepherded through this period of

dramatic and sometimes unsettling change by Paul J. O’Byrne. O’Byrne

was ordained to the priesthood by Bishop Carroll on 22 February 1948. As

a parish priest, Paul O’Byrne displayed a “lively wit, enthusiasm and

spontaneous warmth for people” and demonstrated a keen interest in

“relating the gospel to the daily life of his people and their communities.”10

Wherever he served, Fr. O’Byrne displayed an avid interest in youth and

social action. His involvement with youth and work in the community

made him deeply aware of the need for the Church to come to terms with

contemporary realities. Convinced of the need for change and innovation,

Paul O’Byrne welcomed the winds of renewal that began to blow through

the Church with Vatican II and which was then being implemented in the

Diocese of Calgary by Bishop Klein. He was concerned, however, by how

the spirit of reform would be practically applied at the local level. Paul

O’Byrne’s reputation as an effective parish priest and a thoughtful

advocate of reform resulted in his election in 1968 as chair of the Priests’

Senate, a new body recommended by the Second Vatican Council and
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instituted by Bishop Klein. It was hoped that the Priests’ Senate would

help to move the Church away from the hierarchical and authoritarian

church structures of the past towards a more collegial and consultative

model of church life.

Bishop Klein died on 3 February 1968 only nine months after his

installation as the fifth Bishop of Calgary. Following the death of Bishop

Klein, the Diocesan Consultors chose Fr. Paul O’Byrne to be administrator

of the diocese until a new bishop was appointed. The appointment was a

recognition of O’Byrne’s energy and abilities and a sign of the high regard

in which he was held in the diocese.11 

The manner by which Bishops were to be chosen had been a subject

of discussion both during and following the Second Vatican Council.

Some believed that the process needed to be opened up and made more

democratic. It was in this spirit that the clergy of the Diocese submitted a

brief to the Apostolic Delegate to Canada requesting that they be consulted

in the selection of the new bishop. The Apostolic Delegate responded

favourably to the request and agreed to meet with the clergy of the

diocese. During the meeting, the clergy made it clear that they wanted

their new bishop to be a native of the diocese, or at least to be from

western Canada and familiar with its ways and culture. There was also a

strong desire that the new bishop be pastorally minded and accessible to

the clergy and people of the diocese. At the end of the proceedings, the

Apostolic Delegate invited the clergy to write to him with the names of

individuals they felt were suited to the position and promised that he

would forward the names to the Vatican. Throughout the proceedings, one

name kept recurring – Paul O’Byrne who was named Bishop of Calgary

on 21 June 1968. It was one of the first times that a bishop had been

appointed after such open consultation with the diocesan clergy.12 

In many respects, Paul O’Byrne was a new kind of bishop.

Determined to remove any barriers that might separate him from the

people he was called to serve, Bishop O’Byrne eschewed the pomp and

trappings that had surrounded the office in the past. He dressed in priestly

black and abandoned the Bishop’s residence in Rosedale for a modest

apartment not far from the Diocesan Pastoral Centre. His office was simple

and unimposing. From the beginning, Bishop O’Byrne resolved that he

would emphasize the pastoral dimension of his new office. He genuinely

enjoyed meeting people and made a point of visiting parishes and meeting

with the clergy as often as possible. Paul O’Byrne’s “post-Vatican II style”

certainly differentiated him from his predecessors and generated consider-
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able expectations of change and renewal in the diocese.13 Beneath this

optimism and enthusiasm, however, lay serious problems which were not

long in rising to the surface. By the 1980s the Church in southern Alberta

had to cope with the reality of decline, dissent and diversity. Bishop

O’Byrne recognized the need for reconciliation and renewal in the diocese

and in 1988 he approached his advisors with the idea of holding a diocesan

synod. The bishop hoped that such a gathering would provide an opportu-

nity for a renewed sense of vision, increased involvement in the mission

and ministry of the church, and a heightened sense of communion and

solidarity. After consultation with the Priests’ Council, the Diocesan

Pastoral Council and other groups, the bishop named Sr. Maria Nakagawa

as Synod Coordinator in July 1990. In the autumn, a coordinating

committee was struck with representatives from the Social Affairs and

Religious Education Councils of the diocese, the universities and colleges,

the separate school boards, youth, religious and each deanery. The bishop

formally convoked the diocese’s first synod in December 1990.14

Three and half years of careful planning and preparation preceded

the meeting of the synod. To focus planning and discussion, organizers

chose “Our Place in God’s Family” as the synod theme. Organizers

recognized from the start that the success of the synod depended on

involving as many persons as possible in the process. To facilitate

communication with the parishes and generate interest in the local church,

a synod coordinator was selected in every parish. A preliminary survey

was conducted to identify issues and concerns. Further input was received

from small dialogue groups, led by trained facilitators, formed in the

parishes and from open deanery meetings. All individuals in the diocese

were invited to write to the synod coordinator to express their concerns,

opinions and recommendations. In the end, more than 3,000 parishioners,

including some 600 youth, participated in the process.15 On the basis of

this feedback, organizers established seven commissions dealing with

personal faith, the family, the parish, the diocese, the universal Church,

education and youth. Each of the commissions reviewed the input

received, identified key issues and produced a draft report with recommen-

dations. In November 1993, the draft reports were circulated to all clergy

and parish synod coordinators for their responses. Parishioners throughout

the diocese were invited to respond to the commissions’ recommendations

by completing a survey. A series of resolutions was prepared for the synod

based on the responses received from the clergy, parish coordinators and

the 925 completed surveys. Delegate selection occurred in January 1994
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and pre-synod workshops held in each deanery during February and

March. The formal synod took place between 6-9 April 1994 and was

attended by 132 voting delegates. Delegates passed 112 of the 113

recommendations brought before the synod. To ensure broad consensus,

a 70 per cent approval rate was required for all resolutions.

Diocesan Administration

The resolutions adopted by the diocesan synod provide considerable

insight into the concerns and priorities of active Roman Catholics in

southern Alberta at the end of the twentieth century. These resolutions

revealed a strong desire for reform of diocesan structures and procedures.

During the discussions that preceded the synod, many participants

expressed a wish for more “consistent direction and planning” from the

diocesan administration and greater lay participation in diocesan decision-

making. The Diocesan Pastoral Council, established in 1974, was to have

provided a means for long term planning and lay input into administration

of the diocese. The information gathered prior to the synod indicated that

the “general faithful” appeared “to know relatively little about the role of

the Diocesan Pastoral Council” and that the Council, while active, had

“not communicated its work to the parishes” effectively. Delegates to the

synod stressed the importance of gathering “input from the faithful”

whenever the diocese considered major issues or changes of policy, if

bitterness, resentment and misunderstanding were to be avoided. This was

particularly critical before the Diocese made “any major changes”

involving parish closings or amalgamations. Pre-synod consultations

revealed that rural Catholics felt especially isolated from the diocese.

Rural parishioners often complained that they were excluded from

important decisions and that diocesan services were not easily accessed by

country parishes. The resolutions approved by the synod expressed a

strong desire for a more inclusive, effective, visible and accessible

diocesan administration with a clear sense of direction and purpose.16

Pastoral Leadership and the Laity

Many participants in the pre-synod consultations indicated they felt

that a new style of pastoral leadership was needed to carry parishes into

the twenty-first century. To achieve this objective, the synod recom-

mended that the seminary training of priests be updated and that the clergy
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be provided with opportunities to develop their gifts throughout their

active ministry. The synod encouraged all seminaries “to provide

seminarians with leadership training” particularly in the areas of “listening

skills, facilitating skills and conflict resolution.” Another motion urged

seminaries and the diocese to provide training “to improve the standard of

preparing and presenting homilies offered in the parishes.” This resolution

reflected the increased importance that the laity attached to preaching and

teaching. The faithful expected more from their priest than simply

presiding at the liturgy and administering the sacraments. These changing

expectations of the clergy resulted in a desire for greater lay input into the

selection and appointment of priests. The synod requested lay representa-

tion on the Diocesan Vocation Formation Committee examining candi-

dates for the priesthood and stressed the need to involve parish communi-

ties in the selection and appointment of their pastor. Of the 113 resolutions

brought to synod, only the resolution advocating a voice for parishioners

in the appointment of parish priests fell short of the 70 per cent support

needed for adoption. Although the synod did not vote according to lay and

clerical houses, it was clear that opposition to this resolution came

primarily from the clergy. The isolation and increasing demands placed

upon the clergy disturbed synod delegates. Although delegates expressed

concern for the many pressures place upon the clergy, especially by the

shortage of priests, the resolutions also indicated a desire for a different

type of pastoral leadership. During the extensive consultations that

preceded the synod, many participants in the process identified priestly

celibacy, and some the exclusion of women from priestly orders, as issues

that the synod should address in light of the urgent need for more priests.

Both issues lay beyond the authority of the bishop and the diocese and

were not discussed during the synod although delegates did urge the

bishop to consider calling single and married men to the diaconate to

relieve some of the burden carried by priests.17

The Second Vatican Council encouraged lay involvement in all

aspects of parish life. The feedback received prior to the synod indicated,

however, that many persons in the diocese felt a need for greater collabo-

ration and co-operation between the clergy and the laity in the parishes. It

was noted that considerable confusion existed about the role and authority

of the pastoral councils established in most parishes. Some questioned the

representativeness of the councils and expressed frustration with their

inability to function effectively. To address these concerns, the synod

resolved that the nomination and selection of members for parish pastoral
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councils should come from the parish community. In many parishes, the

parish priest appointed the pastoral council. The synod further recom-

mended that members of the pastoral council be “in touch” with their

parish community and serve staggered terms to ensure a measure of

continuity. Delegates stressed the important role that the pastoral council,

working in collaboration with the clergy, should play in providing

leadership and direction for the parish. 

During the pre-synod consultations it became clear that many

parishioners felt that the liturgy did not reflect the needs of the parish

community. To ensure that worship reflected the needs and diversity of the

whole community and utilized the gifts of the people, the synod encour-

aged more “collaborative decision-making” by parish liturgy committees.

The synod also called upon the parish community to “take responsibility

for the administrative and secretarial functions of the parish” in order to

provide priests with more time to carry out their pastoral and sacramental

duties. With more participatory decision-making, the potential for conflict

increased. Delegates to the synod recognized this possibility and appealed

to the diocese to establish a conflict resolution committee to help mediate

disputes.18

Education and Formation

The input received prior to the synod clearly indicated that the

people of the diocese wished to play a more active role in the life of the

Church. Many participants also indicated, however, that they felt ill-

equipped to give witness to their faith and to exercise their baptismal

ministry. The synod challenged parishes to become effective learning and

formation centres that transformed their members into mature Christians

equipped to live out the Gospel. To achieve this, parishes were to identify

the educational needs of their parishioners and then establish programs of

spiritual formation and provide opportunities for adult education. Pre-

synod discussions revealed that many faithful were unclear about the

Church’s teaching on important theological, social and moral issues. For

the sake of clarity and unity, the synod stressed that all educational

materials used in the parishes should be approved by the bishop. To

provide effective support and training to the parishes, the synod recom-

mended that the diocesan Religious Education Office be expanded and that

the diocese “find the ways and means of training clergy, religious and laity

to be spiritual directors.” Delegates to the synod attached tremendous
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importance to the family as a primary centre of spiritual development. The

information gathered before the synod indicated that the reality of family

life in the diocese often differed from the ideal of the family upheld by the

Church. Since the 1960s, the traditional nuclear family had been eroded

by rising rates of divorce, remarriage and single parenthood. Marriage to

non-Catholics had become much more common. During this period, social

and economic factors compounded the stress experienced by the family

unit. To increase awareness of family issues, the synod invited the diocese

to implement a family educational program for clergy and laity and to

investigate the services that other dioceses provided to families. The synod

believed that the creation of healthy and stable family units required that

parishes “implement quality marriage preparation courses led by qualified

couples” and provide for the “ongoing formation of married couples”

through “relevant and meaningful courses.” Delegates further challenged

the Church to do more to address the problem of family violence and to

provide greater support to families in times of crisis. Because parents

played such a critical role in the moral and spiritual development of their

children, the synod believed that Catholic families needed to be equipped

better to put their Christian faith into practice at home and to counteract

negative societal influences. The synod called upon the diocese to make

existing resources better known and more accessible to parents, to

investigate successful family programs offered elsewhere, and to provide

the support needed to implement these programs in the parishes. While the

synod called upon the diocese to do more in this area, it also recognized

that parents needed to be reminded of their responsibility to “witness their

faith in all aspects of their lives” and to participate actively in the spiritual

formation of their children.19

Youth

The motions adopted by the synod revealed considerable concern for

the place of youth in the Church. Some 600 young people participated in

pre-synod discussions. At these meetings, many youth voiced the isolation

and frustration they experienced in the Church. Youth frequently

complained that the Church seemed to recognize only the gifts of adults

and that their abilities and ideas were often ignored or overlooked. Young

Catholics lamented that the Church’s teachings were not communicated

in a relevant or meaningful manner and that the Church’s worship often

failed to reflect the needs and experience of youth. To respond to these
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concerns, the synod advocated the creation of a diocesan Youth Ministry

Office and the appointment of youth coordinators in each deanery. The

synod urged parishes and deaneries to encourage and support youth groups

and organizations, to develop and promote youth leadership workshops

and volunteer programs and to provide opportunities for youth to worship

and celebrate their faith. If youth were to feel included in and valued by

the Church, it was essential that young people be invited to contribute to

all aspects of parish life. The synod resolved that youth should be

represented on the parish council and other committees and provided with

the opportunity to participate in Church ministries. Delegates directed

pastors to dialogue with the young people of their parishes and to take

more seriously the perspectives and insights that youth had to share with

the church. Closely connected to the question of youth in the Church was

the issue of Catholic education. The synod consultation process revealed

a perception among many parents that the religious education programs

offered in the Catholic schools did not adequately teach Catholic doctrine

and that teachers were not sufficiently qualified to teach religion. In

response to these concerns, the synod recommended that only religious

education programs approved by the bishop be adopted in the Catholic

schools of the diocese and that the diocese work with the Catholic school

boards and St. Mary’s College to develop programs to equip teachers of

religious education better. The synod hoped that together these measures

would ensure that the faith was handed on to the next generation.20

Social Justice and Ecumenism

Two other priorities for the Church became evident in the synod’s

deliberations: social justice and ecumenism. In its report to the synod, the

Commission on the Universal Church Family asserted that social justice

was “an integral part of Jesus’ teaching and example.” It was thus

imperative that the church be a leader in social justice and do more to

address the problems that afflicted society both at home and abroad. To

achieve this objective, the synod urged the diocese to re-establish a Social

Action Office. As part of its effort to economize, the diocese had

dismantled its Social Justice Office in 1991. With the closure of this

office, many in the diocese felt that they lacked the resources, awareness

and direction necessary to apply gospel values and the social teachings of

the Church to current social issues. The synod hoped that a new Social

Action Office could correct this situation by providing information,
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facilitating workshops, public forums, courses and retreats, networking

with other organizations and drawing attention to social justice issues

through the media. To be effective, however, these efforts needed to be

supported by active commitment at the parish level. The synod thus

advised parish pastoral councils to form a social action committee whose

purpose was to make the parish aware of injustices in their community and

the world, to reflect on a Christian response to those needs and to support

appropriate action.21 Whenever possible, the synod felt that the diocese

and parishes should work with other Christian denominations to address

the problems that afflicted our society. This recommendation reflected the

broad support for ecumenism that was evident in pre-synod discussions.

Participants in the consultation process often expressed a desire to work

more closely with other churches but were unclear about their own

church’s views on ecumenism. The synod challenged parish pastoral

councils to make ecumenical issues and activities a priority and urged the

diocese to consider constructing joint-use facilities whenever new

developments were planned.22

Implementation and Impact

Anxious that the synod’s recommendations were acted upon,

delegates called upon the bishop to appoint a Synod Implementation

Coordinator. The synod challenged all persons and bodies named in the

adopted resolutions to take immediate steps to develop an implementation

plan and to report back to the Synod Implementation Coordinator by 31

October 1994.23 Most delegates left the synod confident that the Church

in southern Alberta would emerge strengthened and renewed by the

collective efforts of the past three and half years. Robert Schulz, chair of

the Synod Coordinating Committee, observed that the synod “has given

people a sense of taking ownership for their part of the church.” He

predicted that parishioners and priests would come to work more closely

together as a result of the synod and that lay persons would “recognize that

they have a lot more they can do, a lot more that they want to do, rather

than just relying on the priest.”24 To many delegates, the synod was a

“wonderful experience of Church as the Body of Christ journeying

together” that promised to reinvigorate the life of the diocese. Beneath this

optimism and enthusiasm, however, lay some potential pitfalls that

threatened to impede the implementation of the reforms approved by the

synod. When asked to evaluate the overall synod process, many delegates
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commented how difficult it was “trying to get people involved” and “to

convince them of the importance and value of the process.” The “apathy”

and “lack of response” at the parish level was compounded by the “lack

of enthusiasm of many priests.”25 Such indifference jeopardized the model

of participatory decision-making and collaborative ministry envisioned by

the synod. If the laity was not activated and if the clergy did not buy into

change, the overall impact of the synod would be quite limited. To some,

these fears seemed to be confirmed in the bishop’s official promulgation

of the resolutions of the synod in October. Notably absent from the official

promulgation was any mention of the resolutions passed by the synod

calling for greater lay participation in diocesan decision-making and

reform of the Diocesan Pastoral Council.26 The Synod Implementation

Committee nonetheless strove to keep the spirit of the synod alive and

worked closely with diocesan agencies and parishes to develop action

plans. The committee reported considerable progress at the diocesan level

at a day-long celebration and conference held on 17 June 1995 to mark the

first anniversary of the synod. To implement synod resolutions, the

diocese established several new agencies including a Family Resource

Centre, a Youth Commission, an office of Adult Religious Education, a

Social Action Office and a spiritual direction committee. Significant steps

were also taken to improve the diocese’s communications capacity and

access to diocesan resources. In response to a key recommendation of the

synod, the diocesan administration announced the creation of a task force

to develop a diocesan mission statement, review policies and establish

both short- and long-term goals for the diocese.27 Progress at the parish

level was more mixed. A survey of parishes conducted by the Synod

Implementation Committee revealed that 42 parishes had not done

anything to enact synod resolutions. While some of these parishes had

simply not completed the survey by the due date, the results nonetheless

indicated considerable indifference to the whole synod process. Partici-

pants in the anniversary conference held in June 1995 attributed this

disengagement to a lack of time, resources and leadership, different parish

priorities, opposition from the parish priest, changes in clergy, and

theological division within the parish community. Although some parishes

appeared to be untouched by the synod, others displayed signs of renewed

life and vigor as they endeavoured to implement synod resolutions.28

What was the legacy of the 1994 diocesan synod? This is a difficult

question to answer. There is no doubt that the synod contributed to a

renewal of the diocesan administration based upon the priorities identified
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during the whole synod process. The diocese expanded its activities and

improved its effectiveness in many areas. The impact at the parish level is

less clear. In some parishes, the range of parish activities and opportunities

for lay participation expanded significantly. In other parishes, little had

changed from before. The success of the synod depended on high levels

of both lay and clerical participation. The relatively low rates of lay

involvement in the pre-synod consultations indicated widespread

disinterest among the laity. It was equally clear that some among the

clergy distrusted the process and refused to support it. This detachment

limited the synod’s overall impact. Bishop O’Byrne hoped that the synod

would help to heal the divisions between liberals and conservatives in the

Church and help to restore a common sense of purpose and mission to the

Diocese. There is no doubt that the synod provided an opportunity for

different interests within the Church to listen to one another and to have

their concerns heard. The good will that this generated proved to be

temporary, however. By 1997, rival liberal and conservative groups were

circulating petitions throughout the diocese. Catholics of Vision, a reform

group based in Ottawa, began a national petition calling for a return to the

“spirit of Vatican II.” Conservatives within Human Life International

responded by circulating a “real Catholic” petition to counter what it

described as the “dissenters” within the Church. Bishop O’Byrne urged

Catholics to ignore the petition campaigns and to make peace with one

another in a pastoral letter circulated throughout the Diocese.29 Another

primary objective of the synod was to restore those alienated or inactive

in the Church. There is little evidence to suggest that this occurred. The

number of active Catholics and Sunday Mass attendance continued to

decline in the years following the synod. This should not be a surprise.

