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PRESBYTERIANS AND TIIE CANADIAN CHURCH UNION : 

A STUDY IN SOCIAL STRATIFICATION 

DOUGI.ASF.CAMPBELL 

ERINDALE COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO 

Introduction: While the Canadian church union of 1925 received considerable attention 

over the years from historians (Silcox, 1933; Grant, 1967; Clifford, 1985 for example), it has 

received comparatively little attention from sociologists (Mann, 1963 is an exception). Given 

the different emphases in the two disciplines, one might expect the interested sociologist to 

concentrate on some dimensions of the church union experience which would be of less 

interest to the historian, particularly the church historian. One such interest for the 

sociologist would be social class. It isn't that the historian was not aware of the social class 

factor; on the contrary, Silcox, under the caption "A Superiority Complex" in his perceptive 

work, wrote: 

The Presbyterians, with the Anglicans, considered themselves in most communities 

to be "the social leaders," although in Toronto -- which was the exception to the rule 

-- the wealthiest families were Methodist. In a comparatively new country, especially 

in one where all British traditions, aristocratic and otherwise, are cherished, the 

peculiar role of "social position" cannot be ignored. Some part of the opposition [to 

church union] was undoubtedly due to "class consciousness" (Silcox, 1933:199-200; see 

also Grant, 1967:50-56). 

1 
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As with many of Silcox's insights he made the point in passing without providing any 

evidence to support his assertations. This paper then will be given over to testing -- as far 

as the data will allow -- his position. Before doing that, however, the paper should be 

placed within the context of the literature on social stratification in Canadian society. 

Literature on Social Stratification: Given that sociology is still considered one of the newer 

disciplines on the Canadian academic scene, it is surprising to find how robust the literature 

on social stratification (or social inequality as some prefer to call it) is (see Forcese, 1975; 

Tepperman, 1975; Resnick, 1977; Curtis and Scott, 1979; Hunter, 1986; Clement, 1988 for 

summaries of the literature). In fact, as early as 1940 Leonard Marsh published a work on 

the Canadian c~ass structure called Canadians In And Out of Work. A perusal of the 

bibliographies available on the subject, however, revealed only one unpublished title on the 

relationship of religion and stratification. This study of Torontonians which controlled for 

religious affiliation and socio-economic status found, as American studies did earlier, that 

religious organizations were stratified by class composition. In a manner very similar to the 

United States, larger percentages of Jewish, Anglican, Presbyterian and United 

congregations were characteristically upper class (Teevan, Jr. and Jackson, 1972:5; Gockel, 

1969; Pope, 1948). Through Canadian studies of elites as well it has been demonstrated 

repeatedly that Anglicans and Presbyterians have been disproportionately represented in the 

highest levels of society but Roman Catholics have been disproportionately under­

represented (Acheson, 1972; Porter, 1965; Clement, 1975; Makie, 1974; Olsen, 1980, to 

name a few). To cite Porter: 
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Of the Protestant groups the Anglican Church has the greatest representation. One 

hundred and ninety-four members of the economic elite, 25.5 per cent belonged to 

the faith while only 14.7 per cent of the general population did. The Presbyterian 

Church was also over-represented with 86 of the elite (11.3 per cent) against 8.6 per 

cent of the general population. All other Protestant churches were under­

represented (Porter, 1965:290). 

Dement (1975), in his re-study after twenty years, found little change in the representation 

by religious affiliation in the Canadian economic elite. 

The 12.7 per cent Catholic of the total 775 Canadian resident members of the elite 

in 1972 is slightly more than the 10.3 per cent in 1951 but still well below their 46.2 

per cent of the total population in Canada. .... Anglicans remain the dominant 

religious affiliation with 25.5 per cent in 1951 and 25.3 per cent in 1972, despite a 

drop in the total population over the same period from 14.7 per cent to 11.8 per 

cent. .... The United Church representation is substantial with 17.3 per cent 

currently and 17.6 per cent two decades ago, about equal to the present Canadian 

population with 17.5 per cent. Although Presbyterians have declined from 11.3 to 

7.1 per cent, they are still over-represented compared to their four per cent of the 

· population. Baptists and "Other" Protestants are all under-represented; with only 2.6 

. 
per cent of the present elite and 2.5 per cent in 1951, they make up almost eight per 

cent of the population (Clement, 1975:239-40). 

It is possible that in the U.S. the Episcopal Church maintained its high standing because of 

its success in attracting upwardly mobile families from other denominations. 
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Digby Baltzell, for example, in his socio-historical study of Philadelphians, demonstrated a 

pronounced tendency by families with substantially improved socio-economic standing to 

switch their religious affiliation from Methodist, Baptist and Quaker to a Presbyterian and 

particularly an Episcopalian one (Baltzell, 1962:253-93). A similar study has not been 

carried out in Canada but Reginald Bibby has argued that Canadians tend not to be 

switchers (1987:51), although his focus was not on upwardly mobile Canadians (see however, 

Acheson, 1973:200). 

Despite the paucity of literature on religion and social class, it can be safely 

concluded that Anglicans and Presbyterians have enjoyed high social standing in Canada 

over a long period of time.1 Yet, for our purposes, an important category is yet to be 

accounted for -- ~he Methodists ( and to a considerable extent, the Congregationalists as 

well). As with other religious denominations, outstanding members of the Methodist Church 

were well known and in a few cases, such as the Eatons and the Masseys, became household 

names. But, at the time of church union, what would have been the class-standing of the 

Methodists (and Congregationalists) as compared to the Anglicans and Presbyterians? In 

other words, how close was Silcox to the mark in 1933? Did the Presbyterians enjoy a 

superior social position to that of the Methodists? Did the Presbyterians at the upper levels 

of the society react differently to church union when compared to the Methodists? Were 

their decisions the result of class consciousness? 
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The Methodolo~ of the Study: The literature was not very helpful in addressing these 

questions; the answers had to be found elsewhere. To that purpose, first, it was determined 

that if a sense of "social position" and "class consciousness," to use Silcox's terminology, were 

to be found, they would be most clearly discernible in the upper class. While the criteria 
• 

for establishing class membership varies considerably in the literature, for purposes of this 

study, every entry in Who's Who in Canada was defined as a member of the upper class.2 

The 1921 Who's Who in Canada was chosen to establish the structure of the Canadian 

upper class, controlled for religious affiliation, because the church union movement by that 

time had not had any significant impact on religious affiliation.3 Additional data were also 

gathered from each entry that would provide a profile of the Canadian upper class. Since 

there can be substantial variation between the status of one entry as compared to another 

in Who's Who, the elite of the Canadian upper class was isolated fot study. Anyone in the 

1921 Who's Who with a knighthood was by definition made a member of the upper class 

elite.4 In order to determine whether members of the upper class (and their elite) in the 

Methodist and Presbyterian churches reacted differently to the 1925 church union, volumes 

of Who's Who that were published several years subsequent to the union (i.e. 1927-1930) 

were studied. In other words, the religious affiliation of those entries that appeared in the 

1930 Who's Who was compared with the religious affiliation of the same entries in the 1921 

Who's Who. Armed with these data, the assertations made by Silcox can be addressed. But 

first what was the social standing of the Methodists as compared to Presbyterians in 1921 

Canadian society? The answer can be found in Table 1. 
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Social Standin~: Of those who gave their religious affiliation in their biographical sketches 

found in the 1921 Who's Who (almost 85% of all entries), Anglicans proved to be the most 

numerous, followed by Presbyterians, Roman Catholics, then Methodists, who in tum were 

followed by Baptists, Congregationalists, Unitarians, Jews and Lutherans. Except for the 

"General Protestant" category, all the remaining religious categories had fewer than ten 

representatives. When percentages of the Upper _Class Canadians were compared with 

percentages of the corresponding religious categories in the general Canadian population 

for 1921, then it became evident that the Anglicans, Presbyterians and Congregationalists 

had substantial over-representation among Upper Class Canadians, while the Methodists 

were somewhat under-represented and the Roman Catholics were dramatically under­

represented. I~ can be concluded from Table 1 that, among Upper Class Canadians, 

Methodists as a category did not have· the representative standing of the Anglicans, 

Congregationalists and Presbyterians. 

As already stated, there is a considerable literature on elites. Since elites are found 

at the apex of the class structure, a person might belong to the upper class but this class 

position in itself would not gain him entry into the elite. Baltzell (1962) demonstrated this 

fact in his study of the Philadelphia upper classes (see Table 2). By comparing entries in 

the Who's Who with those in the Socia] Re~ister, he found that fifty-six per cent of 

Episcopalians in Who's Who were also in the Social Re~ister, but only twenty-two per cent 

of Presbyterians and none of the Methodists who were in Who's Who were in the Social 

Re&ister as well. 
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The Social Re~ster was not available for this research but a somewhat comparable 

measure of elite status was at band. Up until the mid-1930's Canadians could accept a 

knighthood in recognition of their outstanding contribution to Canadian society. Inasmuch 

as the candidates' names were submitted by the government in power and the honour 

appeared to favour certain professions such as politics and the judiciary, the instrument has 

some bias. The instrument had another weakness as well: a large number of the eighty-nine 

members of the elite in Who's Who (1921) did not indicate their religious affiliation (29.2% 

as compared to 17.5% for all entries in Who's Who). 

Nonetheless, despite its weaknesses, the instrument provided support for Baltzell's 

finding (see Table 3). Of the Protestant denominations, only the Anglicans had a higher 

percentage for their elite (29.2%) than for their Upper Class (25.2%). The Presbyterian 

percentage of the elite (12.4%) was down substantially from that for ·their proportion of the 

Upper Class (22.8%) and the Methodist elite had a somewhat lower percentage (7.8%) than 

for the Upper Class ( 11.1 % ).6 Incidentally, the proportion of Roman Catholics in the elite 

category was somewhat higher (16.9%) than it was for their Upper Class (13.8%) but that 

difference no doubt was due to the bias of the instrument towards certain professions. 

If the proportion of Anglicans in the Upper Class was not sufficient evidence of their 

primary position in the social stratification system, then these data on their elite should 

confirm the fact. Anglicans were at the top of the class structure, Presbyterians came in 

second but according to the data at some distance, and the Methodists were a more distant 

third. (Apparently there were no Congregationalists at that time who had been honoured 

with a knighthood.) 
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A Profile of Upper Class Canadians: Now that the upper class structure of Canadian 

society has been determined, data from the biographical sketches in the 1921 Who,s Who 

in Canada can be employed to draw up a profile of selected religious categories in the 

Upper Class. This profile will be a composite picture based on occupation, political 

preference, size of (or location of) place of birth and the 1921 place of residence. 

Table 4 provides data on Upper Class Anglicans, Congregationalists, Methodists and 

Presbyterians in various occupational categories. The first and overall impression gained 

from a glance at this table is the similarity the four denominations have in the occupational 

categories. 

On close scrutiny, however, some differences become marked. The most impressive 

was the percentage of the Congregationalists in business (56.7%). While Anglicans had the 

lowest percentage in business (40.7%), they had the highest one in finance (15.4%). 

Congregationalists and Presbyterians were in between (13.5% and 12.6%) while the 

Methodists had the lowest percentage in the finance category (8.9% ). Anglicans had a lower 

percentag~ in law when compared to the Methodists and Presbyterians but a substantially 

higher one in the judiciary, a considerably lower percentage in politics but a significantly 

higher one in government. Anglicans had a markedly lower percentage in medicine and a 

considerably lower one in education, particularly when compared with the 

Congregationalists. The Congregationalists and Anglican percentages in religion were 

decidedly higher than those for the other two denominations, but notably lower for 

Publishers and Editors. Anglicans and Methodists had identical percentages for Authors 

and Journalists with the Presbyterians lower and nil for Congregationalists. The percentages 
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jian for Community Service were low or non-existent for the four denominations. Finally, 
I 

Who I Anglicans had a comparatively high percentage in the "Other" category; eleven of them gave 

the the military as their occupation. 

tical The conclusions to be drawn from Table 4 are that Anglicans leaned towards money 

1 and banking, the courts rather than the practice of law, working in the higher levels of 

and I government, ihe church and the military rather than in the halls of politics. A considerable 

lned number of these positions would be obtained by appointment. Methodists and Presbyterians 

onal had in common the fact that their positions tended to be achieved rather than received ones. 
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The same conclusion held for Congregationalists; in fact, slightly over seventy per cent of 

them were in business or finance. 

Further evidence of Anglican appointed positions and Presbyterian achieved one\can 

be found in the Parliament that passed the church Union Bill. While Anglicans and 

Presbyterians respectively made up 16 per cent of the Canadian population, Anglicans held 

18 seats in the Senate as compared to 14 for Presbyterians but, while Anglicans occupied 

29 seats in the House of Commons, Presbyterians held 65, a number only exceeded by 

Roman Catholics (see Campbell, 1991:87). 

As to the data on the political preferences of Upper Class Canadians, they labour 

under a liability; approximately forty per cent of the entries in the 1921 Who's Who did not 

provide this information (see Table 5). Despite this weakness, it was clear from the data 

that Anglicans were notable for the differences between them and the Methodists and 

Presbyterians. While Anglicans were strongly Conservative, Methodists gave only a small 

majority to the Conservative Party over the Liberal Party and the Presbyterians gave even 
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a smaller edge to the Liberals over the Conservatives. Congregationalists were notable 

inasmuch as while they gave their largest percentage to the Conservative Party, they, like 

the Anglicans were less inclined to favour the Liberal Party. In short, the Methodists and 

Presbyterians were quite similar to one another in their political preferences and differed 

from the Anglicans. 

With few exceptions, 1921 Upper Class Canadians lived in urban settings but of those 

who were born in Canada, the largest percentages of Congregationalists, Methodists and 

Presbyterians came from rural and small town places of origin (see Table 6). In fact, 58 per 

cent of Methodists, 52 per cent of Presbyterians but only 38 per cent of the 

Congregationalists were born in small communities. Much smaller percentages of all three 

religious categories were born in urban settings. There were significant differences found 

in the foreign-born category. While 51 per cent of the Congregationalists and 21 per cent 

of the Presbyterians were in that category, only 12 per cent of the Methodists were foreign 

born. Upper Class Methodists clearly were the most Canadian of the three categories. 

Incidentally, thirteen of the nineteen foreign-born Congregationalists were from the U.S.A 

What can be said of the 1921 residence patterns of these Upper Class Canadians? 

Does Baltzell's work have something to say to this question? Baltzell (1979) took two cities, 

Philadelphia and Boston, and tested the following thesis: 

.... my central thesis in this volume is that the egalitarian and anti-authoritarian 

principles of Quakerism produced a confusion in class authority from the very 

beginning in Philadelphia. At the same time, the hierarchical and authoritari~m 

principle of Puritanism insured in Boston, from its founding to the close of the 

nineteenth century at least, a tradition of class authority and leadership not only in 

the local community but throughout the state and the nation as a whole (Baltzell, 1979:20). 
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Through an interesting mix of historical, biographical and statistical data Baltzell was able 

to defend his thesis. 

What can be said of Upper Class Canadians and their cities? Did these Canadians 

so cluster that one city was Presbyterian-dominated, another Methodist and yet another 

Anglican? The major finding was that no one religious category appeared to predominate 

in any one Canadian city (see Table 7). While Anglicans had the largest numerical 

concentration of Upper Class Canadians in Toronto, their proportion of the Upper Class 

in all the cities was comparatively high as well. Presbyterians and Anglicans had identical 

concentrations in Vancouver (24.9%) and similar ones in Greater Montreal (22.3%; 22.1 %), 

but in addition Presbyterians had the largest concentrations in Halifax, Hamilton, Winnipeg 

and Edmonton. Upper Class Methodists on the other hand had their largest number in 

Toronto but compared to the other denominational clusters, it was relatively small (16.6%). 

