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ROBER1' MAGOWAN. PASTOR, FUND-RAISER, CONC ILI ATOR 

by Ernest Nix 

Robert Magowan, a Presbyterian and United Churc h 
minister whose ministry was al most entirely in south Alberta, 
though early perceived to be "of somewhat retiring 
disposition" yet lefl an enduring i mprint on his time and 
province.(! 

Robert Magowan was born 8 June, 1879, al Drumbo, 
Lisburn, about seven miles from Belfast in cou nty Down , 
northern Ireland. Hls father , James Magowan (1849-1919) and 
his mo ther, Rebecca Newell (1855 - 1917) farmed about a hundred 
acres, a good-sized farm in that locality. With prospects of 
the porllons becoming loo smctll wheu divided amorig four 
sil,l ings, after his early schooling, in 18 96 , 1,,1hen h e was 
seventeen years of age, Robe rt was appreriticed as a c lerk 
with the Belfast Rope\vork Company, rope and t1,,1 l 11e 
mauufacturel's , A brother, James, julliot· , was ctpp1·e ritil:etl Lo 
a Belfast linen manufac turer. Robert compl e t e d bls fi ve 
~·ears ' appreuticeshiµ autl was lmmedictte] y hire d on p e n 11 a11ent 
slttff. When he left Lh e m after four years more , the comµan y 
sec reLa1·~· recommended the yo uu~ cle rh cts hav ing given "the 
utmost satisfaction in th e djsc:harge of hi s duties,"(2 

Unfort unale l~• , little is k11ow11 of Mago wan's family, 
boyhood and early year·s in Belfast. It is said that he 
atleuded meeting s held b~• travelling evangelists and heard 
them in all seriou:,;ness. He wa s ac.:tive in a Presbyteria11 
congregati on and was presented with a gi ft l,ook b y the Sundtty 
School in January, 1905 . Doubtless h e was imp1·essed by th e 
reµectLed aµpeals bei u g matl e f or n e 1,, recruits f or the Church's 
mi ssions in western Canada . ll is entireb p ossible th c:tl he 
ma~1 h8 ve b eard two fttmed Cauadlan rec ruiters iu p e rso n, 
Charl es W. Gordon (Ralph Co 11nor) and James Robe rt son , the 
dynamic supel'inLendent of western missions, when they made 
their tours of England, Scotland and Ireland in 1893, 1894 
and 1896.(3 Both emanated from Wlnnipeg, where young 
Magowan, after emigrating in 1906, would in time enter 
college for his theological training . 

Magowan was appointed as stu dent missionary in the 
Tongue Creek loc ality near High River , Alberta . Here, during 
1906-1907, he served four preac hing points comprising 

1. Man i toLa Col lege Journal, Ma y , 1911, p . 12. Magowan 
Persoual Papers, (hereafter MPP) courtesy Eileen Shortt, 
Calgary, a ni ece of Magowan ' s. 
2. General l etter by W. Irv ing, 2 5 January , 1905. MPP. 
3. C .W. Gordon, The Life of James Robe1·tson 1 D.D.; al!:;o C .W. 
Gordon, Poslscriµl to Ad veulure, pp. 131-1 37 . 
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about twent)·-seven families , wh i l e h e saved as muc h as he 
could o f his slen der sli p end loward h is future college 
expenses. He passed with flying co l ors the c ri tical scrutiny 
of his farm ing parishioners, who we r e always dubious about 
the practical s k i ll s of the stripling preachers sent to them. 
Years l a t er he recounted to a c hild wh o was i n terviewing him 
for a s c h ool loca l hi sto r y project an episode whi c h may have 
happened duriug his student days. "On ce h e had a horse which 
would not pull the buggy , but i nstead always jumped out of 

, hi s shafts. He thought the horse was useless, but be found 
that whe n it was saddled , il r o d e beautifully. " This, he 
analogi zed, leache s the lesson tha t "people d o their best 
work al jobs for whi c h they are suited ." (4 

Mago wau regislered as a n Arts slud e 11L iu ManiLoba 
College , Winniµ eg , a s a me mber of the class o f 1 91 1, 
i 11dical i11g Lhat b e had some "catch-u p" worh Lo do as well i11 
the matriculation d e partme nt. During the summe1· lerms h e 
agai11 became a stude11 L missionar y in Lh e h esler11 fi elds , al 
Gladys , Albe rta (1907- 1 9 10) , at Moore Park , Ma11itoba (1911-
191 2) and al Prairi e Gro,e , Manitoba (1913). Hi s f el l ow 
stude nt s al co llege remembere d h i m as a diligent sLude11L who 
e»cel l ed i 11 the Heln·e w c l asses ( ove 1· 90%). 111 sL ud e nt 
aclivi Lies he was presidenl of the student YMCA in bis fourth 
yea r, 1::tr1 d wa:::; a me mLei· of sevel'al d ebali11g Learns . His most 
notable classmate was J . G. "Jimmi e'' Gardi ner , the class 
valedi c Lor i a11, later to become premier o f Saskatc hewan and a 
war- lime me mLer of the f e deral cabi net. 

Follo1dng Id s g 1·adualion in Arl s , Magowa11 con ti nued bi s 
studies in Theology al Ma n itoba Coll ege . AL tl1 e end of his 
fir s t .vear he wa s awarded t h e Joh11 Mar·k Ki11 g pri ~e of sixty 
dollars . Al h is g raduat ion in 1 91 4 he r eceived t h e RoLert 
Can;we ll prize for Hebrew as well as a mi nor pri ze for public 
s peaking a nd r eading and hi s cer Li f ica le in theolog~· among a 
class of six. 

Events follow e d swiftly for Robert Magowan in the 
mome ntous yea r 1914. On 29 April he was ordained a minister 
of the Presbyterian Church in Canada in the Chalmers Chu r ch, 
Winnipeg , to whi c h h e had b ee n called. On 22 July he and 
Harriet Florence Ormond , a deaconess of the Presbyterian 
Church, were mar ried.( 5 Thei r· fortune s s wung westward again 

4. Anne Ewing, "An Interview with Dr . Robert Magowan," 
unpublished papel', unpaged . Copy owned by E. Ni x , courtesy of 
Jame s Shortt . 
5 . Harriet Ormond was b. 28 Jul y , 18 79 , in Pembroke, Ontario . 
She was trained in Toronto, and se r ved (190 6-1 916) in North 
Winni peg . Their only c hild, n amed Robert Ormond, was bor11 
Jul y , 19li , aud died in the same month. Harriet died in 
Calgary, 1 8 October , 1956 . MPP 



.1.n Lhe spring of 191 6 when he a <:<:epled an inviLa lion lo 
become suµply mi nister f or on e year in Lhe Hi llhurst 
Presbyterian Churc.: h i11 Ca lgary . 

J 

A brief review of the histo ry of the yo un g Hillhurst 
congregalion reveals some serious stresses. The previous 
incumbent, Peler A, Walker, had come to the m in 1911 whe n the 
congregat ion had been founded for only four years bu t was 
already outgrowing its first build i ng on Ke nsi ngton Road. The 
new subdivisions of Hillhursl and Sunnyside, fronting on the 
Bow River, had been opened in 1906. Three new cong r e gations, 

, St. Barnabas Angli c an (1906) , Hillhurs l Presbyter ian (1907) 
and SL. Paul's Methodist (1907) had bee n founded in the are a, 
eac h assisted at the o uLset by the land deve l o pe r E.H . 
Ril ey , who owned t he subdivisions. IL seemed a promisi ng 
prospe<:L fo1· the ne w Hillhurst. Pl'esbylerian c hurc h . By 
February, 1912, Lhe annual meeting rioled fift y-one ri e \\· 
me ml,e n; rec.:e i , ·etl i tJ th e µrecedi ng year, a nd th e ~· ha d become 
self-susLainin~ financially. They d ecided Lo seek a new site 
au d bu i l d a III u c.; h J 1:U' 15 e 1 · I., u i l d i n g . The l ho ugh L \\'as Lo bu i l d a 
new c hu rc h lo seaL fiH~ buudred ''to whi c h a gallen· could 
afLerwards be added whi c h would seal Lhree hund red more ."(6 

It would be ha rd to exaggerate Lh e optimism a nd 
ebullient sµirils sha1·ed I.,~• Ct:1lga r·ians generallr in 1912 . A 
l,ooh pul,lished lo e 11cou1·age prospec.:Live 81·ilish e migrants 
d ec.:lared "In Calga r y , radianl ho pe sils on every counLenanc.:e. 
IL i.s the c.:il~ of l,u o;vant yo ulh and oplimi sm . Everyo 11 e has 
come Wesl Lo ma ke hi s f o rtune, and everyor,e is c.;0 11 vin ced he 
is going to mah e il soon."(7 

The lime had c.:ome whe r1 Lhe rapidly g 1·owi ng c.:itr could no 
longer be adequa Lel y served b:-,· a few l arge d own Lown c hurc hes . 
The years 1906- 1912 had seen a ring o f 11e \\· con g r egat ions 
spring up in the surrounding subdivisior1 s . The Hi llhur s l 
congregat i on had l,een one of three ne w Presby l erian ca uses 
in Calgary inaugurated i n 1907 in Bank v iew, Hillhursl and 
Crescent Heights subdivisions. 

The Hillhursl PresbyLerians in thei r expansion of 1912 
selected George G. Irvine as their architec t to adapt plans 
already used by SL. Andrew ' s church in East Calgary "with 
alterations to suit our proposed site." The c hief builder 
was Robert Patterson, al a contract of $18,871. Two contracts 
for furnishings were with the Globe Furniture Company of 
Walkerville, Ontario, for fine c urved oak pews, and with the 
Warren Church Organ Company of Woodstock, Ontario, for a 

6 . Minules, llillhurst Pres byterian Churc h Board of Manage r s, 
April, 1912. Provi n c.;e of AlberLa Archives (herea f ter PAA). 
7. Calgar y . Twenlieth Cenlury Cities , p . 12 . 



4 

pneuma L1 c pipe organ fol' $4,200 at $1 , 000 cash, Lhe bal a11ce a 
six months' nole al 6 1/2¾ renewable .. The organ contrac:l was 
l o prove a maj o r source of grief lo all con<.:en1ed . ( 8 

The ne~ Hillhurst church was dedi c ated on 19 January, 
1913. The total cost, including land, building and 
furnishings, was about $38,000 of whi c h $1,535 had been 
raised. The sad fact was lhal al the beginning of 1913 the 
fantastic boom of 1912 in Calgary had already burst. By July 
the Hillhursl board of managers were feeling the pinch, with 
numerous a ccounts payable. A loca l Hillhurst merc hant, 
William Ross, a generous contributor, came lo the rescue with 
the gift of a bloc k of land in Capitol Hill which could be 
sold "to raise sufficient money in the mea11 lime lo relieve 
the present financial stringency in the c hurch funds."(9 By 
September lbe orga11 account. was $900 overdue , payments on the 
moJ'tgage we1·e $800 overdue, and Sam H. Adams, chairman of Lhe 
rn a nagers, bad iule1·viewed the mo r tgage company about it . ( 10 
He was lold lhal $400 musl be paid within days. The managers 
found half of thal amount amo n g themselves l:ltld the remaj uder 
was raised . I l Wl:ls a f orecast of lhi ngs Lo come; the 
manage I's w o u l d slag g e r· on fro 111 o n e f in an c i a l c r i s i s lo 
another for lhe next six an<l more years . 

An e ,· idence o f Lhe sever·ily of lhe struggle was lhat b~· 
Januar), l 9 1-!, the c hurc h wa s in arrears for the minister's 
salar~1 , Lhe firsl c laim on lheir resources. By the following 
Seplenilier they were i11 arr·ears for the organ isl ' s salary as 
well. The old c hurc h property wa s still unsold and Wl:lS being 
1·e nled t o th e Separate Sc hool Board f or u se as a school, but 
the 1·ental of $50 a month did 11ol cover Lhe Laxes a11d 
inleresl. The recession i11lo which the country generally had 
s U d was f ul) ~ fell whe n the Hi l lhurs L managers applied lo 
Lhe Northern Trusl Company for a loan of $20,000 but were 
refused "01-11 iug lo finau c.:jal stringency," By November the 
\\·arren Churc li Organ Comvan:v was threatening to lake cou rt 

8. Accounts, Hillhurst Church Board of Managers, pp. 99-113. 
The pipe organ spec i fications were for a two manual console, 
twenty-three ranks of pipes, 1453 pipes in all, with eight 
couplers. Originally designed by T. Newman West, the 
Hillhurst organist at the time, the organ, after being 
rebuilt twice over the years, is still giving good service 
over seventy - five years later. PAA. 
9. ibid. Inside lots were priced at $240 each and corner lots 
in pairs at $530. PAA. 
10. Samuel H. Adams served as chairman of the Hillhurst 
c hurch board of managers 1912-1925. A lawyer, he was elected 
alderman in 1914, and mayor of Calgary 1921 -1922, then 
retired from lhe city counci l. He remained a meml,er of the 
Hillhurst c hurc h until h e retired from business in 1955 and 
lefl the city . He died in 197 5 al 97 years of age. 



a c.: ti o n Lo sec.:ure pa y me nl, and in De c ember the y .issue d a 
nol .ic.: e o f wril. 

Th e dreams of Lhe llillhurs l c ongregati o n wh ic h had 
soughL to build a c.:hu r c.:h "worthy of the work and suited Lo 
the needs of a growing community, a seven-day-a-week c.: hurc.:h'', 
had hit the earth with a resounding thump. Nolhing had been 
stinted in suburban churc h building as then conc.:eived: neo­
gothic style, fully furnished with pews and pipe organ, 
Sunday s c hool audito rium and classro om s , gymnasium, dining 
room, kitc hen, parlor and pastor's stud y. Yet it was a 
relatively modest struc ture as compared with the eleganl 
stone building being e1·e c.: Led at the same time by Knox c hurch 
a c ross the river. On the other hand, Lhere were far mo re 
c autious congregations, such as St. Paul's Presbyterian on 
15th Avenue and 2nd Street West, who had built themsel ves 
onl ~ a base me nl in which Lhe~1 would c ondu c t all of their 
a c l.ivilies f o r the n e x t f o rty- five y e ars . 

Adde d Lo the dj ff icul t.i e s c.:aus e d b~1 Lbe general 
r ecessi o n c ame the c ul.break of world "'ar in Augu s t, 1914. 
Th e eno 1·miL ~· o f lhi s n e w ca lam i t y wa s r e flected at the 
Hilll1urs t. c.: hurc h b y th e cl e rJ.. of th e s ess j o n Dr. R.B. 
Franc.: i s . Al the end uf 1914 h e spo k e of lh a t year a s one .in 
whi c.: h "the tro ubl es o f e"e r y b o d y we re multipli e d man y 
time s ... We n eed l o pul o ur lru s t in th e Go d and Father o f 
our Lord J e su s Chri st who is the Go d o f t h e whole e a rth who 
aloue und e 1·s ta nd s th e full me an i ng of the se da ys ."(11 Six 
me mber s of Lbe me n' s bibl e class had enlisted in the armed 
for·ce s . Anothe r· kee 11l~• f e lt l o ss was the death of the 
generous William Ross . Al th e c lose of 1914 s.ixty- t hre e new 
me mbe rs had beeu adue d Lo Lh e roll, f o r a Lo Lal of 2 7 4. Bu L· 
the c hurc h' s income wa s s mall, an a v erage of $47.15 pe r week, 
o r $2,594 fro m all sourc e s for the y e ar. The asse ls were now 
r ec k o ned al $62, 3 84 aga.iusl l.iab.ilities of $4 5 ,09 3 . But e ven 
in the face of the se hea vy odds , Lhe annual me eting of 1915 
ex 1>1·essed hea rt .v c.:onf ide n ce .in its manage 1·s . 

The Warren Churc h Organ Company eontinued lo press for 
payment through their soli c itors, Lougheed, Bennett, McLaws 
and Company . In their distress early in 1915 the Hillhurst 
presbyterians made an appeal for h elp to t h e national home 
mission and finan c ial board of the church . While doubtless 
sympathetic , the Toronto brethren were themselves hard 
pressed to maintain their man y missions throughout the west. 
Their reply was that the Hillhurst church "must stand or fall 
only through its own efforts." 

But the offic ials of the Hillhurst c hurc h kne w that they 
had t o l oo k b eyond their· own slende r res o uJ' c.:es if Llie y were 

11. Minutes , Hillhurs t Chur·ch Annua l Mee ting, 1 3 Janua r y , 
191 5 . PAA . 

5 
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to stand. More pressure mu st. be applied, so au influential 
friend, William Shearer, superintendent.. of misBions for 
central Alberta, wrote an urgent letter to A.S. Grant., 
sec re lary of miss io n s and f iuance iu Toronto. Sheare1· was 
concerned that the solicitor for the Loan Company, to whom 
the church owed $18 , 200, had returned ft·om Toronto "with 
instructions to execute judgme nt on t h e bondsmeu 
immediately." Shearer had met with the Hillhursl board and 
h e knew their predic;amenl i11t.i111atel~: . They were "very sore 
and bitter" to be left al the mercy of their c.:rediLors if uo 
intervention were made on their behalf. There was also 
$13,787 owing lo the Bank of Nova Scotia. Dr. Grant had 
apparently promised to interview these note - holders on the 
church's behalf, but seemed not to have done so. Shearer 
reminded him of the sad consequences if judgment. were to be 
exec uted: "th e disgraceful obliteration of this 
congregation ... putting Presby terians in such a light iu 
western Canada Lhal future development in Lhe way of 
building s and equipment will be paralyzed."(12, (13 

Haviug launched Lb.is h eroic: appeal l>y way of William 
Shearer, the Hillhurs t treasurer, J.11. Fairle y , clutched at 
an e ve11 more disLa11L stra~· . Ha, .iug read an arlic.:le in the 
Salurda:r Eveuing Post, lie ~·role Lo John D. Ro c; kefeller, Jr. 
Fairle ~· d esc ribed Lheir plight: 

"a large number of our congregation (which is composed 
of Lhe working people) have had very little or no 
employme nt, so mu c h so, that a lot have had lo reduce 
theit· weekly offering, while olhers are unable to 
contribute at all. Th.is ha s made it .impossible to even 
pa y the iuleresl on th e loan, wilh Lhe resull Lhal they 
have enlered suit for and judgment against, not only 
the churc h but also the boudsme11, execution of which is 
to be started the fir sL week of ,July. This fac.:L has 
mad e thi11gs harder as a number }1a\'e become discouraged 
seeing no vossible wa~ to meet the demands." 

Fairley's request ~·as for a loan of $45,000 al 3%, givi11g 
Roc;kefeller a first mortgage on the church. He pleaded that 
it was to save both the c hurch ''from being put under the 
hammer" and the bondsmen, who stood to lose everything tteven 
to their homes."(14 Rockefeller politely refused, saying 
that they had found it "impracticable to respond directly to 
appeals from churches, except the churches of which we are 
members or adherents."(15 

12. Correspondence, W. Shearer to Dr. Grant, 20 May, 1915. 
Italic s are Shearer's. PAA. 
13. ibid. 
14. Corresµondenc.:e, Fail'le y Lo Roc kefeller, 27 May, 1915. 
PAA. 
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This parlicular crisis was a ve rted by a meeling of lhe 
minisler Peter Walker wilh Dr. Granl at the General Assemb)y 
meeting in Kingston. It was agreed thal if the cong r ega t ion 
"would undertake Lo pay Lh e arrears of priuc ipal amounti ng Lo 
$1,2 50 during the next year, the financial board of the 
nat i onal churc h would Lake care of the arrears i11 interest of 
$3,000 . "(16 Plans were then made for a diligent canvas s of 
all supporters, with $864 being pledged. Further appeals 
were made to the bondsmen, and all organizations in the 
c hurch were requesled to ''contribute all monies in their 
possession ... over and above running expenses Lo the board of 
managers." While the congregation had endorsed this new 
c ampaign, the re was now some dissent.. Mr . Adams and Mr. 
Fairley were both being harassed personally by the creditors' 
many demands for paymenL . One of the churc h ma nagers, Mr. 
Scotlaud , felt that lbe µr·oµosilion of raisiug $1,250 " was an 
imvossil.,le one and that il would be better Lo close lhe 
c hurc h." Th e Sunday school offi c ers objected lhal Lbey were 
n ot in a posit ion to lurn over t heir funds to Lh e managers. 
Al the elld of lhe year , again in arrears on lhe mini ster ' s 
salary , the managers h e ld a frank di scuss ion among 
Lhemsel ves . Mr. Scotl1:rnd, second e d b) Mr. Fc:tl rley, moved 
that "the Board tender Lheir resignation in a uody ... on 
ctc.:c.:ounL of lack of suµµorl ctlld di scou 1·ag e d b.v t h e lac k of 
iulerest and atlendance."(17 The motion was carried 
unanimously and sigued by the nine managers present. 