Almost all of the participants in the synod process were already committed

to the Church and active in some way. The voices of the inactive Catholic

majority were simply not heard at the synod. Consequently, the synod

offered little insight into the reasons behind the decline of the Church in

southern Alberta. The synod experience generated considerable expecta-

tions among those who took part. For many, the diocesan synod repre-

sented a step towards a more inclusive, collegial and collaborative Church

and a fulfillment of the vision of the Second Vatican Council. As is often

the case, these expectations often exceeded results and contributed to

disillusionment and frustration among those who hoped for more. Despite

Paul O’Byrne’s intentions, the first synod of the Diocese of Calgary did

not succeed in reversing the church’s fortunes in southern Alberta.
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When Mao declared the People’s Republic of China in 1949, he triggered
a reassessment in all sectors of Chinese society, including religion. This
form of decolonization can be explained by a desire of the new communist
regime to control all forms of thought and activity. The Chinese Commu-
nist Party (hereafter CCP) implemented laws that would eventually create
the Chinese Patriotic Church, an institution still not recognized by the
Roman Catholic Church. Hundreds of Québec missionaries were present
in China at the time and were among the last missionaries to leave the
country. This departure coloured Québec’s Cold War.

This paper explores how China’s decolonization affected Québec
missionaries and how it generated much more than a religious
controversy.1 China became Québec’s Cold War in politics and culture
because missionaries, having been involved in China for fifty years, were
strongly opposed to Chinese communism. They were well-organized and
utilized different media (film, periodicals, and classrooms) in an effort to
publicize their opposition to the recognition of the communist regime and
the Chinese Patriotic Church.

An initial brief outline of the CCP’s policy toward religion provides
some background to the new rules that were aimed at regaining total
control over the Christian clergy in China. It also sets the historical context
in which forces Québec missionaries were forced out of China. The second
part of the paper details how Québec missionaries, especially the
Catholics, experienced China’s drive to decolonization by introducing its
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own Christian church. Finally, the last part suggests that the exile of
missionaries embodied Québec’s Cold War rhetoric and culture. Litera-
ture, arts and politics in Québec presented China, not the USSR, as the
main communist threat.

China’s Policy on Religion

The CCP’s decision to nationalize its clergy reflected the decision
of past Chinese governments to subordinated religious affairs to the state.
The division between the state and religion in China has always been
difficult to determine. Therefore, clergy were always suspected and
persecuted in order to ensure a secular government. A major component
of the Chinese modern revival was its ability to regain control over the
clergy in China. The arrival of communism permitted full control over the
religious apparatus, and Chinese dynastic governments often used the
historical pattern of meddling in religion to obtain wealth and power. In
this sense, the CCP reproduced the traditional pattern of gaining control
over religious bodies.

The heritage of legalism and the humanist political philosophy of
Confucianism permitted such defence against the religious power over or
within the state. The Confucian examination system established a literate
elite educated outside of the religious circles. Those who followed Han
Feizi’s (280-234 BC) advice on how to run government shared the view
that clerics were not “productive” and religious beliefs should be
controlled or ignored by the state. The CCP’s decision to supervise “the
religious” operated in a legal and moral tradition that permitted the
intervention of the state into all domains of society, including that of the
clergy.2

The CCP embarked upon a process of decolonization that sought to
exclude foreigners from modern China. To do so, nationalization in all
domains of society, including religion, was a pattern that unrolled in new
China. The clergy had to become Chinese; no more foreign dignitaries
were considered needed in China if the clergy was to survive, and religious
freedom would be tolerated only if China vetoed the leader of the
concerned church. In the case of Catholicism, the election of the pope was
clearly out of the hands of China. CCP uneasiness with a foreign pope can
be interpreted as a concern over a society that took orders from outside
China. This is why the nationalization of the nomination process of the
indigenous church was seen as most important by the Chinese government.
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Therefore, the 400 Québec missionaries and the Catholic clergy in China
were the most vulnerable to such policy since the power apparatus of the
church originated from the Vatican. Among the clergy in China, the
Catholic Church remained one of the most foreign-maintained. Once the
umbilical cord with the Vatican was cut, Québec Catholic missionaries in
China were confronted with a theological problem, having to disagree with
the new Chinese government and stay faithful towards the Vatican or
accept the nationalization of religion even though it might be schismatic.

Jesuit Léo-Paul Bourassa was the Québec missionary who wrote
most extensively about Chinese communist religious policy. Bourassa’s
book Tactiques communistes contre l’Église: L’expérience chinoise (1962)
identifies five different steps by which the communists infiltrated the
church. First, CCP infiltrators subscribed to the Légion de Marie (an
association of Catholic Christians which sought to promote the link with
the Vatican); second, they became the most zealous students in order to
secure the sympathy of their professor; third, the infiltrators began to
demand some reforms (notably more oriented towards the sinicization);
fourth, infiltrators indoctrinated domestics at schools and missions; and
finally, they devoted their energy to the dismemberment of foreign
influence within the Chinese Christian Church. After the infiltration of the
Church, the CCP began the second offensive, which consisted of taking
control of missions and schools, their preferred target. The CCP also
pressured families not to send their children to Catholic schools. Finally,
the party issued movement restrictions confining the Québec missionaries
to their mission.

One of the most effective schemes to nationalize religion and curtail
Québec involvement in China was Triple Autonomy Policy (hereafter
TAP). This policy consisted of bringing the Christian church under the
control of the Chinese government, more specifically the Religious Affairs
Bureau. This bureau was established to control all types of religious
activity. The TAP stressed that the church in China had to be self-
governing, self-propagating, and self-supporting in order to be autono-
mous. The clerics Saint-Viateur, established in Manchuria, published a full
account of the TAP indicating that Quebec missionaries were well aware
of the plans outlined in the CCP.3 This meant that no more money from the
Sainte-Enfance could reach Québec missions in China, Québec missionar-
ies would not be permitted to enter China, and, worst of all, nominations
for the Chinese Catholic clergy could be done without the approval of the
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Vatican. Naturally, Québec missionaries opposed the new policy. Not
surprisingly, Québec Catholic missionaries were prime suspects. 

Québec missionary sources facilitate the examination of the
implementation of the TAP because most missionaries stayed after the
communist take-over and provided interesting testimonies about its
execution. Québec missionary sources indicate a great sense of despair
when Chinese priests agreed or were forced to agree to the principles
espoused by the TAP. However, Québec missionary reaction to the TAP
reveals more than just a reaction to CCP policy; it shows how the Chinese
state managed to close its doors and sinicize all components of society. 

Soon after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China,
Québec missionaries confronted the ideas of Zhou Enlai who sought to
promote the creation of a Chinese Catholic Church. In July 1950, Zhou
permitted the release of the Manifesto, a brochure outlining the steps to be
taken to create a Chinese Church. Campaigns to gather signatures over the
principles of the TAP progressed in the Protestant circles while Québec
missionaries warned their subjects neither to sign the Manifesto nor to
participate in any conferences discussing the TAP. During the Sixty-fifth
Session of the State Administrative Council held in December 1950, Zhou,
acting as chairman, pushed for the adoption of Regulations Governing All
Organizations Subsidised with Foreign Funds. All missionary personnel
and properties had to be registered, and missions had to issue a monthly
report about their finance and activities, and had to comply with the
common program of TAP. In January 1951, Zhou met the Catholics
leaders of China, stressing that relations with the Vatican could be
maintained while pushing towards a complete autonomy of the Chinese
Catholic Church. With the Korean War in the background, Zhou issued the
regulations of the Administrative Affairs Yuan on the Method of Control-
ling Christian Organizations That Have Received Financial Help From
America in April 1951. Furthermore, it became illegal for missions to
receive money from America without any governmental acknowledge-
ment. The CCP used the fact that some missionaries working in Québec
missions were Franco-Americans to accuse them of siding with the United
States during the Korean War. In addition, the CCP named Chinese
Catholics to engage in reform committees of the TAP and Beijing went as
far to nominating the Bishop of Nanjing.

Québec missionaries who would not recognize the TAP were re-
educated, exiled, or confined; some, like Mgr Lapierre, even died during
their confinement.4 Resistance was strong among Québec and Catholic
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missionaries and many were accused of not co-operating with the new
Chinese government; it became obvious that stronger measures would
need to be implemented. If no accusations of spying, treason, or reaction-
ary activities were to be found, there were always criminal accusations
such as the case involving the Missionnaires de l’Immaculée-Conception
of Canton in which the mission agency was held responsible for the death
of 2,116 orphans.5 Québec missionary involvement in China produced a
number of martyrs on which Cold War rhetoric could rely by demonstrat-
ing the danger of communism.

The TAP divided the Chinese Catholic clergy into two groups
pushing Québec missionaries under a “non-patriotic Church.” Those who
stayed loyal to the pope were declared illegal while the clergy who
recognized this new policy agreed that Chinese Catholics, under the
supervision of the Religious Affairs Bureau, would establish the Patriotic
Catholic Church. Resisting China’s plan to nationalize religion, Québec
missionnaries reluctantly left China. 

The TAP figures among the numerous arsenals that the CCP took to
move China towards autonomy. China’s nationalization of religion muted
Québec’s clerical involvement in Chinese affairs. The return of Chinese
nationals to the head of schools and universities completed the revival in
China. The Chinese nationalization of religion indicated that China was
returning to its normal self, including state reassessment of all types of
power, including religion.

Québec Missionaries and the People’s Republic of China

The evacuation of Québec missionaries from communist China was
a process that took about six years (1949-1955). The CCP acted carefully
towards foreign missionaries because they understood that they could be
useful during the first days of the PRC. Missionaries would keep students
in schools, provide social assistance (medicine and dentistry), and become
an important source of information on the CCP’s enemies. Keeping
schools open was a priority for the CCP because it provided a compact
urban audience receiving propaganda. In addition, by keeping schools
opened, it was easier for the “rural CCP” to identify those who had links
with the outside world and were, therefore, a source of suspicion.
However, since the spring of 1950, schools that were authorized to remain
open could not give religion courses. Everything was to be monitored by
the CCP network.
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Québec missionary contact with the communists gave the impres-
sion that the CCP was disciplined, intelligent in its infiltration, and
committed to their cause. For the Missions Saint-Viateur, communists
were out to remake the mind of the Chinese; their revolution was social,
ideological, and universal. On the other hand, some Québec missionaries
like Jean Ho believed that the Chinese were not communist at heart,
although they were secular in mind. The infiltration of the communists
was the first step of a long-term policy that consisted of suffocating
competing ideologies. Lionel Groulx summarized CCP plans as a program
realized with wit, a sustained effort, and a logical inferno.6

Québec missionaries reported that the CCP operated on a long-term
basis by infiltrating the Christian missions. Le Brigand, the Chinese Jesuit
journal, informs us that as soon as Mao declared the revolution, missions
were being infiltrated.7 Students became spies, and/or spies became
Christians. After the infiltration of schools, political infiltration and
indoctrination followed. After a year in power, the CCP understood more
deeply the functioning of the missions and began to meddle in religious
affairs. By 1951, Québec missionaries overwhelmingly complained about
the compulsory political seminars held by the CCP.8 These seminars
demonstrated the superiority of science versus religion, and materialism
versus metaphysics. By introducing compulsory Marxism courses,
students of the Communist Youth League were able to argue that religion
would wither away as science became the new truth. Communist students
wanted to stamp out religion, which to them was a symbol of feudalism.
Active resistance to religious groups by the creation of lay compulsory
schools and the standardization of education ended missionary input in
Chinese education. Religious schools were seized, Chinese Marxist
teachers were appointed, and mission properties were expropriated.

Québec missionaries and the Catholic Church were identified by the
Chinese Communists as the main source of resistance of their new regime.
They had every reason to believe this was so. The Vatican issued warnings
to missionaries not to cooperate with the Chinese Communists, even
though they were the ruling government. In addition, the creation of the
Légion de Marie was set up to coordinate resistance against Marxism and
its damaging effect on Christianity. By activating the Légion de Marie,
Québec missionaries were committing the crime of maintaining an
association opposed to the regime. 

Québec Catholic missionaries experienced a number of the
numerous CCP campaigns aimed at isolating foreign missionaries.
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Suspicion that some missionaries were working for the United States and
the United Nations forces prompted the Chinese government to increase
campaigns aimed at identifying scapegoats and those who were opposed
to communism.9 Compulsory demonstrations of the Resist America Aid
Korea campaign forced Québec missionaries to participate in communist
activities. These campaigns were not only drafted to uncover reactionaries,
but also to prompt Chinese nationalism against western intervention in
Korea, and create the new Chinese individual. Campaigns of the three-anti
and the five-anti also were directed against missionaries in China. Québec
missionaries were compelled to participate in demonstrations denouncing
imperialism, the United States, and the Vatican. Considering the accusa-
tions some missionaries faced in the 1950s, it is apparent that their refusal
to participate in those demonstrations was used against them. Finally, one
of the most direct challenges toward Catholic missionaries in China was
the new land reform policies. Catholic missions had estates that had been
established since the Tianjin Treaty (1858); they were forced to relinquish
them.10

The Vatican played an important role in keeping Québec missionar-
ies in China despite the communist revolution. Since the mid-1930s, the
Vatican urged disciples to fight communism and asked all Catholic
missionaries to stay in China after the 1949 revolution, advising them not
to collaborate with the new regime. By 1952, the Vatican issued an
apostolic letter stressing that the establishment of an independent Chinese
church would be a heresy.11 The attitude of the Vatican towards Red China
did not help the position of Québec missionaries because it had issued
statements that were opposed to the TAP and the creation of a Chinese
Patriotic Catholic Church.

The pressure exerted by the Chinese Communist Party finally ended
Québec missionary activities in China. The Protestants were the first
congregations to evacuate China. The retreat of all Protestant missionaries
was achieved in late 1952. In September 1952, all the Canadian Pres-
byterians had left China.12 In contrast, the Catholic missionaries took more
time to evacuate the country. Some Québec missionaries were among
those who stayed the longest in China. Most of the Québec missionaries
remaining in China felt the pressure exerted by the CCP and were exiled
in 1953. The last five Québec missionaries left in mid-1955.13 The
departure of Québec missionaries from mainland China did not mean the
end of Québec’s involvement in China. Missionaries who left the mainland
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could continue to live in a Chinese world either in Taiwan, Hong Kong,
or Macao.

Cold War

The arrival of the communism in China enhanced the effect of the
Cold War in Québec. Québec’s active participation in the Cold War is
quite modest, but when it did become active, China became its ideological
and military enemy. The Chinese communist revolution forced the exile
of Québec missionaries and diplomatic relations between Canada and
China were severed for twenty years. Even so, China represented the
communist country with which the people of Québec were most familiar;
the fate of four hundred missionaries generated just as much interest in
Québec as that of the thousands of soldiers involved in Korea. 

In addition, the missionary periodicals provided a channel of
mobilization capable of applying political pressure on the fate of those
missionaries in China. Some secular organizations also supported the
exiled missionaries in Québec’s Cold War and helped to delay any
recognition of China by the Canadian government. Québec Catholic
missionaries were one of the organized groups capable of pressuring
Ottawa. Combined with American hesitation, the pressure exerted on the
Canadian government lasted until the beginning of the Korean War. 

Divisions in the House of Commons also pushed back formal
recognition of China. In Parliament, only the Cooperative Commonwealth
Federation (later the New Democratic Party) pushed for immediate
recognition while the Conservatives and the Social Credit were opposed.
The Liberals, in power at the time, were also divided. The hesitation to
recognize China reflected the American policy of delay. The USA was
reshaping its sphere of influence in the Pacific; Canada had very little
choice but to see whether the Americans would recognize the new
communist regime. In Québec, the government and the Catholic clergy
mobilized against the recognition of China.

Québec’s premier, Maurice Duplessis (1890-1959), undermined the
idea of recognizing China. His relation with the Catholic clergy was
obvious and he offered his support in presenting petitions against the new
Chinese regime. For Duplessis and the missionary lobby, not only did
China become an opponent of the west, but it became also a religious
enemy because communism was perceived as contradictory to Christian-
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ity. Relations between the religious orders and Duplessis gave missionar-
ies additional influence in their opposition to the recognition of China.

The attitude of the Québec population toward Chinese communism
was generally negative even though some newspapers adopted a pragmatic
tone and called for normalization of relations with the new Chinese
regime. L’Action Catholique and Le Devoir urged recognition while The
Montréal Star and La Presse supported Pearson’s wait-and-see attitude.
Gérard Filion, the director of Le Devoir, often opposed the Duplessis line
and visited China to participate in the Beijing World Peace Conference in
1953. He saw atheistic communism as a “philosophy incompatible with
Christianity.”14 His predecessor at Le Devoir, Omer Héroux, had signed an
article entitled “Sous la coupe communiste” in Missions-Étrangères du
Québec denouncing the way the communists handled religion in China.15

This new reality or incompatibility appears more troubling because it
triggered Macarthyism and polarized public opinion in regard to China.
Chinese communism was a main concern in the 1950s; even at primary
school children knew of it. 