In fact, except for St. John's, Upper Class Methodists were scattered in relatively small 

numbers throughout the Canadian cities.6 Finally, the pattern within Greater Montreal was 

worthy of attention. The city of Montreal was shared almost equally among Anglicans, 

Presbyterians and Roman Catholics while Westmount was strongly Presbyterian and 

Outremont was predominantly Roman Catholic. The Methodists bad relatively small 

concentrations in the cities of Greater Montreal. 

In summary, from the profile of Upper Class Canadians, it appears that Presbyterians 

and Methodists, unlike Anglicans, pursued similar careers, had similar political preferences 

but whereas Methodists were highly concentrated in Toronto, Presbyterians, like Anglicans, 

were found in competitive numbers in all the major cities.7 
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Now that the structure and a profile of the 1921 Upper Class have been determined, 

the reaction of the major actors to church union can be investigated. 

Upper Class Canadians and the Union: When June 10, 1925, arrived the Methodists, who 

had given a majority vote in 1912 for union, apparently went into the union with their 

church. The Congregationalists, who had voted .twice (1910, 1923 and several of its 

congregations voted a third time in 1925) went into the union in substantial numbers. The 

Presbyterians who had voted three times (1912, 1915, 1924-25), split; approximately two­

thirds joined the United Church and the remaining one-third continued the Presbyterian 

Church. But how did the involved Upper Class Canadians react to the union? The answer 

can be given by comparing the entries in the 1930-31 Who's Who with those in the 1921 

Who's Who. 

As for the Presbyterians, as Table 8 indicates, 369 (49%) of the 1921 entries were 

no longer in Who's Who by 1930. But of those who were present, 86 (11.7%) had joined 

the United Church, 12 (1.6%) did not give their religious affiliation, four had become 

Anglicans and one used the generic term "Protestant." The remaining 268 (36.5%) were 

Presbyterian.8 In other words, of those 1921 Presbyterians whose entries also appeared in 

the 1930-31 Who's Who, 23 per cent were members of the United Church but 72 per cent 

remained members of the continuing Presbyterian Church. Quite obviously, Presbyterians 

in the Upper Class reacted to church union in a distinctive manner. 
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I Presbyterians as compared with the United Church Presbyterians, the profile of Upper Class 
I 

Presbyterians was re-examined. As can be seen in Table 9 (particularly the percentages in 

parenthesis), there was a strong tendency for Presbyterians in Business, Law, the Judiciary, 

Politics, Medicine, Publishing and the "Other" category to continue as Presbyterians and a 

tendency for those in Government, Education, Religion, Community Service and, to a 

considerably lesser extent, Finance, to join the United Church. As for political preferences, 

Upper Class continuing Presbyterians tended to have the highest percentage with the 

Conservative Party but also high percentages with the Liberal and Independent parties (see 

Table 10). Upper Class United Church Presbyterians had their highest percentage 

associated with the Union Party and lowest with the Conservative Party. Slightly over one 

quarter of the Liberals and Independents joined the United Church. Finally the data on 

communities of origins did not produce significant differences even for the foreign-born. 

Closer analysis indicated, however, that almost without exception, foreign-born United 

Presbyterians were from England and the United States. 

How did Upper Class Methodists react to church union? In a word, they joined the 

United Church (see Table 11). In the 1930-31 Who's Who, 188 (52.3%) of the 1921 

Methodists were absent, but of those whose biographical sketches were present, 148 (40.8%) 

had become members of the United Church, five had become Anglicans, two gave 

"Protestant" for their religion and seventeen did not give their religious affiliation. In other 

words, if only the number of 1921 Methodists who were present in the 1930-31 Who's Who 

was used, then 85.5 per cent had joined the United Church. 
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To revert to the elite subset of the Upper Class for a moment, of the eleven knighted 

Presbyterians, six did not appear in the 1930 Who's Who but of the other five who did, four 

remained Presbyterian and one, Sir Robert Falconer, entered the United Church.9 All of 

the four continuing Presbyterians were in business or finance. The Methodists in the elite, 

it would seem, entered the United Church. 

A word should be said about the Congregationalists. Congregationalist church 

leaders appeared to have been eager for church union because their _church was clearly in 

decline. According to census data, membership in the Congregational Church climbed 

slowly from 21,829 in 1871 to a peak of 34,054 in 1911 but then declined to 30,730 in 1921. 

Approximately 55 per cent of this number were located in Ontario and Quebec. Over 

approximately the same period as well, the number of viable congregations declined from 

184 to 83. 

Under the circumstances, and despite the tradition of congregational independence, 

it might be expected that the proposed church union would be readily accepted at all class 

levels. But how did the Congregationalists who appeared in the 1921 Who's Who respond 

to union? In fact, they responded very much like the Presbyterians did (see Table 12). 

Only four of the 18 Congregationalists in both the 1921 and 1927 /28 Who's Who chose the 

United Church, three did not give their religion, one had become Presbyterian and ten 

remained Congregational; in other words, sixty-two per cent either remained Congregational 

or became Presbyterian. It might be of some significance that all of the eleven definite anti­

unionists gave business as their occupation while of the four who joined the United Church, 

two were in education, one was in religion and the fourth was in business. 
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:hted "Class Consciousness": To this point, it has been demonstrated that Presbyterians as a 
I 

four j category enjoyed higher status than the Methodists at the time of church union. It has also 

Ul of been shown that whereas upper class Methodists almost unanimously accepted church union, 

elite, Presbyterians in the same class (and Congregationalists as well) strongly rejected it. Was 

this rejection of church union the result of "Class Consciousness" as Silcox asserted? The 

mrch archival data revealed an antipathy towards the Methodist Church but this attitude was not 

rly in peculiar to upper class Presbyterians. Similarly an Ethnic (Scottish) sentiment was found 

nbed J in some Presbyterians but again at all class levels. While, on the one hand, Presbyterians 

1921. could not enhance their class standing through union because the Anglicans were not 

Over involved in the union negotiations, on the other hand, upper class Presbyterians (and even 

from more particularly Congregationalists) were uncertain what the condition of their church 

would be after union.10 Perhaps it would be nothing more than a "rump sect" as one anti-

ence, unionist feared. Upper class Congregationalists exemplified this problem: all but a remnant 
I 

class I of the Congregational Church went into the union but that did not deter the majority of 

pond their upper class representatives from rejecting it. Class consciousness played its part but 

: 12). , not class consciousness as Karl Marx employed the term. 

e the Greeley made the interesting observation that in Western Societies at least, the 

d ten higher the socio-economic status of a person the more likely that person is to be committed 

ional \ to religion (Greeley, 1972:93-4). There is additional evidence closer to home. The anti-
I 

anti- 1 unionist, the Rev. R.G. MacBeth revised his 1912 work, Our Task in Canada, and published 

urch, it in 1926 under the title~ The Burnin~ Bush and Canada. In this revised version, he gave 

eight reasons for the unique value of the Presbyterian Church, the first of which read as 

follows: 
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The [Presbyterian] Church has a tremendous economic value which even a man who 

is personally careless in his attitude toward religious work can understand and 

appreciate. . . . The Church, I repeat, makes business more stable, and human life 

more safe, and even an irreligious man can appreciate that fact (MacBeth, 1926:15-

6). 

One interpretation of this paragraph is that Presbyterianism was a religion business people 

would favour. Hugh MacLennan, in his well-known Two Solitudes, wrote that all the 

business leaders in Montreal were Presbyterian, they went to church regularly and Sir 

Rupert Irons, one of them, was known to believe quite literally in predestination (1945:92). 

Perhaps therein resides the answer to the upper class Presbyterians' distain for church union. 

The United Church could not provide them what the Presbyterian Church had. 

Whether it be unadulterated Calvinism or the pastoral Puritanism of good works, the 

Presbyterian Church reinforced the upper class standing of self-made men (Reid, 1976:132; 

Baltzell, 1979:99-100; McNeill, 1954:221).11 The fact of the matter was that very few of 

these upper class Presbyterians had been actively involved in attempts to save.their church.12 

They stayed Presbyterian not because of the organization but because of the psychological 

appeal it held for them. To restructure Greeley's position: Those who gained most from 

society were most likely to be committed to the religion that reinforced their social standing. 

In this sense, class consciousness was a factor in church union. 

Professor Michael Bliss in his work Livini Profit (1974) appeared to challenge the 

above interpretation. In his study of Canadian businessmen (1883-1911) he claimed to have 

found no relationship between particular religious orientations and businessmen. ''The 
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relationship of religious background to business practice [was non-existant]" (p. 10). Bliss' 

generalization does not in and of itself challenge this paper's interpretation of why 

Presbyterian businessmen were unwilling to join the United Church except for the fact that 

in a footnote Bliss suggested that the reader consult Acheson's work for a contrary opinion. 

In Acheson's study of late nineteenth century Canadian industrialists, he clearly concluded 

that there were differences by religion. This difference in interpretation perhaps provides 

an opportunity to sharpen the perspective put forth in this paper. Following Bliss, in 

matters of practice, a businessman is a businessman but in agreement with Acheson, certain 

religious traditions had been more supportive of the businessmen's activity than were others. 

Silcox, in the quotation at the beginning of this paper, restricted his comments to the 

continuing Presbyterians. Under the circumstances, he did not have to explain why upper 

class Methodists entered the United Church. However, given the findings of this study, his 

references to social standing and class consciousness might in fact be as applicable, if not 

more applicable, to the Methodists. Acheson (1973) gave evidence of some drift by 

prominent Methodist families to the Anglican Church (four in this study chose the Anglican 

Church over the United Church). Arthur Lower, in his autobiography (1967) noted that 

upon his arrival Oxford and was asked his religion, he concealed the fact that he was 

Methodist by claiming to be Anglican. During the thirty years (1891-1921) of Canada's 

rapid growth through immigration, many emigrated from England as Methodists but 

apparently arrived in Qqiada espousing something else. General Superintendent Chown 

admitted that only one in eight Methodist immigrants of that period became members of 

the Methodist Church in Canada (File 202, Box 9, Chown Papers, United Church of Canada 
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Archives). From these sources at least, it might be argued that Methodists had a clear 

understanding of social class as well as a desire to enhance their class position through 

church union. 

In Conclusion: Silcox (1933) was empirically correct in placing the Presbyterians along with 

the Anglicans in positions of social leadership. He was reflecting empirical reality as well 

when he implied that Methodists as a category did not enjoy the same social standing. But 

was the all-but-total rejection of church union by the Presbyterian upper class a result of 

class consciousness as Silcox suggested? It seems a safe assumption that class consciousness 

played some part (as Silcox wrote) but the results seem to demand a more robust 

explanation. As the sociologist Wallace Clement noted: "More important than 

'consciousne.ss' per se is idealogy which provides an account or explanation for people's 

practices" (1988:28). It has been this paper's contention that the greater the success 

achieved, particularly by the so-called self-made men, the .more satisfying Presbyterianism 

proved to be for those experiencing the success. Therefore, church union had the least 

attraction for the upper class Presbyterian. 
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TABLE 1: WHO'S WHO IN CANADA 0921) BY RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION 

% Of Canadian 
Denomination Number Percentage Population (1921) 

Anglican 819 25.2 16.0 

Presbyterian 739 22.8 16.0 

Roman Catholic 448 13.8 38.6 

Methodist 361 11.1 13.2 

Baptist 108 3.3 4.8 

Congregational 37 1.2 0.4 

Unitarian 20 0.6 ---
Jewish 13 0.4 1.4 

Lutheran 12 0.4 3.3• 

Quaker 7 0.2 ---
Christian Scientist 7 0.2 ---
Church of Christ 2 0.6 ---
Swedenburg Church 2 0.6 ---
Other• 9 0.3 ---
General Protestant 91 2.8 ---
Religion Not Given 569 17.5 ---

TOTAL 3,244 99.8 ---

• Included a Free Thinker, Rutherian Greek Catholic, Salvation Army, Universalist, Christian 
Church, Theosophist, Orthodox, Non-Conformist and "Church of the Free Air." 
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TABLE 2 : PHILADELPHIANS IN WHO'S WHO IN 1940 
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION AS RELATED TO SOCIAL CLASS 

Religious Social Non-Social Who's Who % in Social 
Affiliation Register Register Total Register 

N % N % N % 

Episcopalian 95 42 75 14 179 22 56 

Presbyterian 30 13 107 20 137 18 22 

Quaker 7 3 15 3 22 3 32 

Baptist 2 1 22 4 24 3 8 

Methodist 0 --- 26 5 26 10 ---
Other Protestant 10 5 70 12 80 10 13 

Catholic 2 1 25 5 27 4 7 

Jewish 1 --- 26 5 27 4 3 

No Information 79 35 178 32 257 33 31 

TOTAL 226 100 544 100 770 100 29 

Source: E. Digby Baltzell, An American Business Aristocracy < 1962), Table 21 , page 267. 

TABLE 3 : NUMBER AND PERCENT AGES OF CANADIANS IN 
THE UPPER CLASS AND THEIR ELITE BY RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION (1921) 

RELIGIOUS UPPER %OFGEN. 
AFFILIATION CLASS ELITE POPULATION 

N % N % 

Anglican 819 25.2 26 29.2 16.0 

Baptist 108 3.3 2 2.2 4.8 

Methodist 361 11.1 7 7.8 13.2 

Presbyterian 739 22.8 11 12.4 16.0 

Protestant 91 2.8 2 2.2 ---
Roman Catholic 448 13.8 15 16.7 38.6 

Religion Not Given 568 17.5 26 29.2 ---
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ON 

Occupation 

Business 

Finance 

Law 

Judiciary 

Politics 

Government 

Medicine 

Education 

Religion 

Publishers and 
Editors 

Authors and 
Journalists 

Community 
Service 

Other• 

TABLE 4: OCCUPATIONS OF UPPER CLASS CANADIANS BY 
SELECTED RELIGIOUS AFFILIATIONS (1921) 

21 

Anglican Methodist Presbyterian Congregationalist 

N % N % N % N % 

333 40.7 165 45.7 343 46.4 21 56.7 

126 15.4 32 8.9 93 12.6 5 13.5 

79 9.6 44 12.2 81 I 1.0 --- ---
53 6.5 12 3.3 24 3.0 1 2.7 

42 5.1 29 8.0 53 7.2 1 2.7 

so 6.1 12 3.3 32 4.3 --- ---
15 1.8 14 3.9 30 4.1 1 2.7 

37 4.5 30 8.3 41 5.5 4 10.8 

27 3.3 1 0.2 5 0.6 3 8.1 

7 0.9 8 2.2 19 2.6 1 2.7 

9 1.1 4 1.1 2 0.3 ---

6 0.7 3 0.8 1 0.1 --- ---
42 5.1 4 1.1 15 2.0 --- ---

Unaccounted For 11 1.3 3 0.8 --- --- --- ---

• Included Farmer, Military, Artist, etc; Anglicans has 11 in military. 

POLITICS 

Conservative 

Liberal 

Independent 

Union 

Liberal -
Conservative 

United Farmer 

Other 

Not Given 

TABLE 5 : POLITICAL PREFERENCES OF UPPER CLASS CANADIANS BY 
SELECTED RELIGIOUS CATEGORIES (1921 ) 

ANGLICAN METHODIST PRESBYTERIAN CONGREGATIONAL 

N % N % N % N % 

283 . 34.6 108 29.9 182 24.6 9 24.4 

15 9.2 88 24.4 186 25.2 5 13.7 

77 9.4 37 10.2 66 8.9 s 13.7 

24 2.9 6 1.7 12 1.6 1 2.7 

9 I.I 4 1.1 --- --- --- ---

--- --- 1 --- --- --- 1 2.7 

1 --- --- --- 4 --- 1 2.7 

350 42.7 117 32.4 289 39.1 15 40.5 
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TABLE 6: LOCATION OF BIRTH OF UPPER CLASS CANADIANS BY 
SELECTED DENOMINATIONS (1921) . 