AL the annual meeting held in January, 1916, the nadi r 
of the struggli llg c hurc h's fortunes was reached. One of lhe 
auditors mo ve d Lhat Lhe c hurc h go inlo "voluntary 
liquitlctlion . " Severa) µrominenl me mbers , a representative 
from lhe p1·esbyte1·y , and A.S. Grant b~ letle1· , opvosetl this 
course o f a ct ion, and the molion was wilhdrctwu "amid grectt 
avpJause . " The resiguali o u of the man agel's was accepted, 
aµpreciatioll wets exp1·esi:;ed lo lhem, a11d a u ew aud smal l e r 
board of managers was elec.:Led . 

Peter Walker resigned very soo11 t.hereafler as minis ter 
and returned to eastern Canada. Following a three months' 
vac ancy, Robert Magowan agreed lo come into the precarious 
situation as supply, beginning in May, 1916. 

Less than a year later, two hundred and fourteen members 
and a hundred and eighty-five adherents signed a "very hearty 

15. Correspondence, Rockefeller to Fairley , 5 June, 1915, 
PAA, Rockefeller was generous Lo his own churc h. H.E. 
Fosdi c k, The Living of The se Years, J.>P• 177 - 180. 
16. MinuLei:;, Joinl Meetiug of the Hillhu1·st Managers and 
Session, 14 June, 191 5 . PAA. 
17 . Minul ei:; , Hillhurst Board of Managers, 12 December, 191 5 . 
PAA, 
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and unanimou s" call lo Magowan lo become their inducted 
mi uisLe r . The indomitable litLle Iri s hman respouded that he 
"had enjoyed the work al Hillhurst ve r y mu c.:h, and LhaL Lhe 
heal'lir1ess o f the ca ll c leared Lhe way for his acceptance of 
it."(18 He was inducted at the church 14 March , 1917. 

Very shortly after his induc tion, Mag owan and Sam Adams 
began the course of aclion whi c h would finall y turn the 
chu1·ch' s desperate f inane ial sj Lua Lion around . They placed 
the matter of the c hurc h's debt, whi c h by this time had 
reached $49,000, before the Calgary presbytery . They 
requested that permissi on be granted the church to make an 
apµeal to the Presbyterian churches of Canada f o r "al least 
$35,000."(19 The request was granted and preparations 
b e gan. The local c.: ampaig11 was inauguraLed with a lH:1.nquel at 
the c.: hurc h Lo \\"hi c h minister s and representati ves of c hurches 
in Lhe pres Ly Lery we .1 ·e in\' i Le d. La Ler, the presL~· lery seu L 
f o1·ward a si mila1· request to the synod f or the righl Lo 
aµµeal Lo c.:o ll s U tuenl c hurc.: h es in the synod, with Lhe hope 
that Lhe Sy 11od wo11l d l ransmi L the reques L to Lhe Genend 
As semul ~ . 

A µai d adverlisemenl h eaded ''WILL YOU HELP TO SAVE THIS 
CHURCH? " was µlac.:ed in Th e P1·esbyterian and Westmins ter. The 
P1·esuylerian Record wa s c1.µpealed to for suppo rt. ( 20 The 
Rec.:01·d ou LJ i11ed the sj Lua lion wl thout uudue enthusiasm: 

"The past fi ve years ha ve been hard years for ma11y a 
c.: burc: h i ll the West . Both th e business depression and 
the war h ave , f o r \'arious reasons, told more hea\ily 
upon the ~es L thau upon Lhe Eas L. Some i n ll1e ~~s L h ave 
been h arde1· hit tha11 oth ers , Hi llhurst Chu1·ch harde1· 
than most . . . 
In Lhe exceptional c.:i r c ums lanc.:e , Lbe Presbytery of 
Ca 1 gar~• ha ::; a 1 ::; o u n de r Lake n Lo as s i s L . • . a nd ha s s e 11 l 
out an appeal, signed b y i Ls Moderalo1· and Clerh, 
welcomiug e\'ell the smallest aid. 
The Presbytery also feels that to h old Lhis place of 
worship for so large and needful a community is of 
concern to the whole Church and it sends out its S.O.S. 
to 'Whosoever will. '"(21 

Unfortunately, I have not discovered any records 
generated by the Hillhurst Church Fund, administered by 
A.W.R. Whiteman of Knox church, Calgary. The general appeal 
undoubtedly met with a mixed reception. While the High River 
presbytery (Alberta) granted Magowan free access to all of 
its churches, the Edmonton presbytery offered no help, 
instructing the clerk "to intimate to the Hillhurst 

18. Minutes, Calgar 
19. il>id., 27 Jul~, , 
20. Presbyteriau !! ' 
21. Presbyterian I · 

Pres bytery , 18 April, 1916. PAA. 
9 17. 
1~·estminster, 11 Oc.:tober, 1917, p. 364. 
,·d, Novembe r, 1917, p. 328 . 
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con grega Lion t h a l o wi n g Lo Lh e pec uli ar co nd it i o n i n wh ich 
ma u ~· o f our o wn c hun.: h es a1·e pl ace d a l Lh e µr ese n l Lime , t h e 
Pres b y t e r y feels unabl e t o 1·e nder a n y a ssistan ce. " ( 22 

By Fe bruary , 1 918, Wh i Lema n reported that abo ut $ 3,000 
had b een received from "friends both e a st and wes t . .. but 
t here is a gre at deal still t o d o ." Ev ide ntl ;v a mo r e direct 
effort was r equ i r e d, and a t Fe bruary 1st Magowa n wa s grante d 
l e a ve o f absence from his pulp i t "in order that he ma :,, 
c anv a ss amo n g the membe rs of all the con gregatio ns that are 
wi lliug t o r eceive a v i s it fro m him." D. Marshall of 
Di d s bury was sec ure d a s suppl y i n Mago wan' s abse n ce . 

The f ol l o win g June Magowa n was a mo n g the three elec t e d 
comm issioners f r o m t h e Calga r y presbytery atte n d ing t h e 44th 
Ge n eral Asse111b ):,, 111eel ill g in Lo nd o 11, Onlari o . Th e Assemb ly 
dul) recei,ed the Albe r ta sy n od's ove rture expressi n g it s 
"delerminalion Lh al Lh e 1,> r ope 1·t~· o f Lh e Hi l l hu n,L 
congregat i o n . .. s h alJ r10L be losl , a n d we urge sess i o n s a rid 
con gregation s lo g i ve all v oss iu) e assi!:>La n c.:e Lo Uial 
c h urch ." The Assembly h ea r d Mago wa n' s person a l sLa l e me uL 
"wi t h muc h sympa lh:,'' a n d a ulh o 1·i z ed h i m " Lo apvr·o a c h the 
con grega Lions of o ur· Chu r c h t h r oug h o u L Canatl a I a 11d hea r ti l y 
commends h i m lo Lh e sympa Lb ., a11 d l iberal i Ly o f our p eopl e. " 
(23 

Magowan )aLec made h is a µ 1,>eal l..,efo r e lhe Toro u lo 
vresl..,yter:,, , wh ic h comme nded hi ~ ca u se Lo "the sympathe ti c 
con side rat ion of co n g r e~a Li ons a nd t h e i 1· me mbers t h rou g h o ut 
the Pre!::ib~ Len, , " Ha 111 il L0 11 µ r esuy l e r y tH: Le tl iu a s imila r 
fas h ion at a l a t. er meet ing. Wh ile th e PresuY l e 1·i a n and 
~eslmi u !:>Le r a nn o u11 ceJ Lo j L!::i r eade r s tli a l Mr. Mago \\ a /1 was in 
Toronto and h oped " Lo add ress a numl..,er of the To r o nt o 
cou g r egaliou s and lo ca l l o n some o f o ur wea lth y -an ti libe ral 
Pres uyterian s , " a searc h o f seve r a l Toron to d ai l y p ape r s did 
n ol re,eal an~· of h is e n gageme nt s . Do ub tless mu c h o f h is 
visiti ng was d o n e qui e tl y and privale l y .(24 The We stminster 
presbytery , like the Edmo nl o n, t o ok a negati ve view . It 
r ecorded that " i n vi e w o f the fac t tha t F i r s t Churc h has an 

22. Minutes, Edmo nto n P r es b y t e r y , 4 Decembe r, 1917 , p . 113, 
(mic r ofi lm c opy , United Churc h Archives) . 
23 . Ac ts and Proc e e d i ngs o f the 44th Gene r al Assembly, pp. 
66 , 84. 
24. Te l e pho n e inte r v i e w with Jame s Shortt, 1 August , 1985. 
ShorL t , Magowan' s n e phew , sa id tha t hi s unc le wore out 
seve r al pai r s o f s h oes , and some of lhe mo n ey came f rom h is 
o wn fa mily . Perhaps Magowan' s exp e ri e n ce wa !:> similar t o 
Robe r tson' s i n Scotl a nd yea r s b e f ore: " No th i n g could b e fin e r 
t lia u Lh e spirit s h o wn i u th e P r esbyte r y , bu l when you a s k f o r 
au opport u n ity o f addressi n g the con greg a t ion -- we l l , tha t i s 
a n o ther matter . " (Ro b er t so n t o C. W. Go 1·do n) . 
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e v en more pathe t ic: appea l than Hillliurs t, Pre sby l e r y look n o 
ac:llou sav e t o ref e r Lhe ma lle r lo the wisd o m o f eac h 
c o ng1·ega tl o 11. 11 

( 25 

A general factor which worked greatly in Hillhurst's 
favor was the Forward Movement of the Presby lerjan Churc h, a 
program inaugurated by the General Assembl y in 1916, lo 
continue for three years. Ils purpose was t o dee p e n and 
strengthen lhe Churc h's work in all wa ys , "w i th a vi ew t o 
quickening lhe spiritual life of ou1· people. 11 It was 
v igorously pro moted b y Lhe leadershJp of the Churc h 
throughout the country . The Alberta synod, f o r e x amp le, set 
a goal of 20% inc rease across the board for eac h 
congregallou. Simila r pro grams we r e us e d i n the A11 g ll ca11, 
Baµti st , Congrega ll o nal and Me thodi s l d e n o mi n a t lo11 8 at t h e 
l::i a me time , aud somet imes jo j n t l ~• . ( 26 A cou gregallo11 in 
Gl ace Ba~· se n l a contr i but i o n of $50 to t h e ll illhurst c h urc h . 
By Jul y , 1918, il wa s r eporte d lhal ''the pros p ec t s o f s u c cess 
[ o f Hi l l hurs t' s appe al] are n o \-\· brig h t. " Nolwl l h s t a 11d J 11 g 
thi s , the f o ll ow ing January Wh l le111a11 \-\'a s 1::1ppeali 11g 1::1gcti 11 f or 
" a l l e a s t $ 5 , 0 00 more lo vl ace t h e con gregat i on o n a \-\ Orki 11 g 
basis . " 

Th e Ja nu a n appea J Lo the Ca l gan• µr·esb:,Len· brouglil i 11 
$ 3 ,000 mol'e . The ol d c hurc h pro p e r ly wa s f l11a ll:,1 so ld Lo t h e 
Sal va ti o n Arm~ f o r $4 , 000 a nd pa y me nt of h a lf t he ar rears i n 
tax e s . Th e r e mu s t h ave bee n a co l lec t ive s i g h o f r el ie f wh en 
111 Ju] y , 191 9 , Ma gowan wa s abl e l o announce " that the 
co11greg1::1 Lj 0 11 n o w f ee 1 s it s elf abl e l o handl e it s f i11a n c ia l 
o bJ l g a l. ion s . Tli e Lot.al su bsc r ibed fro m a l l sou r c es was 
$1 9 , 366 . 20, a 11d tlii s , t o g e th e r wilh Lh e $4, 000 r e a lized fro m 
lhe sale o f lli e o ld Churc h ha s pu t the finauces of l h e 
co11g1·e g a Li o ri in s u c h s hape Lha L the ma nag lng Board a L l Ls 
la s t meeti n g d ec ide d they wo uld n o l o n ge r a p p eal f o r· o u tsJ d e 
a ss i s tance . 11 He a l so r· e p o rte d a "s t ead y inc r e a se i n lhe 
libera lity o f our members and the new spiri t tha t ha s take 11 
possessiou of the c ongregation."(27 Wel c ome news indee d. 

This successful outcome of the prolonged struggle was 
celebrated in the Hillhursl annual me eting of 1919 b y raising 
Magowan's salary from $1,200 annually to $1,500. Sam Adams 
was thanked ''espec ially for looking after lhe legal work, as 
apart from the servi c es he had rendered free it would be very 
difficult to secure anyone to take the same interest to 
protect the c hurc h in the a c tions whi c h had been taken." The 
church had inde ed been saved . 

25. Presby terian and We stmins l e r, 19 Septembe r, 191 8 , p. 272 . 
26. Presbxleria n and We s t minster, 6 February , 1 9 19; s ee i ssue 
of P&W 18 S e ptembe r, 1919, p. 262 for the Inter-Churc h 
For\-\·ard Mo veme nt, called the Un i led Nati o nal Campaign. 
2 7 . Pres byte 1·lan and Westm i n s t e r, 3 1 July, 191 9 , p. 111. 
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Ro be rt. Mago"'aJI had anoth e r lmpor LaJ1t. sen lee Lo perform 
f o 1· t.he Hi l l hurst. c ongregalio J1. Ast.he inc.: r e asing l y 
a c r i mo n i ous deliueratlons were Laking place nationally which 
wo u l d lead to the formation of the United Chul'c h of Canada in 
1925, c onv e rsations were taking place between t.he Methodists 
and Presbyterians of the Hlllhurst area as to the 
advisab i lity o f forming a loc al union . Doubtless t.he severe 
finan c ial stre s s under which the Presbyterians had labored 
for so long was a fact.01· strongly favoriug suc h a union. When 
a dul y appointed joint committee met. to consider the matter 
in February, 1925, it re c ommended a local union. They 
estimated that when all expenses were paid, an amalgamated 
congregat i on could antic i pate a surplus of three thousand 
dollars a year. 

Magowan was a s taunc h suppo rt e t· o f c hu1·c li uni on, /:ind 
whe u Lhe vote was t.ahe u i u the HJ llhurs L con is r e is a ti ou, t.he 
resu l L was 99 in f a , ·or, 39 oppo sed, and 2 spo l led La l] o t s . ( 28 
The l oca l uu io 11 \\·a s c.: 011 s u111ma Le d 0 11 14 Juue in the form e r 
Pr es b yler i a n building. To f ac ilitate Lhe Lransl li on, Mo go"·an 
cH: c.:e µ t.eJ a ca] l Lhe f ollo"· iJ1g mo n t h l o Me mo rial CnJ Le d Churc h 
in Med ic ine l-l a l. Needl e s s Lo sa ., , Lh e J1ew llillhurs l Uu i l e d 
Ch u r c h 11 e,e r l'e ali zeJ t he µr e d i c Le d s urµl us o f $ 3 ,000. 
Se,·e r al ke~ a nd f o uud i11g famili es did not fa vor t.be uni o n and 
" i tl1dre"· , l:i lld Lh e me mLe r·s lii I> l osses we re soo11 f o llowe d b y the 
e c o uo mic d e 1->1·e s s lon o f Lh e thirtie s . 

Bu t Lhe Hillhursl uni o n was pro no unced a suc:c es s . Th e 
n e x l mi ni ster f o und t. hem "we ll- o rgani z ed and wo rking happily 
Lo ge l.her ... Lh e former Methodists excelled ln pray ing, the 
f o rm e r Pr es b ~-t. e r i a JI s i n I> a y i JI g , b o t. h e s s e 11 L l a 1 and we lJ 
c.: omb ine d."(2 9 The µ e oµl e Loo k firm ho ld of the s yste m of 
the elde r s hl p , a po lity whi c h Hl llhurs t Un i ted Chur c.: h slill 
mai nLa i 11 s . 

Mag o wan 's own t yp ically unde rstate d comme nt on hi s work 
at Hillhurs t was proferred by request to St . Stephe11 1 s 
College, Edmonton, when they conferred on him the degree of 
Doctor of Di v inity, honoris causa. Magowan wrote: 

"Perhaps the outstanding thing was that of assisting 
Hillhurst Church in their trying days Lo reduce their 
very heavy debt, and thus prevent fore c losure by the 
Mortgage Co. This I did by going out for a few months 
and raising a few thousand dollars. This effort did 
two things at the same time. It brought down the debt 
to a po int, and raised the hopes of the congregation to 

--------------------
28. J.E. Ni x , ed., Hillbu1·st's Firs l SL, L\- Yel:irs , p. 7. 
29. IL ls no t. s urprising thal Magowau fa\ o red Churc h Union. 
During his Art s c ourse at Manitoba College the Princ iµal was 
William Pa tr ic k, D.D., who with C.W. Gordon had been amo J1g 
the init iato r s of the Un i on movement. Magowan live d c lose to 
confli c t. His brothe r -i n - law, J , Slio rlt., a farme r ne ar Olds, 
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a point where they were prepared,· through muc h 
sac r.if.i c e, to sav e Lhe .i. 1· building aud fre e tbe 
congregaLion from all fear· of a c rusb.ing debL. To Lh e 
c red.i t o f lhe cougregalion, cou}Jled wiLh the fin e 
leadership of my successors, this very tbing they did." 
( 3 0 

Robert Magowan, however, must be regarded as a 
conciliator par exc ellenee. In Medieir1e Hal he cons idered it 
"a privilege and joy" to help consummate the union of the 
Washington Avenue Methodist and the Knox Presbyleriar1 
congregations. Perhaps it was this quality and sk.ill in him 
that prompted also his nexL call in 1929 to the new SL . 
Paul's United Church in south-west Calgary . This church was 
an amalgamation of the forme1· Victoria Me thodist and the St. 
Paul's Presb)Lerian c hurc hes, but the merge r had no t go u e 
we ll. The Pl'e sbyte rians had had a membe r s hip o f 27 0 a nd t he 
for·me r Melh o d .i sts 204, bu L f o ll o w.ing lbe a ma lg a maLi o n onl :,, 
198 eould be found. IL wa s into the onero us strugg l e Lo 
reLain old membe rs and gain n e w that Mago k a n wa s e all e d l o be 
m.i.11isl e 1·. Of LhaL ta::;k he merel )' said .in l a Le1· )·ea 1·s tha l he 
had " s bare d .in the co n sol.idali o n of Lhe uni. o n a lre ad y 
e ffe c l e d" betwe en Lhe two c.ongregat i on s . 

Magowan later se r ve d Un.i ted Churches in P inc h e r Cr ee k 
(19 3 6-1940), Firs l, LeLhbr .idge (1940-1946), aud S L. Paul's, 
Coleman (1946-1949). Following his retire me nl in 194 9 he 
c ontinued lo serv e for sho rt e r· terms in Knox , Wiuni peg, and 
.in United Chure hes in Medi c ine Hat and Calgary . 