The Cold War in Québec was amplified by the Korean War that set
China against the West. American troops were too involved in containing
communism to permit any rapprochement between China and Canada. Out
of 26,791 Canadian soldiers who served in Korea, nearly 30 per cent were
French-speaking and about 7,000 came from Québec.16 This military
involvement solidified the portrayal of China as the Cold War enemy in
terms of military might and ideological supremacy.

With the victory of communism in China, an array of anti-Commu-
nist literature appeared in Québec’s bookstores. Most important were
missionary periodicals that warned against the emergence of world
communism and its subsequent impact on Québec. Missionaries were an
organized group and they possessed a number of media which could
influence the population. Some periodicals reflected the witch-hunt taking
place in the United States where McCarthyism suspected communists of
infiltrating sectors of the public administration, including education.

The magazine Relations was among the first to denounce Canadian
plans to recognize Beijing. The magazine and some Jesuits fought actively
against the recognition of the PRC for more than a decade. The magazine
Relations wrote that communism in China would enhance Soviet ideology
aimed at destroying Christianity. Months before the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China, Relations warned Ottawa that the recognition
of the PRC would demonstrate that the Canadian government was the
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hostage of mercantilists showing no respect for human rights and religious
freedom, thus linking them with the survival of western democracy.
Missions Saint-Viateur also warned the Liberals of the danger of an
electoral defeat if they recognized communist China. A few days before
the Korean War, Relations acknowledged that, unless an international
adventure weakened China, nothing much could be done to prevent
communism in China. Pressure from the missionary lobby was maintained
until news of war in Korea reached Canada. When the war began, it made
China stronger and more unified against America. The implication of
Canada’s participation in the Korean War enhanced Québec’s interest in
China and intensified the perceived danger of Chinese communism and
how it could affect Asia and the world as a whole.

Aside from missionary periodicals, many books appeared in the
1950s aimed at undermining the Chinese communist regime. In 1949, the
Ligue anti-communiste de Montréal published Jean Ho’s Que faire en
présence de la Chine communiste. The author warned of the danger of
Chinese communism and stated that it was the duty of Canada to resist it:
“You, Canadians, are concerned when learning that communist spies are
poisoning your country.”17 Following that were Les Communistes et la
formation de la jeunesse: analyse d’un manuel (1951), originally
published in the China Missionary Bulletin; La Résistance de la Chine
catholique (1952); and Démasquer le communisme: le devoir présent
(1955) at the Éditions Bellarmin. Missionary books offering personal
accounts include: Antonio Dragon’s En mission parmi les Rouges (1946)
and Le Père Bernard (1948); Jean Ho’s second book entitled Malheureux
sont les paysans en Chine communiste (1951); Antonio Bonin’s Mon
témoignage (1955); Armand S. J. Proulx’s Mon T’ang-li (1958); and
Ferdinand Coiteux’s biography Martyr à Chefoo: Père Didace Arcand,
O.F.M., missionnaire en Chine (1960). Politicians also published books
concerned with Chinese communism such as Conservative MP, Samuel
Gobeil’s Le péril communiste (1953), and future mayor of Montréal, Jean
Drapeau’s Communisme et Moralité Publique (1956). Ultimately, Pierre
Elliott Trudeau’s book Deux innocents en Chine rouge (1961) broke the
consensus by advocating the recognition of China.

The radio station CKAC hosted missionaries and the Chevaliers de
Colomb on radio shows denouncing any move toward the recognition of
the PRC.18 Poet Alain Grandbois explained the political situation in China
on Radio-Canada from April to August 1950 in the midst of war.
Grandbois took great caution in explaining the multiple facets of the
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political situation in China but, nevertheless, declared that Chiang Kai-
shek was a great Christian.19 Radio-Canada’s correspondent in Korea,
René Lévesque, described the Chinese as determined people protecting
their land.20

Pop culture also represented China as the Cold War enemy.
Québec’s top spy LXE-13 combatted Chinese communism. With more
than one million copies sold, the stories of Paul Saurel’s secret agent
translated the popularity of China when it came to personify the Cold War.
Jacques Godbout would later on put on film IXE-13 (1970) starring Louise
Forestier as Taya, Queen of the Chinese communists! 

Conclusion

The arrival of communism dramatically changed Québec-China
relations in two ways. First, the Chinese government signaled that
missionaries were not needed for the reconstruction of the country.
Religious matters, education and hospitals were to be nationalized.
Missionaries, Québec’s main representative group in China, became
obsolete, as most of them were forced into exile. The support of the TAP
and the creation of the Chinese Patriotic Church (1957) made any Québec
Catholic missionary work in China impossible. Second, with China now
in the enemy communist camp, trade and diplomatic recognition posed a
problem. Québec’s Catholic missionaries pressured Ottawa to ignore
recognition of China, seen as a persecutor of the Christian world. This
lobby constituted the strongest domestic pressure against the recognition
of China. In combination with numerous media to mobilize against
recognition, the Catholic clergy in Québec constructed a Cold War enemy.

The abundance of material (arts and literature) in Québec concerning
China dramatically outnumbers the studies of other communist countries,
including the USSR. The fact that China occupied so much space in
Québec’s Cold War can be explained by the hundreds of missionaries and
thousands of soldiers sent to the front. In fact, Québec missionaries never
went to Russia and there was no war against the Soviets. I may conclude
that, given the material available, China represented Québec’s Cold War,
but it would be more appropriate to consider Québec’s perception of China
in the 1950s as a turning point. In front of Chinese communism and
revival, Québec opinion polarized and became more aware of the global
change taking shape during the Cold War.
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Who Killed Norman Dabbs?
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The name Norman Dabbs sparks recognition in only a few circles:

members of King St. Baptist Church in Hamilton; students of Bolivian

missions; and perhaps students of Canadian Baptist history. The rest of the

world probably has not heard of him. He might have been remembered as

a significant contributor to the Canadian Baptist mission to Bolivia–as an

educator, evangelist and a pastor. Unfortunately, he is remembered as the

first Canadian Baptist martyr. His life was cut short by a mob that attacked

Dabbs, amongst others, as they held an evangelistic meeting in their

community, Melkamaya. His mission work barely lasted nine years after

his arrival in Bolivia in 1940;1 on 8 August 1949 he was killed.

The Canadian Baptist described the death of Rev. Norman Dabbs

this way:

We do not yet know all the details of Norman Dabbs’ martyrdom.

Indeed we may never know them all. But of this we can be sure, the

admixture of passion, stirred by drunken rioting, and of hateful

prejudice, fomented among unlettered natives by unscrupulous agents

of class and religion, produced the violence which brought death to

Norman Dabbs and a gallant group of Bolivian Christians.2

The Hamilton Spectator added the detail in its obituary that “Norman

Dabbs . . . was killed yesterday during an uprising among Communist-led

Indian tin mine labourers.”3 These various sources suggest factors

surrounding Dabbs’s death: labour unrest, class, religion and economics.

The following essay explores a number of these conditions in which
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Norman Dabbs worked and lived. It will suggest that, historically, these

concerns have remained unsettled in Bolivia and form a large part of rural

Bolivian life. That is to say that the social fabric of Bolivia itself – with

elements of nominal Roman Catholicism, religious syncretism and

economic oppression, mixed together by a few fanatical local priests –

killed Dabbs. 

Before looking at his context, we need to understand a bit about the

man himself. In some correspondence, Norman’s son, Frank described his

father as a student of history. Norman Dabbs’s book, Dawn over the

Bolivian Hills, chronicles the history of Bolivia and specifically the history

of Bolivian missions. Norman Dabbs knew the Bolivian social and cultural

fabric. Not only a student of history, he was, foremost, a dedicated

missionary. His last sermon, preached in his church, The Church of the

Risen Lord, in Oruro was based on the text, “If any man will come after

me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.”4 Dabbs

believed this text. He followed Christ first as a pastor, then as a mission-

ary. As a missionary and a student of history, he viewed his place as part

of the unfolding of God’s history.5 

His belief that God is in control of history is clearly seen in a

sermon, “Can Man’s Atomic bomb Destroy God’s World?” given at

Castlefield Baptist Church in Toronto on 28 January 1946. During that

furlough period, with the war fresh on everyone’s mind, he taught on the

theme that God is in control: “THAT ALL THE FORCES OF DESTRUC-

TION AND EVIL, HOWEVER TERRIBLE THEY MAY BE, ARE

OVERRULED AND CONTROLLED BY GOD” (emphasis in the

original). He believed, deeply, that God ruled history, both good and evil.

Referring to the Book of Revelation he stated that historical events

“cannot transpire until someone takes the book and breaks the seals.”

Further in the sermon he said, “Let me repeat that all this reveals that all

the forces of evil are over-ruled and controlled by Christ.” He then goes

on to point to weather delays in the events of World War II, suggesting

that “we must see God’s hand in the month’s delay that saved Moscow;

and we must see God’s had in the fog over Dunkirk.”6

God not only rules, but “controls all things for a REDEMPTIVE

PURPOSE.” Referring to chapter seven of Revelation, God’s redemptive

purpose is the “Gathering out a People for Himself.” Similarly, in the same

sermon series he preached, “Cosmic Civil War.” He understood that all

physical violence reveals a deeper drama – that the earthly part is the

visible, and suggested that “behind the physical desolations, the destruc-
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tion, the wars, the criminality and cruelty of events in this world there are

great, powerful spiritual forces . . . There is a Spiritual adversary, his name

is the dragon, Satan and the devil. We do battle with him in our souls and

the conflict reaches to all corners of the universe.”7

And so his battle, his calling, the cross he bore was to bring the

Gospel as a weapon against the devil that some of his attackers claimed

possessed him He entered the battle very aware of the danger. As his wife

wrote in a letter to Canadian Baptist leader Dr. Bingham:

You will recall that at the end of May [1949] two American engi-

neers,8 as well as a Bolivian Engineer and a young boy, were killed

by local leaders of the syndicate or miners’ union in the syndicate

building in Sglo Veinte [one of Bolivia’s largest tin mines of the day]

. . . In addition to killing the two Americans, other Americans were

beaten up. Afterwards some 600 employees were dismissed because

of their affiliation with the syndicate.9

Further in the same letter, Lorna Dabbs states that evangelical trips into the

region were curtailed for the following months (May until late June). She

makes the point to say, “Norman did not run heedlessly into danger.”10

Norman was committed to do his work in spite of the danger. When a

similar incident occurred between “drunken Indians” and missionaries,

Norman stated, “Someone may yet have to give his life for this work.”11

He knew the danger. He avoided situations that were especially dangerous,

but did not shy away from his work; he headed into Bolivia fully aware of

its danger and fully prepared to face it. 

The Bolivia he was aware of was deeply and historically a Roman

Catholic country. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Bolivian

constitution contained a sentence that read, “The State recognizes and

supports the Roman Catholic Apostolic Religion, prohibiting the public

exercise of any other faith.” In support of that constitutional statement, the

country’s Penal Code stated, “Everyone who, directly or through any act,

conspires to establish in Bolivian any other religion than that which the

Republic professes, namely, that of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Church,

is a traitor and shall suffer the penalty of death.”12 In other words, the

Catholic faith held not only predominance, but a legal monopoly that dated

back to “the Spanish Conquistadors.”13

Early Protestant missionaries saw the Catholic faith as their enemy

and preached against it to near-disastrous results. A fiery preacher from

Ireland named William Payne moved into Cochabamba about the time the
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first Baptists were there in 1902. He preached a series of sermons that

“mercilessly flayed the Catholic Church.”14 Payne suffered an attack

during which all his possessions were burned and only police intervention

prevented him from being burned along with his things. Perhaps in

response to Payne’s experience, Baptist missionaries decided to act wisely

and carefully within the social system, rather than be aggressive opponents

to the existing Catholic Church.15

The strategy of two early Baptist missionaries, Rev. A.G. Baker and

Rev. Robert Routledge, proved to be more effective in both evangelism

and in social reform. The former was a scholarly man who lectured

frankly, but without aggression or offence about the “principles of

democracy, education, social justice, and religious liberty.”16 Routledge

focused his attention on English education. The combined effect of these

early missionaries was the garnering of respect from the Bolivian

government. This respect led finally in the autumn of 1905 to the

constitutional amendment that allowed other religions to exist along side

the Roman Catholic faith.

By the time that Dabbs was active in Bolivia, evangelicals (not only

Baptists) had made significant impact on the country. The Roman Catholic

Church, however, continued to believe in and to seek a religious monopoly

in the country. Dabbs stated that “the Roman Church announced its

intention of seeking not only a preferential status in Latin America but a

monopoly of the religious life.”17 He pointed out that the Catholic writers

assumed that 100 per cent of the nation was still Catholic. The writings he

might have been referring to were a series of documents from North

American to South American Catholics, calling for peace during World

War II:

We send our cordial greetings to our brother Bishops of Latin

America. We have been consoled by recent events which gave a

sincere promise of a better understanding by our country of the

Bishops of Central and South America. Citizens of these countries are

bound to us by the closest bonds of religion. They are not merely our

neighbors; they are our brothers professing the same faith. Every

effort made to rob them of their Catholic religion or to ridicule it or

to offer them a substitute for it is deeply resented by the peoples of

these countries and by American Catholics. These efforts prove to be

a disturbing factor in our international relations. The traditions, the

spirit, the background, the culture of these countries are Catholic. We

bishops are anxious to foster every worthy movement which will
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strengthen our amicable relations with Central and South American.

We express the hope that the mistakes of the past which were

offensive to the dignity of our southern brothers, their culture, and

their religion will not continue. A strong bond uniting in true

friendship all the countries of the Western Hemisphere will exercise

a most potent influence on a shattered post-war world. 18

This document suggests that Catholics generally considered Bolivia their

domain. When Time Magazine, for example, reported Dabbs’s death, the

writer was accurate when he wrote:

The 20 workers of the Canadian Baptist Mission have . . . built

schools and hospitals . . . given out free medicines, [and] taught

converts to speak Spanish and English . . . Bolivia’s Roman Catholic

clergy tends to regard such activity as an intrusion into its vineyard.

Many an Indian miner has been told that the Protestants are “messen-

gers of the devil”; more sophisticated Bolivians have been warned

that the evangelistas are advance agents of Yankee imperialism.19

In a La Press article a few years after Dabbs’s death, Catholic priest Father

Albert Sanschagrin expressed similar sentiments: that evangelical mission

efforts were invasions into Catholic territory. He called for more Catholic

missionaries “to fight against the Protestant invasion.” And, later in the

same article, he suggested that “the presence of militant Protestantism

becomes in many instances a provocation which leads to unfortunate

incidents.”20

However, neither were the evangelicals, Dabbs included, ecumenical

in their denominational views. The Canadian Baptist, in the article that

remembered Dabbs, called for more missionary work since “That darkened

land needs the light; that priest-ridden land needs Christ.”21 The evangeli-

cals’ attitude towards the Catholic religion in general was a plague of, in

Dabbs’s words, “apostasy.”22 His words can be used as representative of

evangelical thought. In the sermon, “The Devil’s Last Fling” that he gave

during a furlough sermon series in January and February, 1946, at

Castlefield Baptist Church in Toronto clearly states his belief towards the

denomination:

His battle was with Babylon (Rev 15-18). “Babylon is THAT

SYSTEM THAT ENTHRONES SIN, be it political, be it social, be

it religious, or be it all these things put together” . . . It does not
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appear to be too difficult to identify the religious system represented

in xvii 1-6 . . . And, who is it that is full of the blood of the saints and

the martyrs of Jesus? . . . there can only be one answer. It is the

Roman Church . . . And, to me there is no apostasy as black, or as

complete, or as deceptive to those without spiritual discernment as the

apostasy of the roman church. It is the reversal of Christian truth.23

It must be said that not all Catholic evaluation of Protestant work

was unrelentingly negative. Some Catholics themselves observed that

Protestant (Baptist and Pentecostal) missionary efforts had been more

successful than Roman Catholic in mobilizing laymen for evangelistic

work. Therefore, they have proven more effective in spreading the gospel.

That is, the pastors are assisted in their evangelistic work by laypeople

who are, as Catholic missiologist Roger Aubry observed, “among the

people, sharing the same life, speaking the same language, suffering the

same scarcities.”24 Further, one Catholic, after visiting the Peniel Hall

Farm25 assessed its success in glowing and appreciative terms. Dabbs

reported that Markin C. Kyne, a Catholic specialist in economics, stated:

To the Canadian Baptist Missionaries at Huatajata on the shores of

Lake Titicaca has fallen the privilege of disproving that the Bolivian

Indian of the alitplano is an apathetic suicide, a compound of

drunkenness, laziness and dishonesty, a dying introvert, a social

embryo and a moral bankrupt. Through their [the Canadian missionar-

ies] program of the regeneration of the Aimara Indian, returning them

their self-respect, a new light has flashed on the whole scope of their

existence. There at the Huatajata Farm of the Canadian missionaries,

they are proving that a system of private ownership on the co-

operative basis is a distinct advantage to the Indian and White alike,

and – also, that the only foundation of the redemption of the Indian is

to be found in moral and spiritual regeneration.26

Roman Catholicism had enjoyed a long and significant history in

Bolivia. With the exception, it appears, of some Catholics who admired

the evangelicals’ success in spreading the gospel and their social reform,

Catholic exclusivity still held sway. However, the practice of the religion

itself did not appear to be “orthodox” Catholicism.

Although Roman Catholic by name, Bolivia’s predominant religion

had a uniquely syncretistic face in the rural communities. As it relates to

the Dabbs case, the days surrounding the killings were “national holidays
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in Bolivia.”27 Part of the holiday ceremonies were to appease Tio, the devil

in the mine. The native religion into which the evangelicals ventured was

a mixture of Roman Catholic and ancient pagan beliefs, both of which led

the native population to take devils very seriously. The miners were all

aware of and fearful of Tio, and the early August festival was to appease

this devil. Miners believed that mine accidents did not just happen, but

were caused by Tio and so he must be appeased. The religious syncretism

was evident – even self-conscious – in that festival, as seen in this

description: “We serve liquor from the bottles each of us brings in. We

light the Tio’s cigarette and we say, ‘Tio, help us in our work. Don’t let

any accidents happen.’ We do not kneel before him as we would before a

saint, because that would be sacrilegious.”28 In the documentation

surrounding the deaths, many people are quoted as saying that evangeli-

cals were devils.29 If the people believed that evangelicals had the devil

inside, that devil would be Tio, the cause of mine accidents. The syn-

cretism described in the statement above mixed the elements most

important to the people to whom Dabbs wanted to minister: Roman

Catholicism, pagan superstition and the economic life in the tin mines.