NATIVE BORN -
RURAL OR SMALL TOWN LARGE TOWN OR CITY l 

Congregation. Methodist Presbyterian Congregation. Methodist Presbyteri1 • 

N % N % N % N % N % N % 

14 38 209 58 382 52 4 11 100 28 179 25 
-

FOREIGN BORN DAT A INSUFFICIENT 

Congregation. Methodist Presbyterian Congregation. Methodist Presbyter ii 

N % N % N % N % N % N % 

19 51 44 12 153 21 --- --- 8 2 15 2 

TABLE 7 : CONCENTRATIONS OF UPPER CLASS CANADIANS IN MAJOR CITIES BY 
SELECTED RELIGIOUS DENOMINATIONS 1921 

City Anglican Congregational. 

St. John's N 18 1 
% 25.7 ·1.4 

Halifax N 19 1 
% 27.5 1.4 

Montreal N 104 10 
% 23.6 2.3 

Westmount N 29 1 
% 19.3 0.7 

Outremont N 2 ---
% 7.7 ---

Greater N 135 11 
Montreal % 22.3 1.8 

Toronto N 166 4 
% 33.7 0.8 

Hamilton N 15 ---
% 34.1 ---

Winnipeg N 68 9 
% 21.9 2.9 

Edmonton N 8 1 
% 14.8 1.9 

Vancouver N 45 ---
% 24.9 ---

Methodist Presbyterian 

15 6 
21.4 8.6 

8 21 
11.6 30.4 

11 92 
2.5 21.0 

11 49 
7.3 32.7 

3 17 
11.5 65.4 

25 158 
3.6 22.1 

82 101 
16.6 20.5 

6 18 
13.6 40.9 

45 90 
14.5 29.0 

8 11 
14.8 20.4 

19 45 
10.5 24.9 

Rom. Cath 

20 
28.6 

2 
2.9 

97 
22.l 

22 
14.7 

---
---
121 
21.5 

20 
4.1 

2 
4.5 

12 
3.9 

9 
16.7 

3 
1.7 
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• Percentages do not add up to one hundred because of the religious categories that were left out of the 
Greater Montreal includes Montreal, Westmount and Outremont. 
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TABLE 8: RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION OF THE 1921 UPPER CLASS PRESBYTERIANS 
IN THE 1930-31 WHO'S WHO IN CANADA 

Religion Not 
United Church Anglican Protestant Given Presbyterian 

•N % N % N % N % N % 

86 11.7 4 0.5 1 0.2 12 1.6 268 36.5 

(23.7%) (72%) 

TABLE 9 : OCCUPATIONS OF 1921 UPPER CLASS PRESBYTERIANS, 
CONTINUING AND UNITED CHURCH PRESBYTERIANS (1930) 

Continuing United Church 
Presbyterians Presbyterians Presbyterians 

Occupation ( 1921) (1930) (1930) 

N % N % N % 

Business 343 46.4 121 45.0 (79%) 33 40.7 (21%) 

Finance 93 12.6 28 10.5 (74%) 10 12.3 (26%) 

Law 81 11.0 36 13.5 (78%) 10 12.3 (22%) 

Judiciary 24 3.0 11 4.1 (85%) 2 2.5 (15%) 

Politics 53 7.2 23 8.6 (82%) 5 6.1 (18%) 

Government 32 4.3 6 2.2 (60%) 4 4.9 (40%) 

Medicine 30 4.1 16 7.1 (80%) 4 4.9 (20%) 

Education 41 5.5 14 5.3 (61%) 9 11.1 (39%) 

Religion 5 0.6 l 0.2 (50%) 1 1.2 (50%) 

Publishing & Editors 19 2.6 7 2.6 (78%) 2 2.5 (22%) 

Authors & Journalists 2 0.3 --- --- --- --- --- ---
Community Services 1 0.1 --- --- --- 1 1.2 (100%) 

Other• 15 2.0 5 1.9 (100%) --- --- ---
TOTAL 739 99.7 258 101.0 81 99.7 

• Farmer, Military, Artist, etc. 

Not in 1930-31 
Who's Who 

N % 

368 49.8 

Total N & % 
(1930) 

N % 

154 (100%) 

38 (100%) 

46 (100%) 

13 (100%) 

28 (100%) 

IO (100%) 

20 (100%) 

23 (100%) 

2 (100%) 

9 (100%) 

--- ---
1 (100%) 

5 (100%) 

23 
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TABLE 10: POLITICAL PREFERENCES OF 1921 UPPER CLASS PRESBYTERIANS, 
AND OF THE CONTINUING AND UNITED CHURCH PRESBYTERIANS (1930) 

Continuing United Church 
Presbyterians Presbyterians Presbyterians Total N & % 

Political Party (1921) (1930) (1930) (1930) 

N % N % N % 

Conservative 182 24.6 71 27.0 (81%) 16 19.0 (19%) 87 
(100%) 

Liberal 186 25.2 72 27.0 (74%) 26 31.0 (26%) 98 
(100%) 

Independent 66 8.9 25 9.0 (73%) 9 11 .0 (27%) 34 
(100%) 

Union ~ 12 1.6 1 --- (20%) 4 5.0 (80%) 5 
(100%) 

Liberal/Conservative --- --- 1 --- --- --- --- --- 1 
(100%) 

United Farmer --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---
-

Other 4 --- 2 --- --- --- --- --- 2 
(100%) 

Not Given 289 39.1 91 34.0 (82%) 29 35.0 (28%) 120 
(100%) 

TABLE 11 : RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION OF THE 1921 UPPER CLASS METHODISTS 
IN THE 1930-31 WHO'S WHO IN CANADA 

--

Religion Not Not in 1931 
United Church Anglican Protestant Given Methodist WhQ'~ W 

N 

148 

% N % N % N % N % N 'It 

40.8 5 1.4 2 0.5 17 4.7 1 0.3 188 s; 

(85.5%) 

TABLE 12: RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION OF THE 1921 UPPER CLASS CONGREGATIONALISTS 
IN THE 1927/1928 WHO'S WHO IN CANADA 

Religion Not Not in 1927 /28 
United Church Presbyterian Congregational. Given WhQ'~ Wb2 

N % N % N % N % N % 

4 10.8 1 2.7 10 27.0 3 8.1 19 51.4 

(22.2%) (6.7%) (55.6%) (16.7%) 

I 

I 
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Burton (1952) provided one of the most amusing studies of stratification while 

controlling for religious affiliation. 

One of my friends in Vancouver was the representative of Ward Lock & Co., 

the English publishers. His name was Clarke. . . . One Sunday, my friend 

Clarke turned to me with an odd query, 'Did you ever contemplate the subject 

of hair pins?' He was a cockney, and gave these words all the accent for 

which those born within the sound of Bow Bells are famous. When I found 

he was serious, he went on with his odd dissertation. Walking west on 

Georgia Street, he pointed out first one, then another hair pin on the 

sidewalk. Clarke went on: 'Now we are approaching a Methodist Church, 

and you will see numerous hair pins.' On the sidewalk outside the edifice we 

found a dozen or more. How did he account for this mystery? He proceeded 

to elaborate his research in respect to churches and hair pins. The reason for 

so many outside the Methodist Church was that the members of that body 

used a goodly supply of hair pins. Further, the Methodist service, appealing 

to the emotions rather than the reason, the nature of their restless bodily 

movements was such as to loosen their hair pins; hence, outside the Methodist 

Church, many hair pins. 

Having attended the Presbyterian service previously on rainy Sundays, I asked 

about the Presbyterian Church. He answered at once - very few hair pins. 



26 

It appeared that most Presbyterians, being Scots, used hair pins like 

everything else, sparingly. The nature of their service being sedate and quiet, 

the few hair pins the ladies used were seldom disturbed, any more than their 

emotions or consciences were. So upon their leaving the service, few hair 

pins, very few, indeed, could be found. 

The Baptist Churches, too, yielded comparatively few and for many of the 

same reasons as in the case of the Presbyterians. My curiosity was aroused. 

What about the Anglicans? He, of course, was himself an Anglican. It 

seemed the Anglicans are better class people. They, because of worldly 

prosperity, used more hair pins and those of better quality and of greater 

ornamental value (in a quiet way). Moreover the Anglican service, with its 

standing and kneeling, bowing and sitting, had a tendency to loosen the pins. 

Consequently, in the vicinity of the Anglican edifice more and better hair pins 

were to be found (pp. 111-12). 

2. "The term 'class' refers to any group of people ... [who have the same] typical chance 

for a supply of goods, external living conditions, and personal life experiences, insofar 

as this chance is determined by the power ... power ... to dispose of goods or skills for 

the sake of income in a given economic order" ( quoted in Reinhard Bendix, MM 

Weber : An Intellectual Portrait (Garden City, NJ. : Anchor Books, 1962), pp. 85-

86). 
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The author used the Who,s Who for a previous research on Presbyterians and 

Presbyterians from Pictou County, Nova Scotia, in particular (see Campbell and 

Bouma, 1978). Who,s Who as a data source has its strengths and weaknesses. There 

is no obvious reason, however, why both would not be distributed randomly so that 

no religious denomination would have an undue advantage or disadvantage. 

The practice of conferring knighthoods was discontinued in the 1930,s. In more 

recent years, the Order of Canada has filled the gap. 

Acheson, in his study of the social origins of the Canadian industrial elite of the 

1880,s, found a somewhat different ranking. 

CANADA 
UNITED ST A TES ELITE l % RELIGION ELITE(%) GEN. POP. (%) 

14 Presbyterian 36 16 

25 Anglican 19 15 

6 Methodist 19 18 

--- Roman Catholic 12 42 

4 Baptist 6 6 

22 Congregational 4 1 

- 11 Protestant 4 2 

100 Total 100 100 

144 Total Cases 138 4,234,000 

(Source: Macmillan, 1972: 158) 

6. In this study, although Newfoundland was an independent dominion at the time of 

church union, it is treated as if it were a part of Canada. Both Methodist and 

Presbyterian churches in Newfoundland were affiliated with these churches in 
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Canada. Interestingly enough, although the Newfoundland Conference of the 

Methodist Church voted against union in 1912, it joined the United Church in 1925. 

The few Presbyterian and Congregational churches that were in Newfoundland, one 

should note, stayed out of the union. 

7. Acheson suggested that while Anglican and Presbyterian members of his industrial 

elite were highly involved in exclusive private clubs, Methodists were among the least 

involved (1973:214-15). 

8. Robertson Davies wrote the following about church union in his novel, Fifth Business 

(1970): 

In a movement that reached its climax in 1924, the Presbyterians and 

Methodists had consummated a Mysterium coniunctionis that resulted in the 

United Church of Canada, with a doctrine (smoother than the creamy curd) 

in which the harshness of Presbyterianism and the hick piety of Methodism 

had little part. A few brass-bowelled Presbyterians and some truly zealous 

Methodists held out, but a majority regarded this union as a great victory for 

Christ's Kingdom on earth. Unfortunately it also involved some haggling 

between the rich Presbyterians and the poor Methodists, which roused the 

mocking spirit of the rest of the country; the Catholics in particular had some 

Irish jokes about the biggest land-and-property-grab in Canadian history. 

During this uproar a few sensitive souls fled to the embrace of Anglicanism; 

the envious and disaffected said they did it because the Anglican Church was 

in some way more high-toned than the evangelical faiths, and thus they were 

improving their social standing (p. 128). 
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Such distinguished Presbyterians as Sir William Mortimer Clark spoke publically 

against union before his death. Sir Oliver Mowat and Sir Thomas Taylor made it 

clear that they were unsympathetic before their death. On one occasion at least, . ;--. . 

while visiting eastern ~Dada,~ LJ.l{.d · ~vetbff!,O_k. Jt:fused .. ~o • .$~Y~,_~Y .IJ?-0.~~Y to 

Presbyterian churches sympathetic to union. Sir James Woods, something of an 

exception, became actively pro-union in the last years of the movement (1923-25). 

However, he was brought up an Anglican and remained one until he married a 

Presbyterian. 

Anglicans had been invited in 1904 to join the union talks but they declined the offer. 

In 1921-22, the Anglicans tried to become involved in the union negotiations but this 

time their offer was declined. It should be noted as well that a number of both 

union and anti-union Presbyterian ministers in Montreal were active in their 

relationship with Anglican clergy to the point that some type of plan was drawn up 

whereby Anglican and Presbyterian clergy could officiate in each other's churches. 

The plan was abandoned. 

I would like to note with appreciation Professor Malcolm MacKinnon's articles and 

papers on the writings and interpretations of Max Weber. 

"A convinced believer [i.e. Andrew Carnegie] in the 'natural' laws of 

competition and the survival of the fittest, this economic Darwinist attributed 

his success to his adherence to Christian values and the workings of a higher 

providence. In his view the man of wealth was 'chosen', and special 

responsibilities accompanied that selection" (Kolbenschlag 1984:153). 

Acheson found that while 43% of the Methodist industrial elite held offices in their 

Church, only 21 % of the Presbyterians held similar positions (1973:213). 
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"CALL ME AN ANTI-DISUNIONIST" 

D.R. Drummond and the Federalist Option 
in the 1925 Church Union Debate 

Brian Prideaux 

INTRODUCTION 

There was a sense of anticipation in the lakehead city of Port 

Arthur as commissioners gathered there in June 1923 for the 49th 

General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in Canada. Legislation 

had- been prepared to give legal effect to the decision of the 

Congregational, Methodist and Presbyterian churches to form the 

United Church of Canada, and the draft bills would be brought to 

the Assembly for discussion and approval. It was clear, however, 

that anti-Union commissioners would do their utmost to prevent . the 

General Assembly from doing what they considered beyond its powers, 

"blotting out" the Presbyterian Church of Canada and taking it into 

another denomination. 

The pre~s fuelled speculation that a compromise proposed by 

Hamilton minister, the Rev. Daniel R. Drummond, might provide a 

"way out" of the looming impasse. The . proposal had been widely 

published in both church and secular papers and copies were 

distributed to every commissioner, 

For three and a half days there was eloquent and sometimes heated 

debate over the merits of proceeding toward organic union_ or 

pausing to explore other options, including Drummond's plan for a 

federal union . In the end, however, Drummond's call for delay was 

33 
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defeated and General Assembly set the Presbyterian Church on a 

course which would separate those who heard God calling them to 

combine forces with the Congregationalists and Methodists, from 

those who felt that God's purposes were better served by keeping 

the Presbyterian Church with its proud heritage intact. 

Was Drummond's proposal a delaying tactic, a "red herring", as some 

critics labelled it, or was it an alternative which might have 

prevented heartbreak in many communities as congregations and even 

families divided over the question of Church Union in 1925? The 

"federalist option" proposed by Drummond, who considered himself a 

moderate unionist, merits re-examination because ecumenists have 

become more aware than ever of the need for models of unity that 

take deeply-rooted traditions and loyalties into account. 

THE FOSSILIZED BIRD TRACKS OF DENOMINATIONALISM 

Two approac hes to Christian unity predominated at the beginning of 

the twentieth century . There was the model of corporate or organic 

union in which two or more denominations merged to form a single 

body and there was cooperative or federal unity in which churches 

retained their denominational identity and autonomy but worked 

together in mutually agreed areas. 

Both Presbyterians and Methodists in Canada had experienced 

successful mergers within their respective confessional families. 