\\' h.i.l e serving in Firs L Churc h, Lelbbridge , Mt1. go 1-.' a11 wa s 
e lec t e d preside nt of the Albe rta Conferenc e o f lhe Unite d 
Chu1·c h. Joh11 M. Fav;cett, a former Meth odist mi11 is t e 1· , in 
repo rLi11g hi s el ec tion des c ribe d him as "muc h l,e l oved in the 
Churc h iu Albe rtl:i, 11 a d ese r v ed trioute . On hi s installatiou 
as pre s.ide nl h e t o ld lhal body , ••'Keep y o ur l o ins gj rt and 
~-our lamp s lil,' declariug that Lhe need of Lhe day was Lhal 
we c alch again the vision of the Burning Bush . "(31 Suc h an 
obv ious referenc e to historic Presbyterian roots, made in a 
senior c ourt of the United Church less than twenty years 
after 1925, cannot be dismissed as mere pulpit rhetoric. It 
is the contention of the present paper that Robert Magowan 
was essentially a presbyterian by conviction and in practic e 
throughout his life and ministry.(31 

The honorary degree conferred on him in 1946 was 
generally applauded, but accepted by Magowan modestly. "I 
cannot myself find reasons why they should do this," he 
responded, but a c c e pted it. The c itati o n spoke of him a s "a 
pastor whose l.i.fe admirably expres s e s both love to God and 
love lo man. He has carried out with a quiet joy the 
s ometime s wearyiug task of house Lo house e alling. To him it 
----- ------- ------------------ --------- ----------------------
30. Leller, Mago wan lo Dea11 D.J . C. Elsou, 21 Marc h, 1946. MPP 



a point, and raised the hope s of t. h e congre gat ion to a 
point where the y we re prepared, through much sacrifice, 
t.o save their building and free the congregatio n fr o m 
all fear of a crushing deb t . To the c red it o f the 
congregation , coupl e d with the fine leadership of my 
successors, this very thing they did . "(30 

Robert Magowan must be regarded a s a conc iliator par 
excellence. In Medicine Hat he c onsidered it "a privilege 
and joy" to help consummate the union of the Washington 
Avenue Methodist and the Knox Presbyterian 
congregat ion s. Perhaps it was this qua l ity and skill in him 
that prompted also his next call, in 1929, to St. Paul ' s 
United Church i n south-west Calgary. This church was an 
amalgamation of the former Victoria Meth odist and the St. 
Paul's Presbyterian churches, but. t.he merger had n o t gone 
well . The Presbyterians had had a membe rsh ip of 270 a nd the 
former Methodists 204, but. following t.he amalgamati o n only 
198 could be fouud. It ~·as i nto the o n erous struggle to 
retain c urrent. me mbe rs and gai 11 n ew that Mago~an wa s c alled . 
Of that task he 01erel~· said in later years that h e h a d 
"shared in the consolidat ion of the un ion already ef f ected" 
between the two congregbt ions. 

Magowan 
(1936-1940), 
(1946-1949 ). 
shorter ter·ms 
Calgary. 

later served United churc hes i r1 Pinc her Cr ee k 
First Unjted Lethbridge (1940 - 1946) and Coleman 
Foll owing hi s retireme nt in 194 9 ~ e served for 
at Knox Lin it ed Kinnipeg , in Medicin e Ha t and 
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Whil e serving in Lethbridge Magowan was e l ec ted 
president of the Albert.a Conference of the United Churc h . At 
that. meeting Mag o wan the pas tor reported that good work wa s 
done amoug the Japanese - Canadian evacuees in the southern 
part. oft.he pro,ince, and that. the evacuees "had s h own their 
appreciation by giving finau c ial assistance to th e c hurc hes 
ministering t.o t.bem," The con f eren ce responded positively 
when they endorsed a strou g r esolution calling on the federal 
government t.o recognize the loyalty, lac k of c riminality and 
adaptability t.o Canadian way s of thes e pe o ple , t o resettle 
them, and to assist. them i n o ccupation a l plac eme nt.s.(31 At 
his installation as president h e told the c ourt 

"'Keep your loins girt. and your lamps lit,' 
d eclaring that the n eed of the day was that we c atc h again 
the vi sion of the Burning Bush."(32 Suc h an obvious 
reference to h istori c Presbyterian roots, made less than 
twenty years after 1925 in a senior court of the United 
Church , cannot be easily di s missed as mere pulpit rhetoric. 
--------------------
Alberta, probably never forgave him f o r· bei n ~ a uni onis t. . 
30 . Letter, Mag owan to D. J . C . Elson, 21 Marc h, 1946, MPP. 
31 . R . O. P. 20th Annual Meetin g of Albert.a Conference , p. 37; 

Edmonton Bullet.in, 27 May , 1944. 
32 . United Church Observer, 15 J une , 1944, pp. 1, 1 5 . 
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It is the conte n Lioo of this paper that Ro bert Magowan was in 
esse nce a PresbyLerian by nurture , con viction and p rac tice 
Lhroughout h is life and work in both d e 11omjnatio11s. 

One of the pleasures granted lo him in h is remaining 
years was the occasion of the mortgage-burning ce lebraLio n at 
the Hillhursl c hurc h, 15-17 February, 194 8 . The final 
ten thousand doll a r s had been paid b y the Wome n' s Association 
of the church . Former ministe rs, Sam Adams, and the 
congregation gathered for the event. Th e story of t h e 
prolonged and painful d isc harge of that d ebt , whil e by no 
means unique, seems to me to deserve telling. The c hurch 's 
c reditors had hardl y suffered . It was cal culated that over 
the years the c hurc h had paid $40,072 in interest, and among 
the ma jor dono rs had been the wome n's groups who had 
con tribu t ed $ 29 ,9 51.( 33 During my tenure as minister at 
Hil l hurst Churc: h ( 1958- 1968) it was d eci d ed to build a ne¾ 
ed u c ati o n ¾l 11 g Oil llie churc h, and I iuviLed Will iam Mc Leod, a 
s u r v ivor of lhe W.W.! board of managers , lo help tu r n the sod 
f or Ll1e new st ru c ture . He de c lined, sadl:,. In no wa:,· c:ould 
h e co u l.emµla l e placi n g another mortgage on U1e church . For 
m ~ s e l f , L li e s lo r :,· l s a v l v l d rem l n de r o f h o ~-.- f r a g l l e the 
\.O] u11l tu ·y bodj es j n Ll1e comm un.i Ly are , and as Magowan said, 
h ow essenLlal are the sacrifices whi c l1 are necessary lo 
sustain Ll1em. 

Ro bert Magowa11' s fellow students of Class 1911 got it 
l'lghl when t h ey salJ of him : 

"We ml g hL ve 11lure lo say that t h ere ls n o one of more 
trul y Chris t lan character or o f more ear·nes t purpose 
than Robe rt. Aud in the work of the Master the success 
whlc:h has so far aLLe nd ed hi s l abor will not only b e 
conti nued, but will increase with the passing years."(34 

He d i e d i n Ca 1 g 1n y 1 8 December , 1 9 6 2 , at e i g h Ly- th r· e e 
yea1·s. The large attendance at h is funeral testified lo warm 
regard for· a ma n "much beloved. " 

33. H.M. Wel c h, "The Mortgag e-- 1913-1947" in Hillhurst's 
First Six ty Year s , pp. 30-32. 
34 . supra, n . 1 . 



"Their Hope ... Sorely Tried'': Presbyterian Foreign and Horne 
Missionary Concerns about the Treatment of South Asians in 
Canada , 1907-1925 

by 

Ruth Compton Brouwer 

In their 1985 book, Continuous Journey:~ Social History of South 

Asians in Canada , Norman Buchignani and Doreen M. Indra observe 

that, with a few exceptions, even l oca l clergy joined in the 

opposition to the first wave of South Asian immigration to 

Canada . 1 Their claim seems valid . By focussing on local clergy, 

however, Buchignani and Indra miss the fact that there was 

concern withjn the Canadian Protestant churches about the hosti le 

treatme nt accorded to the immigrants. The concern arose within 

the foreign missions community in the first decade of the 

twentieth century as immigrants from India - largely male Sikhs 

- began arriving in British Columbia. It found practical 

expressio n in small missions to the immigrants and in a variety 

of efforts to make Canadian public opinion and federal and 

British Columbia government policies more favourab l y disposed 

towards them . These endeavours were begun by the Presbyterian 

Church and maintained after 1925 by the United Church, though 

other Protestant denominations a l so t ook a sporadic interest in 

the immigrants. Even at their best, the churches' efforts to 

reach out to the South Asian immigrant community were , it should 

be emphasized , small-scale undertakings by comparison with much 

1 r; 



other missionary activity, and "the ir best" was a relatively 

short period. Neverthe less, these initiatives are worthy of 

study as a way of refining our understanding of the Protestant 

churches' response to Asian immigration and of locating that 

response within the framework of the churches ' foreign missionar} 

ambitions . 

This article will focus on the origin of concerns about 

South Asian immigrants within the Presbyterian Church in Canada 

and the varied steps taken to give thos e concerns expression in 

the years before 1925. It will suggest that the decisjon to 

reach out to the immigrants r eflected several motives: a desire 

to protect the church's missionary enterprise in India (and to a 

lesser extent the Raj itself) from the anti-Christian and 

nationalist backlash created by the immigrants' harsh treatment 

in Canada; a desire to convert the immigrants to Christianity, 

and, more immediately , to demonstrate that Christianity by 

offering a variety of forms of practical assistance. The paper 

will ide ntify the church personnel invo lved in the work with the 

immigra nts, focus on the years the First World War when the 

Komagata Maru affair and the escalation in Indian nationalism 

gave that work special urgency , and briefly describe and account 

for its decline in the post - war years . The paper supports the 

thesis, advanced in a 1974 article by w. Peter ward, that 

Protestant missionaries t o Canada's Asian immigrants held more 

positive attitudes towards them than did other Protestant clergy 

or the Canadian society at large. 2 It provides new insights, 
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however , by focussing specifically on South Asian immigrants and 

linking the Presbyterian church's inte rest in them not only to 

its concerns for Canada's future but also to its overseas 

missionary commitments and its support for the imperial cause . 

The first South Asian immigrants began arriving in British 

Columbia in 1903. They we re primarily Sikh men who had been 

living in British colonial possessions in the Far East. By 1908 , 

more than 5000 Indian immigrants had arri ved in the country . The 

vast majority continued to be Sikhs , but now they we r e primarily 

men who had come directly from India. Most of the increase had 

taken place in 1906 and 1 907 . It was the sudden surge in numbers 

that gave rise to the concerted opposition to the immigrants that 

began to be manifested after mid-1906 and that l e d in 1908 to 

immigration legislation more discriminatory than that directed 

towards any other group of Asians . The opposition reached a 

dramatic climax in the Komagata Maru affair of early 1914 when a 

shipload of South Asian immigrants wa s p r evented from landing at 

the port of Vancouver and ultimately forced to sail to India. 3 

Two major Canadian Protestant churches - the Presbyterian 

and the Baptist - had had for e ign missionary work in India from 

the 1870s and thus had a particularly strong reason for taking an 

interest in immigrants from that country . It was the 

Presbyterians , however , who manifested the first and most 

sustained concern for the immigrants. More particularly, it was 

retired and furlough missionaries from the Presbyterian Church's 



large mission field in Central India and from its mission to 

indentured East Indian labourers in Trinidad who most directly 

expressed the concern. 

The first significant effort to reach out to the immigrants 

came in 1907 when the Reverend Alexander Nugent was home on 

furlough from Central India and residing in British Columbia. In 

letters to Associate Foreign Missions Secretary A. E. Armstrong 

on June 19 and 20 of that year , Nugent spoke of the desirability 

of establishing a permanent mission among the East Indians (as 

they were usually called}, especially given their increasing 

numbers. Nugent attempted to counter the negative stereotypes of 

the immigrants that were already starting to become common 

currency . Dismissing complaints that they were rowdy, he argued 

that in fact no body of labouring men could compare to them for 

being law abiding and sober. (He did favour a ban on the sale of 

alcohol to the South Asian immigrants, as to Canadian Indians, in 

order to nip in the bud the risk of their becoming addicted to 

the "medicinal" use of liquor . } Despite all the talk to the 

contrary , there was , Nugent said , no likelihood of Canadians 

having to support "Hindoo paupers ", since the majority had 

obtained a job the day after their arrival at $1.25 to $3.00 per 

day. Nugent regretted very much the discriminatory attitude of 

"select whites", an attitude which had prompted his landlord to 

forbid him from receiving any South Asian immigrant visitors in 

the quarters he was r e nting . Overall, Nugent's letters revealed 
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a genuine concern for the immigrants' spiritual and temporal 

welfare. Like other missionaries who wrote about them , he 

depicted the Sikhs as a particularly worthy and hardworking 

community of Indians and suggested that they were more at risk 

from , than a threat to , the larger Canadian community. 4 

In a formal report on East Indian immigrants in the 

Vancouver area prepared for the church in 1907, Nugent described 

the immigrants' religous identities , their past occupations , and 

future goals (many , he claimed, wanted to farm) . He spoke of 

the opposition they were experiencing from the local press and 

the mayor's office , and especially from organized labour . 

Despite such opposition, he pointed out , many citizens were 

sympathetic to their plight and many employers eager to hire 

them. Indeed, the latter were prepared to pay them the same 

wages as whites if only organized labour did not prevent their 

doing so. Speaking of his own work among them, Nugent reported 

that they had received his overtures gladly , as those of a friend 

whom they had met unexpectedly in a foreign land. Finally , in 

what was to be a frequently repeated theme in India missionaries' 

correspondence, he spoke of the likely harmful effect on 

missionary work in India if word of the immigrants' harsh 

treatment in Canada got back to the subcontinent. Canada was 

also creating difficulties for imperial interests , he warned , by 

asking the British government to prevent Indian immigrants from 

entering Canada . 5 

Back in India in 1908, Nugent continued to be interested in 



the immigrants. He was critical of information on East Indian 

immigration patterns provided to the federal government by Deputj 

Minister of Labour William Lyon Mackenzie King. King's 

contention that the number of Indian immigrants was declining, 

and that many of those who had come to Canada were returning 

home, was simply wrong, he asserted. Indeed, some 200 Indians 

had landed at Vancouver by CPR liner from Hong Kong on the very 

day in 1907 when King had assured the federal government that 

their interest in Canada was declining. King's figures and 

predictions , he seemed to imply , reflected wishful thinking 

rather than reality. Not only King, but many local clergy, were 

woefully ignorant of the real numbers and circumstances of the 

East Indian immigrants, he wrote. Finally, he pointed out that 

what he had anticipated with regard to reaction in India to the 

immigrants' bad treatment in Canada had in fact come to pass . 

"[T)he native press, " he wrote , "i s full of the immigration 

question. 116 

Nugent's India colleague w. A. Wilson was also on furlough 

in Canada in 1907. He, too, spent some time among the South 

Asian immigrants, though he evident l y did not work among them in 

as concerted a way . Like Nugent, Wilson spoke of the 

desirability of setting up full-time mission work among the 

immigrants, both for their "individual good" and also "[to] help 

our work in India when they return to their own land". (In 

contrast to Nugent, he predicted that many would make the return 
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journey . ) As Nugent had done , Wilson praised the immigrants' 

character and industry and befriended them . While en route to 

Canada he had travelled from China with some of the newest 

arrivals, and, in Vancouver, had accepted an invitation to attend 

the opening of a place of worship and give an address. Nugent 

had already "done a good deal in getting them [the immigrants] 

situations, and in giving other help" , Wilson wrote, and also in 

gaining the ir confidence , so that the time truly was opportune 

for establishing Christian work among them . 7 

The Rev. J. Knox Wright, a former Trinidad missionary who 

had full - time congregational work in the Presbytery of 

Westminster but who was also much concerned about the plight of 

the East Indian immigrants, joined the two India missionaries in 

urging the importance of opening full - time wo rk among them and in 

praising their stability and industry. Like Nugent , he believed 

that Mackenzie King's predictions of only temporary stays by the 

immigrants, and of declining numbers of new arrivals , were based 

on inadequate information and wishful thinking . Many of "the 

better class" would remain, he insisted , citing as evidence the 

fact that they were buying land and gathering money to build a 

temple. 8 

At the time that Nugent , Wilson, and Wright were calling for 

the opening of permanent missionary work among the East Indian 

immigrants, the spe cific church body to which they were looking 

was the Foreign Missions Committee (FMC) , which , until 1912 when 

it was reconstituted as the Board of Foreign Missions (BFM) , 
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retained responsibility for some "foreign" as well as native 

Indian work within Canada in addition to its overseas 

commitments. In May 1908, FMC officials received a petition from 

the Synod of British Columbia, formally recommending the 

appointment of a missionary to labour among the East Indians. 9 

Later , they received direct and indirect communications from 

educated East Indian spokesmen and from some concerned Methodist 

clergymen in British Columbia on the subject of the need for 

better treatment for the immigrants. 10 Given these expressions 

of interest, it is appropriate to ask why no permanent mission 

work was opened among the immigrants until 1913 and why the FMC 

was reluctant to initiate or support strong calls for changes in 

iniquitous legislation and practices affecting them. There seem 

to have been several reasons. 

The FMC's initial response to Asiatic immigration generally, 

and to East Indian immigration in particular, came, most 

typically, from the Committee's veteran full-time secretary, R. 

P. MacKay, or from his associate, A. E. Armstrong. Both men, but 

especially MacKay, showed a tendency towards inconsistency in 

their thinking and writing on the subject, a tendency to veer 

from sympathy for the plight of Asian immigrants in Canada on the 

one hand towards a concern to protect the country from being 

"orientalized" on the other. In their sympathetic mode, the two 

secretaries were consistent in their desire to show preference 

for the "better class" of Asiatic immigrants, and for those among 
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them who were most vulnerable and least threatening. Thus, in 

1909 , R. P. MacKay wrote to Mackenzie King to express the FMC's 

satisfaction that the "poll tax" on Chinese students in Canada 

was being dropped. 11 In 1911, the Committee evidently joined 

other Canadian mission boards in asking Minister of the Interior 

Robert Rogers to respond positively to educated Sikh leader Dr. 

Sundar Singh's petition against the legislation that was 

preventing the wives and children of immigrants from joining them 

in Canada , and in arguing that Sikhs, especially, deserved 

favourable consideration as immigrants, given thei r fine record 

of military service to the British Empire. 12 

But there were countervailing tendencies that militated 

against sympathy and early action on the part of FMC officials . 

The fact that there were conflicting reports from clergy and 

missionaries in British Columbia about the size and likely 

permanency of the East Indian community there understandably l ed 

the Toronto-based officials to temporize about establishing a 

permanent mission among them. (When even someone like the 

Reverend J. s. Henderson , who was on the ground in New 

Westminster and moderately sympathetic to the immigrants, 

cautioned in 1908 against establishing a permanent mission, there 

seemed reason to hesitate before acting. i 13 In early 1912 there 

were further concerns when Principal John MacKay of Westminster 

College in_ Vancouver reported that Dr Sundar Singh, far from 

being a legitimate spokesman for the Sikhs , was, in fact , a fraud 

(though the fact that John MacKay was a confirmed opponent of 

l 



Asian immigration may initially have made his testimony about 

Singh somewhat questionable for the FMC officials) . 14 

Most significant , perhaps, in exp l aining the FMC 's 

hesitation was the fact that in 1 91 2 R. P. MacKay acknowledged 

that , like "Canadians generally", he himself was changing his 

attitude and "rather falling in with the exclusive sentiments of 

British Columbia" on the matter of Asiatic immigration. In a 

l e tte r to India missionary A. G. McPhedran h e stated that while 

he sympathized with the needs and ambitions of the would-be 

immigrants , h e thought that Canada had the potential , given its 

resources , to become ''the greatest country in the world" , if only 

it continued to develop along Anglo-Saxon lines , and hence the 

need for caution a bout accepting other immigrant strains. 15 The 

foreign missions secretary would continue to be torn between a 

mission-building vision that r ecognized the desirability of 

a ssisti ng Asian immigrants within Canada if missions in their 

homelands were to prosper , and a much more widel y shared nation­

building vision that could not accomodate substantial numbers of 

non -Anglo- Saxon immigrants within its purview . 

As strong as his commitment to Anglo- Saxon nation-building 

was at this time , R. P. MacKay was not prepared to associate 

himse lf with Principal John MacKay's calls for the total 

exclusion of Asian immigrants. In March 1 913 he wrote to the 

Toronto Daily Star to make that point clear when the newspaper 

mistakenl y attributed the latter's v i e ws to him. 16 But neither 
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was he willing to support pleas for better treatment for South 

Asian immigrants if those pleas came from individuals or groups 

about whose character or motives he was at all uneasy. Thus, 

neither he nor A. E . Armstrong endorsed a pamphlet entitled An 

Appeal for Fair Play for the Sikhs in Canada, written in 1913 by 

retired India missionary Isabella Ross Broad . In the pamphlet 

Broad argued strongly for the rights of the Sikhs , as British 

subjects , to equitable treatment in Canada and warned that the 

persecution to which they were being subjected would create a 

backlash against missionary work in India. The latter argument 

was, as noted, one that carried considerable weight with the two 

FMC officials . But Bread's approach to mission politic~ made 

them uncomfortable . She was, MacKay observed , "a good deal of 

the new woman type", and she appeared to be channelling money 

that she had received from the Women's Missionary Society on 

grounds of personal indigency into "the publication of literature 

on the Hindu question 11
•
17 Her association with Dr. Sundar Singh 

further undermi ned her credibility . 