Bolivia was a country in the midst of severe turmoil and unrest –

even revolution at times – between the years of 1946-1952. The nation

depended on tin for 71 per cent of its exports.30 When tin prices were high,

as in times of war, the economy was strong. However when prices were

low, living got hard for the miners. A poignant description of the life of a

typical mine worker was written in the early 1960s by Barrios de

Chungara, the wife of a mineworker. She reported that the conditions she

described – eighteen hour days of feeding her family, making food to try

to sell in the market, having her children stand in line at the store for staple

food items, and still living in abject poverty – existed since the 1940s.31

When the labourers revolted and tried to protest their living conditions,

they were “brutally repressed . . . even to the extent of [the government]

using artillery and aircraft to bomb workers’ districts.”32 

Under these conditions one should expect labour unrest. Part of the

problem, as it related to Norman Dabbs’s work, was that evangelicals were

seen as agitators, and became targets for attacks. In his thesis, David

Phillips quoted from a letter of Gordon R. Turner:

The ring leaders [of labour unrest] have been imprisoned here and

those who attend meetings here are relatives and friends visiting

prisoners. Because the evangelicals treat them as human beings and
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not as animals, and because the Communistic teachings turns them

against Rome, they are wrongly connecting Communism with

evangelicals and some come to the meetings.33

What Turner reported as a general belief – that Communism and

evangelicalism were associated – was expressed near Melkamaya

specifically. In a letter to H.S. Hillyer of the Canadian Baptists, Pastor

Sabino Quiroga of Uncia (the larger town near Melkamaya) stated, “The

subprefect of Uncia accused us of fomenting an uprising of the Indians and

on the basis of this false accusation he arrested four evangelical Indians

and detained them in gaol from August 1st to August 10th.” This Bolivian

pastor went on to say he was taken prisoner and heard the subprefect say,

“‘These evangelists are devils and the sons of devils and to kill them is in

no sense a crime’. . . With this language the subprefect attempted to

frighten the evangelical Indians in the presence of the Roman Catholics.”34

As suggested, the riot that resulted in Dabbs’s death was a result of

antagonism toward evangelical Christians because they were considered,

in part, economic agitators.35 A few Catholic priests took advantage of

these suspicions, their own anti-Protestant views and the August festival

to spark the riot.

Ten days after the killing, Rev. Earl C. Merrick of the Canadian

Baptists visited the site and the officials who were conducting the

investigation in an attempt to put together the sequence of events. He

learned, through a couple of witnesses,36 that two priests had traveled to

the area during the weeks prior to August 1949, warning the people against

the heretics of the “Evangelistas,” the implication of which was “in the

interpretation of the Church, that they were outside the law.”37 In her letter

to Dr. Bingham, Lorna Dabbs reported that one of the dead, Luis Guerrero

had been approached “by a priest named Navarro, a week or so before

August 8. The priest called Guerrero a fool for becoming an evangelical,

told him they’d get him yet and were letting him fatten for the kill.”38 The

priests were evidently stirring up the population against evangelical

missionaries. 

There can be no doubt that tension existed between the evangelical

missionaries and the Roman Catholic priests. The tension showed up in

both rhetoric and action. That is, there was an attitude of resentment that

flowed both ways and there is evidence that the resentment contributed to

the activity on 8 August 1949.
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1. For a report of his arrival, see Norman Dabbs, “La Paz – Field,” in Among the

Telugus and Bolivians (Toronto: Canadian Baptist Overseas Mission Board,

1941), 130.

It must be pointed out that all Bolivians did not share the resentment

and antagonism. Even those who were not evangelical but lived in the

urban centre of La Paz were appalled by the killing. In La Razon, the

leading daily newspaper in La Paz, the journalist reported that the news

left him “dumbfounded.” The author continued,

Especially so, because the motive behind the act was the sordid

passions of religious hatred. It is a shame, and it cannot be excused.

As if the beliefs that a man may have could be purged by an arbitrary

decree sponsored by intolerance. Because the Crime of Uncia [nearest

town to the scene of martyrdom] was motivated by a totalitarian view

of religious faith the more reason why it should be repudiated. It is

not enough to be beset by political disturbances but now we have a

war of fanaticism to humiliate the liberal conscience of the people.

God must be greatly grieved with this act perpetrated in His name.39

There was a voice of moderation in the country, even if it was in the city,

far from the rural, mining communities. 

Norman Dabbs worked, lived and ultimately died amidst the tension

and syncretism of rural Bolivia. I suggest that Dabbs was completely

aware of the situation, and dedicated his life to his mission in spite of the

danger. Tension and syncretism were not murderous, however, until a

couple of rural priests sparked the fire that combusted, resulting in

Norman Dabbs’s death.

Who killed Norman Dabbs? He was called to serve during one of

Bolivia’s most tumultuous years. Rural Catholic priests, fearful of losing

their influence, apparently stirred up native miners to attack the evangeli-

cal meeting. They took advantage of the syncretistic religion and accused

evangelicals of having the devil, the very devil that the miners feared lived

in their mineshafts and caused accidents. In addition to religious supersti-

tion and manipulation, the miners were in a state of economic unrest. It

appears, then, from the evidence that Norman Dabbs, while not a specific

target of their antagonism, was caught in the mob’s anger, and thus

suffered a martyr’s death.
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When forces of history move large numbers of religious adherents, new
possibilities can open up for communities in exile. Banished from their
homeland they move beyond the reach or jurisdiction of their former
authority and a new body politic begins to form. The canonical jurisdiction
of Orthodox Church communions around the world has received increas-
ing attention due to the current need to restructure what has become its
main organizing feature in recent years – the nation-state. When the
Russian Orthodox faithful left their country in the early 1920s, they
entered western lands in droves and took up residence in what increasingly
became an ethnically and religiously pluralistic society; there they faced
a new set of dilemmas. The mother church then struggled to retain
jurisdiction and a semblance of control over her offspring. Consequently
foreign-based believers became estranged from their homeland. They
came to recognize that their political and social surroundings could dictate
their newfound autonomy and reshape their self-identity.

In 1922-23 when Vladimir I. Lenin exiled a group of some of the
most influential political thinkers in Russia, he included a number of
prominent religious thinkers, many of whom had advocated political-
economic alternatives to Marxist-Leninism prior to the Bolshevik
Revolution. They were outspoken in their criticism of what was known as
the “intelligentsia,” a group that had largely supported economic socialism
and political revolution. Many of these renegade critics of the mainstream
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intellectual climate of the day had been Marxists until the Revolution of
1905. Insofar as some of them maintained or discovered a religious
worldview, they were largely indebted to the work of the recently
deceased religious philosopher, Vladimir Solov’ev (1853-1900). It was he
who, like a sort of Russian Schleiermacher, appealed to the intellectual
masses to return to the traditional, although slightly modified, faith of the
Russian Church. Solov’ev had introduced a concept that would strike a
chord in the literary movement called Russian Symbolism, and ignite a
spark that would create a blaze in Russian religious philosophy. To the
degree that it resonated with the avant guard, it was firmly rejected in
traditional religious sectors. Beginning in 1876, Solov’ev wrote about a
personified notion of Divine Wisdom, called Sophia after the Greek word
for wisdom. Although many writers made occasional use of this motif of
the Divine Sophia, none developed it like the political economist Sergei
Bulgakov. As the founder in 1905 of the Moscow Religious Philosophical
Society, Bulgakov urged an assessment of Solov’ev’s thought from a
variety of disciplines in an attempt to offer an alternative to the materialist
and positivist assumptions in Russia that fuelled the popular acceptance of
Marxism. This intellectual society that the Bolsheviks dissolved, proved
to be fertile ground for these dissenters, many of whom would be exiled.
It was arguably the key centre in which a new self-identity was formed in
the years before Bolshevism.2 It gave these intellectuals at least a loose
sense of unity that sustained them throughout the many heated controver-
sies into which they were thrown in the years that followed their exile.
Most of those who were exiled in 1922-1923 settled in Paris within a few
years.

In the Russian Orthodox diaspora the various efforts to reshape a
collective religious identity, as redefined in the 1917-18 All Russian
Reforming Council, was the creation of organized intellectual groups,
often called “brotherhoods.” The largest movement was the pan-European
Russian Student Christian Movement, begun in 1924 at the initiative of
Bulgakov; it held conferences and published a mostly Russian-language
theological journal called “Le Messager – %,FH>48. According to the
recently published Orthodox Encyclopedia, by the Orthodox Patriarchate
of Russia, there were two main types of Orthodox brotherhoods. The first
type engaged in activities such as publishing literature, charity work, and
lay education, while the second was concerned with discussing and
addressing the intellectual problems faced by the church and its members
in the western context.3 Bulgakov and a young medievalist named
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Vladimir Lossky became prominent leaders of separate brotherhoods in
Paris; both fit generally into the second type, but incorporated some
elements of the first.4 Lossky is best known for his 1944 summary of
Eastern Orthodox theology in his essay entitled the Mystical Theology of
the Eastern Church.

What follows here is a comparative analysis of the aims and
activities of these two brotherhoods including their relationship to various
ecclesial hierarchies and the respective involvements of their leaders,
Bulgakov and Lossky. Of course the complexity of the entire religious
scene in the Russian Orthodox circles of post-WWI Paris can not be fully
served by an exposition of these two brotherhoods alone, since there were
others in existence. Nevertheless, the definitive clash between the two in
1935, in a controversy called the “Sophia affair,” demonstrates how
leadership and authority were understood in the exile community in the
early years of communist Russia. Vladimir Lossky instigated the
controversy by successfully convincing the locum tenens of the Patriarch
of Russia to summarily condemn Bulgakov’s doctrine of the Divine
Sophia.5

Bulgakov and #D"HFH&@ E&bH@6 E@L66

After the dissolution of the Moscow Religious Philosophical Society
in 1918, Bulgakov moved south to the Crimea where he taught for two
years at the University of Simferopol. From the ashes of the relatively
open intellectual forums in the pre-Soviet era, there arose a more covert
means for Russian intellectuals to communicate and debate the problems
of their fast changing society. According to Vasilii Zenkovskii the
Brotherhood of the Divine Sophia – The Wisdom of God (hereafter,
Brotherhood of St Sophia) was already conceived in 1919,6 although it is
uncertain whether any meetings were held until after 1922 when the
emigrations began.

The life and activities of the Brotherhood of St Sophia began with
Bulgakov’s initiative and concluded at his death. That is not to say that its
sole purpose was to rally around or support Bulgakov’s theological
project. The brotherhood had already been conceived prior to the
emigration of most of its members at a time when crucial changes were
being made to the status and relationship of the Church with the new post-
Revolution government.7 At the time when it was initiated the brotherhood
was not centred around discussions of Sophia or sophiology exclusively,



72 Exiled Russian Orthodox Leaders in Paris

although it was generally concerned with religious philosophy. It allegedly
received the official blessing of Patriarch Tikhon, but could not establish
itself overtly due to the tense period in which it was conceived.8 It may be
said that without such an intellectual circle, Bulgakov might otherwise
have struggled later on to maintain the degree of collegiality with his
fellows that ultimately safeguarded him against further alienation when his
theological writings were attacked on several fronts in the mid-1930s.

In 1923, the Brotherhood of St Sophia became a means for a wide
variety of exiled professors who had significant religious commitments,
mostly in Prague and Paris, to communicate on issues of common purpose.
The minutes state that their main concerns included an analysis of the
relationship between ecclesiastical and “holy” power, the monarchical
consciousness in Orthodoxy, its relationship towards Catholicism, the
activity of the Church in everyday life, the position of the Church in
Russia as well as the social, cultural and political aspects of the doctrine
of sophiology.9 Its membership in the early days was indeed diverse,
including those who were unsympathetic or eventually hostile to sophio-
logy in general or at least to Bulgakov’s project. Whatever harmony and
unity of vision existed at the outset was short lived as potent personalities
such as Berdiaev, Struve, and Florovsky led factions that separated from
the brotherhood. This resulted in the eventual formation of a smaller and
more unified core group by late 1925. This smaller group was seemingly
loyal to Bulgakov and in good relations with the local metropolitan,
Evlogii.

In the early days when the Paris community was starting to re-
establish for itself the necessary institutions to serve the growing needs of
the Orthodox community, the Brotherhood of St Sophia continued to
debate issues concerning the relationship of the church to the state. The
minutes from the meetings of the brotherhood relate some of the argu-
ments that broke out, showing the internal tension between those who
continued to advance the reforming spirit of the 1917-18 Council, and
those who remained steadfast in their adherence to prior interpretations of
canon law. Often the most contentious debates arose from matters that, due
to the changed political environment, could not be resolved by applying
existing canon law to the status of the Russian ecclesial hierarchy at home
and abroad. Here is precisely where the community of exiles became
embroiled in the clashes between its various outspoken leaders, whether
ordained or self-appointed. 
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The drastic transitions that the Church had undergone since the
1917-18 Council made the Paris community a tenuous battleground where
internal splits were a near certainty as varying interpretations of the lines
of authority or leadership for the exiled Church arose out of the uncertain
status of the hierarchy in Russia. The minutes of the 21 May 192510

meeting of the brotherhood in Prague, for example, discussed the problem
of the deposition and death of Patriarch Tikhon and the possibility of
legitimate autonomy for the Orthodox community abroad. Members
discussed the canonicity of notions like autocephaly, internal and external
freedom, and the option of other ecclesial forms.11 In general their
discussions were lively and deeply concerned with remaining faithful and
loyal to the mother church in Russia. The minutes indicate that the
frequency and intensity of the meetings reached a peak in the summer of
1925. Subsequent meetings geared more toward intellectual matters as
members settled into their academic pursuits and became occupied with
appraising each other’s publications. This led to further controversy as
they debated whether the group could even consider itself to be a
brotherhood when it proceeded in such an unbrotherly fashion.12

In the late 1920s the meetings used a different format and, for the
core members who were generally sympathetic to Bulgakov, they held
theology seminars to explore the ideas of Divine Wisdom. These meetings
soon expanded to include numerous participants, including several
women, beyond the original core.13 They provided an open forum to
discuss theological questions where Bulgakov tested and developed his
sophiological doctrines in dialogue with others. The notes taken by V.A.
Zander offer an excellent source for further study into this highly
developmental period of Bulgakov’s thought, and provide a means to
understand the social context and resonance of his ideas.14 The fact that
these records were made by a laywoman indicates that Bulgakov, who
went from being a political economy professor to an ordained priest in
1918, and finally a leading theologian, should not be mistaken as an
obscurantist academic.

Throughout its life, the Brotherhood St Sophia waxed and waned
and functioned more as an ad-hoc committee or intellectual organ than an
established or regulated society. The one constant thread was the
leadership of Bulgakov who was widely respected in the budding
intellectual Russian Orthodox community in Paris. The relationship of the
brotherhood to the local ecclesial hierarchy was very positive in their
mutual aim of re-establishing the educational, diaconal and liturgical life
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of the Church. Metropolitan Evlogii was wholly supportive of the vision
shared by many in the exile community to establish a Russian Orthodox
seminary, to be named L’Institut St. Serge, in Paris. However this close
relationship between Evlogii and the brotherhood was not without its
severe critics such as members of the Yugoslavia-based Karlovtsy Synod,
the so-called Russian Orthodox Church Abroad. One cleric even accused
Evlogii, in writing, of capitulating to the demands of the Brotherhood of
St Sophia.15

Vladimir Lossky and la Confrérie Saint Photius

Another group of intellectuals and clerics who attempted to establish
a collective Orthodox identity viewed the mission and destiny of the
Orthodox faith, and Russia’s role in its furtherance, rather differently than
the Brotherhood of St Sophia. They saw themselves as not so much
preserving the flame of their native faith as bearing the torch and fanning
it in the West. Whereas Bulgakov and his circle sought to build ecumeni-
cal bridges with Anglicans and French Catholics in particular, the group
named after St Photius had a more explicit missionary agenda. In short,
they sought to save western Christianity by helping it to rediscover the
orthodoxy it had long since lost. Their goal was no less than to facilitate
the “universal triumph of Orthodoxy.”16 

The Brotherhood of St Photius, named after the famously polemical
ninth-century patriarch of Constantinople and arch-critic of the western
Church, was established in Paris in the mid-1920s sometime between
February 1923 and 1928.17 Whether or not Lossky was a founding member
is difficult to determine, but it seems likely that 1925 was the official date
of establishing a manifesto for the brotherhood; at that point the young
Lossky was already in Paris.18 Despite the uncertain details of its origin,
it is clear that the young Lossky rose quickly as a key leader.

The Brotherhood of St Photius’s manifesto was a call for a
universalizing movement within Orthodoxy to spread the true faith to
every people, while preserving local customs, rites and liturgical lan-
guages.19 It maintained a position of unconditional loyalty toward the
institutional hierarchy of its native church and supported its allegiance to
the Soviet state; in this way it differed in an essential way from the
Brotherhood of St Sophia that repeatedly condemned the Leninist regime.
The Photian brethren believed it was actually providential that Russian
Orthodox Christians were dispersed and sent away from their homeland
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in order that they could witness in other contexts to the truth of the
Orthodox Church. They obviously shared little, if any, signs of bitterness
about living in Paris after leaving Russia. Their eager adaptation of French
further showed where their preferences lay. In the west they viewed “Old
Catholics” as the most congenial to their message of the “hidden Ortho-
doxy” of the west. Rather than transplanting the Russian Orthodox faith
into a new context, they wanted to resurrect what they saw as the potential
for the Church in the west to discover anew the Orthodoxy it once knew.20

The activities of the brotherhood included founding the “Domaine
saint Irénée” in 1926, which sought to produce Orthodox liturgical texts
in French.21 In 1927, Evlogii even gave his blessing to the creation of a
French-language parish that was apparently initiated by the Brotherhood
of St Photius. Until the late 1920s, the brotherhood was still amenable to
working under the authority granted by Evlogii, who continued to assist
in the furtherance of French-language Orthodox ministry. 