Some were now advocating the further step of merger across 

confessional lines. Imaginations were fired by proposals like that 
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of American Episcopalian, William Reed Huntington, who called for 

a national protestant church in the United States in his book The 

Church-Idea: An Essay Towards Unity (1870), The four points he 

advocated as the basis of a reunited church (the Scriptures, the 

Creeds, the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord's Supper, and the 

Historic Episcopate} became the core of the Anglican position. 

While Canadian Unionists had trouble with some aspects of this 

proposal, the idea of a national protestant church found its way 

into the preamble of the Basis of Union. 1 

Some critics of organic union called for consideration of the 

alternative approach offered by the formation of Federal Council of 

Churches of Christ in the United States of America (1908} and -the 

Federal Council of Evangelical Free Churches in England (1919). 

The former was frequently referred to. It was a considerable 

accomplishment to bring twenty-nine very diverse denominations 

together and there were high hopes for what this meant for 

Christian unity. James L. Barton, chairman of the Council's 

Committee on Foreign Missions, was moved to compare denominational 

labels to "fossilized bird tracks'' found in museums, and predicted 

that such distinctions would likewise become relics of the past. 2 

Keith Clifford makes a compelling case for Unionists being so 

1John Webster Grant, The Canadian Experience of Church Union 
(London, 1967), p. 30. 

2Elias B. Sanford, Ed., Federal Council of the Churches of 
Christ in America: Report of the First Meeting (New York, 1909), 
pp. 30f. 
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attracted to the model of organic union that they were not prepared tl 

to consider other alternatives, 3 An exchange of views at the 

General Assembly of 1906 may serve as an illustration, When 

William Patrick, on behalf of the Committee on Union, presented the Tl 

first draft of the "Basis of Union" to General Assembly the senior ac 

clerk, Robert Campbell, delivered a tirade against union and urged si 

federation or cooperation as a more appropriate way of bringing ac 

together such very different churches. Al though this outburst i< 

caused some commissioners to label Campbell a "religious snob"4 he wl 

was supported by John Mackay, principal of Westminster Hall in WE 

Vancouver. Mackay moved an amendment to the Union Committee's 

resolution, asking General Assembly to 

declare that the proposed union would not in their 
judgement be in the best interest of the Presbyterian 
Church in particular, or of Christian life and work in 
Canada in general, and therefore request that any further 
n_egotirtions may be in the line of Federal or cooperative 
Union, 

Patrick replied with a s c athing personal attack on Mackay, 

questioning the honesty of someone who had accepted a position on 

the Union Commit tee but then challenged its report. Mackay's 

speech, he said, "breathed a spirit of separatism .at variance with 

the New Testament and all ideals of Church union."6 He decl~red 

that "union was an absolute duty unless conscience constrained to 

3N, Keith Clifford, The Resistance to Churc h Union in Canada, 
1909-1939 (Vancouver, 1985), pp. 5-8. 

4Toronto Daily Star (13 June 1906), p. 2. 

5Acts and Proceedings (1906), p. 36. 

6Toronto Globe (13 June 1906), p. 9, 
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the contrary. " In the face of this counteroffensive Mackay' s 

resolution was defeated by a margin of 179 to 22, 

The federalist cause suffered from a lack of unanimity among its 

advocates, One can distinguish two distinct groups: (a) those who 

saw federation as the best that could be done, enabling churches to 

act together as far as possible while leaving denominational 

identity intact; and (b) those who used federation as a weapon with 

which to attack the Basis of Union, until it became obvious that it 

was easier to sell a clear-cut "no'' than a compromise which seemed 

to take back with one hand what it gave with the other, 

In 1911 there was an attempt to include on the ballot sent to . the 

members of the church in that year, the question: "If not in favour 

of the proposed union are you in favour of the federation of the 

churches?" However it was eventually withdrawn in deference to the 

argument that it was similar to anot.her question on the same 

ballot: "Have you any suggestions or· alternatives to offer? 111 

After this, little more was heard about federation as an 

alternative to organic union until the Rev, Daniel R, Drummond 

revived the proposition in 1923 with the publication of his 

pamphlet, Is There Not A Way Out?. 

WAY OUT OR RED HERRING? 

1Acts and Proceedings (1911), pp. 61-2, Ultimately even this 
question was relegated to a footnote on the ballot, and in effect 
c ongregations were offered no alternative to organic union, See 
Clifford, p, 55. 
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Drummond was the Minister of St. Paul's, the "Mother Kirk" of as 

Presbyterianism in Hamilton, where he had been called in 1905 after 

serving in Russelltown, Quebec (1894-7) and St. Thomas, Ontario 

(1897-1905). In many respects he was typical of those for whom 

Presbyterianism and its Scottish heritage were treasures which must 

not be lost in any ecclesiastical union. 

Born in 1868 near Almonte, in eastern Ontario, he could claim 

Scottish descent on both his mother's and father's side. His 

father was a cousin of revivalist and theological writer, Henry 

Drummond. 8 The youthful Drummond attended Queen's University, 

earning an M.A. in 1889 with a gold medal in Classics, and a B.D. 

three years later. In 1893 he spent a year in Edinburgh pursuing 

further theological studies on a travelling scholarship before 

returning to Canada to take up his first pastorate. The promising 

young student had already served an apprenticeship under the Rev. 

D.J. Macdonnell at New St. Andrew's, Toronto in 1892 and at varying 

intervals thereafter. Macdonnell is reported to have said of him, 

that he had "never before known pulpit and pastoral qualifications 

so strongly united in one man." 9 

Initially Drummond gave cautious support to Church Union, with the 

proviso that congregations should be able to enter on a voluntary 

basis. His support seems to have been shaken by what is described 

811 Rev. D.R. Drummond, M.A., 
(November 1931): 323. 

9Ibid. 

D.D.," Presbyterian Record 
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as a "straw vbte" at St. Paul's in 1915 which showed that many of 

his congregation would be reluctant to join the proposed United 

Church. to Subsequently St. Paul's voted against union by a 

substantial majority. 11 

In a letter written in December 1923 Drummond gives a sense of the 

struggle which many pastors must have felt as the moment of 

decision drew near, threatening to rupture relationships between 

and within congregations: 

I was convinced a year ago that the opposition was of 
such stiffness and extent _as to make it unwise to press 
for Legislation, hence my effort for a "Way Out", 

The evidence sihce, makes me still more convinced. 
Perhaps college men and church officials do not realize 
how almost impossible the position of hundreds of 
ministers is all over the Church. I have not met in a 
year a single happy-hearted, free-minded minister or 
minister's wife. 

Would God the Church and her ministers were free of this 
incubus, so that o 12 one mind, they might give themselves 
to their work! ... 

Early in 1923 Drummond had given voice to his misgivings, -and to a 

possible alternative to the organic union which he was convinced 

would be so disruptive to the Presbyterian Church, in a pamphlet 

10Thomas Melville Bailey, Wee Kirks and Stately Steeples 
(Burlington, 1990), p. 49. 

11The sources disagree over the size of the vote. Bailey says 
the results were 411 against and 159 for but I. G. Fischer, A 
History of St. Paul's Presbyterian Church, Hamil ton (Hamilton, 
1982) gives 534 against and 63 for. 

12D.R. Drummond to Editors, Presbyterian Witness, 31 December 
1923, P.C.A. Papers, Presbyterian Church Archives. 
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entitled "Is There Not a Way Out? 1113 
1 

c: 

Drummond's plan had, as its "organizing idea", a federal union to c , 

be achieved by the consent of the three negotiating churches, and s 1 

the Council of Independent Union Churches, without reference to a1 

Parliament or the provincial legislatures or affecting the property 

holdings of the participants. He proposed a federation in which 

the participating "units" would retain their various boards and 

departments, but would bring their work more closely together and, Tl 

where possible, merge it in the interests of efficiency and II r 

economy. The letterhead used by the church could, he suggested, WI 

carry the general heading "The Federal Church of Canada" with the m: 

name of the participating denomination underneath. u1 

As to the name of the church Drummonq was flexible. He proposed 

the "Federal Church of Canada" but, he said, it might equally have 

been called the "Free Church of Canada" or even the "United Church 

of ·canada". In an article in the Toronto Globe he later put 

ti 

forward a different title, saying he favoured the "Federal Council Tl 

of Churches" or "A Canadian Churches' Federal Council. 1114 These ti 

changes of mind suggest some confusion in his thinking. A council we 

13several versions of Drummond's proposal are extant, e.g.: a 
leaflet published by the Federal Church Committee, an article in 
Presbyterian Witness (26 April 1923), and a summary in the Toronto 
Globe (7 April 1923). Unless otherwise indicated I shall refer to 
that published in E. Lloyd Morrow, Church Union in Canada: Its 
History, Motives, Doctrine, and Government (Toronto, 1923) pp. 435-
44, and dated April 1923. 

1411 A Way Out of the Church Union Impasse", Toronto Globe (7 
April 1923) . 
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like those in the United States or Britain would not have been a 

church but an instrument whereby otherwise autonomous churches 

could co-operate with each other. However, in the same article he 

suggested a strong linkage among the churches involved, using the 

analogy of the Canadian political structure: 

We would have, so to speak, our Federal House ( the 
Federal Church of Canada) and our Pi'sovincial Legislatures 
(the Congregational Union, etc.). 

The proposed Federal Church would have had a supreme court called, 

"The General Council 11
, a name borrowed from the Basis of Union. It 

would be responsible for church life and work or religion and life, 

missionary education, questionnaires, and other duties which the 

units might approve in the light of experience, More consultative 

than legislative, this court would provide 

an area for the expression and cultivation of the spirit 
of Christian unity and become an instrument, which, 
through the Units represented therein, might liberate 
forces that would make for the firTrr establishment of 
religion in the life of the nation. 

The Basis of Union would live on in two ways. It already formed 

the basis of the Council of Independent Union Churches, which he 

would welcome as full partners in his Federal Church, Its 

doctrinal statement could also be affirmed by the units as "setting 

forth the Christian Faith as commonly held among us" without, 

however, touching the foundational teachings of the participating 

churches, and its polity "might be regarded as suggestive of that 

15 Ibid. 

16 Morrow, p. 439, 



toward which all the Units might seek to approximate, tt 

Drummond's initiative quickly attracted supporters. In Toronto a HE 

short-lived group calling itself the Federal Church Committee ec 

passed a resolution of support, and Dr. Clarence Mackinnon of Pine 01 

Hill Divinity Hall in Halifax gathered a group of ministers from a1 

Halifax and Dartmouth on 13 April 1923 to discuss the proposal. fc 

They expressed guarded appreciation and suggested that he 

take immediate steps to find out the attitude of the 
Presbyterian Church Association toward the proposal, so 
that the information may be laift before the approaching 
meeting of the Union Committee. 

Drummond also received encouragement from ttstrong, capable 

Ministers in medium-sized c ongregations" in several Ontario 

communities and arranged for his memorandum to be printed and 

distributed to "every Minister and representative elder in the 

Church," "We think it will be", he reported to J.W. McNamara of 

the Presbyterian Churc h Association, "good propaganda at the 

Assembly. ,.IB 

E. Lloyd Morrow, in Churc h Union in Canada: Its History, Motives, 

Doctrine, and Government, a book which earned him a Ph . D. at the 

University of Chic ago, was lyrical in his praise for Drummond's 

proposal. "This plan of federal union," he wrote 

17Resolution moved by Prof. J.W. Shaw, seconded by Dr, R.W . 
Ross and carried unanimously at Halifax , 13 April 1923. P. C. A. 
Papers, Presbyterian Church Archives. 

18Drummond to McNamara, 
Presbyterian Church Archives. 

20 April 1923, P.C.A, Papers, 
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He put his finger, however, on the lack of clarity in Drummond's 

ecclesiology, and asked whether Drummond desired a Federal Church 

or a "Confederation of Churches under a Federal Council." That 

ambiguity being cleared up, Morrow contended, the proposal could 

form the basis for a resolution of the Church Union debate, 

Alas for one's supporters! Morrow, later a controversial Professor 

of Systematic Theology at Knox College, was roundly taken to task 

by John T. McNeil!, then Professor of Church History at Knox. 

Morrow's book, McNeill pointed out, contained several "freaks of 

historical research" and lopsidedly devoted only twenty page~ to 

the case for union while awarding fifty-three to the opposing view. 

He dismissed Drummond's plan as a "red herring" and listed a number 

of discrepancies between Morrow and Drummond. 20 

There were other critiques of Drummond's proposal. Perhaps the 

most noteworthy is that of J , H, Turnbull, Minister of High Park 

Presbyterian Church in Toronto and President of the Presbyterian 

Church Union Movement, who wrote an article in the Presbyterian 

Witness on 26 April 1923 as a companion to Drummond's memorandum 

19 Morrow, p, 212. 

20
John T. McNeil!, Church Union in Canada: An Estimate of Dr. 

Morrow's Book (Toronto, 1924), p , 4, 
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printed in the same edition. 21 This eventualli formed the basis 

of a pro-Union pamphlet entitled "Has Dr. Drummond Found the Way?" 

Turnbull pointed out that federation had already been considered by 

General Assembly and turned down, . and that while at an earlier date 

it might have represented an advance, at this point it would only 

be a "retrograde step." Commitments had been made to other 

churches and to 1,245 co-operating pastoral charges and there could 

be no turning back. He listed three adverse effects of the 

federation plan: (a) to stress denominational ism, since each 

"unit" would have to "safe.guard its own interests", (b) to give 

union an "effective hoist", since it would be impossible to rega i n 

the momentum for union after the ten to fifteen year trial period 

proposed by Drummond, and( ~ ) to imperil even co-operation. 

Co-operation with the prospec t of Union at the end, is 
one thing, but co- operation for ten or fifteen years, 
with only a va~pe uncertainty at the end of it, is quite 
another thing, 

He concluded by chiding Drummond for trying to "play safe" and 

appealed to him to "follow the gleam" of the " great vision" and 

"upward call" of Chur~h Union. 

Drummond issued a sharp rejoinder in a letter published in the 

Presbyterian Witness on 10 May 1923. He reacted strongly to 

Turnbull' s accusation that he was "playing safe." "When such 

21 J. H. Turnbull, "Dr. Drummond's Way Out," Presbyterian Witness 
(26 April 1923): 10- 11. See also Drummond's article on pp. 7-9 of 
the same issue, and Has Dr. Drummond Found the Way?, publ i shed by 
the Presbyter i an Churc h- Union Movement Committee (Toronto, 1923 ) , 

22 I bid. , p. 8. 
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language is employed," he charged, "the presumption is -that the 

'courage and faith' are on one side, and that the 'fear' and 

'hesitation' and 'playing safe' are on the other 1123 

Analyzing the numbers behind Turnbull's 1,246 co-operating 

congregations, representing some 3,000 preaching points, Drummond 

warned that the casual reader might be misled into seeing this as 

half of the Presbyterian Church's communicant membership. In 

reality these were small congregations in the home mission fields 

comprising no more than one seventh of the church's communicant 

members. Since they were often shared on a 60-50 basis with the 

Methodists only about 20,000 people, or one eighteenth of the 

church's communicant members, had been "handed over" to the car~ of 

another church. "Is it wise or necessary," he asked 

for the sake of this relatively small portion of the 
Church, much of it rightly receiving help for the 
establishment and maintenance of the ordinances, to 
disturb the larger portion of the Church without whose 
generous aid Sjfvices in these portions of our land would 
be impossible? 

He went on to express confidence that 

if the negotiating Churches should decide that, let us 
say, some form of Federal Union must now take the place 
of Organic Union all the churches would quickly adjust 
themselves to the new decision !fd work out the necessary 
arrangements and amalgamation. . 