It was within this broad context - furlough and retired 

missionaries agitiating for better treatment for the Indian 

immigrants and for a permanent mission to them; FMC officials 

vacillating in their attitudes between sympathy for, and fears 

about , the immigrants; and some prominent Presbyterian churchmen 

joining the chorus of Canadians calling for a total ban on all 

Asiatic immigra t ion - that small-scale but permanent mission 

work was opened among the East Indians in Vancouver in 1913 under 



the administrative umbrella of the church's Home Missions 

Committee (HMC). The man appointed to the Vancouver work was 

Kenneth Grant , an elderly retired Trinidad missionary. Two years 

l ater another former Trinidad missionary , w. L . Macrae, would 

open similar work in Victoria. 1 8 

Foreign missions officials did not, of course, cease to have 

reasons for interest in the East Indians in British Columbia when 

responsibility for work among them passed under the control of 

the HMC. The Komagata Maru affair in early 1914 and the outbreak 

of the First World war some months later e nsured that. Both 

events heightened the ir India missionaries' concern about the 

hostile treatme nt me t ed out to Indian immigrants in Canada and 

about the potentially negative effects of that treatment on 

missionary work in the subcontinent and the security of British 

rul e there . 19 In responding initially to the Komagata Maru 

affair , the two Board of Foreign Missions secretaries argued that 

the Canadian government had a right and a duty to enforce the 

country's immigration laws and not to be pressured into admitting 

unlimited numbers of immigrants. But they regretted the fact 

that the immigrants had been detained aboard ship in the harbour 

at Vancouver , and ultimately turned back, both because of the 

spi l lover effects in India and because of the harshness of their 

treatment. "The Komagata Maru incident", A. E. Armstrong wrote, 

"makes all true Canadians feel humiliated' . 2 0 While this 

scarcely constituted an outpouring of compassion, it reflected a 
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more humane tone than that shown in a truly harsh and racist 

editorial on the subject i n The Presbyterian Record in May 

1914 . 2 1 The editorial , in turn , appears to have been in line 

with popular and journalistic a t titudes reflected i n the secular 

press. Moreover , in favouri ng a " gentleman's agreement " with 

India on the number of immigrants to be sent to Canada annually 

(along the lines of a similar agreement with Japan) rather than a 

policy of tota l future excl usion , both foreign secretari es seem 

to have been at least a step beyond popular attitudes in terms of 

their respons e to the Komagata Maru crisis . 22 

As time passed , the impact within India of Canada's 

inhospitable treatment of East Indian immigrants became clearer 

to the two foreign missions secretaries. Not only their own 

missionaries , but others as we ll , worried about the future 

effects on mission work in the subcontinent of Canada's harsh 

immigration policy. 23 At the level of imperial politics , it 

became evident just how important Canadian racism was to 

furthering the cause of the small but zealous group of radical 

Indian nationalists who we r e seeking by violent me ans to 

overthrow British rule in India . Indeed, some of those 

nationalists had been sojourners a n d activists in North America, 

a nd had been detained a n d arrested on their r eturn to India. 24 

It behooved the foreign missions officia l s , then , to strength en 

their support for improved treatment for the East I ndian 

immigrant s , not only to protect the Protestant churches · 

missionary efforts in the subcontinent but also as a means of 



preventing the erosion of British control in wartime India. 

This is not to suggest that it was strategic considerations 

alone that prompted the two BFM secretaries to express greater 

concern about the immigrants' plight during the war years. The 

sympathetic testimony of their missionaries and repeated reports 

of the Indian Army's splendid contribution to the war effort seem 

to have increased their ability to think of the immigrants as 

human beings like themselves rather than simply as dangerous 

foreigners or potential converts. Nevertheless, it does appear 

that it was the pragmatic and public relations e lements that were 

uppermost in their minds as, during the course of the war, they 

bestirred themselves somewhat more than they had prev iously done 

to try to effect alterations in public opinion and government 

policies with regard to the East Indian immigrants. Nothing 

perhaps demonstrated that response as clearly as A. E. 

Armstrong's 1916 proposal to University of Toronto President 

Robert Falconer that the famous Indian poet Rabindrinath Tagore, 

who was then travelling in the United States, be invited across 

the border and awarded an honorary degree by the University as a 

way of offsetting the damage done to Canada's reputation in India 

by the Komagata Maru affair. 25 

R. P. MacKay's and A. E. Armstrong's willingness to be 

somewhat more concerned with the East Indian immigrants' problems 

evidently did not lead them to participate in any significant co­

operative strategies with educated Indian immigrant leaders. 
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Thus, in 1915 they distanced themselves from Dr. Sundar Singh and 

from those , including a group of Toronto Friends and an 

organization called the "Canadian Hindu Imperial Committee", who 

had associated with him in an effort to secure the entry into 

Canada of immigrants' wives and children . 26 Like Principal John 

MacKay several years earlier, R. P . MacKay and Armstrong had 

become convinced that Singh was a se l f-serving manipu l ator who 

had exploited members of h i s o wn immigrant community as we l l a s 

sympathetic Canadians . 27 Nevertheless, the cause of reuniti ng 

immigrants with their families was one that did commend itself to 

them. In 1916 a memorial on the subject was forwarded to the 

federal government by the Presbyterian General Assembly . 

Prompting had come come from the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church in India through the medium of the BFM, 28 as 

well as from missionaries on the ground in British Columbia . The 

latter spoke of moral problems and intense personal suffering 

among the immigrants as inevitable results of their being 

deprived of the opportunity for normal family life . 29 

The BFM's most important practical step in assisting the East 

Indian community in British Columbia came in 1915 when it agreed 

to join the HMC in fina ncing missionary work in Vict oria by the 

Reverend Alexander P. Ledingham , home o n e xte nded hea l th l eave 

from Central India and anxious to do what he could for the 

immigrants. Between 1916 when h e began systematic work in 

Victoria, and late 1918 when he returned to I ndia , Led i ng ham 

showed himself to be a compassionate advocate and friend of t he 



Indian immigrant community. In a letter to R . P. MacKay, written 

in July 1916, he made two general points about that community, 

the first calcu lated to inspire hope, the second, a warning that 

the church should have limi ted expectations. The immigrants, he 

wrote , appreciated the Presbyterian Church's outreach to them, 

and it wa s helping to heal the wounds created by the opposition 

they had encountered. But at the same time, that opposition had 

created much more of a sense of religious and national community 

among them than would otherwise have been the case. It had 

effectively solidified them into a cohesive group , determined to 

maintain the ir religious and national identity. 3 0 

Ledingham adopted various strategies for assisting the 

Indian immigrant community . In a February 1917 letter he 

described his general approach: "[I]t seemed that our only thing 

to do was to l ay ourselves as fully as possible at the disposal 

of these men in any way in which they might think we could help 

t h em . We encouraged them to come to classes and taught English 

writing & arithmetic or the vernacular and read in the Bible with 

any who would read with us. Our classroom was used in the 

afternoon and evening ." Ledingham also visited the men in their 

dwellings and invited them to his home, "day or evening and 

specially Sabbath afternoon ". He opened a "kind of club or Rest 

Room" in Victoria for them as a drop-in centre , since they were 

barred fr om most hotels. 3 1 In company with colleague w. L. 

Macrae and nine other members of a deputation, he called on the 



written 

nity , 

ng that 

nts , he 

them, 

sition 

ion had 

nmunity 

:id 

ined to 

:he 

r thing 

:;posal 

:i help 

1glish 

)le with 

1 their 

1d 

>r Rest 

, were 

' . 
m the 

J) 

Premier and Attorney General of British Columbia in an effort to 

persuade the province to press the federal government to let the 

immigrants' families join them. Describing the latter effort 

shortly after it had taken place , h e told R. P. MacKay, " I am 

hopeful that not only the smaller question of the families, but 

that the whole question of Indian I mmigration may be taken up." 32 

Subsequently , he learned that the British Columbia government was 

not prepared to present any such case to the federal government , 

and that the federal government in any event was in no mood to 

consider such a proposal . 33 He attempted to publicize the 

General Assembly's memorial urging the reunion of immigrants and 

their families, both as a strategy for bringing more Christians 

on side for that cause and as a way of convincing the immigrants 

themselves of the existence of at least some concerned 

Christians. In order to challenge the hypocrisy of the situation 

whereby Indian immigrants were described as British subjects and 

yet denied all citizenship rights, he accompanied an educated 

Indian who met the usual requirements for naturalization to the 

Registrar's office and asked first about getting him naturalized 

and then about his right to vote . 34 

As a devoted family man himself, Ledingham agonized over the 

dilemma of immigrants deprived for years on end of the comforts 

of family life . The fol l owin g account from a letter to R. P . 

MacKay suggests the sincerity of hi s concern about their plight: 

One day shortly after my coming I said 
to one man whose hair was an iron gray 
well - are you living fai rl y comfortably 



1? 
~ .. 

in our land? He hesitated but finally 
said well Sahib with no wife to cook my 
food and keep my house tidy and no 
children to make merry it is not much 
comfort a man can have without these. 
On further talk it turned out that his 
son was that very day being married in 
India and the father was not there to 
oversee the festivities and 
hospitalities of such an occasion. 
There is not a heathen civilization on 
the face of the earth so far as I know 
that makes a law that comes in and 
separates the father and husband from 
the children & wife. That is reserved 
for Christian Canada. The family 
relationships of the whole round earth 
cries [sic] out against this kind of 
stupidity and inhumanity - and we are 
slowly it may be but none the less 
surely blackening our national name and 
our_ch3~stian name in the great land of 
India . 

In what appears to have been his last letter to R. P. MacKay 

on the. subject of the East Indian immigrants before his return to 

India in 1918, Ledingham made two final points, one reflecting a 

sensitive Christian missionary's insight, the other a political 

observation. In the first, he told MacKay that in attempting to 

Christianize the East Indian immigrants instead of the Canadian 

population, the church had been adopting the wrong approach: 

I have been compelled to see more and 
more that we have been putting our main 
strength on the wrong end of the work. 
we have been working chiefly among the 
Hindus [Indian immigrants) themselves . 
I have felt right along that our first 
work is among and with ourselves. It is 
we who are wrong in our attitude to the 
East Indians. we need as a whole to 
understand this and take the means to 
get right and show the East Indians that 
we are working in this direction. 



. MacKay 

eturn to 

cting a 

itical 

,ting to 

nadian 

ch: 

33 

It was , Ledingham continued , '' use l ess " to preach the gospel to 

men under the existing condit ions . "They say first show us the 

spirit of the gospel then preach the gospel. I simply 

acknowledge our wrong - and I say Our Christian people send me 

here to acknowledge this wrong. We are moving as we can to me nd 

matters. But their hope has been sore l y tried and Hope deffered 

[sic] maketh the heart sick . " 

In terms of his s econd, political, point, Ledingham urged 

that better treatment of East Indians in Ca nada would facilitate 

peaceful rather than acrimonious relations with India in the 

inevitable day when it obtained the independence for which it was 

understandably and legitimate l y striving . "I f Canada could now 

be just and generous , world-wide not provincial '', he wrote , "what 

a different position she would be in with India whe n she gets the 

controlling power in her own hands."36 

The compassion and indignation that was evident i n 

Ledingham's correspondence a bout the East Indian immigrants see ms 

t o have left R. P. MacKay large ly unmoved . Indeed, by 1918 

MacKay appeared to have retreated to the cautious position of the 

immediate pre-war yea r s in terms of his attitude towards more 

liberal immigration laws and improve d treatme nt for the Indians. 

He was clearly r e luctant to see any significant pressure put on 

the federal government to alter its immigration legislation 

regarding Indians befor e the end of the war. Even on the matter 

of admitting wives , he allowed himself to be convinced that the 

government was right in i ts determination that onl y indiv idual 
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cases should be entertained, since only in that way could 

government officials ensure the non-admittance of "other women 

. who are no t bona fide wives 11 . 3 7 

With Ledingham's return to India in 1918, the heart went ou· 

of the Presbyterian Church's work among East Indian immigrants. 

Ledingham's recently r eti red India colleague, w. A. Wilson, was 

posted to Vancouver to replace Kenneth Grant, who had retired in 

1917 and returned to his native Nova Scotia. Wilson's prime 

inte rest , however , was still in the kind of intellectual and 

theological work he had done as head of the Centra l India 

mission's seminary in Indore. He was not temperame ntally 

equipped to give the East Indian missionary work the kind of 

emotional and practical day-to-day commitment that its effective 

prosec ution required. 38 When he retired from the work in 1922, 

Macrae was left to carry on alone in both Victoria and Vancouver , 

holding services in the two cit i es on alternate Sundays , 

attracting an average attendance of about thirteen in the former 

city and very little better in the latter. 39 For its part , the 

Foreign Mission Board's interest in the East Indian work had 

become so weak that when the outstanding Indian Christian leader 

Yohan Masih was visiting Canada in 1923 under the Mission Board'~ 

sponsorship, R. P. MacKay was unprepared to promise Macrae that 

he could spare Masih for even a brief visit to his missions among 

the immigrants.40 

From a purely pragmatic point of view, the lack of 
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commitment to the East Indian immigrant community in British 

Columbia made sense. By 1924 the total community had dwindled to 

somewhere around 800 or 900 people, and the expectation was that 

it would continue to decline. 41 It had yielded virtually no 

returns in the form of Christian conversions, and because it was 

almost entirely a womanless and childless community, it offered 

no hopeful possibilities for the future. (The absence of women 

and children, in turn, had meant that there had been no formal 

involvement by the church's women's missionary societies, 

demonstrably the most important collective force for the 

stimulation of missionary zeal within Canadian 

Presbyterianism. 42 ) In a time of shrinking financial and human 

resources for missionary work, the East Indian communit y was, 

quite simply, a poor investment . The transfe r of responsibility 

for it to the newly created United Church of Canada in 1925 can 

scarcely have seemed a serious loss to even the strongest of 

missions enthusiasts within the continuing Presbyterian church. 

The Presbyterian church's involvement with the East Indian 

immigrant community in British Columbia was by no means the most 

glorious chapter in its long history of missionary enterprise. A 

few devoted missionaries, of whom A. P. Ledingham was the most 

outstanding, were moved by humanitarianism and true Christian 

compassion to work on behalf of the immigrants, but the 

involvement of foreign mission bureaucrats seemed to be 

characterized more by unsteadiness and pragmatism than by 



devotion to the interests of the immigrants. As one educated 

Indian spokesman shrewdly observed, there was something deeply 

ironic in the fact that the church could find t he resources to 

send many missionaries to Indians in India but almost nothing for 

those who had come to live among them . 43 Moreover, once one 

moved beyond the small circle of missionaries and missions 

bureaucrats, there we re prominent and respected Presbyterian 

clergy whose favoured strategy for dealing with the would-be 

immigrants was simply to exclude them from Canada's shores. 

Nevertheless, for some eighteen years the Presbyterian 

church had provided at l east some sort of witness to Christianity 

among the East Indian immigrants. Motivated in part by a desire 

to protect its overseas missionary enterprise and the interests 

of t~e Raj, and in part by genuine Christian concern, the church 

had reached out to a group of men who, despite their nominal 

status as British subjects, had arguably been subjected to 

greater humiliation and deprivation than any other immigra-nt 

group. 
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THE VIR:;IN MARY IN '1HE REFORMATIOO 

by 

calvin Augustine Pater 

±.! Pqwar Views of tre Virgin 

In the early sixteenth century, marian veneration centred around the 
cult of the "Beautiful Mary," (Cf Songs 1: 15,16), the pregnant madonna, and 
(most popularly) the mantle madonna , while , of necessity, the lactating 
madonra was usually depicta:i in paintings. 

The pregnant madonna came equipped with a little door that opened up to 
reveal the contents of her womb, namely all three persons of the trinity. 
This reveals a p:>pular but crude misunderstanding of Mary as Theotokos, God.­
bearer, or Mother of God. The doctri~ of Theotokos had been adopted at the 
Council of Ephesus-in 431 following a christological dispute. Nestorius (d. 
431) had argued for the designation of Mary as primarily Anthropotokos or 
Man-bearer, to show that Mary was the mother of Orrist's human nature, but 
not of the eternal Logos, Christ's divine nature. Nestorius did integrate 
the human and divine in Christ; thus he viewed Mary as Anthropotokos by 
nature, but Theotokos by manifestation.<1> 

In 451, the Council of Chalcedon refined the doctrine of Theotokos. 
There was no particular intentioo to elevate the status of the Virgin, or to 
counter Nestorius's claim that Mary was the source of Christ's human nature, 
for it was not claimed that Christ's divine nature proceeded from her. 
However, the Council of 01alcedon misunderstooo Nestorius as dualistically 
splitting the divine from the human nature of Christ, and for balance 
declared that Mary was Theotokos only in respect of Christ' s human 
nature. <2> 

Thus the madonnas who bore the trinity , undermined the Council of 
Chalcedoo by applyil'l3 to Christ's divine nature and then, by extension, to 
the entire trinity, what was deliberately predicated of Christ' s human 
nature. 

The mantle madonnas depicted the Virgin with a broad mantle or skirt 
behin:1 whim or in whose folds believers clung for protection from Christ, 
who was about to smite them at the Final Judgment .<3> In this case, the 
Virgin usurped the role of Christ as mediator. The mantle madonnas had 
carried this development to the extreme that the Virgin had become the sole 
refuge of sinners. This popular view was consonant with the hymn "Salve 
Regina," some versions of which addressa:i the Virgin as "our sole refuge." 

The lactatil'l3 madonnas would have been baserl on the common belief, not 
yet dogma, that Mary' s body had been assumed into heaven. Thus no relics 
could have survived , except her hair, milk and clothing. Dehydrated 

4) 



particles of the Virgin's milk were venerated at popular shrines; from this 
it was only one more step towards the lactating madonnas. 

A famous collection of marian relics was established by Frederick the 
Elector of Saxony in the seventh isle of the castle Onrrch of All Saints in 
Wittenberg. On display were for example particles of the Virgin's town, 
home, the balsam tree under which she had suckled the lord, clothes like her 
night-shirt, girdle, skirt, and veil sprinkled with Christ's blood, wax from 
the candle that she clutched on her deathbed, and several yarns that she had 
spun.<4> 

The Reformers wasted little time attacking relics, although John Calvin 
did write a Treatise On Relics, which alone of all his writtings is suffused 
with a spirit of gentle humour.<5> The lactating madonnas likewise were 
mostly ignored, but the Reformers opposed the mantle madonnas, and the image 
of God and Christ that they called forth led Luther towards reformation. 

The mariology and theology of the mantle madonnas found its logical 
conclusion in Ulrich Tengler ' s Laienspiegel published in Augsburg in 1509. 
In its opening scene the advocates of Satan appear before the Trinity with 
such powerful accusations, that the Trinity is persuaded to condemn the 
church . 

Enter the Virgin as defence lawyer. She demands a mistrial, following a 
lengthy rebuttal on behalf of the church, whose sole refuge she has become. 
She refutes the advocates of Satan in a brilliant appeal, and in her 
summation, the three divine persons, already chastened, are told to obey the 
Mother who bore them al 1. Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, are thus humbled into 
permanently seeking the counsel of the Mother of God. In the final scene the 
Virgin is crowned Queen of Heaven, co-ruler with the Trinity.<6> 

The mantle madonnas had their negative side; they could undermine God's 
benevolence without compensation, in that traditional theology did not well 
support the newly inflated role of the Virgin. For some, like Luther, this 
led to doubts about God's mercy. Others worried less about mercy, and 
removed the embarrassing tension between the Virgin and the Trinity. Then 
the Virgin became aligned with a wrathful Trinity, and mediation vanished 
once again. 