The rupture that occurred in the late 1920s between Metropolitan
Evlogii of Paris and Metropolitan Sergei of Moscow also caused a decisive
break with the majority of Russian Orthodox leaders in Paris. The basic
issue of contention was whether the Church outside Russia could criticize
the Soviet state. Vladimir Lossky was among the minority in Paris who
transferred their ecclesiastical allegiance to Metropolitan Eleutherios of
Vilnus, who was now named Exarch of Western Europe. This transfer of
jurisdictional authority occurred after 26 December 1930, when a decree
from Sergei in Moscow confirmed a prior decision to canonically dissolve
the diocesan administration of Evlogii in Paris.22 After the split in
leadership, the community also separated, and many of the earlier French-
language efforts taken by the Brotherhood of St Photius remained under
the auspices of Evlogii. The minority, who remained loyal to the decree of
Sergei, regrouped to celebrate the liturgy in a private apartment while they
awaited the consecration of a new canonical parish of the Russian
patriarch in Paris, named “la Communauté des Trois Saints Hiérarques.”
Eleutherios considered the abandonment of their native patriarchal church
in its time of persecution to be treasonous.23 To have supported a church
jurisdiction that swore loyalty to the Soviet regime in the period of Stalin’s
purges and some of the most devastating blows delivered to any nation or
church in history, seemed tantamount to the loyalty offered to the Weimar
republic by the Deutsche Christen of the same years.

By the mid-1930s this minority group of the Russian diaspora, led
by the Brotherhood of St Photius, sought to increase its missionary activity
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among the French and was successful in creating a relationship with
Monsignor Louis Winnaert, a leader of a movement called l’Eglise
catholique-évangelique.24 Sergei of Moscow wrote a declaration in 1936
creating l’Eglise orthodoxe occidentale and specified the various
stipulations of its jurisdiction and liturgical activities.25 We see here an
attempt to recognize the cultural restraints of an Orthodox tradition in
Europe that is nearly inextricable from its Byzantine cultural heritage. The
brotherhood saw this development as a product of their efforts and other
key factors which Lossky described as a culmination of three different
elements: the evangelical-catholic movement, the Brotherhood of St
Photius and the patriarch in Moscow. He gave much credit to what he
called the “clairvoyance” of Metropolitan Sergei.26 By August of 1939,
after Sergei was conferred the title of patriarch, he wrote to Lossky
praising the brotherhood’s missionary work.27 He hoped that they would
continue to “sensitize the westerners to Orthodoxy” and continue to
negotiate with other groups that might possibly join the Orthodox Church.

Finally there is one aspect of Lossky’s involvement with the
Brotherhood of St Photius that contributed more directly to his alienation
from the exiled Russian Orthodox community in Paris, namely his written
condemnation of Bulgakov’s sophiological doctrines. The theological
controversy that broke out in the mid-1930s may be approached from
various angles. Lossky both provoked the controversy, justified the
essence of the condemnation and Sergei of Moscow’s right to pronounce
such judgment on Bulgakov, even in his absence. To say the least, there
were many in the Church, not only in the diaspora, who objected that the
metropolitan was acting ultra vires, outside of his canonical role.
Considering the concomitant struggles between the hierarchy in Paris and
Moscow, it is best to consider the doctrinal controversy over Sophia as
having direct relevance to the distressful political context in which the
local churches were situated. Lossky’s authorship of a booklet published
by the Brotherhood of St Photius provides a description of his argument
against Bulgakov.28 In the opening pages, Lossky claimed that Bulgakov’s
defense of his writings was more out of obstinacy toward ecclesiastical
authority in general than out of an objection to Metropolitan Sergei’s
action.29 Meanwhile a large percentage of the Russian Orthodox commu-
nity in Paris had remained under the leadership of Evlogii, who, by the
early 1930s, was no longer under the authority of Sergei of Moscow, but
the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople in Turkey. To summarize,
there were at least two canonical jurisdictions in Paris that were in direct
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conflict – one connected to Turkey, the other to Russia through Lithuania.
Another one of significance was also based in Serbia (ROCA), and it was
equally antithetical toward Bulgakov, but denied the canonical authority
of Moscow and then declared itself to be the sole legitimate heir of the
pre-Soviet Church.

Two Orthodox Brotherhoods Clash

Members of the Brotherhood of St Photius played an instrumental
role in effecting the Ukaz, a written declaration, from Metropolitan Sergei.
To be fair, there does not seem to be any evidence of an outright conspir-
acy whereby the entire Brotherhood of St Photius bore collective
responsibility for the initial actions taken against Bulgakov. Rather it
seems that two of its members, Lossky and a peer named Alexis Stav-
rovsky, neither of whom had degrees in theology,30 initially acted
independently, and were subsequently supported by the brotherhood. The
two informants sent a secret communication to Eleutherios in Vilnus who
forwarded it to Sergei in Moscow.31 It explained that Bulgakov held
doctrines that did not conform to the mother church.32 For Lossky the
move signaled the start of an enduring rapport with the church hierarchy
in Moscow, which greatly aided the aims of the Brotherhood of St Photius.
It would even result in an invitation to Lossky from the Moscow patriarch
that would allow him to travel to Moscow, Leningrad, Vladimir and Kiev
in 1956.

The two young critics of Bulgakov received a reply from Metropoli-
tan Sergei asking for more detailed information about exactly what
Bulgakov was teaching. They responded by describing the doctrines as
gnostic and that they erased the division between the Creator and creation.
On 7 September 1935, Sergei took action to condemn Bulgakov’s
teaching, producing the first of two decrees against his understanding of
the doctrine of the two-natures in Christ and of the unique hypostasis of
Christ.33 It is important to note that Evlogii and the two main founders of
the Brotherhood of the Divine Sophia, Bulgakov and A.V. Kartashev,
were all instrumental members at the 1917-18 Council, which had decreed
various reforms that were viewed by some conservatives as too progres-
sive. Evlogii had organized the diocese in Paris as laid out by the decrees
of the Council. 

But Lossky insisted – as the Brotherhood of St Photius had always
maintained – that the canonical authority of the Church must not be
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challenged or ignored, as he saw happening in Paris. Lossky’s extreme
loyalty to the jurisdiction of Moscow eventually alienated him not only
from the majority of the Parisian Russian Orthodox community, but later
from Fr Eugraph Kovalevsky, one of the original founders of the
Brotherhood of Photius, who also eventually broke with Moscow in
1953.34 It was precisely the politically autonomous posture on the part of
the Brotherhood of St Sophia and its attempts to support the local
metropolitan in Paris that created a background for the doctrinal contro-
versy between Vladimir Lossky and Bulgakov. Here, clothed beneath a
debate over questions of the unknowability of the Godhead and the
legitimacy of sophiology, they held opposing views of the current
relationship between church and state. In addition to their personal
convictions, Bulgakov and Lossky were located on opposing sides of a
debate on ecclesial politics and both seemed to enjoy the support of their
respective brotherhoods.

Today the Orthodox Church in Russia is working on an assessment
of its native traditions, while continuing the encounter with the west begun
de rigueur in the pre-Soviet days when Russians who emigrated to western
Europe and other parts of the world retained their native religious identity
while accepting many aspects of the foreign culture. New centres of
training and higher education have opened, which will further the efforts
of Orthodox scholars and lay persons to re-ignite some of the religious
flame that had burned until the Council of 1917-18. 

Recently, Aleksandr Men’, martyred in 1990, has been honoured as
one of the key leaders of renewal of Russian Orthodoxy in the glasnost
period, and, although he claims no theological dependence on Bulgakov,35

there exists a connection between the two. While lying on his deathbed in
1944, Bulgakov instructed iconographer Sister Joanna Reitlinger to return
to her motherland, take up her cross, and carry it with joy.36 She eventually
returned to Tashkent in 1955, and later came into close contact with Fr
Aleksander Men’. She considers herself to have been sent to Fr Aleksander
by Bulgakov, linking the spiritual mentor of the early part of her adult life
to the man who became her mentor and confessor in the latter part of her
life. Her depiction of the Divine Sophia in an icon has become one of the
famous symbols of the reconnection of the Paris community and the
Church in Russia today.

Although many western scholars still read Lossky’s Mystical
Theology of the Eastern Church and consider it to have widely accepted
authority in the Orthodox Church, there is scarcely any recognition of the
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context in which he wrote it. Lossky became a French citizen in 1939, and
claimed ultimately to be an “occidentaliste.”37 Ironically he claims that his
westernism is also a Russian characteristic, that is, “être plus européen que
tous les autres Européens.”38 Whether or not Lossky is correct in ascribing
such a characteristic to Russians, the new generation of Orthodox believers
will surely benefit from a deeper investigation into the lives of both
Bulgakov and Lossky. If it is characteristically Russian to revolt against
the prior generation, as Turgenev describes in his novel, Fathers and Sons,
and in so doing to attempt to strip the new age of its “Russianness,” then
perhaps Lossky rightly calls himself one who is truly Russian in this rather
ironic sense. The new generation may be likewise content to have revolted
against him.
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Faced by the Irish Baptists in World War II
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During World War II Irish Baptists, who considered themselves as a

“comparatively small body of Christians,”1 became embroiled in events

taking place on the world’s stage. Through an examination of The Irish

Baptist magazine, The Handbook of the Baptist Union of Great Britain

and Ireland and other literature from World War II, this paper explores

how the Irish Baptists – predominantly located in Northern Ireland –

publicly declared loyalty and support to their Protestant king and the

Allied nations, while simultaneously struggling to maintain healthy

relations with their brothers and sisters in the faith who lived in neutral

Southern Ireland. The paper also shows how the Baptist Church in Ireland

continually adapted, revised and developed its wartime theology in order

to explain adequately to its members what it meant to be a Baptist during

such a long and brutal global conflict. 

In the early years of the war, The Baptist Union of Great Britain and

Ireland was almost unanimous in declaring its desire not to be engaged in

any type of military conflict.2 In May 1939, The Union was still hopeful

that a peaceful resolution could be met between the nations: 

We welcome . . . the appeal of the president of the United States . . .

and ask our Government to support him in his effort to avoid the

disaster of war by securing guarantees of non-aggression and by

removal of economic and other hindrances to good relations between



84 Emeralds on a Tightrope

the peoples of the earth through methods of negotiation instead of

resort[ing] to violence.3

However, as war became recognizably unavoidable, the Irish

Baptists felt compelled not only to offer theological insights regarding the

war, but also to address any lingering questions about their loyalty.

Compounding this problem was the very public and defiant proclamation

from Southern Irish Prime Minister Eaoman de Valera that the Irish

Republic would remain neutral in the conflict. Although the Baptists had

been loyal to the Crown for centuries, they were also aware that many

other countries viewed the North and South as one nation regardless of

their separate governments. Ireland remained the one big question mark

with regards to its loyalty to the British Empire and many speculated as to

its future within the imperial federation. 

Politically, such questions were put to rest in September 1939 when

Lord Craigavon, speaking in Parliament on behalf of the Government of

Northern Ireland, stated: “There is no falling off in our determination to

place the whole of our resources at the command of the Imperial govern-

ment . . . they have only just got to let us know.”4 The Irish Baptist

followed suit from an ecclesiastical perspective in June of 1940 with this

message from the president of the Irish Union to the Crown: “May it

please your Majesty to receive from the Baptist Union of Ireland met in

Belfast, this humble expression of loyal devotion to your person and

throne. We thank God for your Majesty’s Call to Prayer in which we

humbly unite.”5 It is worth noting that almost an entire year elapsed

between the government proclamation and the Baptist one. 

Parliament’s early response probably made this time of reflection

possible for the Baptists. Had the government not made its policy of

loyalty public at this time, the Irish Union may have had to print this

remark earlier in order to assuage any critics who would have challenged

Baptist allegiance. The Irish Baptist’s willingness to support the monarchy

is evidenced by the fact that the issue in which the aforementioned article

was published directly followed the Baptist Union of Great Britain’s

official sanction of the country’s involvement in the war. The resolution

read: “The assembly record their deep sorrow that Germany’s repeated

assaults on the freedom and independence of smaller nations . . . had left

our country with no honourable alternative to war.”6 

That The Irish Baptist felt compelled to print its statement openly so

soon after the (predominantly English) Baptist Union made its resolution
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may indicate that Irish Baptists felt pressure to waylay any critics who

may have associated them with their neutral neighbours to the south. In

this light, the letter can be seen as The Irish Baptist’s method of unques-

tionably displaying its position of loyalty to its readers and, perhaps more

importantly, to its monarch. This may be due to the fact that while

Northern Ireland officially supported the king in the cause of the war, there

is plenty of evidence that not all residents of Ireland agreed with this

stance.7 Hostility towards the Crown was still prevalent in this corner of

the empire, and one of the most notable disputes came as a result of the

British government’s toying with the notion of conscripting Irish soldiers

if the need should arise. Even the most loyal of Irish citizens refused this

idea because any appearance of the British forcing their agenda unto the

Irish people smacked of the imperialism Ireland had violently rebelled

against only twenty years earlier. Prime Minister de Valera even cancelled

a trip to the United States in order to combat conscription in the North.8 In

his memoirs he stated, “We claim the whole of Ireland as national

territory. The conscription of Irishmen we will regard as an act of

aggression.”9 

Despite tensions related to Irish involvement in the war, many of the

issues of The Irish Baptist published from 1938-1941 have noticeably

frequent passages referring to the multitudes of Baptists who have enlisted

in “His Majesty’s Service.”10 Many articles related information to church

members about the state of various congregants at war. The article titled

“Not Forgotten” is an example of this as it reads, “All those members and

adherents of the Antrim Road Baptist Church who have volunteered for

service in His Majesty’s Forces, will receive a Christmas parcel . . .”11 In

addition to this, The Irish Baptist assured its readers that they should be

proud for the many young people who had answered the call and were

willingly entering into the conflict for king and country. Several articles

appeared in 1939 singing the praises of the Baptist young people, “Quite

a number of young men in connection with our churches have joined the

Armed Forces of the Crown.”12 In similar fashion, many articles appeared

in connection with enlistment figures and requests for soldiers’ informa-

tion so that Baptist chaplains could minister to church members while they

were at war.13 Articles that so boldly favoured the Crown during such a

tumultuous time show that Northern Ireland’s Baptists took their role in

both the earthly and heavenly kingdom seriously. However, there

remained a very real threat that their steadfast loyalty would effectively

sever their ties with their southern counterparts. 
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In order to properly understand these tensions one must realize that,

at this time, Ireland was actually made up of two countries, and both of

them had been born from the blood and ashes of insurgency and civil war

which had ended only two decades earlier. The North, known as Ulster,

remained under English authority after Michael Collins and others bartered

a deal that gave the rest of Ireland the power to rule itself.14 After this the

South, known as Eire (the Gaelic word for the country), became a new

republic with its own government and legislature. Those loyal to England,

mostly Protestants, remained in the North and the predominantly Catholic,

Republican Irish remained in the South.15 Ulster’s subjugation was one of

the main reasons why the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and subsequent

insurrectionist groups had been formed. Now the separation had been

accentuated again as both sides took opposing stances with relation to the

war.

The Irish Baptist relocated its head offices from Dublin to Belfast

in May 1938, and, over the course of the war, some articles appeared that

show distinct differences between Eire and Ulster. Prior to the 1940

Annual Assembly of Irish Baptists in Ulster, a concerned northern Baptist

wrote “I have had a visit from some friends in Eire lately who did not

understand that we in Northern Ireland are rationed in certain commodi-

ties.”16 This was to remind members from the South to bring some of their

own food to billet homes since those in the North were being rationed due

to the war effort. Constant “black-outs” and restrictions placed on personal

freedoms seemed to weigh heavily on Baptists in the North and occasion-

ally there was a slight hint from Ulster to Eire that the Northern family

needed a little more support and understanding from the South. 

Despite these occasional letters, there was never any direct mention of a

conflict between Baptists on opposite sides of the border. In fact, the

relationship seemed very cordial and the sharing of ecclesiastical duties

seemed to bond the two groups together as evidenced in November 1940,

“The President of the Baptist Union of Ireland (located in the North) . . .

and the Secretary . . . have just completed a round of visits to centres of

Baptist work in Eire.”17 And in early January of 1941, the acting president

again visited the South and printed this: “Greetings to all friends, both

North and South, that I have had the pleasure of meeting recently . . .”18

The report from the chair of the Southern Baptist Association appeared on

page one of the November 1940 issue and The Irish Baptist featured a

regular column dedicated entirely to details about the Southern churches.
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Despite all of this, most of the announcements and upcoming events

highlighted in The Irish Baptist were from the North and all advertising

came from Northern stores. Some might argue that this shunning is

evidence in and of itself of the state of relations between Ulster and the

Irish Republic, but that seems to be an argument from silence. Throughout

the war, book reviews and letters to the editor were still sent to the Dublin

office,19 and in May of 1941, the magazine was printed in Dublin due to

the damage Belfast received from German bombers the previous month.

During the “Baptism by Fire” as The Baptist called the bombing cam-

paign, the writers in the South showed nothing but the deepest concern for

the well-being of their northern brethren “. . . our knowledge of details is

very meagre, but we have heard enough to enable us to realize something

of the horror of the nights through which our friends have passed.”20

Considering the amount of charity The Irish Baptist extended to Baptist

churches in Axis countries, it seems illogical that they would turn on their

own Baptist countrymen.21 A stronger argument can be made that because

there were, on average, thirty-five to forty more Baptist churches in the

North,22 they naturally received more attention. 

No view of the Baptists in this war is complete without a careful

look at how this epic battle impacted their theology and faith. There is

insufficient space in this paper to adequately cover all the articles that deal

specifically with faith issues, but some prominent themes can be dis-

cussed. The war obviously weighed heavily on the minds of the Baptists,

and it is interesting to watch their wartime theology develop as the conflict

continued to grow. 

Early on, it is obvious that the sobering reality of war had not hit

home because The Irish Baptist functioned as little more than a reporter of

wartime inconveniences. The magazine was still full of uplifting stories of

courage and poems praising God’s ability to protect the faithful23 along

with little verbal gems designed to ease the mind of the anxious reader:

“Worry is like a rocking horse. It keeps on going but gets you nowhere.”24

It is somewhat amusing to read many articles that deal less with the war

and more with how church social activities were inconvenienced due to the

war, “We would not wish this year to be otherwise, despite the fact that,

owing to war economies, we have to omit our customary cup (or more) of

tea!”25 Another example of this follows: “Owing to the ‘black-out’

conditions the usual Sunday School Social was divided into two parts this

year.”26 But even the ominous “black-outs” were seen as potential

evangelistic tools because they afforded the opportunity to preach the
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Gospel to a somewhat captive audience. The following quote shows that

some young people were attending simply because they had nothing better

to do:

I think the young people are enjoying the “black-out.” I stood on the

outskirts of a five-deep throng outside Great Victoria Street Church

one Saturday night and noticed many standing listening whom I think

would not normally stop at an open air meeting.27

However, as the war progressed the questions took a more serious

turn and The Irish Baptist, though with fewer pages due to wartime

restrictions,28 used more of its precious space to act as a theological

teacher for its readers. Many articles became more apocalyptic in scope

and the most in-depth Bible lesson during the course of the war was, not

surprisingly, on the Book of Revelation. This series began in April 1940

and, with the exception of a brief hiatus in late 1941, continued well into

1942! 