He then turned to the three points raised by Turnbull. About the 

23
D.R. Drummond, "Dr. Drummond Replies", Presbyterian Witness 

(10 May 1923): 16. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Ibid., p. 17. 
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stress on denominationalism, he responded 

I know that it has become the thoughtless fashion to 
decry denominationalism and forget that the Christian 
work of the world has been done in the past and is being 
done today by denominations. If the United Church of 
Canada- were founded it would also be a denomination. 
Denominational vitality which yet respects others and, by 
agreement with them, avoids waste while preserving the 
battle against the fiommon foe, is still the hope of the 
Kingdom's progress. · 

As to effectively "hoisting" union by calling for a delay in the 

proceedings, Drummond pointed out that even the current course 

involved delay. The necessary legislation would have to be sought, 

which might take until 1925 or 1926, and if there were litigation 

the process could be delayed indefinitely. Can anyone, he asked 

think with easy mind of the interval with its humiliation 
and bitterness and lobbning and litigation and sneering 
and injury to the work? 

The charge of endangering co-operation with the · other churches 

involved was "no c.ompliment to the Christian character of our 

sister communions. 1128 Because of the cooperation and goodwill 

built up among the negotiating churches it was unthinkable that 

they would go back to their old competitive ways. Since 

the conditions that created co-operation remain, co­
operation in even fuller measure is not only "not 
imperilled" but assured, even though the hope 0£ 
immediate Or~anic Union may have to be definitely given 
up meantime. 

26 Ibid. 

27Ibid. 

28Ibid. 

29 Ibid. 
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LOST IN THE FOG AT PORT ARTHUR 

Participants in the Church Union debate were aware that the 1923 

General Assembly in Port Arthur would be an important turning 

point. Enabling legislation had been drafted for presentation to 

the Federal Parliament and the provincial legislatures and once the 

Assembly had decided to proceed there could be no turning back, 

Three courses of action would be presented to the Assembly: (a) 

proceeding with the final arrangements for Union - the majority 

position, (b) taking no further action until virtual unanimity 

could be ensured the minority opinion, and (c) halting 

proceedings while the negotiating churches consulted on an 

alternative the mediating proposal of Drummond and . his 

supporters. George C, Pidgeon, Convenor of the Presbyterian Union 

Committee since the 1921 General Assembly, was urged to hold a 

meeting of representatives from the parties involved to ensure that 

the debate would take place with a minimum of conflict. 

This meeting took place in the Board Room at Knox College, when 

Pidgeon and three Unionists met with four anti-Unionists, along 

with Drummond and three supporters of his proposal. Pidgeon seems 

to have formed the conviction that Drummond's moderates were, in 

effect, opposed to Union. Church Union, as he saw it, had been the 

policy of the church since 1916, and a parting of the ways was 

inevitable . He found the other two groups obdurate, no union plan 

was acceptable to them if it meant dividing the Presbyterian 

Church. At this point, he reports, one of Drummond's party made 
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the "astounding suggestion" that if the meeting were to recommend 

to General Assembly that union proceedings be halted it would be 

guaranteed adoption. 30 Needless to say the proposal was rejected 

and the meeting broke up with little to show for it. 

In the days leading up to the Assembly the press showed 

considerable interest. The Toronto Globe listed the three 

proposals and assured its readers, "Union or Drummond 'Way Out' 

likely to be division line-up. 1131 However, R,K, Knowles, 

correspondent for the Toronto Daily Star was less sanguine: 

Hope of compromise there is now none. Talk of a federal 
union is dead as hector. Thought of postponement or 
temporary delay is equally extinct, )9e issue is sharp, 
the alternative clear and inevitable. 

General Assembly opened on the morning of Friday, 8 June with Dr. 

Alfred Gandier as Moderator. The debate on Church Union began that 

afternoon and other business was set aside while the discussion 

which continued until late Monday, pausing only for the Sabbath, 

ran its course. 

On behalf of the Church Union Committee Dr, George Pidgeon laid 

before the Assembly the proposed Acts which would give legislative 

effect to the Basis of Union, then moved the adoption of the first 

30George C. Pidgeon, The United Church of Canada; The Story of 
the Union (Toronto 1950), pp . 51-2. 

3111 Assembly Grapples with Union Issue", Toronto Globe (9 June 
1923): 1. 

3211 Deadlock all But Hopeless", Toronto Daily Star ( 7 June 
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recommendation of the Committee: 

That the General Assembly hereby determines to proceed 
forthwith to the consummation of Union with the Methodist 
Church and the Congregational Churches of Canadanpon the 
terms of the draft Bills herewith presented ••. 
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After Pidgeon's seconder, Col. C.G. Graham, had spoken, Dr. D.J. 

Fraser rose to present the report of the minority on the Church 

Union Committee. However, he simply read his report into the 

record and made way for Drummond's amendment. 

Evidently the anti-Unionists had chosen to throw their weight 

behind Drummond's more moderate resolution, feeling that his 

proposal would attract broader support than outright rejection. In 

his address ·Fraser alluded to Drummond's "Way Out": 

Those whom I have the honour to represent, Moderator, 
stand today as we have consistently stood for the largest 
possible · co-operation with our brethren, of other 
communions, or if need be, for a policy of federation of 
the Protestant churches of Canada, a federation by which 
each church will retain its identity and autonomy. We 
believe that practically all the advantages wrought by 
organic union will thus be achieved without the tragic 
disadvantage of disunion within our house of faith, and 
we are prepared to consider any suggestion on these terms 
as a way out [emphasis added] of this presen;

4
impasse and 

that will preserve the unity of our church. 

He was followed by Drummond who submitted an amendment to Pidgeon's 

motion, which would have had Assembly affirm: 

that, under existing conditions, further efforts to 
consummate organic union by the proposed legislative 
action would be fraught with such difficulty and with 
such injury to the interests of religion as to make such 

33Acts and Proceedings (1923), p. 28 . 

34Typescript of the Church Union Debate, Port Arthur Assembly 
1923, Church Union Papers, United Church Archives, p. 46. 



efforts inadvisable at the present time·. 35 

The resolution went on to invite the other negotiating churches to 

further discussion about joint action, to instruct the Church Union 

Committee to arrange a conference of both sides in the union 

s 

f 

d 

debate, and to call upon F 

all parties in the Church to refrain from all active T 
propaganda, meanwhile, t¼/1 a report is had, probably at 
the Assembly of 1924 ... g 

It is worth remarking that only in the preamble to his amendment w 

did Drummond make any mention of the proposal of a federal union. w 

h 

C.W. Gordon of Winnipeg, also known by his pseudonym as the author 

Ralph Connor, charged that Drummond had aligned himself with the 0 

anti-Unionist camp. Stung, Drummond asked him to withdraw . the T 

statement, ' to which the Moderator responded that Gordon was only p 

voicing the impression Drummond's speech had left on his mind. 37 h 

Drummond had earlier enunciated his understanding of his own C 

position, saying, "If anyone wants to dub me a name, call me an i 

anti-disunionist, 1138 t 

T 

Discussion ranged freely over the desirability of either delaying p 

or proceeding, to the extent, laments Pidgeon, that the proposed 

A t 1 f d t t t d . t 39 c was rare y re erre o, excep o enounce 1 , 

35Acts and Proceedings (1923), p. 68, 

36 Ibid, 

Those 

3711 Too Late to Recede", Toronto Daily Star (9 June 1923): 14, 

38church Union Debate, p, 51. 

39Pidgeon, p. 61, 

F 

u 

a 

e 

T 



:hes to 

1 Union 

re 
~t 

union 

mdment 

inion. 

author 

th the 

aw . the 

.s only 

mind. 37 

i s own 

me an 

:laying 

·oposed 

Those 

) : 14. 

51 

supporting Drummond's amendment emphasised three points: concern 

for the unity of the Presbyterian Church, the value of 

denominational identity, and the need for a gradual approach. 

For many the disruption of the Presbyterian Church was unthinkable. 

They pointed to the strength of anti-Union sentiment which had 

grown over the years and argued that were the church to proceed it 

would not be without a great deal of strife and bitterness. It 

would be a sad irony if Church Union, which was supposed to bring 

healing and reconciliation, resulted in schism. 

Others questioned the Unionist aversion to "denominational ism." 

They ranged from those who saw Presbyterianism written on the very 

pages of the New Testament and believed that no finer instrument 

had been created to fulfil the will of God than the Presbyterian 

Church, to those who pointed to the achievements of denominations 

in bringing the gospel to the farthest reaches of Canada and saw in 

the plurality of denominations nothing but healthy competition. 

They hoped that federation would bring the benefits of both worlds, 

plurality of expression with unity of action. 

Finally, there were those who pronounced themselves in favour of 

union but thought that it could best be achieved by a gradual 

approach, moving from co-operation to federal unity and, perhaps 

eventually to organic union as envisioned in the Basis of Union. 

The other side of the question was equally strongly argued, 
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returning often to two key points: (a) the decision to proceed to 

organic union had already been made, and (b) the magnitude of the 

task ahead of the churches demanded their unity. 

There is nothing new, they insisted, in Drummond's plan. The 

federal approach had been before the church several times and was 

rejected each time. If the moderates sincerely wanted unity, they 

would accept the will of the church and support the current 

proposal. They pointed to 53 overtures from presbyteries, of which 

50 called for immediate action, one opposed union and only two 

favoured delay. 

The moderates thought their plan would eventually bring a~out 

unanimity, · but conciliation had been tried for years without 

effect. There was no indication that further delay would produce 

any better results. Unanimity, however desirable, was impossible. 

Peace, argued an impassioned C.W. Gordon, could be bought at too 

high a price, Canada had just come through a costly war but would 

they have bought peace with Germany at any price?40 

Many saw Drummond's plan as inadequate for the challenge of 

evangelizing the west and remote areas of the east, Canadianizing 

immigrants, and ministering in the great cities of the country. 

Drummond was proposing little more than a co-operative committee, 

but co-operation had reached its limit. What was needed was a 

united church that could address the problems confronting it. The 

4011Must Give Reason", Toronto Daily Star (9 June 1923): 14. 
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Rev. C,S, Donald, a missionary from India, objected to spending 

money on "useless" churches in small communities while millions in 

India were "starving for the gospel. 1141 

One exchange illustrates the very different perspectives of 

moderates and Unionists. In moving his amendment Drummond compared 

the church to the steamship, "Harmonic", that had brought the 

commissioners to Port Arthur. When the vessel found itself in deep 

fog the captain came to a halt rather than risk a collision with 

other ships nearby, "We as a church," Drummond said, "are in such 

a thick fog that we had better stand to. 1142 

He may have regretted the comparison when the Rev. Leslie Pidgeon 

turned it against him later in the debate. Did Drummond, inquired 

the Winnipeg pastor, intend the church to remain at anchor 

indefinitely? At least their captain had not thought of returning 

to Sarnia, where they had begun the voyage, as Drummond seemed to 

be suggesting the church should do! 43 

Through several days of debate the Assembly had not officially 

heard Drummond's alternative, although a copy of his memorandum was 

in the hands of all commissioners. Before debate closed on Monday 
r 

afternoon he was given an opportunity to expound his proposal. An 

4111 Voice from Mission Field", Toronto Globe (9 June 1923): 6. 

42church Union Debate, p. 49. 

43church Union Debate, pp. 92-3. See also "Dr. Drummond and 
the Fog," Toronto Daily Star ( 8 June 1923) : 28, and "Clash of 
Verbal Arms", Toronto Daily Star (9 June 1923): 14. 
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earlier request to do so had been ruled out of order by the 

Moderator who maintained that the Church Union Committee had been 

asked to prepare legislation to implement organic · union, and to 

raise an alternative while organic union was before the house would 

be to "sidetrack" it, When Drummond appealed, the house supported 

the Moderator in a vote that a Canadian Press reporter described as 

"half torrent and half avalanche, "H Then, having flexed their 

muscles, the Unionists seemed to decide they could afford to be 

magnanimous and supported a resolution by President Murray of the 

University of Saskatchewan that Dr, Drummond be heard, There was, 

however, nothing in Drummond's speech to swing the Assembly behind I 

him and when the vote was finally taken, his amendment was defeated 

with 137 votes cast in favour and 415 against, Dr. Pidgeon' s 

original motion was then put and passed by 427 votes to 129, 

( 

CONCLUSION r 

In retrospect it is hard to see how Drummond's last-minute appeal t 

ever had a chance of success, The situation was too polarized and J 

Unionists had waited too long to brook further delay. His vision c 

was not compelling enough to make the church want to bring union c 

proceedings to a halt and move in a new direction. By counselling C 

delay, Drummond was perceived as supporting the anti-Union cause, c 

however sincere he may have been in claiming to be a moderate c 

unionist. D,J, Fraser and the Presbyterian Church Association lent j 

credence to this suspicion by supporting Drummond's amendment, n 

44..compromise Plan on Church Union", Toronto Daily Star ( 11 
June 1923): 1, 
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Where Drummond's own heart lay may be indicated by the fact that 

after 1925 he cast in his lot with the continuing Presbyterian 

Church, dying in 1931 while still minister of St. Paul's. 

Federation might have been a viable option if more fully explored 

earlier. It seems clear, however, that it was never taken 

seriously. As Keith Clifford argues, Unionists seemed to consider 

denominationalism of any kind as antithetical to ecumenism.45 From 

Patrick's outburst at Mackay in 1906 to Gordon's accusation of 

Drummond in 1923, they took the position that "whoever is not with 

me is against me," leaving moderate unionists nowhere to go but 

into the anti-Union camp. 

Experience has shown Drummond correct in his assertion that 

churches have traditions of theology, worship, and polity ihat are 

not easily surrendered even for so great a cause as Christian 

unity. The United Church of Canada itself, over a period of 65 

years has, as Drummond predicted, become a denomination with a 

church life that its members would not lightly sacrifice. On the 

other hand he may have been premature in appealing to the Federal 

Council of Churches and similar bodies as an alternative. The 

councils have not been conspicuously successful in leading the 

churches into deeper unity, although they have done remarkably well 

in helping them cooperate in common causes. At the root of the 

matter is the fact that they are councils of churches and cannot 

act where is no consensus among their members. 

45 C 1 if ford , pp . 5 -8 . 



It may be that some of the misapprehension as to Drummond's goal 

was due to his lack of clarity in his use of the word "federal," 

He seems not to have been sure whether he wanted a federal council 

with its connotations of a loose, and possibly nominal, unity or a 

federal union in which the central body would have real authority, 

His Unionist critics seem to have understood the former. They also 

argued, of course, that the term "organic union" had taken on 

overtones 6f uniformity that were not originally intended. 

The Consultation on Church Union in the United States, which began 

in the 1960s has recognized that models of church unity have to be 

revised. After striving unsuccessfully for over a decade for a 

form of organic union, its nine participating churches set that 

model aside and are now in the process of "Covenanting toward 

Unity", whereby they are resolved to grow into a unity, the shape 

of which cannot be fully discerned until the churches have 

journeyed together for a time. 46 There are other variations on the 

same theme - the search for unity in communion between Anglicans 

and Roman Catholics or the concept of reconciled diversity favoured 

by Lutherans - but the thrust is the same. As Daniel R. Drummond 

recognized, the search for Christian unity must respect the unique 

gifts that have developed within particular Christian communities 

while providing for a shared life that can be seen and experienced, 

"so that the world may believe." 