A case in point involves a biblical play that was performed on Sunday, 
25 April 1322, in the vicinity of Eisenach. The Wise Virgins who had trimmed 
their lamps are admitted by Christ to the bridal feast, but the foolish 
vir gins are cast out. Distraught , they decide that their only hope lies in 
invoking the Virgin, but then the Virgin scolds them for assuming that she 
would accept those whom her son has cast out. During the final chorus the 
Foolish Virgins wail: 

We are deserving of God's wrath 
Thus we are lost forever 

Count Frederick of Thuringia, who attended this play, arose and cried 
out: "What good are our beliefs, when God shows no mercy, nor Mary, nor the 
Saints !" Frederick then suffered a stroke which disabled him permanently, 
and soon he followed the Foolish Virgins into the hereafter.<?> 



>m this 

Lek the 
lnts in 
: town, 
Lke her 
LX from 
,he had 

Calvin 
tffused 
e were 
i image 
)n. 

)gical 
ri 1509. 
"{ with 
mn the 

wing a 
ecome • 
. n her 
ey the 
d into 
ne the 

i God's 
:. well 

this 
·, and 

Then 
:iished 

llrlday, 
immed 
olish 
.es in 
1t she 
IS the 

cried 
,r the 
mtly, 

4-:i 

Luther, too, grew up with an angry God and Christ. Saint Ann had saved 
him in the meadow in Stotternheim, but the Father had nearly struck him with 
a thunderbolt. Christ gave him no comfort either. Therefore he approached 
the saints: 

I chose twenty-one saints and prayed to three every day when I 
celebrated Mass. Thus I completed the number every week. I prayed 
especially to the Blessed Virgin who with her womanly heart would 
compassionately appease her son.<8> 

None the less, the Virgin failed to console him, and he kept searching for a 
merciful God. From this came his Tower or Garden experience: 

The words "righteous" and "righteousness of God" would strike my 
conscience like lightning. When I heard them I was exceedingly 
terrified. If God is righteous he must p.mish. But when by God's grace 
I p::>ndered over the words "whoever through faith is righteous shall 
live (Rom 1:17) and "the righteousness of God" (Rom 3:21) I soon came 
to the conclusion that if we, as righteous people, ought to live from 
faith, and if the righteousness of God should contribute to the 
salvation of all who believe, then salvation will not be our merit but 
God's mercy. Thus my spirit was cheered. For it is by the righteousness 
of God that we are just ified and saved through Christ.<9> 

With access to a merciful God restored, Luther turned against the mantle 
madonna, though not the bibl i cal Mary whom he still called blessed. Later, 
he recalled: "Was it not a great and awful heresy, that we placed all our 
trust in Our Dear Lady's mantle, seeing that she did not shed her blood on 
our behalf?"<l0> 

The reduction of the Virgin's role also reduced one source of anti­
Semitism. This source came from Evagrius Scholasticus (died ca 594) who t_old 
the tale of a Jewish boy who by chance ate of communion bread, and was cast 
into a fire by his parents. There the Virgin shielded the boy. This material 
was elabourated long after in middle-English verse, and from it came the 
idea of the Virgin's special role in converting the Jews.<11> England was 
virulently anti-Semitic and from there the Jews were first expelled. 

Centuries after the expulsion, verses were still comp::>sed about a Jew 
in France who had a vision of the Virgin and was instantly converted. Other 
verses exposed the Jew who was struck dead after he insulted the Virgin's 
image.<12> The theme of the Jews' special hatred of the Virgin and her 
special solicitude for their conversion was also known in Germany. 

In Regensburg, an imperial city, the Jews were tolerated as lenders to 
the Holy Roman emperors. Since most Jews there were rather weal thy from 
usury (they charged as much as forty-three percent interest per year) and 
since the Christian p:::>pulace experienced a period of financial depression, 
the tinder was there for the fire. '!he fire came from the fanatic preaching 
of Doctor Balthasar Hubmaier both against usury and the Jews specifically. 

Since Jews have not been notable devotees of the Virgin, they were 
especially hated for casting aspersions on the chastity of Mary. Among the 



ditties that the p:,pulace began to sing when they encountered Jews was the 
follc,.,,,ing : 

A highly learned Doctor , named Mister Balthasar, 
Says all of you are swindlers who mock the tender Virgin. 
He,.,,, do you like that, you Jews1<13> 

When Emperor Maximilian died in 1519, the p:,pulace used the resulting vacuum 
of power to turn violently upon the Jews who were driven out while their 
synagogue was levelled. On the same spot the Church of the Beautiful Mary 
was erected. The fol l owing years witnessed scenes of mass hysteria. A 
contemporary chronicler has left a lively even colourful account of the 
pilgrims that descended on Regensburg : 

Men came running, women, children, servants, maids, of whom some had 
gone on a long journey without eating anything. They came, still 
clutching their tools, with sickles, pitchforks, rakes, milking pails, 
whatever they happened to have had in hand. They came sp:,ntaneously and 
directly from their domestic labours, or from the fields. Many were 
caught up in this even during the night, when they went on pilgrimage 
hardly covered by a shirt• Some ran without ceasing day and night, 
mostly in silence, and let it be known that they found rest imp:,ssible. 
When they saw the Beautiful Mary, they burst out screaming and crying, 
also dancing in a frenzy until they fell to the ground, exhausted. Also 
people from the city, who came only to watch, were caught up in the 
same kind of frenzy. They mixed with the strangers and danced until 
they fainted. Then sacrifices were brought to the image of Mary, gold, 
silver, or what ever they could afford. <14> 

By 1521 Balthasar Hubmaier, still wrapped up in the quantitative approach to 
religion, so characteristic of especially the late Middle Ages, had 
scrupulously tabulated forty-five miracles. Ultimately even Luther was 
consulted. He wrote back (26 August 1523) declaring all the miracles to be 
authentic: authentically the work of the devil. After that Hubmaier's ardour 
turned to ashes. He was converted, joined the Anabaptists, and was burned at 
the stake in Vienna. 

2 . Two Humanists 

Of the northern humanists, Erasmus, though ultimately disowned by all, had 
the greatest impact <15>. Since he never experienced the piety of the mantle 
madonnas , Erasmus never knew a wrathful God or Jesus. Thus Luther's 
struggles to find a merciful God were fundamentally alien to him. Erasmus's 
scholarship was humanistic , but the piety of his youth had been shaped by 
the Brethren of the Common Life. 

Notable among the Brethren was Thomas a Kempis, who wrote the great 
best- seller of the late Middle Ages, the Imitatio Christi, which has stood 
as a spiritual landmark for Catholics and Protestants alike. In his 
Soliloquy, however, Thomas was traditional in appealing to the Virgin as 
"the expiator of all the things I have committed" and "my only hope." <16> 
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Despite that, his Imitatio Christi gradually became so widely read that 
it appears to have prepared the way for the change from the mariological 
piety of the fifteenth to the chri stological piety of the sixteenth century. 

One of the founders of the Brethren of the Common Life was Wessel 
Gansfort. He hardly ever concerns himself with the Virgin , except as the 
emblem of virginity, which is important to him as a priest. Still , Wessel 
notes that the virginal priesthood "of the 'Ihrones, of the Cherubim and the 
Seraphim, and of the Virgin Mother was made more holy and perfect through 
the priesthood of Christ."<17> Thus Christ eclipses the virtues of the 
Virgin. 

For Wessel, the virtue of virginity does not abase marriage at all. He 
approves of Augustine's remark "The merit of continence in John, who had no 
experience of married life, is the same as that of Abraham who begat sons." 
He also comments: "We see Peter called to apostleship in marriage, while 
Timothy, who was far below him in the fruit of the Word of God, was called 
to discipleship in celibacy."<18> 

Wessel hardly refers to the Virgin, and he tries to cool ardent marian 
devotion. Wessel's successor, Gerhard van Cloester , related to Albert 
Hardenberg, Wessel 's biographer, the following event: 

In the convent there was a very pious monk, especially devoted to the 
Virgin Mother, as the times then were, who often urged Wessel to some 
special worship of the Virgin. To this on one occasion Wessel replied: 
''Father, why do you not rather lead me to Christ, who so graciously 
invites all the heavy- laden to come to him."<19> 

This comment reveals the tendency of the Brethren to move from the Virgin to 
Christ. Striking is the parenthetical observation that (at least among the 
Brethren) special devotion to the Virgin had virtually disappeared in two 
generations . 

This also clarifies Erasmus's stance towards marian devotion. Erasmus, 
like the Brethren of the Common Life, was devoted to Christ, but growing up 
in an environment where special devotion to the Virgin was regarded as 
outmoded, he felt no profound inclination to attack it either. 

Irreverent, Erasmus was , however, towards any form of abuse that he 
thought he found in the church. Some claimed that Erasmus resembled Luther. 
In Apologia pro Pietate, pJblished in 1531 in Antwerp, Eustachius van Zichem 
found a link between Erasmus and Luther with regard to the Virgin.<20> 

Peter Canisius , who succeeded Ignatius of Loyola as leader of the 
Jesuits, disesteemed Erasmus' s attitude towards the Virgin. He found 
offensive Erasmus's Letter of the Virgin to Glaucopluton, that is Ulrich 
Zwingli, in which she praises Luther (!) for opposing the invocation of the 
saints. Canisius also disliked Erasmus' s qual ms about vows made to the 
Virgin and the saints, and was angered by Erasmus's mockery of some of the 
Virgin's titles, as well as an Erasmian reference to the Virgin as ''Venus." 
Thus Erasmus showed a spirit of "Lucianic mockery," and he unfairly said 
that p:,pular devotion elevated the Virgin above Christ.<21> 



Erasmus's spirit of mockery appears in A Pilgrimage for Religion's sake 
(1526). Besides satyrical references to all sorts of marian devotions, there 
is an argument about the historical basis for believing that the milk 
particles at the shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham are genuine. At last the 
argument is settled by an appeal to "the nun of Constantinople who gave the 
milk."<22> In view of the reputation of Eastern nuns in the west, Erasmus 
implied that the nun had donated her own milk. 

However offensive this is, Erasmus was not lacking in spiritualityi 
rather, his spirituality clashed with popular marian devotion. In 1526 he 
positively stated his own intent, which is reminiscent of Wessel Gansfort's 
already cited advice to the marian devotee. Erasmus's positive and irenic 
treatise On the Immensity of God's Mercy begins as follows: 

Some of you might wish that I would here begin with a prayer to the 
Virgin Mother, whom we must agree is worthy of the highest honour. Yet, 
considering the subject matter, I feel that it would be more suitable 
for you to repeat this little prayer: 

O Jesus Christ, Almighty Word of the eternal Father, You have promised 
that where two or three have come together in your name , you will be 
among them, see how many of us have come here together. 'Iherefore in 
keeping your promise, allow the Holy Spirit to be poured out into the 
hearts of all, that we may more fully understand the greatness of your 
mercy. Grant that at the same time we may render thanks for this mercy 
so often experienced by us, that we may beg for it in all our needs and 
finally that in our dealings with all others we may emulate it. 
Amen.<23> 

This illustrates Erasmus's consistency, for what he said in 1524 more 
clearly, was on his mind in 1514 when he published The Complaint of Jesus. 
For there Jesus tries to recover the honour of which he has been robbed by 
the veneration of the saints, including his own mother. This poem shaped 
Ulrich Zwingli's view of Mary.<24> Despite this, Erasmus did not wholly 
challenge the doctrine of the invocation of the saints, for he still 
maintained that the Virgin Mother was "worthy of the highest honour." 

Let us now compare Erasmus's attitude with that of Thomas More, who, 
by traditional standards, is regarded as a saint. A striking feature is that 
although More never bantered about popular marian veneration as did Erasmus, 
there is a lack of serious discussion of the Virgin. In fact, when More's 
complete works will have been published, the references to Venus may well 
ootnumber those to Mary. 

Thomas More was traditional in his view of the Virgin. He believed in 
her sinlessness, her perpetual virginity, am against Tyndale, More upheld 
the Virgin's assumption into heaven. Eager to assert the Virgin's perpetual 
virginity, More fourrl that most Protestants of the first generation agreed 
with him. More used this point to argue that it can only be accepted on the 
authority of the Church, for Jerome had not disproved the claim of Helvidius 
that the perpetual virginity of Mary does not come from Scripture. Jerome 
merely showed that it did not contradict Scripture, and that the Church 
will be led into all truth {John 14:16) .<25> 
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More, however, may have had more in common with the Protestants whom he 
attacked than he publicly allowed. More was probably uncomfortable in 
asserting a doctrine that he knew was not based on Scripture, for in his 
Dialogue Concerning Heresies (1531), More bases Mary's perpetual virginity 
on a scriptural argument that is as strained as similar arguments from 
Ulrich Zwingli: 

Syth she mervayled howe it myght be that euer she sholde conceyve and 
have a chylde, it must nedys be that her answere ment that she neuer 
wolde rredle with nan. 

Also interesting is More's opposition t o Luther's r ejection of the marian 
hymn Salve Regina, for More merely expresses disagreement and does not at 
all rise to defend its basic teachings.<26> 

Consequently, one must support Garry E. Haupt: 

Q1e focus of highly affective or sentimental spirituality was the 
Virgin; in the Treatise arrl De Tristitia More mentions her only in 
passing, and she is largely absent from his other works, even though we 
know More visited her shrines.<27> 

In More's written legacy there is no evidence of practical devotion to the 
Virgin. Though More did fault Luther for not accepting the Virgin as 
advocata nostra he did not appeal to her in the hour of his death. As 
a prisoner in the Tower of London he left this f inal prayer: 

Give rre thy Grace , good I.Drd 
to set the world at nought 
Gladly to be thinking of God, 
piteously to call for his help 
To lean tmto the comfort of God 
Busily to labour to love him •.• 
Gladly to bear my p.rrgatory here, 
to be joyful of tribulation 
To 'Walk the narrow way that leadeth to life 
To bear the cross with Christ 
To foresee and consider the 
everlasting fire of hell, 
To pray for pardon before the judge come 
to have continually in mind the 
passion that Orrist suffered for rre, 
For his benefits uncessantly to give him thanks •••• <28> 

Compared with Erasmus, More lacked humour and sarcasm, and was more 
combative towards Protestants. They were in agreement on many issues, 
though, also in how they assessed the Virgin. More and Erasmus did not need 
the Mantle Virgin or Martin Luther, for their trust was founded on a benign 
God and Orrist. More and Erasmus were lifelong friends. It would seem that 
they knew more than those who turned the one into a saint and the other into 
a skeptic. 



~ F.arly Protestant Demolition of Marian Dogma 

Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt was the first Reformer to discard the 
intercession of the saints and consequently of the Virgin. In a rare mood, 
Luther credited Karlstadt with having accomplished this. Already in 1517 
Karlstadt was first among the Wittenbergers in attacking the veneration of 
Saint Francis, and his arguments could just as well have been applied to the 
Virgin as to any other saint.<29> 

However, Karlstadt moves slowly, perhaps to avoid giving offence, or 
because he himself had felt an emotional attachment to the Virgin. His 
greatest, though indirect, contribution to the reduction of the Virgin to 
Mary's biblical role is made when Karlstadt in 1520 publishes his 
Booklet on the Canonical Scriptures. Not only does Karlstadt eject the 
Apocrypha, but far more significantly, the canon became the exclusive court 
of appeal, and Karlstadt repudiated Augustine by placing the Scriptures 
above the church. Thus the concept of canon is different in Protestant ism. 
Catholics supplemented the canon with deuterocanonical works, tradition, 
papal decretals, etcetera, but the Protestant canon was exclusive : the Word 
of God versus the words of humans. 

When the confrontation over marian dogma began, this had become 
axiomatic for Karlstadt's thought, but he never denounces the specific 
source of much marian dogma, namely the Proto-Evangelion of James. Even 
Matthew Zell of Strassburg never mentioned the Proto-Evangelion by name, but 
he was the first to disown it with reference to marian dogma when he in a 
sermon in 1523 at.tacked the traditional names of Mary's parents, Ann and 
Joachim, as unbiblical and based on "fables."<30> 

The second cornerstone of marian dogma was the doctrine of Theotokos, 
which assumed in Christ a communication of human and divine properties, and 
which by later extension attributed many of Christ's properties, often 
exclusively, to the Virgin. Because of its extra-biblical status, Karlstadt 
did not try to explain a communication of properties even in Christ himself, 
and thus the logical outcome was a split in the Reformation over the Lord's 
Supper. All Protestants agreed, however, that the attribut es of Christ could 
not simply be conferred on Mary. In On the Intercession of Mary (July 1523) 
Karlstadt argues: 

I would gladly honour Mary, but I do not want to deprive her Creator 
and Lord of their honour, and attribute to Mary that which she would 
repel.<31> 

That this was consciously directed against the Theotokos doctrine becomes 
clear when one considers the titles that Karlstadt uses in his sermon. He 
begins by referring to the traditional doctrine concerning the Mother of 
God, but when he describes his own position he only uses the expression 
Mother of Christ.<32> Later when Calvin argues that the term Theotokos as 
used at Ephesus was technically correct, he nevertheless observes that he 
prefers the term Mother of Christ.<33> Thus Protestants preferred Nestoriu's 
terminology, and the Mother of God became the Mother of Christ. 



ard the 
e mood, 
in 1517 
tion of 
I to the 

nee, or 
in. His 
rgin to 
es his 
~ct the 
e court 
.ptures 
antism. 
.dition, 
1e Word 

become 
>ecific 
s. Even 
iie, but 
he in a 
~n and 

:,tokes, 
~s, and 
often 

~lstadt 
i.mself, 
Lord's 

: could 
r 1523) 

ttor 
>uld 

ecomes 
10n. He 
her of 
~ssion 
kos as 
t'lat he 
:oriu's 

/J. C 

Later reinterpretations of the Theotokos doctrine, coupled with the 
doctrine of the communication of properties, led to the establishment of the 
Virgin as mediatri.x of all graces. Karlstadt repudiates this doctrine on the 
basis of Biblical texts that refer to Jesus Christ as exclusive mediator. 
Acts 4:12 refers to only one name under heaven by which believers are saved. 
Karlstadt also appealed to 1 Timothy 2:3 "For there is one God, and there is 
one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus"<34> 

For Karlstadt, Christ's own attitude towards his mother outweighs all 
tradition: 

I am amazed that the devotees and money-grubbing servants of Mary make 
such firm comparisons between Mary and Christ. They would have to be 
offended by the words of Christ when he said to his parents: "Do you 
not know that I must be occupied with the things of my Father?" [Luke 
2:49]. I mean that was written down [in Scripture]! And elsewhere: 
"They are my mother, brother, and sisters, who do the will of my 
Father." Christ rebukes his mother and also compares her to every 
Christian, whether young or old , who fulfills the will of God [Mat 
12:46- 50] .<35> 

After all , Mary is a human being, and Jeremiah says "Cursed are they who put 
their trust in humans" (Jer 17:5). Christ told us not to serve more than one 
master. The intercession of the Virgin presumes the intercession of the 
saints, but the Bible demands that one call on God in times of trouble, not 
on Abraham or Saint Peter. Conclusion: We pray to the living God, not dead 
saints.<36> 

Finally, Karlstadt opposes prayers and hymns addressed to the Virgin. 
Christ wants prayer to be specific: "whatever you ask in my name," but Hail 
Marys contain no petition: "The prayer Ave Maria is partially cited from the 
Bible and partially contained in it. That does not turn the Ave Maria into a 
prayer, since nothing is contained in the Ave Maria than a story that 
relates how much goodness and grace God has shown to Mary." The Salve 
Regina, because it ascribes to Mary what belongs to Christ is heretical. 
Therefore it should be erased.<37> 

Extreme biblicism inspired John Eberlein, whose Utopian state Wolfaria 
was ruled by such perfect regulations as the following: "We command on pain 
of beheading that no one is to teach the people any prayer other than the 
holy Pater Noster."<38> 

Further developments included Zwingli's setting aside of the church 
calendar in 1520, in favour of serial preaching.<39> Since this became the 
common practice in Reformed and Anabaptist churches alike, the festal days 
for the Virgin were dropped, and Lutherans restricted their number. 

Many Protestants of the first generation continued to endorse the 
perpetual virginity of Mary, but in 1524 John Locher of Munich probably 
became the first to reject the traditional strict definition, which included 
the notion that Mary's "seals" remained unbroken. In a Christmas sermon he 
observes: 



This mother Mary bore Christ our redeemer in a natural way just like 
any other woman, except that she bore him without sin and sorrow, in 
this respect not participating in the curse of Eve.<40> 

Locher did not intend to strike at the biblical doctrine of the virgin 
birth; thus these lines , though seemingly ambiguous , make sense only if 
Locher did not believe t hat Mary was a virgin post partem in the 
traditional , strict, sense. for he also asserted that Mary was exempt from 
original sin. However , even this i s due to the grace of God, for of herself 
Mary would have been unworthy. 