As early as 1940, The Irish Baptist began to feature more writers

who used scriptural teaching to alleviate concerns about a just God

allowing atrocities such as those reported from the front. In February 1940,

one article seemed to summarize the theological struggle this magazine

faced for the duration of the war. The article titled, “How Can Such a

Horror as a Major European War be Fitted Into the Christian Scheme of

Things?” was one anonymous preacher’s battle with this very disturbing

question. In it he spells out following four points in an attempt to put the

readers at ease:

1) God did predict war: it has a steadying effect to realize that God

did predict war; 2) God has explained war: He attributes it to human

selfishness; 3) God can overrule war: God uses war to expose and

punish sin, to awaken sinners and revive Christians; and 4) God will

abolish war: His (Christ’s) return in glory is the world’s hope.29

Most articles published in The Baptist during the war were similar

in structure and theme. In these articles the reader listened in on one half

of a conversation where a pastor or prominent Baptist responded to

questions they had been asked regarding the war. They used sin, greed,

violence, spiritual conflict, the fallen nature of humanity and various other

biblical reasons to explain the war, and most articles are fairly consistent

with Baptist teaching in that they have three or four points that usually
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start with the same letter and feature Bible verses to support their

arguments. Writers usually began by giving voice to the multitudes

wondering about the power of God in such a dismal time in human history;

by the end of almost every article, the reader was reminded never to give

up hope, continue to pray, study the Word of God, and to give all their

fears and worries over to Jesus. By the end of 1940, the acting president,

Herbert Lockyer, had some final words to give to Irish Baptists throughout

the realm who had just come though a dark and violent year. These words

seem to be representative of how Irish Baptists were told to deal with their

concern: “this article may help those of you who are troubled about the

terrible suffering in the world to-day because of the war . . . Cast (your

troubles) upon Him, Whose broad shoulders are able to carry all our

cares.”30

As the war machine continued to roll with little hope for respite, the

future of the conflict began to be viewed as the visible manifestation of

unseen spiritual warfare. Articles such as “The Bow in the Clouds”

appealed to Romans 8:31 and Genesis 9:14-16 to show that God was in

control and was on the side of the Allies. The despair brought on by the

war was given spiritual significance and the paper exhorted its readers to

find their strength in their faith and in the biblical message of hope: “in the

present distress may be the cloud . . . faith can see the bow in (the cloud)

painted by God’s own hand.”31 By 1941 the message had changed very

little, if at all: “But if it is true that the gloom is lingering, it is also true

that the dawn has broken ‘We see Jesus crowned.’”32 The author used the

Irish climate as a vivid metaphor to communicate the message of hope.

Anyone from Northern Ireland knows that gloomy conditions can seem to

endure for eternity but, without fail, the sun eventually comes through.

Many articles show a heightened awareness of the cosmic conse-

quences of this earthly battle within the Baptist thinking as seen in this

quote from the 1943 Baptist Union Handbook:

(The Assembly) acknowledge with gratitude the courage and wisdom

of the leadership given to the nation . . . set by their Majesties the

King and Queen who, in their words to the people, have laid stress

upon the spiritual factors that must determine the quality of both

national and home life in war and peace.33

Despite official records like these, there seems to be little desire by

The Irish Baptist to become more involved in the political landscape of the

empire. It appears that many in the Baptist camp believed that spiritually
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weakening the nation through sin or loose morality was akin to bringing

destruction and certain failure in the war effort. However, The Baptist

records only one incident where the community felt the need to petition

the Crown out of fear of divine consequences brought on by the nation’s

actions.34 The incident in question was not over an official government

policy, rather it was over the nature of a play. In January 1942, the Baptist

Union banded together in order to have the production, A Man Born to Be

King, banned from the stage because it was believed that portraying Jesus

on stage was blasphemous. The Union appealed to the Crown’s faith

stating that “the suggested play will call down Divine judgment upon our

nation.”35

The effect of this boycott beyond Baptist borders is unknown.

Further on in the article the comment is made that “. . . we would make

this appeal to you to have this Play banned, and call the people of the

Empire to humble themselves before the Lord.”36 This seems to indicate

an underlying belief that destruction in the empire from the war may

actually be the result of God’s wrath. Though this theology was not unique

to Irish Baptists, it is interesting in that the idea of national sin being

responsible, in some degree, for national disaster never fully developed

beyond this veiled comment and the play itself was never mentioned

again. Other than this, the vast majority of teachings about sin and the

need to use this time of testing to increase spiritual discipline were

directed specifically at Baptists and little attention was paid to the spiritual

life of the government. 

Finally, one of the most profound themes uncovered in The Irish

Baptist is that of the official attitude towards fellow Baptists living in Axis

countries. The Baptist condemned any idea that called for retaliation

against another country and brought to mind the unity of the body of

Christ when it explained its position: “Even if we are citizens of countries

at war with one another, we have an abiding fellowship of faith and hope

and love . . . we are one in Christ.”37 During the course of the war, the

Baptists of Ireland espoused the idea that they belonged to a kingdom

whose boundaries transcended human ones. In the very month that the air

raids began over London, The Irish Baptist printed a list of churches in

enemy nations with the words, “Let Us Not Fail to Remember Them,”

underneath.38 Even at the end of the war, there was little published

resentment against the Axis countries, and the official stance was one of

peace and a desire to heal for “. . . no encouragement should be given to

demands for indiscriminate bombing which arise from a spirit of retalia-
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tion and vengeance.”39 The global tension was handled with remarkable

grace and compassion and is indicative of the Christian theology that

Christ transcends all national boundaries and that the Christian’s true

battle is with sin and evil and not with fellow human beings.

Baptists remained outspoken and unwavering in their support of

their monarch for the duration of the war. Although it is possible that this

could have caused tension with Baptists in the neutral Irish Republic, both

sides appeared to focus more on their religious similarities than on their

political differences. Their tradition kept this small family united through

the awkward strain placed on them by their respective governments and

there is little evidence to suggest that these congregational churches had

anything but the highest respect and love for each other. Their wartime

theology evolved from an initial desire to placate worried church members

to a real grappling with hard theological issues a catastrophic event like a

war can have on a faith group. Through the battles, loss of congregants and

even the bombing of Belfast, The Irish Baptist consistently reminded its

readers to cast their cares upon Jesus and look to Him alone as the hope of

this world. As Adolph Keller wrote in 1939, the role of the church in times

of war is no different than the one it is called to fulfill in times of peace:

the church will continue to preach her message, pointing out that God

is sovereign even over a world which believes in violence and the

power of armies. She will continue, not only the helpful preaching of

the Word of God, but also that service of love which she can render

to suffering humanity.40
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Church shopping and church hopping are two different, yet related

activities that have received research interest. As a member of many

congregations and churches as a result of personal relocations across

Canada and the United States, I have become interested in this growing

phenomenon that occurs across the country and among the general public.

There are reasons other than relocation that must explain this behaviour.

Indeed, church shopping is a behaviour that tends to happen in the fall, as

residents return to their regular activities, begin school, and have relocated

to a new area. The tendency of shopping for a church may also occur at

other times, especially among people who cannot find a church they

remain happy with; this in turn can become church hopping. This refers to

the behaviour where people attend several churches at the same time

without the desire to remain loyal to one congregation. According to

Amanda Phifer, “Numbers from the Barna Research Group support that

theory: Each year fourteen, or one out of every seven, adults changes

churches. And seventeen per cent, or one out of every six, adults attends

a carefully chosen handful of churches on a rotating basis.”1 This paper

looks at this process in two congregations in upstate New York – the New

Paltz Church of the Nazarene and Grace Community Free Evangelical

Free Church of Lake Katrine – and reports on the findings of this survey.
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Methodology

With the aid of an online survey instrument – zoomerang.com – I

was able to establish an online questionnaire with a total of seventeen

multiple choice and open-ended questions, aimed at finding out how

common church shopping/church hopping is in some Upstate New York

congregations. I initially contacted the pastors of five churches – the New

Paltz Church of the Nazarene, Grace Community Evangelical Free Church

in Lake Katrine, St. Peter’s Catholic Church in Rosendale, as well as

Catholic churches in Albany, NY and Rochester, NY. Two evangelical

congregations allowed participation after church elders and pastors met to

discuss the project. It may also have helped to have rapport with the

pastors as a result of personal association with both churches. Unfortu-

nately, all three Catholic churches declined to participate. A response from

the St. Peter’s Catholic Church simply stated that “We do not keep that

information [e-mail addresses]. Even if we did, I would not give that

information out without their [parishioners] permission.”2

After obtaining church membership lists and contacting each

available e-mail address, I asked members of the congregation to visit an

online questionnaire and complete the survey. The survey was begun 17

March and was completed or closed on 20 April 2005. During the five-

week period, a total of 28 members of the Church of the Nazarene were

contacted, which resulted in ten responses for a 36 per cent response rate.

A total of 100 contacts were made with members of Grace Community

Church, from which a total of 24 individuals participated for a response

rate of 22 per cent. An earlier pilot questionnaire, which involved only

twelve questions was also sent to members of Grace Community Church

between 8 February and 8 March 2005 and received a higher response rate

with a total of 42 completed questionnaires representing a 38 per cent

return rate. However, for comparison, I will only analyze briefly the

findings obtained from the longer questionnaire that received responses

from the two evangelical churches. Before analyzing the findings, it is

important to understand a little about the location and history of these two

congregations.

The Church of the Nazarene (CN)

New Paltz, NY was founded in 1677 by French Huguenots who

sought refuge in America. The town of New Paltz is well known for its
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Dutch history, and many of the seventeenth-century stone buildings still

stand today and have been designated as National Historical landmarks.

Many of the historic Dutch homes are still inhabited by descendents of the

early Dutch settlers.3 New Paltz is located along the Wallkill River that

flows northward parallel to the Hudson River, some ninety miles north of

New York City, roughly between New York City and Albany.

The Church of the Nazarene takes its name from Jesus who was

known as “the Nazarene” (Matthew 2:23). Nazarenes hold to the orthodox

Christian beliefs expressed in the Apostles' Creed. Nazarenes also value

the Protestant expression of the Christian faith, especially as formulated

and preached by John Wesley. The Church of the Nazarene is an evangeli-

cal denomination of over 13,000 churches and over one million members

with churches and missions in 146 world areas.4

The New Paltz Church of the Nazarene was organized and dedicated

in 1963. During the tenure of Pastor David Trauffer, who has led the

congregation since 1972, the congregation has fluctuated in size. Today,

the congregation is diverse ethnically, educationally and economically.

Significant ministries of the church today include: a mission to renew the

Church of the Nazarene in Kingston, NY; a ladies fellowship; a prison

ministry; a nursing home ministry; a nursery school ministry; and a food

ministry. During the past thirty-three years, there have been several major

building projects that have enlarged the sanctuary and fellowship hall,

provided office space, developed handicapped accessible facilities, and

expanded church parking.5 The New Paltz Church of the Nazarene is

composed of about 60 families, and average Sunday attendance involves

some ninety people.6

Grace Community Evangelical Free Church (GCC)

Lake Katrine is actually a neighborhood that was founded as a result

of the 1879 establishment of the Town of Ulster.7 Lake Katrine borders the

first state capital of Kingston, NY to the south, and is located 105 miles

north of New York City along the Esopus Creek.

Grace Community Church was founded in 1958 when a total of

twenty-eight members initially gathered as a Sunday school meeting and

later incorporated themselves as a church. In 1978, the church became

affiliated with the Evangelical Free Church of America, which was formed

in 1950 by the merger of two church bodies: the Swedish Evangelical Free

Church and the Norwegian-Danish Evangelical Free Church Association.
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Both groups had been birthed in the revival movements of the late

nineteenth century.8

According to the church’s website, “Grace Community Church has

always held firmly to the evangelical faith, as expressed in its Statement

of Faith. We remain thoroughly committed to the authority of the inspired

Word of God, as found in the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. We

believe that salvation from sin and death is found only through personal

faith in Jesus Christ.”9 The congregation has more adherents than official

members. There are approximately 500 active attendees, 130 active

members, and a Sunday morning worship attendance of about 350 in three

services. This places the church in an extreme minority of churches, as 75

per cent of America's churches have fewer than seventy-five attendees on

a given Sunday. In fact, 95 per cent of churches in America average 200

attendees or less each week. Only 5 per cent of churches in America have

over 200 attendees, and less than 1 per cent have more than 1000.10

According to Pastor Sam Rodenhizer, the church has the largest attendance

in the Kingston area.11 As a result of the growing numbers, the church is

constructing a new sanctuary near the present site to accommodate the

large congregation.

Table 1: Respondent Age

Age Nazarene # Nazarene % Grace CC # Grace CC %

18-30 0 0 1 4

31-40 0 0 4 17

41-50 4 40 15 63

51-60 2 20 2 8

61-70 2 20 2 8

71-80 2 20 0 0

Over 80 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 10 100% 24 100%

Findings

In comparing the demographics of the responses of the two

congregations, responses by women dominated the questionnaires. Women

made up 60 per cent of the CN respondents and 63 per cent of the GCC

respondents, while men made up 40 per cent of the CN and 38 per cent of

the GCC respondents. In terms of age, 63 per cent of the respondents in

the Grace Community Church were between the ages 41-50, while 40 per



Mika Roinila 101

cent of the respondents in the CN were in the same age category. More

elderly respondents are found in the Church of the Nazarene (Table 1).

Every respondent in both congregations was Caucasian. The dominant

ethnic ancestry in both congregations involves European roots. Nazarene

respondents drew from English (4), German (3), Dutch (2), Irish,

Hungarian, Swedish, Austrian, French, Lithuanian, Swiss, and American

Indian roots. Grace Community Church included Irish (9), German (6),

Dutch (5), English (4), Italian (3), Scottish (2), Austrian, Scots-Irish,

Welsh, Russian, French Canadian, Lithuanian, and Seneca ancestry.

In terms of education, a total of 40 per cent of the Nazarene

respondents had achieved post-graduate education, while 33 per cent of

those who attended Grace Community Church had achieved a similar

educational standard (Table 2). The occupational background provides

some interesting results. In the Church of the Nazarene, four respondents

were retired (40 per cent), two were involved in education as a university

professor and a teacher, another two were employed in the health care

services, and two were in managerial positions. A total of five teachers

were encountered in Grace Community Church, representing 21 per cent

of all responses. The presence of teachers in the congregation is indeed

striking. I can say this as a result of personal observation and knowledge

of the congregants. Of the several other occupations noted, respondents

listed themselves as homemakers (4), engineers (3), clerks and sales (3),

nurses (2), computer programmers (2), along with an attorney, entrepre-

neur, secretary, and graphic artist.

Table 2: What is the highest level of education you have achieved?

Education

level

Nazarene # Nazarene

%

Grace CC # Grace CC

%

High School 3 30 3 13

College 1 10 7 29

University 2 20 8 33

Post-grad

studies

4 40 6 25

TOTAL 10 100% 24 100%

With the required demographic and descriptive analysis out of the way, I

begin to look at church attendance and loyalty. Respondents in both

congregations report high numbers with 50 per cent of respondents being

loyal members who have attended the “present” church home for over ten
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years. Within the Church of the Nazarene, one respondent has attended

less than one year and two respondents have attended between one and

five years at the New Paltz location. At Grace Community Church, one

member has attended less than one year, while eight have attended

between one and five years. The data suggests that attendance in the Grace

Community Church involves a good proportion of congregants who joined

the church fairly recently (Table 3).

Table 3: How long have you attended your present “church home”? 

Attended

for:

Nazarene # Nazarene % Grace CC # Grace CC %

Less than 1

year

1 10 1 4

Between 1-

5 yrs

2 20 8 33

Between 5-

10 yrs

2 20 3 13

More than

10 yrs

5 50 12 50

TOTAL 10 100% 24 100%

In terms of travel to the current church and the distance respondents

are willing to commute, the Church of the Nazarene shows that 60 per cent

of the respondents live between one and five miles from the church, while

twenty per cent travel from distances between five and ten miles. The

Grace Community Church draws people from further afield. A total of

thirteen per cent of all respondents live within one mile of the church, 25

per cent live between one and five miles away, 46 per cent live between

five and ten miles away, and thirteen per cent travel from distances

between ten and fifteen miles away from the church. While not reported

in the survey, perhaps the furthest distance of all for attendance at the

Grace Community Church is by a member from a distance of thirty-five

miles, which takes some 45-50 minutes to travel!

In asking what church the respondent attended prior to the current

“church home,” only nine responses were received. Three respondents in

the Church of the Nazarene had attended another Nazarene church. In this

case, the source was the Nazarene Church in Kingston, NY which had

closed but is being reopened with the guidance and leadership of Pastor

Trauffer. Other respondents arrived from a Mennonite church (2), while
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others came from a Christian Missionary Alliance church, the Jehovah’s

Witnesses, and a Roman Catholic church. Finally, one respondent did not

attend any other church prior to joining the Church of the Nazarene in

New Paltz. 

With the Grace Community Church, only nineteen individuals out

of the sample of twenty-four respondents responded to the question of

prior church attendance. The churches represented included “community”

churches across the county (5), Baptist (4), Reformed churches (3),

Methodist (2), Roman Catholic, Congregationalist, and the Salvation

Army. Two respondents simply stated “none.”

It appears that both congregations seem to attract people from other

evangelical churches as well as from some of the mainline Protestant

churches. Churches that are part of this mainline category include the

United Church of Christ (historically known as the Congregationalists),

the American Baptist Church (northern Baptists), the Presbyterian Church,

the United Methodist Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, and

Disciples of Christ. These mainline Protestant denominations are

characterized by a generally progressive theology and openness both to

other churches and, at times, even other religions. They have concerned

themselves with not simply their own religious beliefs, but also American

society as a whole. In recent decades their membership has dwindled,

apparently due to their lack of attention to fundamental and doctrinal

matters. In their place, fundamentalist churches have sprung up and

become very popular.12

It is also possible, that some members of these mainline Protestant

churches have also found evangelical congregations appealing as well. In

a study comparing evangelical and mainline denominations, the following

denominations were defined as evangelical: Assemblies of God, Southern

Baptists, Independent Baptists, Black Protestants, African Methodist

Episcopal, African Methodist Episcopal Zion, Church of Christ, Churches

of God in Christ, Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod, National Baptist

Church, National Progressive Baptist Church, Pentecostal, and the

Presbyterian Church in America.13 Many theologians would include the

conservative members of such mainline denominations as the Episcopal

Church, the Presbyterian Church, and the United Methodist Church.14

Questions can also be raised about the loss of Catholic parishioners

who have joined evangelical churches. Traditionally Catholics hold to

their own parishioners very well and loyalty to the Roman Catholic

Church is generally high with few who leave. Why some leave this
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traditionally strong church is a question that begs an answer. Does

dissatisfaction with the Church cause departure? Is this another example

of church shopping or church hopping? Geographic regionalism is also a

key consideration, as stronger Catholic regions retain or lose their

memberships. An example of this might involve the francophones of

Quebec. Catholicism would thus remain strongest in the hearth areas

where the Church has maintained a strong influence. Nevertheless, the

movement of Catholics away from their faith should also be studied and

needs to be understood.