46An outline of the COCU covenanting process is found in David 
W.A. Taylor (ed.), Digest of the Proceedings of the 17th Meeting of 
the Consultation on Church Union, New Orleans, Louisiana December 
5-8, 1988, Vol. XVII Part II (Princeton, N,J,, 1989), pp, 7-37. 
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BRANIS }TTOI'J BIAZING }GATTGR:
CATAITAJ! RELIGIOUS REVIVAIIN T}IE HIG}TIAI,II TRALITiON

John Webster Grant

Ittany years ago a colrege-frlend of mlne spent a suuneras the united church sf,udent riu"io"l"y : !h"y probablycalled him a *catechlstrr at rocir ionona in cape Breton.I think that on the whole ir" ""joygl"ilS su&mer; hecertainly deveroped a warn. regaid- for rne people. Hesuffered from a thorn i.n the ri;unl"fro*"ver, si-milar toone with whlcir Tan{_ others 1n such'"ir",r*"tances have hadto put trp. Hi9 ]andtady naa rorrnea a-iarticular attachmentto a fo::mer mi-nister, bna oay in and Ery out he had tollsten whlre srre sang the pr-aises or irris paragon. At sonetirne in the sLdriner, [owever, a weapon came into his hanos.When the paean of praise t,eg3t again, he put the question,tfDid you know that I{r. so-rna-so was'an alcohollc?fr Theanswer, from a mllitant teetotaif"r, Jquasired hin like a,{1q, trlf you had a tenth as uruch ol, the Hotrr sniri *had, vou boulo arrora--io tark.,r rh; fi"ii3it ;5ili: ff l;aspect of Presbyteria:ri sri tirat is "ril"-*i;""a";;:"iho"" v,hoconrngily characterize it as soremn, ao"", or even cor_o. rtrelates to a tradition oi' revivar inat 1s, r arr sure, r,ve11known to menbers of tiils soclety lui seems to have buur ketritsecret from tire bulk of Canadiun iristorians.
Before nroceecilng furtirer r si:ould nake a few elernenrarydtstlnctions, adopting i[tugir uiuo--"auitrrrg a suggestiorrfron w.G. I'1cloughi1r.-r-rn tlJe rirstli""" {nere ilE"-"uur.geJ_isn,an appeal to the heart-wr.iich except i"-t"" nost l,locleratesections of the Auld Kirk of scoti*d--roru expected to irave aplace 1n every presbyterian sennon .2_rts ciesir.ed result waspersonal conversion, evide.ce oi-*i-.i?f,-"." considered to bea conditio' of con, ,i.ion. Then t,.ere-was revivallsm, theseeklng of such results tirrough the use or special a,dincreasin;:fv stanciardized tec[niques. -scottish presbyteriansat t-east ioi,r. a din vierr-or' ]!;";;;;iuiry quotins asalnstMet:rodlst disoroer the text?rGod iE "oi tir" author of eonfusionbut of peacer Bs in all of the cirurc[es of t,.,e;;irri".,zFlnally tirere were revlvars,. p_erhup" r"tter described astrawakeningsfr, that stlrrea wnbie 

"o*n,*ities and sometinesspread over nuch wider areas. Ob1i"""ilr-it 1s im,,ossible tomake precise dlstirretions anong tlre tir.iee, for evangellsn byits nature involvef, the use of-sone *"*"" ano the line betweena full-fledged revival :.r:d a successful series of evan er..i sr..i nmeetings 1s not easll;r orawn. So far r" a oist'nctiorr"diit;Jt"made. however, my pre-sent concern 1s with events tiiat werewide spre ad ancj sensatt onal enough to be cle scrit_.ed as genuinerevivals or awalcenings.

In corrnilin6 a list of ni-neteenth_ce_nturlr events incanadian f'resi:;i1"rianrs.-taat couro ue 
-described 

more or less

,9
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plauslbly as reviva.l s, I slon discovered that thel' were
particulLrly common in area,s wnere tne sulir€Irlacy of tire
Gael1c language was virtu-ally uncontested. !o be sure,
these wele not the only rrlaces affecteO by revival-. Areas
of American settlement were largely served in early tines
by misslonaries from across tiie borCer wno were very nuch
i-ir tfre revivalist traiition, although thre nurnber of
conmunity-wide awakenings tnat resulted was not al-l that
great. Tlren after the great revival of 1957 and espeeially
after the eampalgns of Dwlgiit i. Itloody, when sevival-isn
had shed. sone of its vulgality and uhen acceptance in
Scotland conferred an additional cachetr sF€eial evallgelistic
Services ";ecame a regular feature of PreSb;rleriaJl lif e and
enjoyed. eonslderable success.

For anything like a consistent story, however, we must
look to aieas of Hignfa-nA tradition and Gael1c speech.
Among tirese Cai-,e Breton and Glengarr{ were^by "-+ odcis tire
most-fruitful. A rnajor current slread out from Whlrcocomagh
to neighbourinj conEregations in 1'8)9-4OrL and in -1652-1the greeter part of cape Sreton Islano vras.vlsited_...)
Anot[er awakenlng. rernelbered as rrthe great revlvelrr' began
1n ?ort irlorien in 1870 and affected tire whol-e of Caire Sreton
Coonty and beyond. 6 There were other loca1 moventents around
Mabou- and Pori Hood-in 18lB and at West Bay and again lort
Morien 1n 1BE5-O. 7 Glengarry seens to have been affected'
sporadically frorr The 1e5os to the 1850s. 8 Great revivals,
i-ivofv:-ng C|ngregatlonalists ano baptists Es vuefl as
Presbyteiians, lugan in 1So4 in Lanca:;ter, India:r Lands,
and }T;tfield. -?, If nothing on tire sane scale togE plaee
again, 1oca1 i6vivals were re,lorted in 1e7o-7 ' 18't0, and
1692. 10 Anotiier early centre was wiiat is nov; Scotstownt
Quefecl-where revivals took place in 1S46 a:rd 1e5?.-11 A-
sr,,ectacular revival at l{ew i':i}Is, New Brunsuick, followed
the lrish awakening of 1t.:9, 1? and f111tce Edward Island
and Pi-ctou County [ao their t[in in 1675 durinS tire lriood.y
era . 11 While tir-ese I ater novellents exhibited ma.ty oi tne
featuils of tireir tines, we can also detect in tiren
expressions of ti're old i-lighlanci piety. Ano ue rnust not
foiget the cons'ua:it state of excitetitent in wiiich Donald
l4cD6nald kept his followers j-n lrince Edward f sland for
many years bfter 1529, although I prefer to concentrate on
rnovements untouched by suspiclons of heterodoxy. tr'ortunately
extenslve accounts of a nullDer of these exist.

If there was a fairly consistent pattern in the places
where revivals oceurred, the same was not true of ti'teir
tinring. One aTea mlght be quiescent while others wete
actlv|, and even a continent-wide nov-enent coul-d pass ovel
distriets taat migirt have been thoughl unusually susceptible.
This unpredietabillty was often stressed 1n contenlirorary
reports. The great c-ape Breton revival of 1t7o began at
io"t lriorien ltiithout 'ut y special effort on tire part. of
elther the minlster, tnb sbssionr or aryone elserr. 14

A few meetings planled by the session at Indian La:rds in



1854 to mark.the opening of a neld church developed. intonightly services stretchlng over nore than r y"ir. it
George Ivionro Grant claimed a slmilar spontaneity fofapresbytery-wlde revlval in plctou in lbl>, 16 *irir"-ttr.catalyst at Georgetown, p.E.r., in the sane year was theorgarrtzation. of_ a tenperance society . 17 The most speetacularonset of revi-val,. perhapsr was at lil6w Filrts in 1850: A dancewas going on in thi-s comnrunity. when sudoenly a young womaJr

;3: ::t"30"1{rJ?' ";"?#i:*_i:,3ii" i:"i;,rs;Tfrln g:"3iJnt
Meanwhile a pious man who had prayed that the yo""g- p"opIenight be brought to tneir senses was awakened [y ifi" soundof heavenly nuslc at tiie very tlme of the first" impurse andsrmmoned to lend his hand at the dance hal1. 18 r-'

This random quality was only to be expected in acalvinistlc church that attribi:ted sal_vation not to hwnaneffort but to divine choosing. rven writers who ex.oresseda longlng for revival deplored tl,e use of rrriciiii6*" *uansn 19orwarned,t|I!ot^byn1girt'.loJ!Y.rower,butby*y-spirii;-
p?ys the Lord of hosts.* 2! Ralph-connor thus"aebcriuea the1Bo4 revlval at rndian r.,aids in'a uareiy flctlonarizeaaccount in Tire Iula!_fron_Glengarr.','3 ilThere were neiilrerspeclat cerrons nor revlval hymns. lhe old doctrlnes \dereproclalmed, b.*t proclainred wi_lh a fullness and a Dowerunlcnown at other tj-rnes. Th-u old psalms were smg,-ur.t sung.perhaps as they never had been fefore.rr ?1 Simiiari,, itwas reported fron lilver Johnl N. S. e 1n lfrS: trWhll_e" ti-.,."
:oo,ttd principle was at the outset adopted, 

-to 
""i*"" ,roinstrun:entality whicir Goci nanlfestly was blessing, -"" anatter of faet the means employed_wbre arniost exEiusiverythose c,)runonly used in the wori< of a faiti.ful roini"i"., -the 1r1aln, slnple, earnest, and pointed preaching of 

-irre
truth, and personal dealing with inquireru.t' ,]] "

unpredictablg as they r,iigirt be, outbursts of revivalwere not altogether inexpllcab1e. They took place uno.,the, ministry_of outspokenly evangeliebl prua-ehers, largelyof the Free church, who hoped foi il-iem arro graa"airy-rulriup a corresponding desire aTong tneir peop16. Hugh i,tacI.,eodwrote from lvilra of a revivaL in jejZ: itfoi t,.e--iist-'i*oyears r vras 1ed., in the providence of God, to "ip."t sucha season, for there was not. only an extraordlnar|-tiiir"t_1ng after the word, a flocking irf ti:.e people froi ariquarters and 1n at1 kinds of weather tb n^eu" ii;-*r;-"q_lelting down under it, but al-so cases now and then ofdeclded eonversionr BS r have cause of believe, lik; dropsbefore a shower .u A. The rnessage that aroused. such tjrirstemphasi-zed not .onlf-tne d.angerl of remalning in , g,rirtystate but the joys that awaited tiie bellever now anqhereafter. The messengers cornuo'ry,adopted u ti;"oi"gslvle of dellvery trrat \'ias very eifective in baellc 'although not easily transferred to Engrlsh. A nineteenth_centur; t-raveller thus descrlbed one such occasion inCape Breton:
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One of the riorthy mlnisters seemed to me of a type
perf ectly sulted to the scerre. I{e was a pairlarch 1n
years, 1n fatherly kindness, 1n serenity arrd. slmplicity.
His cherubi-c face, set in a frame of gray halr and
beard, seemed to be made for smilj-ng; but some interior
power had won half of hin over to severity - at l-east
it seemed so at tlnes when one brow, one €ye, one
side of the mouth, all contracted with an expression
of gloon. Standing up in the littl-e sentry-box with
his hand.s claspeo over his rotundity, he walted 1n
silence for some moments, until he had established.
himself 1n a slow swaying motion fronn slde to side.
this swinglng seemed essential to al-l- these Cape 

''
Sreton speakers and slngers. Soon he started, in a
very low voice, a hemmlng, a word, and a hesitation
aJ-1 together, and the hesltation often trir:mphed,
made hin wait again mt1l more swinglng had evolved a
suggestlon. The great sil-ver-bowed spectacles finally
cane up fror,r the depths of a pocket, and after two or
three attempts scaled the heights, and planted them-
selves astrioe hi-s nose. The cilscourse was then
pursued in 1ts regular forrn; the voice continued very
Iow, confidential, uinning. Jucrging him by his English
sermons, ideas were as rare as the angelsf vlsits tirat
seened reflected from tfune to tinie on the old mants
benevolent face; so, to fill in, the last word.; or
phrase of a sentence may be sonetime s repeated. tiiree,
even four tiraesl the connections were mad.e by these
lapped jolnts. The pauses t,,ere frequentty longer than
his short phrases, but trre suing, tire driving T.;owerr
held out; the majestic slowness did not fai1, even
tlioughr &s I saw, it should rain durins tire entire day.
He preacired eternity . ?4

Despite protestations of surprise wnen revival;l
oceurred, preparation for it was sonetj-mes quite
intentional. Alnaost alwa;'s prayer meetirigs were part of
the prehlstoryi at Charlottetorrn revival broke out only
after four years of special services ar.d the instltution
of a weekly lnqulrersr meeting. A. In nany places the
January week of prayer popularlzed by the Evangel-icaI
Alliance was an important factor. At l,ancaster 1n 18o4
John Anderson, despairing of the spirltual state of his
people, announced that he would be in the church each
evening 1n tiris week and lnvited others to join him.
Three showed up on l{onday, six on Tuesday, and by vieekrs
end crowds wiro inslsted. that the meetlngs continue. 25
At Indian Lands, when revival broke out 1n the same $Ear,the ueek of prayer had been held for three consecutive
i/ears, and in the last two years services had been
carrled on unt1l the sprlng breakup. Also influentlal
there was }lrs Gordolrs Bible class, wiiich provided tire
first nucleus of cor.verts. 27 At iiiver John the
awai<ening grew out of neeting,s speciflcalll' ca1led to
pray for revivai, rileetlngs trtat once again began sirrall
but eventu.ally outgrew t,re v1llage churclles . 28
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*:r;-il; "iJrr. At rirst tnesewere conducted rl :rl:t"r", but elders ilere often ealledin to relleve tl" straln and otrie""-p*"tiqi-pated by reaol'gscrlptures and l::_q+;i.i";;ry er. Z9_The_rrrst step towardconverslon was convierion ;i ti;, ;fi."ir"oia"r, lnouz:ed srearanxlety and put a prenium on colfeu"io",-iq ro deal wilirinquirers afier-nebtings-w""" ;i;;;";;T'"rn, while nlnistersh"4 to alloeate-much oI-il.Ji" orrtirrg"iiorJoto those 
"""iirrgilf!i:";'*$':il:'t;*:*5";:::::tr:: ii*'":y'1" -p"'|",,' 

*aconversions,o,,ra b;Ei;-;; ;gi::fl;:::rgi"#*ol".ifi;"n:{revlvar- bJ. rer:nlndlne"oth""" -i{ 
:l-:, trr"f-nu""e missing. }10staccounts erarrhasi ze _ihe ract o_r*y"g"ar-finysrear syr:rptoms,although in those g"yq t""*tiing, weep'ne,_and sobblng werenot regarded as out_6f tr..-*rv.T"i-;fi;'fiilorrrrclites orpri-nce Edward rsrandr-r"r"*i.J;_,,in" *o"r'"i-were a stapre ofevery service, were not the o*1{ ex-ceptlon. Anong thoseaffected by tiie preaching or,-putu" Uablean of Whycocomaghthere yerq nanr,ieport" Jr-uooiiv-p"J"i"ilior, and cries of;:;#r:i"ii{;"ff 'qt }'rew r,iiii", wireie "'""""or tenporary

iamuy ;i";i; ; ;;T;:, "l;:f]:, ",i,if,.i*#;;_gj;i;tifi"ll:'f awful calllngsri. 73

The annual connunion once us-ual 1ri. scottisir lresbyteriancongregetlons flgured'. p"o"it.tt1y i-n aJJJ""t" of revivars.sonetlnes 1t *""T_ug iir6-u"effi+:g-,--t-;;r,;;j.nies tire crima;r , .J5of visible awakening. .qhoii u_1"";,s-rt 
"u."-, signifie*ntmllestone' Nor 1s tills aiiii""rt i" *.o"iJtana. rn a ruralcomrunity the corrnunlot *u"-it " *,ost ora'aiic event of ti.eyear' lnvolvlng flve aays-or 

-i"tense 
.iiI*io" ser-f-exarnlnation.rt brought_ togJther croiuds, 

"=tir,ui"o-ii-i6fl *, ?_6,COo atFIlra an<i afnort as rrany at wnyco""*ish-Ld-ior,rarderie, that
rc/ :S$i3 l;+:t.:|;"un"v'n-6]"*r"iilto pr#-: t5 ril" coniiunion itser_rr' 1 or *i";i;;pJ"i"o':i:iffl;iT5,:.m;li:;tili u'" ro",-o,,'.,i" 

"Ft'lh arr 
-the$e ru" 

"-u+scrprin" ;;;;_ rrua-*.*i"tii",ilir# *tt:lu*""was Jarse, partlcipa_ti-n- 
"."-'J"r;;i: d^'J;;r*""e cne requlreda roken, whlch the-etders oi ;11. ccngregatior. gave out onlyafter_careful consid"".iioi. dr", ,ri""-iirli test was passed

ili t ii Ii ;+ ;-.ilfi r fi ii: # j 
-x 

;}3 

" 
iih 

"*f : 
"ii: * : ; - 1 

g;fil*
detail to rurrit t+" i"j""JtiI"_"r^"",;9"_;?*j? #g ifr;ii::.catechlsm to reiarnine-tir"*""ii"u or trreir inowtedge todlscern the Lord's no_oy, 

-oi"irrli" 
rai{ir-io'leea uijon him,of thelr repentance, t6ve, -io "r"" 

obee i_eneJ, r_esr, cominaunworthlly, thev eat ana 
-dti"i 

;uagmeni*io'i,.,"*selves* . s;r.people held bacir even at thls p6inf o"-""it'fo""."d v;1th B.sense of terror. yet nei_tirer"wls^it,;;.y-to 
"atcrr a cor:.munionfron the outside, 

-",r- 
.?+*ry 

"irr"" trre 
-iinJ 

retrreen those urropartook and tirose *?o aia "6t-i." ilre mosl-obvious lndicatiorrof who.might be precle"ii"ua"io"eternal rife-and wiro to eternaldamnatlon. snal1 wonoer tiiat-Jrur, ordinarily carer-ess

f



64

f resbyterians beca.nte lncreasingly lntrospective as -the
cornmunion season approached. and that the anxiety often
reached a breaking point during its course!