A remarkable diffusion of humanistic biblical exegesis is now also 
taking place. Locher also notes : 

The Ave Maria was not a prayer for grace; it is a blessing and a 
greeting. Attribute grace to God a l one. Nor should we ever desire to 
receive grace other than from the plenitude of Jesus Christ.<41> 

Christ , not Mary , has the plenitude of grace. Thus Locher removes the 
"Hail Mary." It began with: "Ave Maria , gratia plena (Hail Mary, full of 
grace) ." In the fifteenth century the philologist Lorenzo Valla rejected the 
gratia plena of the Vulgate in favour of the Greek kecharitomene: not "full 
of grace," but "gracious one." Erasmus had edited and published Valla's 
Annotations. Luther used these for his translation of the New Testament, and 
thus Mary's plenitude of grace was now being dismissed by more than a 
coterie of scholars. 

Another twist on Mary's unworthiness to receive grace came from a 
sermon of Andrew Keller. God ' s favour towards Mary was the result of 
predestination rather than her own deeds. Keller, too, followed Valla, 
Erasmus, and Luther, in translating kecharitomene as "gracious one."<42> 

The Hebrew text also corroded the traditional Vulgate text on which the 
church had relied to prove the invocation of the saints. The Vulgate version 
of Psalm 150 went "praise God in his saints," but Adam Pastor notes that the 
Hebrew should be translated as "Praise God in his holiness."<43> Neither 
does Pastor maintain "Hail Mary" as a greeting , for the circumstances in 
which it had originally applied were unique. 

In Dutch there survives an anonymous treatise, undoubtedly translated 
f r om German, entitled Refutation of Sal ve Regina. In it the famous marian 
hymn ''Hail O Queen" is subjected to a line-by- line analysis in which every 
phrase is refuted with a set of scriptural verses.<44> 

The only major issue to be resol ved was that of Mary's perpetual 
virginity for which there was no biblical basis , as even Thomas More at 
first had rightly argued. It was up to the second generation of Protestants 
to opt for Helvidius 's sol ution and to c l aim that after the virgin birth of 
Christ, Mary had children by Joseph , who are referred to as Christ's 
brothers and sisters in the gospels. Thus the virgin birth was now 
detached from the perpetual virginity of Mary. This distinction was diffused 
so r apidly that in 1556 even a common labourer in Antwerp, Claes de Praet, 
is familiar with it. 
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Here follows an account of the final interrogation after which he was 
burned at the stake: 

Priest: Do you believe that Mary is a mother and virgin? Claes: I do. 
The priest banged his hand on the table and grew very excited and said: 
''You will not be able to prove that for nothing is written about that 
in the Scriptures." Claes: I saiah prophesied that he would be born of a 
virgin. Moreover, Gabriel said to Mary: "You will conceive and bear a 
son. Mary replied, How can this be for I know no husband?" Priest: Yes 
you can grab some text here and there, but that she was a virgin until 
her death .•• Claes: "I do not say that." Priest : "But that' s what I 
meant."<45> 

Although this summarizes how Protestant mariology was reduced to its 
Biblical components, one radical development should not be dismissed, for 
Melchior Hoffman's final christology, though generally rejected by 
Protestants, in an ironic way illustrates the fall of the Virgin who was 
Queen to one who was compared with an oyster. 

In a brilliant if unconvincing attempt, Hoffman, the furrier , resolved 
the problem of Christ's two natures. Christ had only one nature , and the 
Virgin Mary was not his mother. Crucial for Hoffman was John 1:14: "And the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us." Noting that the Word became flesh, 
and thus did not take on flesh , Hoffman believed that inside Mary the 
spiritually pre-existent Christ had become flesh of his own volition, free 
from the Adamic nature that God had cursed. "Mary the Virgin was the seed 
that the Son of the Highest took on to be his mother , and inside of her he 
became a bodily tangible and visible Word of God."<46> Thus the "Word of the 
Spirit becomes visible like water that is crystallized by the frosty wind 
from the North." However, Hoffr.1an's most famous analogy was based on Pliny' s 
Natural History: 

Now we must seriously consider how a pearl is dew from heaven, and such 
a one was born from Mary, as clearly as Pliny explains nature, in 
describing how the dew from heaven drops into an oyster, and inside the 
oyster the drops congeal and give birth to pearls without absorbing any 
other matter, for only from the watery dew grows a pure and hard pearl. 
This is an image of the eternal Word, which was a genuine heavenly dew 
that proceeded from the mouth of God invisibly and intangibly, but 
through the Holy Spirit he drops into the wild oyster of the Virgin 
Mary, and in her became a word that is the tangible, visible, and 
carnal Word and spiritual pearl without any derivation. <47> 

Although Hoffman's heavenly flesh christology was original , it had some 
precedent in the Christian tradition. Hoffman could exploit the strong 
spiritualizing tendencies of John, and Matthew did refer to Christ as "the 
pearl of great price" (Matt 13 : 45f) . Thus Clement of Alexandria (fl. 3d 
Cent) also connected Christ, the Pearl, with the traditional understanding 
of the oyster, without, however, working out any mariological implications. 

The interpretation of the pearl as dew of the oyster was handed down 
through the Middle Ages in the Physiologus , the Etymologies of Isidore of 
Seville, bestiaries, and emblem books dealing with the symbolism of precious 



stones. In short, Hoffman would probably have argued that his elaboration of 
the theme of the pearl and the oyster was at least as legitimate as the 
movement from Theotokos to Mantle Madonna; besides, the pearl of great price 
is fourrl in Scripture, but not the Theotokos . 

Hoffman's mariology, if not his christology, cbes reveal what happened 
in Protestantism. To Protestants, the Virgin had become the oyster that they 
had exchanged for the pearl, Christ. In some ways Protestants accepted even 
less than biblical evidence would have allowed. None of the Protestant women 
who wrote ever wrote in defence of the Virgin. Perhaps not untypical was 
Simon Haferitz whose 1525 sermon of over thirty pages discusses all the 
verses in the infancy narrative in Luke without mentioning Mary even 
once.<48> Despite that, attempts were made to salvage what could be 
salvaged • 

.!=._ Farly Protestant Reconstructions 

a. Mary as Exemplar 

In 1523, Matthew Zell discards the Proto-Evangelion of James as a credible 
source for marian dogma. As a result, he twice notes that he was being 
accused of "having violated the Mother of God." Perhaps somewhat frightened 
at how little support Scripture provided for mariology, Matthew Zell tries 
to rescue the concept of Theotokos: 

Mary produced the matter out of which the humanity of Christ was 
miraculously made and formed; therefore we truly honour her above all 
creatures as the one whom God also honoured above all creatures, when 
she alone of all creatures was chosen to be the mother of God. Which 
unique honour (that she is the Mother of God) is praise inexpressible, 
arrl in itself sufficient reason why we, during our lives must meditate 
on this. It would be impossible to grant her greater honour than this, 
that she is the Mother of God--an honour which Scripture also bestows 
on her. We should not and can not doubt this.<49> 

A similarly heroic effort was Ulrich Zwingli's fourty folio page sermon in 
defence of the perpetual virginity of Mary. As one commentator has it: 

It is a little curious that having written a treatise which rejected 
the concept of the nun as the virgin dedicated to God, he turns in 
September 1522 to a lyrical defence of the perpetual virginity of the 
Mother of Christ.<50> 

Zwingli even attempted to retain the "Hail Mary." It was not really a 
prayer, but since it is based oo Scripture it can be repeated.<51> 

Even though Zwingli clings to more mariology than the Scriptures yield, 
some doctrines are just obviously absent from Scripture. Thus even while 
Zwingli writes a most extensive praise of the Virgin, he notes that he can 
not accept the doctrine of Mary's immaculate conception. This is to be 
explained by Zwingli ' s opposition to Augustine's notion of original sin. 
Since the sole purpose of the notion of the immaculate conception was to 
safeguard against original sin, Zwingli did not need it. 
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Ultimately both Zell's attempt to save the Theotokos and Zwingli ' s 
attempt to save the perpetual virginity were doomed to failure, for lack of 
scriptural support. Even where it threatened the national symbols, Scripture 
challenged mariology. In Zwingli 's Switzerland, for example, the original 
oath of confederation on which the Swiss nation was based could no longer be 
enforced, because Protestants refused to recite the clause that appealed to 
"Mary and the Saints," while catholics would not remove it.<52> 

Protestants, of course, did accept the Mary of Scripture, including the 
miracle of the virgin birth, because Luke had recorded it. Thus Karlstadt, 
for example, accepts the Lucan infancy narrative at face value: 

The Scriptures record that the Holy Virgin Mary was greeted by the 
angel , arrl God poured ionto her the plenitude of grace, and she became 
the mother of Christ, and tells us similar things as to how the fruit 
of her womb was blessed, which she received out of faith.<53> 

The biblical material was rather intractable, however, for the virgin birth 
was not an event to be repeated. But Karlstadt can at least salvage Mary' s 
act of faith in believing the angel , and he even saw in Mary an example as 
Christbearer to be copied by all Christbearing believers: 

Therefore, they conceive Christ spiritually who dilligently and 
reverently hearing the Word of God also have become Mothers of Christ. 
It is more important to bear Christ in the heart spiritually than 
physically. "The flesh profits nothing, but the Spirit gives life." All 
moreover who adhere faithfully to the Word of God, being no strangers 
to truulation, bear the Word [i.e. Christ] from the word [i.e. 
Scripture]. I do not at all broadcast this because I intend to detract 
from the honour of the Virgin. She is most holy, for she conceived 
Christ carnally as well as spiritually. For when she believed the word 
of the angel, the angel praised her as blessed.<54> 

This statement, perhaps more than any, shows the contradiction between 
traditional reverence for Mary, and a theologian's new insights. The first 
generation of Protestants often experienced this clash. later Protestants 
moved beyorrl this, however, because they did not have the traditional marian 
reverence ingrained in them. 

Protestants then believed themselves justified in cpposing traditional 
marian devotion. If one existentially appropriates Mary, one goes to the 
same source on which she relied, namely God whom she called her Saviour. 
Therefore one must drink from the well of which all the saints have 
drunk.<55> Again, this is nothing rut the humanistic cry: .Ad fontes! 

Even the image of Mary as a model of sturdy faith, is modified by Haug 
Marschalck, in that he regarded Mary as the model for questioning, perhaps 
even doubting faith, when she asked: ''How can this be?"<S6> 

John Locher of Munich also saw in the Mary and Jesus who were turned 
away at the inn, models of those who are despised by the world and 
experience contempt, but who nevertheless may hope because God will not 
forsake them. Besides this, Lcx::her made three other points in which Mary is 
exemplary for believers: Mary allows us to see God's completely free mercy 



and grace in action; Mary preserved the words of the angel in her heart, so 
we must preserve the Word of God and follow it; Mary is a very mirror of 
faith. '!he exemplary language is essential. For Locher did not want to adore 
Mary or the saints , but he intended to follow them wherever he could 
existentially.<57> Thus Mary remained to be followed. 

b . Fran Mary to Christ 

This represents the major compensation for the gap that the Virgin had left. 
Even though Luther regarded the Mantle Virgins heretical, they were not 
heretical because they offered grace and mediation, but because they took 
this role away from Christ. Thus the Mantle Virgins mostly survive in the 
Protestant Christ, while the late-medieval Christ, the Judge, partially 
survives. 

Matthew Zell of Strasbourg echoed Erasmus in remarking that "among many 
simple Christians, Mary is more highly esteemed than Christ himself."<58> Of 
itself this sort of sentiment does not reveal a censoring of the Virgin, but 
opposition to a Christ without mediatorial role. As Zell said, there was no 
disharmony betwee n the real Christ and Mary: "The Mother of God does not 
want to help us against the will of Christ. "<59> He also modifies the 
traditional Stabat Mater theme : 

When we hear what Orrist says about bearing the cross and temporary 
troubles that are useful f or our salvation, then we run to the Mother, 
and are under the illusion that we can play her off against him, and 
make a liar out of him, and show us a way into heaven other than that 
which Orrist depicted in the gospel. Tell me, what is this, to play off 
his mother against him? Co you think that this pleases her? Co you 
think that such help proceeds from her , rather than from the wrath of 
God? We read that Mary stocrl under the cross of Christ... Dear friend, 
place yourse lf under that cross, believe me, there you will find 
yourself more grace inasmuch as you do not shake off the cross by way 
of which the only road to heaven is found. Why don't you cal 1 on Mary 
to help you bear your cross with its sin? <60> 

Thus Mary is aligned with her Son and she has become an androgynous figure 
who helP3 believers not to hide from life and its trouble, because grace and 
the cross are interrelated. Converse ly, Orrist also becomes an androgynous 
figure woo is aligned with his mother even if she is oo mediatri.x. Diepold 
Perr inger rx>ted: 

Mary is oo mediatrix for Orrist speaks (Matt 11:28) "Come to me all who 
are sorrowful and burdened, for I will refresh you." Note: Christ does 
not FOint to Mary or some other saint, rut he says that we are to come 
to him for he will help. Go1 also speaks through the prophet Isaiah 
(42:8; 48:11) "I shall give my honour to oo other." This is affirmed by 
Mary in the Magnificat (Luke 1:49): ''He is mighty who has done great 
things for me, and holy is his name." Similarly Elizabeth: "Blessed is 
the fruit of your womb" (Luke 1:42). Christ teaches in John 10:1: "I am 
the door , if anyone does not enter through me, rut in another way, he 
is a thief and a murderer." Therefore he alone is the one mediator 
before Go1 through whom we must enter (1 Tim 2:5): ''There is one 
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mediator between Gcd and Man, namely the Man Orrist Jesus," for he has 
been sent for our redemption: not to condemn but redeem us, as Christ 
says {John 3:17): "I have not come to judge but to redeem the world." 
Therefore we do not need to fear him as we would a stern judge, but we 
should take him for a good and gracious father , whom alone we must 
invoke (Rom 10: 13) .<61> 
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Thus Protestants demoted the late-medieval stern Christ and merged the 
biblical Jesus with the traditional Virgin. The already mentioned treatise 
that refuted the "Salve Regina," in the end reinstated it totally, except 
what was said of the Virgin is now said of Christ: 

'!he true "Salve" well founded on the Scriptures: Hail to you Jesus 
Christ, KiIY3 of Mercy, our life, our sweetness arrl our hope. Hail to 
you! To you we cry out, we your wretched children. And on you we call, 
as we sigh, weep arrl wail in this valley of tears. Lo, because you are 
our intercessor and mediator, turn your merciful eyes towards us, and 
direct us to the face of your blessed father, and your promise to lead 
us from this sorrow to eternal glory. O gracious, O sweet Orrist, Son 
of the Virgin Mary.<62> 

Cbviously, when the image of the Virgin is at least in P3rt constructed by 
derivation from christology, and when the Reformers reapply the marian 
categories to Christ, the Christ of historical Protestantism becomes an 
androgynous figure. 

In a recent article, Mary De Jong has identified such themes as ''Christ 
the I.over," "the Gentle Jesus," arrl "Christ the Bosom Companion," etcetera, 
as particularly characteristic of Victorian Prot estant hymns. Since such 
hymns were also blamed later for the lack of enthusiasm that males began to 
have towards the church, there was in the United States a reaction with a 
call for a new, "masculine Orristianity."<63> 

These were extreme developments, which reveal that when Protestants 
lose their biblical and historical moorings, the origina lly androgynous 
Christ of the Reformation can equally well develop in a female or a male 
direction. 

Clearly traditionally Catholic in his feelings about distinct male and 
female roles, Karl Barth (not understanding the source of Protestantism's 
androgynous Orrist) felt revel ted by "that wel 1 known and frightful mixture 
of masculine arrl feminine traits."<64> 

c . From Mary to the Church 

The first Reformer to have concerned himself especially with this theme was 
Melchior Hoffman. Since he was the first Protestant to write commentaries an 
the SoIY3 of Songs arrl Revelation, he was a pi oneer in this area. 

In his commentary on Revelation (1530), Hoffman considered the p::>rtent 
of the Woman clothed with the Sun of Revelation 12. Traditionally applied to 
the Virgin, Hoffman interpreted the Woman as an emblem of the church. He 
regarded the Sun as a symbolic representation of Christ, while the moon 



under the Woman' s feet was identified with faith in God which is the 
foundation of Zion.<65> All Protestant interpreters after Hoffman have 
similarly identified this image with the church, rather than Mary. 

Since Rupert of Deutz, especially, the bride of the Song of Songs was 
seen, not only as a symbol of the church, but also of the Virgin. It is in 
the SoD3 of Songs, for example, that we should look for the antecedents of 
the cult of the Beautiful Mary (Songs 6:4; 7:1) , which we saw was promoted 
by Bal thasar Hubmaier in Regensburg. 

However, Hoffman interpreted the bride as the church without reference 
to the Virgin. He stressed the close relationship between church and Christ 
by making their properties interchangeable, again ascribing to Orrist what 
had been claimed for the Virgin. Thus the lactating breasts of the church 
are joined with the lactating breasts of Christl<66> Similarly Hoffman 
emphasized the mystical eating of Christ by the church and the church by 
Orrist in the Lord' s SUpper.<67> '!bus Orrist is not a single individual wt 
he is mutually one with the church. Again one is left with the joining of 
the particular and the universal, Christ and the church, male and female, 
formiD3 an androgynous unity. 

Naturally, the joining of male and female occurs in marriage, rather 
than celibacy. Thus the Protestant Reformers refused to regard the celibate 
estate as superior. To Karlstadt, who was the first to propose marriage even 
for monks, the celibate estate was in fact inferior and demonic.<68> But I 
shall leave the discussion of the advantages of marriage, also for women in 
the Reformation to Jare Dempsey Douglas.<69> Here at least it may be noted 
that the downfall of the Virgin in the Reformation, removed the primary 
symbol of celibacy as a superior estate. 

d . From Queen of Heaven to Queen Elizabeth 

Since Elizabeth I of England ascended a contested throne, she decided to tap 
the reservoir of marian devotion on behalf of herself. Al though historians 
might point to contrary evidence, Elizabeth required of her subjects an act 
of faith in her perpetual virginity: 

To me it shall be a full satisfaction both for the memorial of my name, 
and for its glory also, if when I shall let my last breath, it shall be 
engraven upon my marble tomb, ''Here lieth Elizabeth who reigned a 
Virgin and died a Virgin." <70> 

In the British Museum, I once ropied a woodcut with the effigy of Elizabeth 
and the following verses, which were no doubt published with approval from 
the royal censor: 

I.oe here the pearle , whom God and nan doth loue 
Loe here on earth, the only starre of light: 
Loe here the QJeene whom no mishap can noue: 
To chaunge her mynde, fran vertues chief delight: 

Loe here the heart , that so hath honord God: 
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That for her loue, v.ie feel not of his rod: 
Pray for her health, such as good subiects bee: 
Oh Princely Dame, there is none like to thee. 

The reference to the pearl would signify Elizabeth's purity. The reference 
to Elizabeth as the only star of light on earth, is an attempt to go even 
beyorrl the Virgin who in the famous hymn Ave Maris Stella was merely "Star 
of the Lake." And then there is Elizabeth as mantle virgin of the English 
nation; for having honoured the Father with her heart and single minded 
p..rrsuit of virtue, she protects England from the rod of God. 

No one knows how successful such propaganda was, but at least Elizabeth 
retained her throne. Interesting is the p:rrallel with modem times, where 
during an age of revolution, Protestant rulers in Northern Europe (often 
women) have ruled without revolution. Ix> European Protestants channel some 
of the devotion that Catholics bestow on Mary towards their queens? At any 
rate the answer to such questions can not be given by historians who always 
plod among the ambiguities of history. It should therefore be left to the 
psychohistorians. 