One of the more relevant questions to examine church shop-

ping/hopping is the number of churches the respondents may have

attended regularly in the last ten years. For the Church of the Nazarene, it

was noted that 80 per cent of the respondents had attended the current

church, with only two respondents attending two churches. For the

respondents in Grace Community Church, 50 per cent of the respondents

have attended the current church regularly. Thirty-three per cent of the

respondents had attended two churches, and 13 per cent had attended three

churches. Only one respondent (4 per cent) had attended more than five

churches in the past ten years. The result suggests that the membership of

the Church of the Nazarene has remained loyal for a longer period of time,

in comparison to the respondents of the Grace Community Church. To

understand these patterns, a cross-tabulation with church attendance and

years of residence provides some insights (Tables 4 and 5). In the case of

the Nazarene Church, it is seen that the respondents who have attended

two churches have also lived in more than one city. One respondent has

lived in a total of two cities while the second respondent has lived in three

cities over the past ten years (Table 4). Relocation for these individuals

may thus be the prime reason for changing churches.

The experience of Grace Community Church indicates that while 50

per cent of respondents have attended the current church, eleven have

lived in the same city (Table 5). One respondent indicated that s/he lived

in more than five cities but has attended only one church regularly –

perhaps a new member of the current church who had never attended a

church before? It is also noted that three (13 per cent) of all respondents

have lived in the same city but have attended two churches regularly,

while two (8 per cent) of respondents have attended three churches while

living in the same city. These individuals may fit the pattern of a church

hopper, as defined earlier in the paper. Five (21 per cent) of all respon-

dents have lived in two cities and have attended two churches, which
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indicates stability and loyalty between residence and church affiliation.

Still, there is one respondent who has lived in two cities and during the

past ten years attended three churches. Finally, only one respondent

indicated that s/he lived in more than five cities and attended more than

five churches.

Table 4: Church loyalty and residence over past 10 years (CN)

In past 10

years: number

of cities lived in

In the past 10 years, how many different churches

have you attended regularly?

1 2 3 4 5
More

than 5
Total

1 8 0 0 0 0 0 8

2 0 1 0 0 0 0 1

3 0 1 0 0 0 0 1

4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

More than 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 8 2 0 0 0 0 10

Table 5: Church loyalty and residence over past 10 years (GCC)

In past 10

years: number

of cities lived in

In the past 10 years, how many different churches

have you attended regularly?

1 2 3 4 5
More

than 5
 Total

1 11 3 2 0 0 0 24

2 0 5 1 0 0 0 16

3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

5 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

More than 5 1 0 0 0 0 0 1

TOTAL 12 8 3 0 0 1 24

Another question that relates to “church hopping” asked whether the

respondent had ever attended more than one church at the same time.

Responses from the Church of the Nazarene indicated that only one (10

per cent) had ever attended more than one church at the same time. At
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Grace Community Church, a total of eight (35 per cent) respondents had

attended more than one church at the same time. Some of the reasons

given for this included discontent in one church and no evening service;

worship style; “Grace has no evening service so we often attend elsewhere

then”; “Music more engaging in one than the other”; “My husband

preferred his home church. I needed to be spiritual fed with more of a bible

based contemporary worship style”; and “I was not pleased with the

Pastors [sic] character and teaching of the church at that time but still was

committed to my serving at my home church.” These statistics seem to

support the data noted at the beginning of this paper and presented by the

Barna Research Group regarding changing churches. 

In trying to identify the factors that cause respondents to leave a

church, it is not surprising to find that preaching and the lack of friendship

shown by congregants were noted as the highest reasons for members

leaving a congregation. Within the Church of the Nazarene, the top three

reasons that respondents left included dissatisfaction due to the lack of

friendship among members of the congregation (67 per cent), dissatisfac-

tion with preaching (33 per cent), and dissatisfaction with their own

spiritual growth (33 per cent). Within the Church of the Nazarene, the

most dominant reason attracting respondents to a “church home” included

preaching (90 per cent), friendship shown by congregants (90 per cent),

and a desire for own spiritual growth (80 per cent). With Grace Commu-

nity Church, similar reasons are encountered. Dissatisfaction with

preaching dominated explanations for departing a church (61 per cent),

and was followed by dissatisfaction with one’s own spiritual growth (39

per cent), and dissatisfaction with the lack of friendship among members

of the congregation (35 per cent). The dominant reason that attracted the

GCC respondent to a “home church” included preaching (92 per cent), a

desire for one’s own spiritual growth (83 per cent), and the friendship

shown by members of the congregation (71 per cent) (Tables 6 and 7).

With the larger sample of forty-two respondents that was administered to

GCC earlier in the Spring, similar results were found. From this earlier

questionnaire, dissatisfaction with preaching dominated (60 per cent),

followed by “other reasons” – such as lack of spiritual growth within the

church itself, preference of “not shopping (remaining loyal to your

church)” (43 per cent), and dissatisfaction with youth programming (35

per cent). 

The final question asked about the loyalty to the current church

home directly. The question “Do you see yourself moving away from your
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current ‘church home’ in the future” received a fairly solid “no.” Eight (80

per cent) of the respondents at the Church of the Nazarene will remain

loyal, with only one indicating that s/he will be moving on, and one

respondent who declined to answer the question. With Grace Community

Church, nineteen (70 per cent) respondents indicated that they will not

move, while five (25 per cent) did not know. With a larger sample, the

basic results may only be slightly different. This was seen in the earlier

version of the questionnaire that was sent to GCC members and was

responded to by a total of forty-two individuals.

Table 6: What reasons push you away from a “church home”?

Reason
NC

#

NC

%

GCC

#

GCC

%
Total

Dissatisfied with

preaching

3 33 14 61 17 - 50%

Dissatisfied with music

programming

2 22 5 22 7 - 21%

Dissatisfied with youth

programming

1 11 7 30 8 - 24%

Dissatisfied with

Sunday School

1 11 5 22 6 - 18%

Dissatisfied with Adult

ministries

1 11 7 30 8 - 24%

Dissatisfied with out-

reach ministries

1 11 4 17 5 - 15%

Dissatisfied with

recreational programs

1 11 1 4 2 - 6%

Dissatisfied with lack

of friendship

6 67 8 35 14 - 41%

Dissatisfied with size of

the church

2 22 5 22 7 - 21%

Dissatisfied with own

spiritual growth 

3 33 9 39 12 - 35%

Personal reasons 2 22 6 26 8 – 24%

Other 3 33 5 22 8 – 24%

The responses in this earlier questionnaire indicated that 71 per cent would

remain loyal, with two (5 per cent) who would definitely move away, and
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nine (21 per cent) who did not know and one who declined to answer the

question.

Table 7: What reasons pull you towards a “church home”?

Reason
NC

#

NC

%

GCC

#

GCC

%
Total

Preaching 9 90 22 92 31 - 91%

Music programming 6 60 15 63 21 - 62%

Youth programming 2 20 16 67 18 - 53%

Sunday School 3 30 14 58 17 - 50%

Adult ministries 2 20 13 54 15 - 44%

Outreach ministries 2 20 13 54 15 - 44%

Recreational programs 0 0 4 17 4 - 12%

Friendship shown 9 90 17 71 26 - 76%

Size of the church 3 30 5 21 8 - 24%

Desire for own spiri-

tual growth 

8 80 20 83 28 - 82%

Personal reasons 1 10 4 17 5 - 15%

Other 3 30 3 13 6 - 18%

Critique

There are several drawbacks to this study that must be addressed

here. Firstly, the size of the samples could be better. Participation by

members of the Grace Community Church may be statistically quite good,

but the number of respondents from the Church of the Nazarene is very

small. If additional congregations from the same denominations were

included in this study, there would be more statistical significance to these

findings. Secondly, as the questionnaire was anonymous, there was no way

to contact individuals, especially the few that have attended several

churches at the same time, or have attended several churches over the

years for qualitative material. It is extremely important to gather informa-

tion from personal interviews to fully understand the behaviour of church

shopping and church hopping. Thirdly, the questionnaire could be

improved and made much more detailed. However, this may affect the

participation rate, and was the reason why the current survey asked only

seventeen questions. Indeed, the original pilot questionnaire contained

only twelve questions. Fourthly, not every church member has an e-mail

address or a computer. This can obviously skew the results and show bias
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against many respondents who might otherwise have been interested in

participating in this survey. However, the aim was to contact congregants

quickly and easily. With this in mind, the online questionnaire proved

successful. Still, more needs to be done. Contact with other mainline

Protestant churches, as well as the Catholic Church would present

interesting comparative material that may show trends not available for

examination at this time. 

Conclusion

This is a very brief empirical study of certain behaviour patterns

among members of two evangelical churches. The fact that some studies

indicate a distinct trend in the behaviour of church-goers is something that

needs further study. The commodification of religion into a product that

can be “shopped for,” is a trend that is a modern age phenomenon. Loyalty

to churches used to be more common, and it is not surprising that the older

members of both churches under study have remained more loyal to their

home churches when compared to many of the younger members. In fact,

of the seven over sixty-year olds in the two congregations, five (71 per

cent) have attended only the current church regularly during the past ten

years. Among the ten respondents who were under the age of forty, a total

of seven (70 per cent) have attended more than one church over the past

ten years. With more time and with more detailed analysis – both

qualitative and quantitative – I hope to continue this work and bring more

statistical detail to the findings. 
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I must begin with a word of thanks to the Canadian Society of Church

History for the honour of being the Society’s President for the last year. I

am humbled by your willingness to think outside the box and name as

your president someone who is not a member of the academy, but is rather

a parish pastor. In this address I want bring together my role as a parish

pastor (teaching elder) and the study of church history. I admit that during

this address the line between historian and preacher may become blurred;

I hope you will forgive my inability to keep the two domains separate. 

Over a decade ago Richard Mouw, the president of Fuller Theologi-

cal Seminary, wrote a slim volume entitled Consulting the Faithful: What

Christian Intellectuals Can Learn from Popular Religion.1 Mouw posited

that among the people in the pews a remarkably deep and sophisticated

theology is at work, a theology that the scholarly community needs not

only to be aware of, but one from which it can also learn. I want to raise

a parallel challenge, namely that the amateur congregational historians

who write and publish congregational histories have things to teach the

academic historical community. Before going further I need to do some

confessing. A number of years ago I reviewed two congregational histories

written by amateurs for one of the publications of The Presbyterian Church
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in Canada. A friend of mine, a lay person with a background in geology,

had read the reviews and commented over coffee, “You really didn’t like

those two books, did you?” I admitted I didn’t. My academic training

found the lists of names tedious, the lack of connection to larger denomi-

national events and national events frustrating, and the use of clergy’s

tenures as an organizing principle in the histories maddening. Despite

those concerns, over the last ten years I have had a gradual conversion. In

telling the stories of local congregations, these histories call the academic

church historical community in Canada to confront an important reality.

There are about 30,000 congregations of the various Christian denomina-

tions in Canada of which approximately 20,000 are Protestant. Thirty

thousand organizations dedicated to worship, religious education, mission,

stewardship, and fellowship – 30,000 groups of people (some as small as

five or six, others with over 1,000 attendees) who meet together regularly

(usually weekly) to engage one another and God. Such engagement forms

people – people who are members of the broader community who make

economic, social, and political decisions. Regular face-to-face contact, a

hallmark of congregational life, creates an emotional connection that goes

beyond shared interests or a commitment to a common cause. Congrega-

tions are complex organizations in which, as R. Stephen Warner writes,

“amateurs spend disproportionate time on activities that are hard to

define.”2 These collections of amateurs are the local face of the church. It

is congregations that engage in the life of the wider community. No matter

what the influence of the denomination, it is not the denomination that

exists in the local community; rather,it is the congregation that has that

responsibility and privilege. At times the implied argument is that all

congregations are basically the same, or at least congregations of the same

size function in very similar ways; therefore, to have studied one

congregation is to have studied many congregations. To have told the tale

of one congregation is to have told the tale of many similar congregations.

This, in fact, is not true. While there are parallels in the histories of various

congregations, each congregation has found unique ways to respond to its

calling as the people of God in a particular time and place. If the case can

be made for Canadian distinctiveness on the political front, the same can

be made on the church front. If the case can be made for Maritime

exceptionalism in economic development, the same can be said for

religious life in the Maritimes. If the case can be made for differences

between townships on cultural grounds, the same can be said of the
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congregations in those townships. All of this is to say that Canada’s

congregations deserve far more attention then they have received to date.

American academic historians of religion have a renewed interest in

studying congregations,3 but there has been little work done on Canadian

congregations by professional historians. Scanning the various on-line

references reveals a growing collection of work on the architectural history

of church buildings, while simultaneously revealing the paucity of material

on the life of the communities that gather in those buildings to worship,

pray, learn, and share fellowship. A few academic historians, such as John

Moir and Geoff Johnston, upon retiring from teaching, have taken up

writing congregational histories, but it is a vast collection of amateurs

(using the word in its original meaning – “lovers”) who have recorded the

history of local congregations. To their work we now turn.

Purpose and Method in the Writing of Congregational Histories

Congregations become interested in having a history written as they

approach a significant chronological milestone. In Ontario, for example,

a plethora of congregational histories appeared in the 1940s as congrega-

tions reached their centennial year, and many of these same congregations

produced histories in the 1990's to mark their sesquicentennials. Some

congregations used the turn of the millennium as the catalyst to record

their congregational story.

Congregational histories are often written with an agenda. Some-

times the goal is to remember the past along with the sacrifice and

commitment of those who have gone before. The writing team from

Madoc, Ontario expressed their hope, “If Pilgrimage of Faith deepens

your awareness of the Christian experience of preceding generations, then

our purpose in writing this book has been fulfilled.”4 In these histories the

past is a vocal participant in congregational life. The past speaks to the

present. As Sandra Arlein, a church historian at Knox Church, Listowel,

Ontario notes, “I am aware of the importance of the roots which our

predecessors nourished and made strong.”5 These roots impact the present,

becoming points of reference for any discussion about the church and its

purpose. For other writers, the past challenges the future. Jack Hayter of

St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Stratford made this point clearly: “we

hope that this record of the past will give future members a challenge to

carry on St. Andrew’s noble tradition.”6 Thus any move into the future will

necessitate a conversation about the past, and the nature of the “noble
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tradition” that is to be carried on. The past, the present and the future can

not be neatly separated from one another. Janet Muirhead reasons this way

in her history of Knox Church, Agincourt:

As we celebrate our sesquicentennial let us remember those who have

preceded us in this place. Let us be thankful for those who are today

carrying on the Presbyterian tradition. But let us also look to the

future with a determination that the Presbyterian Church will continue

and the gospel of Christ will be proclaimed.7 

Congregational histories are written with a purpose, and their authors

express those purposes clearly. Some, in telling the story of their congre-

gation, express their purpose in clear theological language. The not-so-

subtle subtitle of the history of Essa Road Church in Barrie reveals a great

deal: “The dealings of God with the people of Allandeale/Essa Road

Presbyterian Church, Barrie, Ontario, and their responses to Him.”8

Similarly, a clear theological statement of purpose is made by the History

Book Committee from First Church, Chatham, who note that “Our purpose

in compiling the material for this congregational record is, above all else,

to acknowledge that all history is HIS-STORY, the story of God, revealed

in Christ, and ever calling to men, women and youth to be His servants

and His witnesses.”9 While the reference to history as “His-story” may

seem trite, in the hands of congregational historians it carries power and

significance. It gives a deeper meaning to the actions recorded, for they fit

into a larger story the story of God’s redemptive work in the world. Many

congregational historians, not shy about their faith, write with a clear

purpose in mind. 

Researching and writing congregational histories tends to be a group

process since this reflects the corporate nature of congregational life.

Much historical research focuses on the actions and reactions of individu-

als or explores the thought and writing of a single individual. But

congregations do not function that way. While there may be key leaders

within a given congregation, the decisions and direction of congregational

life are corporately set and followed. Even in selecting the writing process,

congregations highlight the corporate nature of their life. 

There are three group approaches in the writing of congregational

histories. The first is the committee research approach.10 Committee

members do research on the various areas of congregational life, bringing

their findings to committee meetings and together deciding what promi-

nence to give each item. Then a single hand writes the entire book using
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the outline derived from the committee’s work. The resulting book often

has a central theme, since the writer can shape the telling of the history. It

is worth noting that the single hand rarely identifies itself as the author of

the history, but rather as its editor or compiler. 

The second method divides the congregation’s life into sections

(which often become chapters) and individual committee members are

assigned to write various sections of the book. These sections are then

placed together to form a single historical narrative. If little editorial work

has been done to bring about a consistent writing style, this can produce

a stylistically choppy book since as many as ten different authors may

have been involved. The strength of this approach is the way in which it

reveals the diverse, patchwork-quilt nature of even the smallest congrega-

tion. 

The third method is “the witness of the saints.”11 With this approach

the author uses the work of previous congregational historians, simply

adding to what has gone before, sometimes making small changes or

adding editorial comments on the previously published and now re-

published material. This provides the reader with layers of history, which

can be compared and contrasted, giving insight into how the meaning of

past events has changed. 

Many of the writing teams, whatever approach they use, are changed

by their experience of researching and writing their congregational history.

The History Committee at Cooke’s Presbyterian Church, Chilliwack, put

it this way:

The whole process has been one of fascinating discovery of the rich

heritage of a congregation of God’s people, and a far deeper apprecia-

tion has been gained for the faith, commitment and sacrifice made by

earlier generations on behalf of their church. Being able to collect and

share this story with all the congregation has been a privilege.12 

The deep appreciation for the past and a genuine humility about the

present is often reflected in the work of the congregational history

committees. The communal nature of the church is reflected not just in the

respect and care shared by members of the writing group, but also across

time as past congregants (even if long-dead) are shown respect and

honour. 
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Place 

The material covered in congregational histories can be defined

around three axes – place, people, and the practice of the faith – creating

a full-orbed view of the church. Place is a multi-faceted reality for

congregational historians who are conscious of their place in time, their

place in the community physically and socially, and their place spiritually.