With fair unanlmity the reports enphaslze the Oiversity
of those affectedr all ages, both sexes, the obviously bad
and the apparently good. One does not read. far, howevert
without beioming aware that not all were affected equally.
At New lIills the ttgrossly wickedtr were said to have led
the way for the nore respectable to fol-l-ow, & and a
sinll-ar if less neat progression can be inferred elsewhere.
Alnost everywhere the young were slngled out as constitut-
i-ng the bulk of the convert s. 2. Some were very young,
school-children who wept in secret over ti'teir sins or
congregated in liiformal prayer neetlngs 1n defiance of
mocking playmates. 40 Sex ratios are more difficult to
d.etemrlne. At Mira in 1652 young rten were singled out as
:p€clally affected., L1 at Indian lands in 16b4 they led in
divotioni, 42 and in-T975 they fanned out frou New Glasbow
to revlve nElghbourlng colrri-rLlrritles. 47 ''ie are told less
about women, bu',, perhaps greater susceptlbillt; on tneir
part was slnply taken for granted. 0n one point there
would have been general agreernent; the subjects of
religious awakenings, a chureh comnittee noted, rrvrere to
a large extent persons wno had in early life been carefully
instructed 1n t;ie sYsterrr of Divine truti:.t' . !!.

Whatever the course of revival, til.e excitentent would
eventually dlssipate and the neetings taper off . lVhat
then? It vas generally adnitted that narly who had been
caught up ir tne excitenient quickl;r fell al{a}r ano ii,at
the witlr.drawal period severely tested. tLe depth of
convertsf corurltrnent. There were fu,rtrLer Suggestions that
well cul-tivated vineyards vrere particulariy tei;riting to
Universallsts and otirer foxes 45 and tirat tirose uironi
revivals thrust lnto poeltions of leadersi:.ip uere terrp-red
to trarrogance and presuril;tionrr. 4o Alua;;sr however, it
was agreed tr:.at on balance the results tiaii been g,ood.
After a visi-t to Lancaster in the wake of the 1654
revival Principal- liiehael Willis of Knox College re-oorted:

4more than a hundred have been added. to the comnunicantsr
rcl-1 of a country congregation since January last ...
persons latety llving to the present world - younger as
well as older persons - have cast their 1dols a\lay a::d
nanlfes-,ed an utrwOnted preference for spiritual exerclses
and rei-lgious conpanionships, ano ... wi:ole households of
norclnal Protestants, or menbers of Chri-stian fa::rili-est
hitherto untouched by law or gospel, have spontaneously
sough-r to confess Christ.tl 47 Daniel Gorc.,on, the r:in:-ster
of Indian trands, enphasized tite disanpearance of iarty
feeling. 4e I{is wife, uhile aiso notin5rrti-e rianifest
F,roi'vtri oJ'lrotherl;' lovetr, was ljract:cah e::ough to adcr
lrthe nuurctual paynent of tire subscril'ticns to ti:e rnrnister':-
sal-ar;,'ir. 49 Perhaps the ntosi tan5ible lcng-ter.l res'tiit \.rzs



tne emergence of r-eaders fo' another generation, bothlocally and in wider s'heres. Areas siept by revlvalwere fertile sources oi canoidates ror the ministrvand nany mlssionari-es traced tireir 
"uir 

-;; 
;;ffi";'event. :9

To nanv peopre it seens- distinctly out of ciiaracterfor calvihilti^c churches- obsessed wit\*g,orrect,doctri_neand suspiclous of irurnal contrivanee t6ryrfrsurt"rr.{u*rr,unlngsof the tvpe r have descrlbed, arro inae6A";;"-"il;;r^:tateof nany presbyr,erian congregations belied the posslbirity.
T,ut' knowing- the frult, i" can reaoiry trace it back tothe seed - car-vin, knovrn to nany onry for ilie doctrine ofpredestlnatlon ancl the exeeuti6n of" servelus, insistedthat ffthe assent whici: vre 3ive to ttre Divine r,vord ... isfron the heart ratl.er t.lran tr:e heac, and from trreaffections rather than fron the understa:roingrr. !1 lieadded. that ileven pious persons, anct such 

"u--iuu"=GoO,still stand 1n neeo o' t'e pecr-illar imrurse of ti.espirittt . 5?. r.he sirorter catbcr.ism-u"[oua tni"-terJnir,g:rrwe are n,Ede partal;ers of t;re. rede:nption purchaseo by
$li*"I:., l{*rn6 effectual appllcattoi oi. ii to us b:r hlsrrvrJ epr-!'r u . l.2z rl only nbeoea the i"=i;i";;" 

*Jr "i,r"itans
on a converted nemberstrlr; ano trre introspection thisimplied to complete a pr-escriptron for revlval_.

rn scotlano.trris. impulse to revival found crassicexpression in 1742- in tlie Glasgow suburb of c""r"srurrg.George whitefield had a consiclEraur_e part in it. wil1ia*Iticcullocir, ca-rbuslang I s evangelical tiit.reportedry notvery el0quent ninister, was so j_r,rr-,resseq oy rerorts ofwhltefierdts rneetings in Aneri.u tnui-"u retailed them toh+".congregation and did wl.at ire could to proniote asimllar revival. 54 Then in 1741 Hiiitefiera cane toscotland' 
"oTg.rctTfrg successful niisiions 1n a nu.rber olplaces inciu,:ring Glis5,o--. By the-;p;i"J ot 1.r42_ there wasgetting to be such a stir ai camuubia_n! tnat jriccullochfelt justlfied in askini wnlteri"iJ-t"otuk, part in tnepreparatlons f or coo'rnwrion in- J-oly. 0; tirat occasion ti-iecrowd was estinated, pernaps fiUeiali;, as twentythousand . fr. Such was^ the monentlun that Mc'ullochannounced Enotner comnurrion for a"g";i, during wirlchseason whitefield preacired again td an estimareo thirtythousand. 5b Robert Burns of Kno* cir,rr.r, *ra co11ege,Torontor.pofnted to tire Cariibuslang rfwarkn and to anothershortly thereafter at Kilsyth in stiriirrgs'ire asfonmative of tne.evangelie"al pu"ty-i;-4" church ofscotland and urtimatery of tne tr'ree church. Hlsreuriniscences make clear tiiat tirese revivals were stlrr_a very livlng part of his own historlcal nenory. 57leigh Eric schnriut, vho l1nks this """iuur traoitionclosely wltil tire nass meeting" *""o"iuiuo uitir ti.e annualco[urunlonr traces it back to rate nr"dleva:- attltudes andmakes a strong case for regardlng i{ "" tir" orj-gin of ca'p
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and protracted meetlngs and thus of much l{orth Ai,cr-.cala
revivali sri . :g

To turn from Canaoa to Cambusla:rg 1s to recognize
nany f amil-iar landmarks. We encounter the same ad,nixture
of iurprlse and calculation, the sarne physical phenonenat
the ealne general- mlx of eonverts by a8€r sexr and. former
condition, the saJne concentration of tlthose brought up
religiouslytl, the sane vrinnorn'1ng as excltement died
down, the sane posltlve evaluatlon of results. Most
signlficaltly, p"rtt.apS, ue meet the saljle inistence tliat
revlval was -sparked by orthodox Calvlnist doctrine
proclalmed in- trte traditional way. n That the work was
of a sovereign God ratirer than of humarr instru.ments was
made clear Uy trtcOuf lochrs use of the f au'rillar watchword
fron zec:harl-ah 4t 6, trl'Jot by night, nor by power, but Ljy

trly splrit, sai-th ti,e Lorci oi' hosf s'r. fl] One distinctive
n6te- at Carrbustang. though not altogetirer witkrout
parallel 1n Vlctorian Carrada, was the use of explicitly
iexual lnagery; IricOulloch preached frorn the Song of
Solonon, *d Wnitefleldts sermon that drew most comnent
was on tne sugges:tive text, ttTny ltaker is thy husbandrr. t;1

Gaelic revivals in Canada dre',v even nore directllr on
a special iiighland tradition. The Highlands were l-ittle
affbcted at fj_rst by tire fr.eforpati-on. Their clergy for
the next century and a half were largely episcopal in
sympathy and foi almost as 1on5 after' tirat trmoderaterr in
their apprcacir to religion. In tnis situation tne rlse
of evanbeticalism was closely l1nked uitlr tire activities
of an unofflciaL orcier ol zealous 1a;' ottactlers known
sirirp,ly as na. daoir1e or trthe ]{enrr, vr}ro worked. closely
with LvangeTfddf-pifristers anri would have nothing to do
with mod.eiates. The earllest iiigiila-nd revivals took i;lace
in the mid-seventeentii century ti:.rough tle lnfl-uence of
Purltan refugees and a few ministers oi iluritan sylipathies.
Notable amont tite latter was the i'iery thomas nog of
Kiltearn, uho has been creqltea reith enlistlng tfue first
of rttire Mentr . 02 Durlng t.re next century Cambuslang had'
repercussions Tfr ttre Highlands, especl?11y in {oss-snire
an?i especially amon8. GaeIic-speakers. "7. Accoroing to
John KEnnedy, a mid-nineteentir century historian oi the
revivals, their best days had been even before this. 64
In numbers and intensit!, irowever, they reacired thelr-
peak only in Kennedyts time o5 During this period. they
beveloped another node in ?erthsilire and spread into the
Western Isles.

Several- factors contributed to this outburst of rellgious
zeal, One was the formation during tire ei5hteenth ani.
ear11r nlneteenth centurles of several societies dedicated
to the cj-vilizatl_on of the Highlands. All ol tirem were
evangelical in irrsr,irat: on, and tr-eir schoolteacliers
regularllt condr),cted services in parisires rn;irere only
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moderate pr'eaciring was avall-abre. q6 The Edinburgli-basedsoclety for propagating ch:istian En-owledge 1s tE"t krrov,n,but was handlgapp?d !l-its insistence on ieaciring inEn51ish. The Gael-ic sbhoof_ society, founoed in rEri, hadreadler access to tfre peoJrle ifi.d ivas able to take '
advantage_ of the publi-cation of a Gae11c Bible 1n 1g01 .Another factor was the destruction of the "rr" "ystu*3!ter 17 45, ca11ing, for a reconstltution of a s"hse ofidentity that revival irelped to provide. There was al_soan el-ement of :ocla1. protest against the 'oderate clergy,
"!o generally took the side of tire randlordu *u-*"""often rela+,ed to then. 5Z And despite freqreni-A.".iictionof duty an lncreaslng sEFply of ministeria-l serv1"." *ruavlakening an appetite ror-rbt:-gion. The situation oi ,yancestral parlsh of Glenurquhait, where in the seventeentircent_ury a mlnlstry of tr,rrenty-four years passed witirout acelebratlon of the Lordrs supper, og woula beconeunthinkable, as would the excuse o?Tered for inireouentcom.munion at Dlngwall that rrthe frequent .rrurEu"-in"ttSer people gott to be in ar"rs agalnst the I'ia6donal_osobstructed ther friedor:r to tirat lreat workr-. qg- ---

fhese circumstarr.ces gave a dlsti_nctive colouring toi{ighland revival. The mass gati:erings at long comriunlons,and at trie revlvals associated uith tireni, we,,re largelyconiposed of visitors wno were boycotting tireir o*n"moderate ministers; the fervour inus gerierated owed agood deal_ to partisan fee11ng. 7e tire"Men, ol,.r_fashioned
1^n dress, tending to norbioi{y Tn ser-f-exarririrtion,fervent arid soneti-mes fanatlcLr in ir.,ei-r piet;r, irniarteaa note of austerity remlniscent of tire mehi"vb.i c*io"u".As in-Cape Bretonr- evangelical- nlnisters were characterizedby a dlstinctlve whlne or ilsoughil . 7\,Ihei_r convertswere generally quieter than in tire f6wlands, artirougir anoccaslonal groan or ejaculation might be heard. 7, T;Lewis, however, marr,' during 1827, fhe "o-"uiiuo ff.i" orswooningff , were seized wit[ convulsions and "pr"*!-oiscrea-nilg- aloud . u lilghland eva.gelj-cais const,antrvteetered betrveen Eilo eitrenes_ of ir"!r:-O"-;il;-il"ttn::a,in reaction against self-indlre.Ti c1!rgy, tirey aispiayeaa severity ilrat coul-d terrorlze their cbrrgregaiions'andreduce their eonrourlion rolls to a hanciful,t l+ ln tlreprocess manv traditlonal elenents of HighiaiA custoo.,s andiorklore *"le banisired for ever. on the-other hand, tireirmessage was ultimately one of free pardoning gr.aee'tobind up ^sinnersr wounds. sonetime" '" pt"rcher woulosuccessfully combine the two emphasesi Sonetlnes, as atAlness, a thunderer like Jar,res Fraser would awaken me*bersgI hi." congregation to the enorrnity of their guiri ;ojt_"" hap111y send tlierr to his neigirbour John Porteous ofKilnulr for release. 75

