








graduating students might influence the appointment proceedings, and the letter writer concluded
by saying that, in her view, “the whole appointment process needs to be revamped.”"?

On 6 March 1979, a follow-up letter was sent to The Board of World Mission after the
appointments had been made, to reaffirm the following two suggestions:

“We request another meeting with the Superintendents and Personnel Committee.”
“We request a review of possible appointments with reference to sex.”"*

Following the telegram, petition, and letter, the action shifted to the floor of the Presbytery of
Montreal where Mrs. Alison Stewart-Patterson, a 1977 graduate student who had received a
choice appointment as associate at St. Andrew and St. Paul in Montreal, and Miss Linda Corry,
the first women graduate of The Presbyterian College (1976), jointly submitted and reported on
“A Statement of Affirmation for Women in Ministry.”"> This report included some very serious
questions on “PREJUDICE AND DISCRIMINATION,”!® and was presented to the Presbytery
of Montreal on 13 March 1979, on behalf of the female students. It was a well-organized,
thought-provoking, powerful statement that began by pleading the women’s case. The presenter,
Alison Stewart-Patterson, began by transporting the listeners back to the setting of the tomb,
early that Sunday morning of Jesus’ resurrection. It was there that women had been given the
message of their calling. Yet, over the centuries, that message had been virtually ignored.
Stewart-Patterson continued passionately that “it is not just [ who stands before you tonight. It is
a long line of women, starting with the two Marys, coming through Linda [Corry] and I and
continuing on into the future.”'’” All of the women mentioned had withstood prejudice and
discrimination against them as ministers of Christ because they were women.

The Statement went on to reiterate the basic theological issue of The Presbyterian Church
in Canada on the ordination of women which arose out of the report of The Committee on the
Place of Women in the Church to the 1965 General Assembly. In part, the report stated: “The
call of Jesus Christ to women is to bring all their distinctive gifts into a partnership with men in
every relationship of human life, and the concomitant call of Christ to men is to accept such a
giving and to respond to it wholeheartedly.”'® And so it seemed “partnership” was fundamental
to our belief, and the church appeared ready to accept it.'” At this point, language would be
crucial in ensuring that both women’s “call” as in Christ and “partnership” with their male
colleagues would be clearly stated. However, the third recommendation of the report which
stated “that The Presbyterian Church in Canada affirm the right of women, who believe
themselves called by God, and in whom the church 1s able to discern the necessary gifts, to enter
and share the ministry of Word and Sacrament in all its aspects,”20 was later withdrawn with the
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“You are a problem to place because you are female, married, have children and
were divorced.”

“Your husband is supposed to support you. Why do you want to work?”

“X was the first girl minister this charge has had. She had to prove herself and
she did a good job. But I sincerely hope for her own sake she does not seek the
ordained ministry. She’d make a good teacher or social worker.”

“It may be necessary for you to wait two or three years for an appointment.”

“We can appoint you to Africa, but you will probably have to put your children in
boarding school.”

“What is going to happen to your children” Don’t you think you should stay home
and take care of them?”

“Do you realize you are decreasing your husband’s effectiveness?”

“Churches want a minister’s wife to support him, not go to another church
herself.”

“How would it be if we appointed you to the same church as your husband. You
could keep house, and take care of the church when your husband is on a
continuing education programme. Maybe you could even be an interim-
moderator sometime.”

“Why do you want to be ordained anyway? Wouldn’t you be happier at home
with your family?”

“If you really want to be ordained, have your husband resign his church and take
his job, and be ordained that way.”

[13 : 6
Any man is better than a woman.””

The above comments were not innocent suggestions. They expressed “a complete denial of
women’s ‘call’ by Christ to his ministry. The jokes and slurs could not be tolerated for they
were part of an utter disregard shown by men—themselves called by Christ and living out that
call—for Christ’s call to another, particular child of God, who happens to be a woman.”*’ To
confirm this, the paper went on to quote Peter’s words in Acts 10:34-35: “Then Peter began to
speak to them, ‘I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but that in every nation, anyone
who fears him and does what is right, is acceptable to him’” (NSRV).

*¢ personal papers of Jean Armstrong.