This latter reality is a powerful undercurrent writers have trouble

expressing but sense is important. It helps them to appreciate the motiva-

tion that caused the decorators of Knox Church’s sanctuary in Mitchell in

the 1930s to paint “This is the House of God, this is the Gate of Heaven”

above the organ. The experience of meeting God in the place called

“church,” is summed up simply by an unnamed parishioner from

Metropolitan United Church, London who said, “This is where I found

Christ.”13 

Most congregational histories spend a great deal of time telling the

early history of the congregation, locating the congregation’s origins.

William Sherwood Fox uses eleven pages of his eighty-five page history

recording events prior to the arrival of the first minister at Talbot Street

Baptist Church, London. In the history of Grantham United Church, the

focus on the early history is overwhelming; fully one-third of the text tells

the history of the churches amalgamated in 1879 to form the

congregation.14 Rudy Platiel and Helen Goggin take fifty-two pages telling

the story of the first thirty years of Knox Presbyterian Church in Oakville,

and eighty-seven relating the next one hundred and twenty years.15 

Why the extended focus on the early years of a congregation? In his

history of Talbot St. Church William Sherwood Fox wrote:

The first task of anyone who undertakes to write the history of any

local institution is to ascertain its beginning and then to set them forth

clearly. The vital importance of the narrative that results lies in the

fact that, generally, in the origin and early stages of an institution one

may plainly see the reason for the distinctive character of its later

history.16

This is an important insight with which any historian would agree

for the past shapes the present in significant ways. Such awareness,

however, does not completely explain the extraordinary interest in a

congregation’s early years. The deeper truth is that the authors implicitly

understand that the Church, not just universal but also local, is called into
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being by the Holy Spirit. Exploring the early history of the local congrega-

tion gives writers and readers a glimpse of the work of the Holy Spirit, that

most illusive member of the Trinity. The early history of the congregation

is most clearly seen as having been formed by God out of nothing. It is to

this theological truth that the telling of the early history of congregations

point time and again. 

These early stories are often told with wonder and awe. Wonder and

awe not only at the drawing together of the congregation, but also at the

conditions under which congregational members lived and worked at that

time. In the strange world of the past, people worshipped God, celebrated

the saving act of Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection, and exercised the

Spirit’s gifts in their communities. While the past is foreign terrain, these

congregational histories remind readers that the present worship life of the

congregation, no matter how different it seems, is in continuity with the

worship of the past. At times this view of past worship practices feels

nostalgic. More often there is a clear-eyed recognition that the actual

practices of the past can not be transported unchanged into the future, but

their deep meaning and purpose remains constant. 

Place is not just spiritual, but also physical. Worship is an embodied

activity; the God who is to be worshipped in spirit and in truth is also the

God who became incarnate in flesh and blood. The concrete reality of

congregational life is evident in the titles of the congregational histories

such as This Place of Worship; Pillars, Pulpits and Pews; and Gargoyles

and Gentlemen.17 Sometimes titles carry double meanings, blending

physical and spiritual place as in Building in Faith and Beyond the

Builder’s Plan.18 Congregations become identified with a particular

building located on a particular piece of property. Members speak of going

to church, not as going to worship or going to be with the people of God,

but rather going to a building. The building is clearly understood to be like

no other building that the people of the congregation frequent. This

building, this place is holy ground. Even for congregations with unadorned

sanctuaries and for authors of low church persuasion, there remains a sense

that there is something sacred about the building – a sacredness beyond the

architectural lay out, and the symbolism of the stained glass windows and

other artwork. In writing about the plainest of sanctuaries, authors express

the belief that this place, geographical as it is, is where people come to

meet God. The conflicts which arise concerning changes to the church

building, are not therefore conflicts about bricks and mortar, they are
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conflicts about the sacred meaning of the space and how the changes will

change the experience of meeting with God. 19

Congregations expend an extraordinary amount of energy and

resources on their buildings, and the work involved in raising the funds

necessary to maintain and enhance the place of worship is often a

dominant part of congregational histories. When the church building is

understood as holy ground, the work of raising funds for its maintenance

is not mere fund-raising, it is holy work. To such work the Levites were

called in the Old Testament and to similar work the many people who

organize and participate in congregational fund-raisers and work bees are

also called. Money becomes a holy object for its end use is holy. Sustain-

ing the financial operation of the local congregation is a sacred task. 

A third aspect of place impacting congregations’ histories are the

communities in which they are located. How congregations understand

this sense of place affects the way ministry is lived out. Metropolitan

United Church in London entitled its history, On this corner.20 This choice

of title is overlaid with history. The building burned in the late nineteenth

century and, within two days of seeing their church building destroyed, the

leadership had decided to rebuild on the same corner in downtown

London, even though there were other viable options open to them. In

putting together the history of Ratho Presbyterian Church, the committee

recognized there was no way to separate the history of the church from the

history of the community.21 The two flowed into one another so seamlessly

the reader is at times uncertain which, church or community, is the focus.

Congregational life is lived out in a particular location, the connections

and the impacts go both ways. The congregation grows out of a location,

and the soil in which it is planted affects its development. At the same

time, the congregation will, hopefully, impact the community, bringing

about the transformation of the community out of which it grows.

Appreciating this multi-dimensional nature of place can be a helpful

matrix through which to approach the question of congregational life. The

ways in which a spiritual and physical place forms people of faith, and the

interplay between geographical location and the life of the congregation

in that geographical location are both worthy of further study.22

People  

There is a children’s finger game that says, “Here is the church and

here is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people.” If congrega-
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tional histories are about place, they are also about people – ordained and

lay, young and old, well-known and obscure.

Many congregational histories give significant space to their

ministers. Often these histories use ministers’ tenures as a way of

organizing the material; they tell us what happened when Rev. Smith was

there, and follow that with a chapter recording the events of Rev. Park’s

ministry, and so on.23 There are significant challenges inherent in this

approach. It substantially downplays any sense of the congregation having

a culture and purpose independent of the ministers who serve it. By

focusing on clergy, it becomes easy for the congregation’s history to be an

account of the community of faith adjusting course this way and that by

the differing interests of successive ministers. Congregations, in fact, are

far less malleable than some congregational historians indicate. In the

history of Presbyterian worship in Perth, Ontario, J.R. Ernest Miller, the

compiler, breaks the story up into sections using the length of ministry of

each successive minister.24 Each section opens with a brief paragraph

outlining the arrival and departure of each minister. The rest of the section

makes virtually no mention of the minister, giving the impression that the

congregation had a life that the minister was invited to join, but was little

changed by his or her action or inaction. While Miller’s approach may

leave the reader wanting more, it does highlight the transient nature of the

clergy in the face of 175 years of congregational history. 

Two things stand out in the descriptions of clergy in virtually every

congregational history – where they came from and where they went

following their time in a given congregation. The congregation sees itself

being imprinted on the life of the minister. The history of Knox Church in

Listowel, Ontario, proudly notes that the Rev. A. Gordon Macpherson

went from Listowel to Toronto to serve “faithfully his city charge (of

Riverdale Church, Toronto) for twenty-seven years.”25 This vignette

reveals how congregations influence clergy. A great deal of work has been

done exploring how theological colleges and pre-theology courses have

functioned in the formation of Canadian clergy. But an equally important

formative role is played by the congregations a minister serves, particu-

larly those early in a minister’s career. There needs to be far greater

attention paid to the significant role that congregations play in the

development of clergy.

In congregational histories clergy are evaluated on their personality,

their ability to provide pastoral care, and their administrative and

leadership skills in initiating new projects. The Rev. Bruce Miles was
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lauded for “His Christian compassion and understanding enabled him to

be a solace to those whose loss was so great.”26 The Rev. Dr. Charles H.

MacDonald was described as “a friendly warm hearted and sincere

Christian minister . . . willing and able to walk and talk with his people.”27

On the other hand, the Rev. W.R. Bell is noted for having “guided the

congregation towards the erection of a new sanctuary.”28 In contrast to

these interests, there is little recorded about preaching or worship leading,

especially when the history was written primarily by lay people. 

Why is so little attention is paid to worship leading and preaching,

tasks that dominate clergy thinking and time? While pastoral care and

administration/leadership play have a prominent place in congregational

histories, these are tasks that many clergy downplay. Congregational

histories are usually written by people on the inside of the congregation.

They are well-known or they would not have been chosen to serve on the

history committee of their church. They are most likely people for whom

attending church is a habit and the preaching and worship are so much part

of their lives they have become routine. Only anniversary services or those

commemorating other significant events are considered worthy of note

(just as banquets and dinner parties are). On the other hand, pastoral care

is most evident at moments of crisis, when all of life is heightened and

support is especially noticed. Further, since congregational life is primarily

relational or expressive, it is difficult to record; therefore moments when

things happen – when programs or buildings are launched – are unusual

and gain notice. The functional components of congregational life can be

told much more easily than the relational components. Constructing a

building is much more understandable than discipling people in the faith.

While clergy play a prominent role in any congregation’s telling of

its story, conflicts or difficulties involving clergy do not get much

coverage. Congregations avoid difficult stories, like the suicide of

ministers29 or internal conflicts when the protagonists are still alive and

present in the congregation. It would be easy to accuse congregations that

do this of painting a false picture or of writing boring history, without the

friction and conflict which are the drama academic historians relish.

However, in portraying a relatively peaceful picture of congregational life,

the writers remind readers that many people within congregations are

largely unaware of its conflicts. Maintaining solid relationships is more

important than detailing the opposing sides in a conflict. The quarrels,

which are the flash points of interest in stories and movies, are not of

interest to the congregational historian who knows a deeper truth: the
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conflicts are but points on a time-line covering often more than a century.

The storms of the past were weathered, so there is no need to recount the

storm. They also know every story has another side, and any attempt to tell

the story will create yet another round of revisionist congregational

history. 

Clergy are not the only people whose names appear in congrega-

tional histories. Many other names are scattered throughout the narrative:

men and women, committee members, Sunday school teachers, elders,

organists, choristers, leaders of the Mission Band, Boy’s Brigade, or

Canadian Girls in Training. These are names that readers outside the

congregation don’t know, names that are often unidentified in any way,

names that many within the congregation only barely recognize. What is

the point? Clearly for congregations their story is not just history, it is a

memorial. It is the pile of stones to which they and their children and

grand-children can come and ask, what do these stones mean? The point

is not that readers know everyone on those lists; the point is that readers

know who one or two of those people are, and are able to say, “I knew

them, I remember them.” Suddenly the life of the church is not just about

here and now, it is filled with a great company of witnesses who watch and

cheer on the present congregation. The names say that ordinary people met

here to worship the Triune God, and the present generation is invited to

keep faith with them. 

The names say the congregation has a flesh and blood reality in this

place; the faith was incarnate here in the lives of people. In a world where

faith is often perceived to be a matter of the mind or of the spirit, the

names say faith is about an embodied life. The named had a flesh and

blood reality in this place, living their faith through their bodies. The

names challenge those who tell the story of the church to move outside the

narrow confines of the world of the mind, or the world of the spirit, to

write about a fully embodied faith, a faith where the names matter. As J.

Stanley Sharples wrote in his history of St. Paul’s Church, Clinton,

Ontario: “For us it is a prelude to our own continuity and responsibility .

. . to mobilize our emotions and enlarge our imaginations as worthy

successors of those who names and activities, individually and corporately,

are record in this booklet.”30 The names bear witness to the fact that

ordinary people matter to God. The story of the local congregation will

include few whose names will appear in the pages of the denominational

reports, but in the congregational history is evidence that their faithful
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lives mattered. They are examples to be followed, challenges to be

remembered, sacrifices to be emulated.

A great deal of demographic work has been done linking faith

commitment with occupation and household living patterns.31 What is

needed now is to try to merge that work with the names of people who

served as Sunday school teachers and in church choirs and so on. One

wonders how did the Sunday go-to-meeting faith change the Monday go-

to-work life? And how did the work-a-day rough and tumble of life impact

what happened in the Sunday school class and the worship life of the

congregation? Creating fleshed-out sketches of these “ordinary” individu-

als will require painstaking work. As demographers and congregational

historians work together in this way, they will bring to life the names

recorded in the congregational histories.

Practices of the Faith

The people of God live out their faith in a variety of practices. These

practices include, but are not limited to, worship, fellowship, mission,

community engagement, study, and prayer. Two important questions must

be prominent in the minds of congregational historians: How do the

dimensions of place and people impinge on the congregation’s practice of

the faith? And conversely, how do the practices of the faith bring about the

transformation of the people who engage in these practices and the place

in which they practice their faith?32 These are vast questions far beyond

the scope of this paper. Instead I want to use the constructs of technology

and denomination as windows to look at congregational practice.

The authors of congregational histories are aware of the impact of

technology on the life of the congregation. Technological changes impact

congregational practice.33 The introduction of the automobile is an obvious

example, as Sherwood Fox wrote,

The advent of this quick, cheap and easy means of transportation has

affected all churches progressively to a degree that has altered their

composition, their activities and their attitudes. It has introduced a

serious problem . . . One who reads the annals of any church during

this modern period without making allowance for the impact of the

common use of the automobile as an explanation of many recorded

figures and events, fails to catch the whole story.34 
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The car has obviously had an enormous impact on the life of all

congregations, but so ubiquitous is that impact, it is virtually impossible

for modern researchers to imagine a world before cars. Less than a ten

minute drive from my home is a congregation which has maintained its

driving shed, built more than 100 years ago to house the horses and

carriages of parishioners coming to church. The maintenance and cleaning

of that shed were tasks the congregation needed to ensure took place.

Technological changes have occurred that have directly impacted

worship. The congregation I serve used to pay a young man to operate the

organ bellows each Sunday. The introduction of electricity not only

changed the way the building was lighted, but ended one person’s part-

time employment.

In June 1905 “some ladies of the congregation” of Knox Presbyte-

rian Church, Walkerton, offered to donate trays of individual communion

cups to replace the use of the common cup at the celebration of the Lord’s

Supper. The basis of their argument was hygiene. The elders (all men)

buried the matter for nearly a year, until they received a letter from the

Women’s Association that stated: 

Since pathological science has discovered that the microbes of

consumption, and other diseases, can be carried from one person to

another by drinking from the same cup, our society [the Women’s

Association] feels that there is added reason why individual cups

should be substituted for the present practice.35

The letter went on to say that the women were distracted from a proper

meditation on the meaning of communion due to worrying, “Are any of

the persons around me afflicted with disease or unclean?” Not only should

there be no common cup, but also “for hygienic reasons, the bread be cut

into small cubes.”36 Needless to say, the women won, leaving an intriguing

record of change in worship practice driven by increased scientific

knowledge. 

Congregations are often accused of being unwilling to change their

practices. Yet congregational histories suggest otherwise. Congregations

appear remarkably adaptable to changes in technology and scientific

understanding. Certainly they do not rush into new things, but they are

willing to explore the incorporation of technological advances. Further

work on the ways in which technology has changed the practices of

congregations might yield interesting results. Some areas that would be

interesting to explore include: the introduction of ditto and gestetner
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machines; the addition of sound systems; and the construction of elevators

and wheelchair ramps.

While congregational historians are interested in the impact of

technology on congregational life, they are not interested in exploring a

congregation’s connection with the denomination’s pronouncements and

policy shifts. Only major changes at the national or international level

filter down into the life of the congregation. Changes in the wake of

Vatican II appear in the histories of Catholic parishes, but with little

reference to the events of Vatican II itself; the focus instead is on the local

changes. The decision to ordain women within The Presbyterian Church

in Canada, similarly receives little attention except to note that the General

Assembly’s decision opened the door for the congregation to ordain

women to the eldership; the names of those women then follow. Retired

professors of history who have taken up the task of recording their

church’s story, on the other hand, give significant space to denominational

shifts. John Moir’s histories of Alexandra Presbyterian Church in

Brantford and of St. Andrew’s, Ottawa move beyond the local to place the

congregations in a bigger matrix.37 It would be easy to assume this

disinterest is rooted in a lack of knowledge and that congregational

historians are simply unaware of denominational actions. But a scan back

through the sources used in the writing of these congregational histories

produces a different analysis. Most congregational historians lean heavily

on local congregational records. For Presbyterians a major source is the

session minutes. Denominational policy statements do not appear to have

been widely discussed by most sessions, unless there was a clear directive

that brought changes to the life of the congregation. This raises significant

questions about how much influence the words and actions of denomina-

tional leaders have on the life of congregations. This link, or lack thereof,

requires more careful study for it raises profound questions about the

importance of denominations in the history of the Canadian church. 

Postlude

Throughout this paper I have noted potential research areas

suggested by reading congregational histories. One further area desper-

ately needs attention: the remarkable growth and stability of many non-

European Christian congregations in Canada over the last fifty years. The

challenge of dealing with sources in a variety of languages and the fact

that these congregational beginnings are very recent creates problems for
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any researcher. Historians of Christianity in Canada need to do further

work on the multi-ethnic, multi-lingual reality that is the church in

Canada. 

Amateur congregational historians can teach academic church

historians three things. First, the amateurs, by definition, love their subject.

Making no claim of objectivity, they wear their faith in their congregation

and in the God who called their congregation into being on their sleeves.

When the congregation they love does well, they are pleased; when the

congregation they love fails, they are disappointed. While the lack of

analytical rigor can be frustrating, the passion these writers have for their

subject is attractive. The sense of wonder and awe provides a powerful

antidote to jaded researchers who may have forgotten the first love that

brought them to this vocation in the first place. The amateurs remind us all

to have fun in serving the discipline we call history. 

Second, most congregational historians have never engaged in

sustained historical research and writing prior to working on their

congregation’s history. The sheer accessibility of history is a strength that

must not be lost. In an increasingly professionalized world, where

specialized knowledge is a prerequisite for entering into serious conversa-

tion, history in general, and congregational history in particular, remains

a field open to all. It is incumbent upon those tempted to close the doors,

to limit access, to resist such a temptation. It is remarkably winsome to

enter an archive’s reading room and recognize at the tables academic

researchers with numerous books and articles to their credit and at those

same tables researchers from a local congregation making their first foray

into the world of history. 

Third, many congregational historians have learned to tell the story

of their congregation in a way that gives meaning to the present day life

of the congregation. In so doing they have made a powerful connection

between the past and the present, a connection that is often difficult to

make. All historians cross the bridge from now to the strange world of the

past. That trip, while difficult at times, is very enjoyable for there are

wonderfully exotic things to explore. The difficulty arises in trying to

return from the past. Sometimes it is easier to let the past remain in the

past and not seek ways to have it speak to the present. Congregational

historians remind us that the past does speak to the present and the stories

we tell about the past have a meaning now. With care we must think

through the meaning of the past to our time and place. 
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