The summing up of these developments, before a discussion of the better 
known Reformers, should not be attributed solely to the perversity of the 
author, for others preceded the better known Reformers in the formulation of 
basic Protestant attitudes in this area. Luther and Calvin, for example, 
made their own oontributions, for no one among the lesser Reformers treated 
the subject as comprehensively as Luther and Calvin did. Moreover, the 
writings of the early lesser known Reformers were not reprinted, and thus 
Luther and Calvin especially reinforced the reduction of mariology to 
biblical norms for later generations. 

None the less, the major Reformers were reluctant to censure the 
Virgin. Luther, by his own admission, rejected the intercession of the 
saints only in later life; Zwingli and Bullinger retained considerably more 
of mariology than most Protestants; and even Calvin's attacks on mariology 
date almost entirely from the last five years of his life, but then (also 
speaking for the secorrl rather than the first generation of Protestants) he 
did so with an unusual thoroughness and with the vehemence and bitterness 
that characterized his final years of physical disintegration. Thus there is 
good reason to stress the contributions of the ser-cal led "minor" Reformers. 

Else one becomes involved in such chronological absurdities as the 
claim (still often made) that luther's marriage to Katherine of Bora set the 
example that was fol lowed by Reformers who wanted to get married. To the 
contrary, Luther was late in getting married, and clerical marriage was 
already so well established among Protestants, that even if Luther had 
returned to the monastery in 1525, this would have made no difference. 

As to Luther's views on mariology, he is more flexible than some 
Reformers, seeing that he allowed for tradition as long as there was no 
direct clash with the biblical data. Luther therefore keeps some marian 
feasts on his calendar, and his material on the Magnificat is fairly 
extensive. Like Zwingli and Calvin he upheld Mary's perpetual virginity. 
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Despite this, Luther stressed the passivity of Mary, as the Magnificat did 
too, and in that sense Mary was an example of one who lived by faith. 
Despite that , Mary was not really the original model for the believer; 
instead Luther fastened his independantly acquired belief in passive 
salvation by faith on Mary, and thus she did yeoman service for Luther's 
theology. Still Luther retained a life-long love for Mary, and he 
affectionately shortened her name from Virgin Mary to Maid Marge. There are 
several monographs available on Luther's mariology, however, at least one of 
which is quite satisfactory.<71> 

Far less material is available on Calvin, and al though Calvin 
represents the second generation of Protestants, he remained rather 
independent in his mariology. Therefore I shall now consider him without 
further reference to Luther. 

~ '!he Anti~iology of Calvin 

a. Calvin and the Tactic of Evasion 

Catholic commentators are understandably disappointed with the fact that 
''Calvin only rarely discussed the Virgin Mary,"<72> or that ''his writings, 
specifically on Mary are much fewer in number than those left by 
Luther."<73> Even a Reformed Protestant like Jean cadier notes: "Calvin (and 
this is astonishing) said very little about the Virgin Mary."<74> 

Cadier's astonishment should be answered with a quotation from calvin 
that Cadier himself had cited. Having discussed his opposition to any 
intercessor besides Christ, calvin notes the lack of scriptural support for 
the veneration of the Virgin: "In the whole c.,f God's word there is not a 
shred of evidence to support their posi tion."<75> Thus for Calvin the 
relative meagreness of his comments on the Virgin Mary, mere ly reflects a 
similar situation in Holy Writ. 

In his final address to the ministers of Geneva, calvin claimed never 
to have falsified a single passage of Scripture.<76> His scruples were 
extreme, but (and this must also be noted) whenever calvin had his doubts, 
he feared to advance what might just be a false interpretation, and his 
commentaries contain many evasions. 

As far as mariology is concerned, Calvin never wrote a commentary on 
Revelation. He did not excise this book from the canon, for he regards it as 
authoritative in referring to it. Despite that Calvin never refers to Rev 
12:1-6, the portent of the woman who was clothed with the sun, and who stood 
on the moon. Calvin would have known representations of this passage as 
applied to the Virgin. Why did Calvin eschew all reference to her? Had he 
(like Melchior Hoffman) been convinced that the image applied to the Church, 
Calvin could have made this plain. But perhaps he was not sure. No doubt, 
some features of the woman represent the church, but some aspects are more 
suitable to the Virgin. Calvin may have thought that the image was indeed 
applicable to the Virgin, but he accepted the prohibition of images in the 
Ten Commandments as unabrogated and divine law. Thus the portent may have 
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embarrassed him. 'Anyway, Calvin was silent; this probably was the silence of 
evasion. 

Similarly, Calvin never wrote a commentary on the Song of Songs , 
doubtless because his preference for dealing with the literal sense of 
Scripture clashed with his understanding of the Song as allegorical. When 
Sebastian Castellio seriously applied the literal sense to the Song of Songs 
and concluded that it was a prophane love poem that did not belong in the 
canon, Calvin arranged for his speedy departure from Geneva.<77> So Calvin 
did not take the Song literally. Then again , with allegory all things are 
p:>ssible, arrl Calvin would also have had to face up to a long tradition that 
found its ap:>gee in Rupert of Deutz (1075-1129) who applied the entire Song 
to Mary.<78> Thus Calvin evaded another challenge to his mariology and 
methodology by remaining silent • 

Sometimes, Calvin seems evasive when he is not. Thus there are several 
allusions to the Magnificat in his writings ; his favorite being the 
reference to the casting down of the mighty from their thrones and the 
exaltation of those who are of low degree. Calvin always fails to note the 
marian context.<79> However, what seems like evasion is omission, for Calvin 
credited Mary with always giving God the glory also for her own exaltation. 

b . Calvin and the Tactic of Inversion 

The principle of the Virgin as Theotokos had led to the often exclusive 
transfer of Christ's attributes to the Virgin. Calvin rejects this 
unbiblical terminology. He will refer to Mary biblically as "Mother of the 
Lord" or combine texts to arrive at "mother of the only begotten Son." In 
using these terms, though, Calvin was thinking of Theotokos: 

[Elizabeth] calls Mary "the Mother of her Lord" which signified the 
unity of the person in Christ's two natures, as if she had said that he 
who is born a mortal man in Mary's womb, is at the same time eternal 
God.<80> 

Avoiding the term, Calvin still indicates his understanding of Theotokos: He 
takes the word in its original strictly conciliar sense; therefore it can 
only be applied to the unity of Christ's human and divine natures. 'Any 
transfer (and here is the root of all traditional mariology) is cut off 
altogether. As Calvin says: ''Christ in repulsing Mary at Cana, did mt even 
call her "mother," but "woman," for He openly warns all humans not to 
transfer to Mary what belongs to God."<81> 

To the leaders of the French Church in London, Calvin explained why the 
term Theotokos should be avoided: 

I assert that the title "Mother of God" being commonly applied to the 
Virgin in sermons is to be frowned on. For myself, I cannot think such 
language either right or proper or useful . Sober-minded people will mt 
use such a term. Thus I can not persuade myself that you would use such 
terms in your church. Else you might just as wel 1 speak of the blood, 
the hea~ and the death of God.<82> 



calvin once used the Nestorian term Christ-bearer with reference to I.uke 
11:27-28. The woman who blessed the womb of Christ's mother, stressed Mary's 
role in bearing Christ, but (Calvin says) this is an act of giving i:nysical 
birth, which is eclipsed by Mary's spiritual rebirth, which she owed to 
Christ. Similarly, the spiritual nourishment that Christ provided Macy is 
superior to the milk that Christ suckled at his mother's breast.<83> 

Consequently, the honours associated with the term 'lheotokos, which had 
elevated the Virgin above all creatures, have now been transferred back to 
OU-ist, and the relative inferiority of Mary's physical role as Christotokos 
is underlined. Although Calvin would no doubt have objected to the use of 
this unbiblical term, his view of the relationship between Mary and OU-ist 
turns Christ into a spiritual Mariatokos, for "Mary's total happiness and 
glory are based on her being a member of her Son, and to be reckoned among 
the new creatures by the Heavenly Father."<84> 

Since Mary is "among the new creatures," she has lost all special 
status. Yet Calvin does not despise physical motherhood. It provides Mary 
with one mark of honour, for she is t o be called ''blessed:" 

She deserves to be cal led "blessed," for God considered her worth of 
singular honour, to prepare His son for the world, in whom she was 
spiritually born again.<85> 

There was still another positive result. By insisting on the concept, if not 
the word, Theotokos, solely with reference to the unity of Christ's two 
natures, Calvin rejected the Mary who was no mother, as found in Melchior 
Hoffman, Michael Servetus, arrl Menno Simons. Mary was still mother of the 
human Christ.<86> Against the Aristotelians, Calvin argued that Mary 
contributed her own seed; thus Christ was of "the seed of David" by 
intermarriage with the Levites. On the whole though the Theotokos was 
eclipsed by the Mariatokos, and Mary was now regarded as simply another 
believer, except for her special honorific of being ''blessed." 

c. No Ave Maria 

Many of calvin's oomments criticizing the cult of the Virgin, are scattered 
brief attacks on excerpts of marian hymns with which his original readers 
were familiar, as well as refutations of traditional titles of the Virgin. 
There is only one prayer (a prayer Luther and Zwingli tolerated) which 
calvin refuted in its entirety, namely the "Hail Mary." calvin attacks the 
frequent recital of the prayer, noting: "It seems that there is oo prayer as 
valuable as it. It is true that the Lord's Prayer is accorded first place, 
but ten Hail Marys are said for each Lord's Prayer."<87> 

Regarding the salutation .. Hail Mary" Calvin finds it presumptuous to 
take on the task of the angel, whose words were not intended as a prayer. By 
far Calvin's most serious objection is one so obvious to him that he just 
states it in passing: Nowadays, "Hail Mary'' addresses one who is absent.<BB> 
This is a very serious claim, grounded in Calvin's own objection to the 
Virgin as Theotokos. Since there is no communication of di vine properties to 
Mary, she is not omnipresent. 
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Thus Mary exists like the soul of any other dead believer who dwells in 
heaven. calvin did believe that the saints there are conscious, for against 
the Anabaptists (and also against Luther) he denied the sleep of the soul. 
Likewise he denounced the Italian mortalists who believed that the soul died 
with the body until the day of resurrection. This he had expounded in his 
treatise of 1534, Psychopannychia.<89> Moreover, in his Treatise of Relics 
calvin poked almost Erasmian fun of Mary's bodil y Assumption into heaven, 
showing its advantage, in that it reduced the number of Mary's relics. Since 
Calvin localized all souls (thus also Mary' s) in heaven, she and all other 
saints can not hear the prayers addressed to them. 

The second phrase of the "Hai l Mary," which attributes to her the 
fulness of grace, had already been undermined by Lorenzo Valla, and 
following him Erasmus and Luther. The Greek Kecharitomene does not refer to 
Mary being full of her own grace, but to her having been graced by God. The 
official doctrine of Mary as "The Treasury of all Graces" took for granted 
Jerome's mistranslation in the VUlgate. On it was also based the doctrine of 
Mary as "The Mediatrix of all Graces." 

Calvin f o llowed Valla here. He also noted that the "plenitude of grace" 
is found only twice in the New Testament, not in respect of Mary, but with 
reference to Jesus Christ {John 1:14) , and in a derivative sense Stephen the 
Deacon (Acts 6 : 8) . Thus "the plenitude of grace is found in Christ who is 
the fountain from which we all must draw."<90> 

Thus Kecharitomene shows that Mary is agreable, that is acceptable to 
God, having been predestined to receive grace. If one still assumes that 
this confers a special honour on Mary, Calvin counters this at once by 
noting that Kecharitomene also occurs in Ephesians 1:6, where it is applied 
to all believers.<91> 

Calvin of course does agree with the following scriptural phrase: 
"Blessed are you among women, and blessed is Jesus, the fruit of your womb." 
He immediately notes that this does not p lace Mary's blessing on a par with 
Jesus. Rather, because Jesus was blessed of himself, Mary received the 
blessing. Since he felt that much superstition was built on these words, 
however, Calvin shows himself rather averse to the terminol ogy of "Blessed 
Mary." There is only one instance in the Bible , where a woman called Mary 
blessed, and Jesus reproved her (Luke 11:28) . Thus Calvin wonders why the 
"sluggish Papists" chant the words "Blessed are you among women," without 
adding Jesus ' retort: "Rather , blessed are they who hear the word and 
observe it."<92> 

The final section of the ''Hail Mary" in which the Virgin is petitioned 
to intercede for "us sinners, now and in the hour of our death" has a lready 
been vitiated by Calvin's comment about the absence of Mary. 

Again, an adrogynous Christ, who even gives spiritual birth to the 
Virgin, absorbs the characteristics that mariology had derived from Christ. 
For Calvin Christ is the onl y mediator of intercession and redemption. In 
his Fourth Sermon on the Ascension, calvin argues that the whole basis for 
the veneration of Mary would have been removed if the Ascension of Jesus had 
been properly understood. Christ continues to be our advocate (lJohn 2:1) ; 



he intercedes even now at the right hand of God (Rom 8:34), and like 
Karlstadt he cites 1 Tim 2:5 to establish Christ as the sole mediator.<93> 

Placing Mary at the same level as some obscure saints of his native 
town, Noyon, calvin inquires: 

Under what pretext will they defend calling upon Eligius or Medard to 
look down from heaven, and help their servants or the holy Virgin to 
bid her Son do v.hat they request?<94> 

The crux of the problem is that mariology devolves into mariolatry, and the 
devotees of Mary do not please her when they make her into an idol that 
steals from the Father and the Son the spoils they appropriate for her: 

As often as the traditionalists think of honouring her [i.e. Mary], 
seeing that they turn her into an idol, it is certain that Mary becomes 
their mortal enemy. She will arise at the last day to demand vengeance 
on account of the offence and injury that they asssume she has done, to 
despoil God's honour , to blaspheme and say that she has taken the place 
of the One who created her and redeemed her. DJ we think that she will 
permit such blasphemies? Thus it must be certain that the Virgin Mary 
will accuse the traditionalists at the last day on account of the 
outrage that they row commit in respect of her.<95> 

Although Michael O'Carrol in his article on Calvin in his encyclopedia 
Theotokos alludes to this statement and takes it at face value, it is 
doubtful that Calvin is to be taken with full seriousness here. No doubt 
Calvin was serious about the main point that he was trying to make, but 
there is no real evidence that Calvin accorded Mary a special role at the 
final judgment. 

What calvin had done was to cloak a serious p:)int with p..1lpit humour. 
The members of his congregation would have understood at once the hunour 
intended as calvin constructs a macho counter-madonna, so much like the 
macho Christ of late medieval lore. 

d. A SUrranary 

Calvin included Mary among the normal believers who had received the 
plenitude of grace from Christ, and had been grafted onto him. Like others 
she was maculately conceived, suffered from original sin, also actively 
committing sin, as for example at the wedding in Cana, when she "exceeded 
her proper limits."<96> However, the Virgin is a good teacher and mirror for 
us in that she allows us to know ourselves; how we, of ourselves, and 
without the grace of God, are nothing.<97> 

As to her role as mother , Calvin defended Mary's descend from David, 
applied to her the prophecy of Isaiah regarding the Virgin birth.<98> Like 
other early Reformers calvin went somewhat beyond this. He did reject the 
medieval notion that Mary had taken a vow of perpetual chastity.<99> But he 
accepted Mary's perpetual virginity. 
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Still, Calvin, by implication, rejected the traditional, extremely 
strict idea, that "before, during and after her birth, her seals were 
unbroken." Calvin had a less rigorous definition of a virgin as one 
"untouched by man." Thus he avoided an extra- biblical miracle. 

With reference to the text that Joseph did not know Mary until she had 
given birth, calvin followed up with a total non sequitur as to the meaning 
of ''until" and an interpretation of the Hebraic "know" as if it referred to 
a simple living together: 

The adverb "until" has no extension beyond time past. Joseph did not go 
with his wife until she brought forth Christ. These words of Scripture 
do not mean that after his birth they cohabited as man and wife, but 
only means that Mary before the birth of her son was a virgin untouched 
by man.<100> 

Calvin said that Hel vidius was a disturber of the peace , and he preferred 
Jerome's interpretation of the references to the siblings of Jesus.<101> The 
weakness of his defence of the perpetual virginity was nevertheless obvious, 
as it was with Zwingli , whose argument covered up its lack of substance with 
a heavy coat of rhetoric. 

At any rate, after having been shunned for a millennium, Helvidius now 
pointed to the future for Protestantism. Biblical criticism would do the 
rest, in undercutting the historical reliability of the midrash that is 
Luke's infancy narrative. If destruction seems almost complete, that is true 
with respect to Protestant mariology, but it should be underlined that the 
original reason for the development of mariology, namely fear of Christ, had 
also disappeared. The Protestant Christ combines much of both the late­
medieval Christ and Virgin, in fact, even more of the Virgin than of Christ. 
Thus, the more things changed, the more or less they stayed the same. 
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Zwingli's View of Natural Law Relative to the State 

Norman F. Cornett 

The purpose of this article is to briefly ascertain Huldrych 

Zwingli's (1484-1 531) view of natural law through reference to his 

understanding of its role vis-a-vis the State. 

In Zwingli's world picture natural law is the modicum of 

human behaviour necessary for the establishment and maintenEnce of 

society; as such it is the "bot tom line" of comrnuni ty. It prevents 

the atomization of society by checking, through coercion, the 

centrifugal force of egoistic human nature in civilization, and 

thereby provides the cohesion requisite to community. 

Importantly, it must be remarked that Zwingli considers human 

civilization, and by consequence, natural law of which it is the 

cornerstone, to be ordained of God; indeed the will of God for 

fallen humanity. Such a conception effectively precludes the modern 

theory of natural law, of which Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) was the 

founder with his famous proposition that natural law would retain 

its validity even if God did not exist. Certainly then, Zwingli 

cannot conceive of civilization and natural law independent of God 

and his volition. This is in keeping with Zwingli's holistic medieval 

world-view of which God is the epicentre. More specifically it is 

in accord with his Christian humanist concern for Western society 

.1!l toto, and attendant vision for the moral reformation and ethical 

renewal or Christendom. Thus J. V. Pollet affirms, " ••• Zwingli 

ancrait dans la volonte divine 1 1existence de la sociite civile, 

et il assignait au droit humain lui-meme un fondement et une origine 

divines."1 So it is that Zwingli declRres: 

The law of nature is: What you do not want done to you, 
do not do to anyone else ••• Just as a father takes 
care that his beguiled daughter does not become altogether 

7] 



72 common, so, in God's place, do the authorities take care 
that our life does not altogether turn to beastly 
irrationality ••• c 

For if this poor righteousness should also escape us, 
as divine righteousness has, human society would be 
little better than the existence of dumb animals: the 
stronger would be right. Therefore judges and superiors 
are servants of God. They are teachers. Any person, 
whether spiritual or carnal,

3
who does not obey their 

justice, acts against God ••• 

••• God gives the simplest commandment which a human 
society and community can tolerate: you shall not steal. 
We see from this commandment ••• that God has given certain 
laws which, though we keep them, still do not make us 
righteous ••• He has given them so that human friendship 
and community may not disintegrate •••• He bridles our 
greed and commands us not to rob or steal so that human 
society be not destroyed because of our greed ••• To 
assure that no harM befalls anyone, he does bid the 
authoritie~ to punish you, should you try something 
like that. 4 

••• the magistrate must see to it that practices are 
removed which harmonize neither with God's nor with 
this poor righteousness ••• which God has instituted 
merely to make living easier ••• For the poor, righteous 
people must cling firmly to the thread of righteousness 

5 or else life '-'Ould be sheer murder, robbery and thieving. 

Significantly, Zwingli's fundamental and characteristic 

differentiation between the internal and external dimensions of 

religion, exemplified in his distinction between divine and human 

righteousness, true and false religion, as well as in his sacramental 

theology, permitted, nay persuaded him, virtually to e9uate natural 

law with satisfactory, or better yet, altruistic social behaviour, 

i.e. human righteo~sness; so that Zwingli considers the two concepts 

intrinsically synonymous. This is clearly demonstrated in his 

statements above. 

Such reasoning is in line with the acute civic conscience 

integral to Zwingli's modus operandi, and indeed to his socio-political 

perspective, from which the latter largely proceeds. Gottfried w. 
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Locher rightly remarks that, "Zwingli actually begins at the cir­

cumference. He starts with the political and social questions. 

From here, he works inwards to the centre - the divinity of God 

in the Lordship of Jesus Christ - in order to be able to take up 

politics ag e. in, working from this centre outwards. 116 

Here the influence of two complementary traditions, i.e. 