7 personal papers of Jean Armstrong,

48

aaaisgadcddcdddaieia4i119191919191191 11191119 11T 1T 1T 1T 17" 1T 11111201












sickening scene—the cowering Board of World Mission elite, about to be decimated,
dismembered, disemboweled and decapitated by their adversaries, the PC women libbers.”>®

In our world of litigation, it is hard for us to identify with the stance that people in
leadership roles took here. The superintendents should have been role models despite the
challenges. They needed to act responsibly. The language was not only harsh, but downright
abusive. The fact still remained that women had by church law been ordained since 1966, and so
it was up to the superintendents to make the law work. They travelled around; they knew the
mood in presbyteries. They needed to respond to changing times and needs. They needed to
counter ignorance with education; they needed to use more equitable methods of assigning
appointments. It was up to them to keep education in the forefront and to respect 1966 as a
defining moment. There was no need for divisiveness where a law had been put in place. The
superintendents needed to be of one mind in their interpretation of that law.

The women were perceived to have lost, since, according to the superintendents, they,
themselves, had been fair and just and not discriminatory against women, and women had
received some plum positions in keeping with their spouses’ geographic location and workplace.
To Jean Armstrong, the spokeswoman for The Presbyterian College graduating students, went
these words from another superintendent: “It was with surprise and considerable regret that |
learned that you were in the forefront of the ‘telegram episode’ and had indeed phoned to
Toronto to try to get women in Knox III to sign the petition to accompany it.”*’

Jean Armstrong was appointed to an Edmonton charge. She had received the
appointment that she desired, as had most of the others. Jean was not being self-serving in this
process, but simply wished to support others who had not received the appointment that they had
requested. She felt strongly that women be considered for any charge without reference to sex.
This, in fact, is supported by Valerie Korinek’s comment: “Women’s ordination in the United
Church of Canada illustrates how difficult it is to change the gender ideology that suffuses the
workplace.” In the end, Jean Armstrong was accused of being protectionist and sexist since
her appointment was within the bounds of her husband’s employment. The superintendent
reminded Jean that

in accepting the appointment made by the Board of World Mission annual
meeting to the [name] congregation, I want to remind you again that these people
have gone through troubled times and you will have strong personalities with
which to deal. When [ mentioned this to you in Montreal you told me you could
defuse situations. Unfortunately, you did the very opposite last month. The
[name] congregation cannot afford agitation and confrontation. It needs a loving,
caring, understanding, wise, pastoral outreach ministryf”

In fact, Jean did carry out her appointment and then her call to this congregation in a
highly professional manner for a period of seven years in which the charge flourished. The
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means to educate clergy and laity in the concept that “men and women alike are the objects and
servants of the purpose of God, which the church has been created to express and fulfill.”**

In every other part of society, women were claiming the parity that the church had
offered for thirteen years, yet women in ministry continued to experience prejudice and
discrimination. The plea was then that “all women members of the church should accept the
responsibility and be given the opportunity of serving Jesus Christ and their fellow human beings
in all areas and occupations of life as the members of his Body.”* The Memorial did indeed
speak to these concerns. In addition to the Memorial, The Presbyterian College Report of the
Senate 1978-79 included a recommendation #5 which requested that the Board of Ministry
establish a Task Force which would seek to discover ways: “l. “to eliminate discrimination
against women in the appointment and the call procedure [. . .] and 2. to educate presbyteries,
sessions and congregations regarding the partnership of men and women in ministry.”*® It
appears that the women had made their point at all levels. On the one hand, The Presbyterian
College graduating students had worked effectively through their Presbytery, while the Knox
College graduating students had worked successfully with the policy-makers. In the end, both
angles were covered.

Although the Memorial was not in proper form, a special committee was appointed to
report to the 106th General Assembly. Its report was very comprehensive, including a
bibliography and a fact-finding questionnaire based on the ideas stated within the body of this
Memorial. There was a strong response rate to the questions (42%).* In the process, the
committee drew the attention of the whole church to the issues raised by the women at The
Presbyterian College in 1979, and the report as a whole was adopted.

It can be concluded that the graduate and graduating students of The Presbyterian College
had successfully drawn to the attention of the wider church the prejudice and discrimination that
characterized church polity since the ordination of women to the teaching and ruling eldership
had become law in 1966. Clearly, this study reveals that there was resistance to women taking
their rightful place in the ministry of Word and Sacrament. The door had barely opened in
thirteen years. Virtually nothing was found in the secondary literature on the situation at The
Presbyterian College and Knox College in the years leading up to the Presbytery of Montreal’s
Memorial to the 105th General Assembly. In his book Enduring Witness, Dr. John Moir, the
historian of The Presbyterian Church in Canada, reported on the 1979 Memorial as follows:
“pegative attitudes towards women were certainly in the minority, but most sessions had not
discussed the issues.”® The “liberty of conscience” debate precipitated by Daniel MacDougall’s
request to the Presbytery of East Toronto would follow and trigger new challenges for women in
their chosen call. It can be concluded, though, that the Memorial sent by the Presbytery of
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