Christian humanism, and Swiss "civism", contributed respectively 

to the parallel theological and socio-political streams of Zwingli's 

thought; wherein their confluence is effected through the principle 
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of human righteousness. Thus, the good Christian and the responsible 

citizen are one and the same person in a Christian city-state such 

as Zurich. This is evidenced in his theory of Christian education 

as enounced in his short essay, "Of the Education of Youth": 

From early boyhood, then, the young man ought to 
exercise himself only in righteousness, fidelity and 
constancy: for with virtues such as these he may 
serve the Christian community, the common good, the 
state and individuals. Only the weak are concerned 
to find a 9uiet life: the most like to God are those 7 who study to be of profit to all even to their own hurt. 

It is obvious from most of his declarations above, that 

Zwingli posits an organic relationship between natural law and the 

State. The former supplies the rationale for the latter. In fact, 

it may be said that natural law is 9uite literally the raison d''etat. 

But Zwingli goes further still and projects natural law beyond the 

forensic justification of the State to actual, "across-the-board" 

identification with the State. There is in this eouiTalence of 

natural law and the State a sagacious element of the political 

realism which char acterized Zwingli, since it implicitly recognizes 

and respects the primordial political a xiom that a law is only as 

good as the guar antee of its execu tion. 

r 



In essence Zwingli telescopes the theory of natural law to the 

praxis of State, via the motif of human righteousness; whereby 

the latter is perceived to be crucial to the reconcili ation of 

biblical theology and socio-political realities. Robert c. Walton 

observes; "It was natural for Zwingli to equate human righteousness 

with secular authority because he believed government embodied the 

norms of human righteousness sanctioned by divine revelation. 118 

When one recalls his profound conviction as to the divine origin 

of natural law in the will cf God, to which is added its equation 

with the State, one realizes how integrally the divine sanction of 

the former thereby adheres to the latter, in Zwingli's thought. 

He asserts in his sermon on "Divine and Human Righteousness" 

(July, 1523): 

One must also be subject to and obedient to human 
righteousness according to God's commandment, though 
it is a poor righteousness and does no more than protect 
us from the gravest evils. A person is not righteous 
in God's sight, even when he does nothing against it, 
but when he acts against it he sins against God and 
humankind. Human righteousness or authority is no 
more than orderly authority which we call temporal 
power; ••• Christ bids us be obedient to this human 
righteousness or authority in Matthew 22: 21, 'Give 
to Caesar what you owe to Caesar and to God what you 
owe God.' ••• One ou~ht to apply this to one's 
respective authority. 

In this way Zwingli veritably covers the State with the 

time-honored, noble, nay divine mantle of natural law. The sum 

effect is a puissant vindication of temporal authority--precisely 

what Zwingli intended, since this sermon came in the midst of his 

debate with his own radical followers led by Conrad Grebel and 

Felix Manz, who were severely critical of the alliance with the 

magistracy which Zwingli advocated in retormation. In the introductory 

letter to this sermon Zwingli makes a pointed reference and riposte 
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to the Anabaptists: 

But there are quite a few rebellious spirits who 
probably look to other teachings than the teaching 
of Christ; ••• 

In this (work) you will see that the gospel of Christ 
is not over against the magistrate ••• Rather, it 
strengthens the magistrate (obergheit), teaches what 
is right, and maintains it in harmony with the people, 
as long as it acts in a Christian manner, according to 
to the measure set by God. 10 

Natural law as the apology for the State in response to the 

T~ufer was an astute manoeuvre on Zwingli's part to expand the 

theological theatre of debate from the constrictive, literalistic, 

biblical epistemology of the Anabaptists, to the broad yet biblical 

epistemological basis of Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274); a strategy 

which John Calvin (1509-1564) and Richard Hooker (c. 1554-1600) 

respectively, would later employ in answer to Anabaptism and the 

Puritans. Zwingli's recourse to Thomistic theology, specifically 
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in the socio-political realm, is not surprising when it is remembered 

that he was a student of Thomism, and nowhere more so than in the 

socio-political sphere. Jean Rilliet notes: 

••• at Basle, ~ingli worked especially on Thomas 
Aquinas and under the influence of this illustrious 
doctor came to feel the need for a solidly constructed 
theology in which reason is given a place of honour ••• 

••• Thomism brought the Basle student into contact 
with Aristotle, whom he studied very seriously. The 
volumes of his library which have been preserved 
contain among other things a copiously annotated 
copy of the edition of this author published at Venice 
in 1495. The original work of Zwingli contains many 
a proof of his Aristotelian training, from the conceptton 
of God presented in his~ Providentia to the knowledge 
of physics and natural his!£ry which is shown here and 
there in various writings. 

Georges de Lagarde adds: 

••• 11 cherche dans Aristote les idees fondamentales 
de sa politique. Il reprend les distinctions d'Aristote 

,. 



sur les formes du gouvernement, et la definition des 
constitutions vicieuses qui s'opposent a chacune d'elles. 
11 invoque son t~moignage pour prouver la superiorite 
des constitutions aristocratiques du genre de celle dont 
jouissait Zurich. 11 demande au philosophe grec les 
principes qui animent sa foi republicaine. Cette 
d~marche rappelle celle de Marsile de Padoue ••• L'un 
et 1 1 autre enfin cherc~~nt dans Aristote le secret des 
phenomenes politiques. 

Zwingli's resort to Aristotle was in keeping, of course, with the 

!!E_ fontes tenet of Christian humanism which was so formative in his 

thought. 

Furthermore, the enlargement of the biblical epistemological 

orb through the expansive theological principle of natural law, 

enabled Zwingli to postulate a theory of positive law which, in the 

context of the Christian community, giv~s deference to eternal 

verities, yet adapts them to temporal, socio-political exigencies 

and cultural contingencies, so that through the precep~ of natural law t 

entire life of Christian society is brought into conformity with 

the former, all the while allowing diversity of application in the 

latter. Thus, natural law is the touchstone of positive law in 

the Christian community. It integrally maintains Christian truth 

therein, without however, making of the latter a social stumbling 

stone and a political rock of offense to fall over in the slavish 

attempt at biblical imitation. 

Certainly Zwingli once again has the Taufer in mind at this 

point, and his concern is that positive law in Christian society 

be consonant with the spirit of Christian truth, but not shackled 

to its letter. However, as a magisteria l reformer Zwingli's 

underlying interest here is theologically to provide a, distinctly 

biblical rationale for positive law which is both socially viable, 
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and politically feasible. No reformer knew better than Zwingli 77 

how Christian ideals must come to terms with socio-political realities; 

nor were any more sensitive to this axiom of the Reformation in the 

sixteenth century . Zwingli found such reasoning suitably furnished 

in the principle Olf' natural law. In "The Exposition of the Sixty­

Seven Articles" (July, 1523) which followed Zwingli I s publication 

of the articles themselves (January 29, 1523) he affiIT'ls with respect 

to the magistrate: 

Now he must not only pronounce judgment by the law 
of n ature or by the law of neighbor in unexpected 
circumstances for which there is no law, but he must 
judge by the same law all ancient and former laws also, 
whether they are in keeping with the divine law of 
neighbor or nature (which are one and the same), or 
whether they are contrar7 to it. Now none of them 
will be in conformity, for none is e xactly like it; 
but when it approximates it or is in some sense like 
it we say that it is in conformity ••• In this way, 
all his laws will be in conformity to the will of God, 
not exactly like it, but1~n some measure in the form of 
the divine law and will. 

At this juncture Zwingl's recourse to natural law in the essay 

to reconcile biblical theology with socio-political realities, may 

be interpreted as a mere modus vivendi between his theological 

agenda and his socio-political schema; wherein the eternal verities 

of the former, ultimately succumb to the temporal necessities of 

the latter; albeit in the name of natural law. In sum, the secular 

takes precedence over the spiritual in Zwingli's reformation program. 

Such a conclusion is intimated by G. R. Potter, who proposes in 

Zwingli's regard: 

,. 

He was ••• prepared to come to terms with the 
world if Christ's kingdom could be brought nearer 
or the Gospel message proclaimed for all to hear ••• 
From humanist to theologian, from theologian to 
politician and thence to compromise with secularism 
in order that his way might !~iumph, it is a story 
of conviction that failed ••• 



It is all too true that he was politician as well as 
scholar and that he sought to atta1g spiritual ends 
by human, and hence secular means. 

At the same time Zwingli can be readily interpreted as engaging 

in theological reductionism; wherein Christian truth, through 

practical identification with natural law, is subsumed to the latter, 

and in this ~ay effectually confined to its ideo-epistemological 

boundaries. The implication is that Zwingli hereby endangers the 

supernatural character of Christian truth as divine revelation, 

by e xposing it to naturalistic interpretation through the precedent 

of natural law. This conclus i on · seems all the more plausible in 

light of Zwingli's rationalist bent, and pronounced humanist penchant; 

to which E. Harris Harbison refers, "Logical, even rationalistic 

in his thinking and puritanical in hi s moral attitudes, he was much 

more directly influenced by Erasmus and the Christian Humanists than 

was Luther."16 E. J. Furcha cautions, therefore, in reference 

to the young humanist's satire,~ Labyrinth (1516), and Zwingli's 

exposition several years later of the thirty-ninth of his sixty-seven 

articles, which deals with the magistracy: 

In the Labyr.!!llh,, lines 218-225 Zwingli's early understanding 
of the gospel as identical with the law of God and with 
natural law is apparent. While t he exposition of this 
Article suggests continued adherence to this principle, 
it would seem that there is a qualitative shift which 
makes an unqualified eouation of the Reformer's under­
standing of love of God and humankind with that of the 
humanist !~d reformer of the period up to 1520 no longer 
possible. 

Both of the above interpretations hinge on the fundamental 

inference that by virtue of the doctrine of natural law Zwingli 

compromised biblical theology in relation to the State. Such an 

ass essment rests on the assumption that Zwingli's notion of natural 
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law proceeds from the methodology of natural theology, which posits 

a lmowledge of God from the creation outside the bounds of revealed 

theology in the Bible. The suggestion, therefore, is that Zwingli 

alternately employs a natural theological method in relation to 

?? 

the State, but a biblical theological method in other matters. In 

short, then, there is a basic dichotomy in Zwingli's theological 

agenda; indeed an essential incongruency in his reformation program. 

Inevitably, the conclusion is that Zwingli in fact did not reconcile 

biblical theology with his socio-political schema. 

However, this charge of temporization and inconsistency 

cannot be sustained on the theoretical plane of Zwingli's theology. 

It is fallacious to suppose that his understanding of the role of 

natural law vis-a-vis the State issues from the theological method 

of natural theology . This is clearly not the case. Quite the 

contrary; Zwingli is careful to point out to the magistracy 

that the locus of natural law is biblical revelation; and he is 

adamant in his insistence that a Christian political scheme which 

is consistent with natural law is essentially, nay decisively, 

delimited by biblical revalation. Zwingli exhorts: 

r 

Therefore all their laws ought to conform to the 
divine will ••• 

Now, should you want to know, righteous prince or ruler, 
how you are to know the law, whether it is on God's 
side or against him, pay attention to the following: 

First, do not even try to change or improve anything 
in the commandments which God has given ••• Rather, 
be sure that the divine commandnent is fully shaped 
according to his will ••• Do not criticize it; 
for you are not a judge over God's word and law. 
Rather, the word of God judges you. 



Secondly, ••• in order that you may not ever cut 
off a healthy member instead of a diseased one, 
or leave a diseased one instead of a healthy member, 
you are forever in need of knowing what health and 
what sickness are. And this you are able to learn 
from the law alone, that is, from the very law which 
God has given. This ought to be your pattern from 
which you must cut; but you are not to make your 
pattern, but simply cut along it. Therefore, should you 
find that your laws are not like the divine laws at all, 
you must not cut according to them either. Note this: 
'All laws concerning the neighbor are to be grounded 
in the laws of nature.• What you would have happen 
to you, do that to the other also, Mt. 7:12 . This 
he expressed later in even clearer terms, Mt. fg:39, 
'You ought to love your neighbor as yourself. 11 

In Zwingli's thought not only are the parameters of natural 

law demarcated by biblical revelation, but furthermore they are 

discerned solely through the Spirit of God. These reciprocal 

concepts necessarily follow from the emphasis on the fallen, sinful 

nature, and consequent moral depravity of humanity which is 

determinative in Zwingli's anthropological perspective. Indeed, 

so inexorably iniquitous is human nature that the Christian tends 

surely to sin; an argument with which Zwingli answers the Tttufer's 

contention that the Christian is above the law, and therefore ·beyond 

the State. He responds, "For Christ does not e:xempt a person from 

temporal authority just because he has faith in him. He knows 

well that our inclination to vice re9uires a school master. 1119 

Most importantly, it is here that Zwingli breaks with Aquinas. 

Zwingli's doctrine of man, as enunciated in the treatise De !!.!:.! .. !!. 

false religione (1524), turns sharply away from the Thomist assertion 

of the power and dignity of human nature. Reason as the starting 

point of theological discovery, is a corollary of the latter; 

thence the methodology of natural theology. So it is that reason 
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is definitive in the Thomistic conception of natural law. However, 

Zwingli's diametrically opposed anthropological doctrine practically 

undermines the presuppositions of natural theology's methodology, 

severely circumscribes the theatre of its operation, and plainly 

precludes the pre~minence of human reason in the concept of 

natural law. Jacques Courvoisier observes, " ••• Zwingli also 

calls this 'the law of nature.' Zwingli uses the latter expression 

often, and in a sense 9uite different from that usually given it 

today ••• It is worth noting that Zwingli finds no support in 

Romans 2 for what we today call 'natural theology. 1 "
20 

In the realm of natural theology, and the accompanying 

question of the respective roles of reason and revelation in 

theological method, Zwingli largely reverts to Augustine's (354-430) 

assertion that all knowledge of God is revealed, and consequently 

emphasizes a strong view of special revelation. This is not 

surprising when it is remembered how crucially Augustinian premises 

informed the theological agenda of the Reformers. 

Foremost therein, and equally a result of Augustinianism, 

is the precept of~ Scriptura, on which Zwingli particularly 

insisted in theological methodology; whence the absence of the 

adiaphora rationale. Zwingli's stress on biblical revelation as the 

primary referent of natural law is the concomitant of the~ 

Scriptura principle. 

However, because of the obscurity of humankind's spiritual 

comprehension due to its depraved nature, biblical revelation, 

and with it attendant natural law, are hidden to humanity. Hence 

Zwingli's insistence on the correspondent tenet of~~ 

as the exclusive mode to apprehend natural law; just as it is to 

comprehend biblical revelation. Zwingli contends: 
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••• the law of nature is nothing other than the essence 
and guidance of the divine Spirit. Therefore, as Paul 
says in Rom. 2:14 ff, unbelievers have the law of 
nature written upon their hearts, and thus are not 
without a law; for God alone writes the law of nature 
upon human hearts ••• 

••• Thus we see that we ought not to think of the 
law of nature as coming from us or out of our heads, 
which we have from Adam, but as from God, the first 
father and creator of all things. But how can one 
understand something that comes from God when he does 
not believe that there is a God? For this reason, one 
who is to recognize the law of nature as from God, 
the fountain of all things, must first of all believe 
that God has created humankind. And should he 
believe that, he does not do so on his own strength 
or understanding. Rather, ••• faith comes from 
God alone who draws us. Thus the believer also 
knows the law of nature for it can be known only 
from God. And no one can believe in him except for 
one who is drawn by God. Thus it follows that even 
knowledge of ~~e law of nature comes frC)Il'l the Spirit 
of God alone. 

Now look at the law of nature and you will find that 
'what you want to happen to you, that you will have to 
do to another also.' This you learn solely from God. 
Thus the law of nature, too, comes solely from God and 
is nothing other really than the ~~re Spirit of God 
who inwardly draws and illumines. 

Therefore a ruler who desires to know what is right or 
who wishes to pass good laws must, first of all, be one 
who loves God or who believes. Reason: He should • 
never understand or believe rightly and surely the 
law of nature, ••• , unless he knows the heavenly Father 
and believes in him. 23 

What could be more contradictory than Zwingli's predication 

that natural law is practically synonymous with biblical revelation, 

and discerned by faith alone, uniquely through the work of the 

Spirit of God? 

Yet the contradiction is more apparent than real. For this 

notion of natural law is indicative of the basic Thomistic pre­

supposition that Christian truth, that is to say revelation, both 
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natural, i.e. natural law, and special, i.e. biblical revelation , 

is ultimately one. Therefore reason and revelat ion are likewise 

inherently reconcilable ; thus validating the mobile exercise of 

the former, congruent with the fixed norms of the latter. In this 

way a relevant socio- political schema may be formulated to meet 

the existen tial needs of society through the truths of eternity . 

At the same time this understanding of natural law is 

represen tative of Zwingli's conviction that the moral depravity 

of humanity is the primordial socio-political reali t y. Thence 

the neces sity of natural law in civilization, and the Spirit 

of God t h erein for it s comprehension and operat ion . 

Ambiguous ? Superficially , yes; but on further reflecti on 

profoundly n ot; for throughout Zwingli's thought in this regard 

one remarks the unitary world picture which characterized the 

medieval mind in i t s essay to reconcile the reality of the 

human condition, to the supreme verity of God. Zwingli's 

view of na tural law relative to the State, is an €1.an in this vein. 

For the p oint cannot be missed that through hi s insistence on the 

prin ciples of ~ Scriptura, and sola fide, as well as his 

concurren t empha s is on the role of the Sp irit of God , Zwingli 

virtually spiri t ualizes the conception of natural law. Indeed, 

ironically he essentially supernaturalizes the very concept. 

Hereby it is perceived that in sum, Zwingli effects a theological 

tour de force in the reconciliation of biblical theology to 

socio-political realities, via the incorporation, en masse, of the 

idea of natural law, into the fundamental precepts of the reformed 

faith. Inevi t ably , the medieval notion of na tural law is thus 
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metamorphosed, so that Zwingli's understanding of natural law 

is not entirely Thornist by any means; much less Grotian. 

Rather, it is distinctly Protestant; decidedly scriptural, 

and in the end, singularly Zwingli's own; whereby his unique 

contribution to the history of Christian socio-political 

thought is discerned. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 J.V. Pollet, Huldrych Zwingli et la Reforme en Suisse, p. 51. 

2 E.J. Furcha; H. Wayne Pipkin, trans., Selected Writings of 
Huldrych Zwingli, 2 vols. vol. II. In Search of True Religion: 
Reformation Pastoral and Eucharistic Writings, trans. by~. Wayne 
Pipkin, 'i;. 18. 

3Ibid., PP• 14-15. 

4 ~-· pp. 16-17. 

5 
~-· p. 17. 

6Heiko A. Oberman, ed., Studies in the History of Christian 
Thought, vol. XXV: Zwingli's Thought New Perspectives, by Gottfried 
Locher, p. 3. 

7G. w. Bromiley, ed., Zwingli and Bullinger, The Library of 
Christian Classics, vol. XXIV. p. 113. 

8Robert c. Walton, Zwingli's Theocracy, p. 161. 

9Furcha, Pipkin, op. cit., vol. II, pp. 21-22. 

10 
~-· p. 4. 

11Jean Rilliet, trans. by Harold Knight, Zwingli Third Man of 
the Reformation, p. 27. 

12Georges de Lagarde, Recherches sur 1 1Esprit Politigue de la 
Reforme, pp . 99-100. 

13E. J. Furcha; H. Wayne Pipkin, trans. Selected Writings of 
Huldrych Zwingli, 2 vols., vol. I: The Defense of the Reformed 
Faith, trans. by E. J. Furcha, p. 267. 

14George R. Potter, Zwingli, P• 418. 

l SGeorg e R. Potter, Ulrich Zwingli, p. 45. 

lf-E~ Harris Harbison, ·· The Age-~f.'Ref-ormation, p. ' 60 . 
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17Furcha, Pipkin, op. cit., vol. I, p. 269 , #1. 

18 lb id • , p • 2 6 3 • 

19Furcha, Pipkin, op. cit., vol. II, p. 22 . 

20Jacques Courvoisier, Zwingli A geformed Theologian, p. 81. 

21Furcha, Pipkin, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 264-265. 

22 Thi d • , p • 26 5. 

?.)Ibid., p. 267. 
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