The liighlano traciition of revlval reacheo its tuo



5B

chief Canadian centres in rather different wa1'5. It has
been noted that uhereas tirose who settl-ed in Cape
Breton before 1ez) or 1825 had largely been unaffected
by it, those who followed tliem carried 1ts fervour wlth
thern. 75 Certalnly the qost florid_€x1-r1'sssions of
revivaT-v\,ere 1n areas of late settlenent. Slnce only
evangelical ministers vlere sent to Cape tsreton, howevert
there was less severlty and l-1ttle anticlericalism - to
the dismay of Norman Macl,eod, who regarded hls loyal_
followers at St Annrs as lacking the faith tha,t would.
justify a celebration of tLre lordrs Supper. 77
iinatevbr relevance the revival traditlon may-Eave had
to t[eir particu]-ar cj-rcumstances, Cape Bretoners seem
merely to have been continulng a famj-1iar pattern that
faded- from memoryr &s John l{urray suggested, when the
Men on the island died out. 76 In Glengarry settlement
was virtually complete at anlarlier stage, and for
some years nroderate preaching predor,ninated to tite point
where- the people viere said to irave inherited rrPioderate
feeli-ngs and fo:malitiestr . 79 Revivals occurred with
just enough frequencl' to allow for a vestige of
contlnuous local meriory, but li.ter ones funpressed
people by their novelty ratirer than tirei-r f aniliarity.
Here revivals werer to a greater extent tri&r] in Cat;e
Breton, worked up by Scottisir-born ministers. Instead
of reca111ng a tiea-sured past, they seen to have riarked
a trassition from frontier roughness to a ilore settled
and sophisticated state of society. In Connorts novels,
of eourse. the cirief ttale converts went on to become
tycoons.

tr'inally, it is r3y ir:pression tlii t, contrary to tire
desires of tliose lnvolved in tirel', the revlvals
inspired b). Cal-vlnisn hrelped in tire lono run to
undbrn'rine i-t. John liennedy su6gestea trii-s of tire liighl-and
revivals of his tiner 99 and Ralph Conrlor made tire
claj-m expliclt in his late novel lorcires through tne
Bush. 81 Perhaps t,.ere was an unresolvabl-e tension
56tileeE-a doctiine tne't attributed salvatlon totally
to Godfs initlative and a practice tirat called on
sinners to choose. In the Canadian case, however, I
suspect that the change carle about nainly because 9v9n
Highland preachers were subtly affected by tne Arniinianisn
end.enic to North ,\nerican revivalism. As ny clllef
witness I eall one who who would nave been scand.alized.
by being cast in such a role, sonewhat unfairly perilaps
since he uao not of Highland or even Scottish background.
Jonathan Goforth, a ploneer Fresbyterla.rr missiortar;' who
gained far,,e for his ability to ins"'i-re mass m.oventents
in China and ltlanciruria, was descrlbed b)' Charles G.
Trr;mbutl as standing rrl1ke Gibraltar, steadfastt
uncompror:i-sing for the old faith r,viticii is ever nevJrr , E2
Fcr tlie rpatcirilord cf his evan5eiisn, in a da.1,' ulien
r,.'atchworos uere taken seriousll', lte looked bach to tire



the Calvinisli oi' Ca,nbuslang: ilIot b), rnigiit, nor b;, power,
Itt by-i;i;' s.Lrlri_til. S_7 yet he was re.nortdd u" b;6i;"i;gto achieve wholesa16-success uhen r.b read ano ;;r.ti;Athe for:nula of charles G. r,inneyi .A 

".,riorl 1s I purervphiloson?ical result of the rigirt use or-consiitrtSj-
rnea:'Lsrr. 84 Goforth never seems to have nuspected *J.inconslsTEncy betvreen his notto and his methodology.l{evertheless, he ^r:a;' stand as representing the 1,ofht,about the turn of tire twentieth ^ce:rtur;,, 

E;, wt.i-cn----'Presbyterian revlval in canada had rosi its d.istinctivecharacter and b1e nded lnto a general_ I{ortii Anericantradlti_on.
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Interp reting the Stu f f of History: The Theology and Practice of 
History in The Presbyterian Tradition in Ca nada 

by 
John A. Vissers 

Canadian Presbyterian theologian and historian Alan Farris 

has argued Christians must account for three factors when 

interpreting the stuff of history: 

The Christian understanding of history 
involves ••• three factors: necessity, human 
initiative and God . God, man and creation are 
all involved in a highly complex relationship 
out of which the processes of history emerge . 
So complex and intricately involved are these 
relationships that no human being can hope to 
sort them out. Having insisted, however, on 
the operation of these three factors in making 
up the stuff of history we must also insist 
that the initiative is always with God , the 
direction of history is of His choosing and 
the end is of His ordering - not however in 
such a way as to leave no room for the 
exercise of the freedom with which God has 
created man , or the demands made upon him by 
the nature to whose laws man is at once 
subject, and yet over which he is ordained by 
God to have dominion . l 

The obvious question which arises, however, concerns the nature 

and extent to which the understanding and writing of history are 

affected by faith in God and the ecclesial commitments of the 

historian. How may one describe the activity of God in history? 

Can one be a committed Christian and at the same time utilize the 

scientific tools of historical inquiry with integrity? How have 

historians of presbyterianism in Canada dealt with questions of 

the distinction 

interpretation, 

between so- called 

histo rical relativity , 

historical 

and the 

facts and 

historical 

criticism of the biblical do c uments in church historiography? In 

this essay we seek to investigate such questions through an 

75 
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examination of the theology of history and the practice of 

historiography within Canadian Presbyterianism. 

In general the Reformed and Presbyterian view of history 

shares much in common with the wider western Christian tradition 

to which it belongs, and with it much that is common to eastern 

Christianity and the other two monotheistic religions Islam and 

Judaism. History is linear with its beginning point in the 

creation of the universe out of nothing by a divine being and its 

telos in the eschatological messianic kingdom at the end of time. 

Thus it is to be distinguished from other views of history such 

as a Greek view in which history may be understood as an 

expression of the cycles of nature with no real meaning or telos, 

a Marxist view of history in which economic necessity drives 

history in a deterministic manner, or a humanist interpretation 

of history in which human initiative is the primary factor in 
2 

shaping historical understanding. What distinguishes t~ 

Christian view of history from Islam and Judaism, however, is the 

claim that the meaning of this history is found in Jesus Christ, 

who as the preincarnate Logos was the agent of creation, and 

whose life, death, and resurrection defines the purpose and telos 

of history. 

As part of the Christian religion the contribution made by 

the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition is found primarily in the 

emphasis that a sovereign God of creation, providence, and 

redemption creates, sustains, and directs the affairs of human 

history. God is the sovereign Lord of history who stands outside 

of it and at the same time providentially o rders it. History is 

the creation o f God and serves as the arena of God's providential 
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activity between the creation of the world and its completion. 

Jesus Christ is the centre of this history. Human history is the 

unfolding of the struggle between Christ and the powers of evil 

but in the end Christ will triumph and reign, assurance of this 

having been given by God's raising him from the dead . In this 

understanding of history, the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition 

reflects Augustine ' s view of history in his well-known work The 

City of God. For Augustine the meaning of history is located in 

the struggle between an earthly kingdom and a heavenly kingdom, 

between the City of God and the City of Man. This struggle shapes 

the unfolding of history and its end is certain: the Kingdom of 
3 

God will triumph. 

Within this general theological framework historiography 

within the Presbyterian Church in Canada since 1925 has been 

shaped by two theologians and practitioners of church history, 

Walter W. Bryden and Alan L. Farris. In their work we see the 

convergence between a theology of history and the practice of 

historiography in presbyterianism in Canada . 

Walter W. Bryden (1883-1952) was the leading theologian of 

the Presbyterian Church in Canada after 1925 . After studies at 

the University of Toronto, Knox College, and the United Free 

Church College in Glasgow , Bryden served pastorates in Alberta, 

Saskatchewan, and Ontario before his appointment as professor of 

church history and the history and philosophy of religion at Knox 

College in 1927. From 1945 until his death in 1952 he also served 

as principal of the college. Through his lectures , articles and 

books Bryden influenced an entire generation of Canadian 
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presbyterian theological students in their approach to the 
4 

church's history and theology. 

As professor of church history Bryden approached history from 

within the Reformed tradition. His primary interest was in the 

history of Christian thought rather than the history of 

institutions, and he sought to introduce his students to the 

history of doctrine in such a way that they would be able to 

discern the critical contemporary theological issues and develop 

positions which would assist them in their preaching and pastoral 

ministries. Bryden saw church history as "Word of God" history: 

The church is the "Body of Christ": it is an 
extension of the incarnation, i.e. of Christ's 
corning into the world. Great institutions are 
all established by God: some, however, grow 
out of the necessities of the natural life, 
while others arise out of the necessities of 
man's relation to God since God has come into 
the world. The church, i.e. the believers of 
Jesus Christ as Lord, is "called" into being 
by God: and Christ therefore is enthroned in 
the lives of Christians instead of man's own 
"self" by nature. The second Adam has taken 
the place of the old Adam in the membership o f 
the Church of God in Christ.5 

Church history, in this sense, was a unique history in Bryden's 

eyes, to be distinguished from all other types of historical 

investigation. He rejected that scientific historical 

methodologies could encompass Christian faith and life. He argued 

that modernism in theology wrongly presupposed that the Christian 

revelation could be authenticated in history by empirically 
6 

verifiable historical evidence. Indeed modernism represented "a 

deliberate and sustained tendency to discover the revelation 

contained in the New Testament upon the purely historic plane and 
7 

by purely empirical method". In following this tendency, Bryden 
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argued, the eschatological, apocalyptic, and transcendent 

dimension of Scripture was dismissed. Since the publication of 

David Strauss' Leben Jesu, revelation in the New Testament had 

been subsumed under the category of the "historic Jesus" alone, 

"in which his "unique personality", the incidents of His human 

life and His moral religious teachings constitute the matters of 
8 

prime consideration". Such an approach was more concerned with 

ideas than with facts. Revelation became an historical ideal 

rather than the real history of God's dealings with humanity in 

Jesus Christ. 

In his critique Bryden questioned the assumed unlimited 

usefulness of the historical-critical method of biblical 

interpretation. Christian faith, he contended, cannot rest upon 

historical reconstruction alone. The activity of the sovereign 

God cannot be reduced to empirically verifiable historical 

events. Historical investigation is useful insofar as it sets out 

the historic and the factual which is always essential but in and 

o f themselves such approaches cannot describe the activity of 

God. 

For Bryden, then, a Christian understanding of history always 

had to account for the reality of the activity of God. It was 

this perspective which he brought to Presbyterian Church in 

Canada during the church union controversy. While Bryden wrote 

little history himself his theological work provided the 

assumptions which have very much shaped the historiography of the 

church. 

Bryden's successor as professor of church history at Knox 

College was Alan Farris (1920-1977). Farris stood in the same 
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theological tradition as Bryden and adopted many of the same 

approaches to church history. Farris distinguished a Christian 

approach to history from a Greek view, a Marxist view, and a 

humanist view with their emphases on historical necessity, 

dialectical determinism, and human rationality. As noted above 

Farris argued that a Christian understanding of history involved 

necessity, human initiative and God. It must also account for the 

mystery of evil with1n the personal and universal history in 

which human beings live. 

For Farris, then, the biblical understanding of history 

begins with the world's creation by God. "Time is the continuum 

of the historical process and God is the Lord of the historical 
9 

process". Humanity in revolt against God is in resistance to 

this Lordship. But God as Lord acts to redeem His people, 

initially in the history of Israel, and finally and supremely in 

the history of Jesus, who is the centre of history. It is he who 

overcomes evil and it is in the light of this victory that the 

church lives between the times. The church rules now with Christ 

who is the Lord of history but that rule is yet to be fulfilled 

in that day of triumph when the processes of history shall reach 

their goal "and a new and marvelous day will dawn when all that 

is of God in past history will be taken up, transfigured and 
10 

given its place in the new age". 

This Christ-centred salvation history, however, does not 

mean that God is not involved in secular history or universal 

world history. Farris argued that a Reformed approach to history 

cannot simply account for heilsgeschichte (redemptive history) 
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but also had to deal with weltgeschichte (universal history ). 

Universal history is more than the scaffolding upon which the 

redemptive history of the world is worked out. It too has a 

purpose and goal. Even after the Fall God is still the Lord of 

His creation. The history of the kingdom of God is not identical 

with the history of the this world but it is not an entirely 

different history either. (The same might be said of church 

history in sofar as it overlaps universal and redemption 

history). Secular history belongs to God but is at the same time 

touched by evil. Secular history, salvation history, and church 

history all find their meaning in Jesus Christ. 

The contributions of Bryden and Farris to Canadian 

presbyterian historiography may be summed up as follows: they 

provided a theology of history which shaped the intellectual and 

theological historiography of the church after 1925. History done 

in and for the church had somehow to account for the reality of 

creation, revelation, and salvation as central to the very life 

of the church's own history. That God had created and continues 

to govern and sustain the world; that the divine being had been 

supremely self-disclosed in Jesus Christ; and that the cris is of 

human existence had been confronted in the death and resurrection 

of this Jesus Christ - these were realities without which it 

would be impossible to understand the history of the church. 

These were the theological presuppositions which shaped the faith 

of those whose motivations and actions shaped the history of the 

church's life. Church history which ignored these realities of 

faith could in the end only report on the development of a human 

institution. Historiography had somehow to account for necessity, 
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human initiative, and God; to combine theology and practice; to 

live in the world of the modern historian and at the same time 
11 

the world of the believing Christian. 

To what extent, however, do these theological 

presuppositions actually shape the church's historiography? How 

has history really been written within the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada? It may be argued that at least five different genres may 

be discerned in the historiogr·aphy of the church since 1925: 

apologetic, institutional, biographical, intellectual, and 

social. The five genres are not mutually exclusive but rather 

reflect different approaches to historiography within the 

denomination, and thus different theological assumptions about 

the nature of history and the way historiography ought to 

function within a particular ecclesiatical context. The proposal 

is intended also to be descriptive rather than prescriptive. The 

concern is not to argue for how history should be written but 

simply to reflect upon what in fact has been done. In this paper 

we deal only with apologetic and institutional historiography and 

very briefly identify the three other genres. 

First, from 1925 until at least 1960 much of the history done 

within the Presbyterian Church in Canada was written as a defense 

of the decision of the continuing Presbyterians to reject church 

union. Historiography functioned as post-church union apologetic 

the purpose of which was to justify the existence of The 

Presbyterian Church in Canada by demonstrating its continuity 

with the Presbyterian Church in Canada of 1875 (with which the 

United Church of Canada also claimed continuity) and more 



generally with the presbyterian and Reformed tradition. For 

example, W.M. Kannawin in his 1935 book for presbyterian young 

people, Our Church: A Brief Study of the Background, Government, 

and Work of the Presbyterian Church in Canada, states that "The 

Presbyterian Church in Canada is in historical continuity with 
12 

the Church of Scotland, Reformed in 1560". The thrust of most 

historiography during this post-union period was to demonstrate 

this continuity so that the Presbyterian Church in Canada could 

maintain its identity and status within Canadian culture and not 

be relegated to the sectarian sidelines. 
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One of the first books to appear in this genre was E. Lloyd 

Morrow's Church Union in Canada: Its History, Motives, Doctrine, 

and Government published in 1923 even before the consummation · of 

church union. Although Morrow sought to give an objective account 

of the developments leading towards church union he freely 

admitted that his own personal judgments as an anti-unionist 

affected his historiography: 

In this book, the incorporation of my personal 
judgments is almost inevitable. My sympathies 
will appear in the way in which I describe and 
evaluate the various movements ••• But the main 
purpose of the book is to give information in 
so objective a fashion that it will be, I 
hope, a sourcebook for anyone, whether he 
happens to agree with my valuation or not.13 

Morrow represented the "left wing" of Presbyterian opposition to 

union with his concern that the unionists were not progressive 

enough in the theology of the proposed Basis of Union. Having 

been trained at the University of Chicago he sought to utilize 

scientific 

opposition. 
14 

historiographical methods to justify that 
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Ephraim Scott's bo.ok Church Union and The Presbyterian Church 

in Canada (1928) represents another example of this type of 

apologetic history, a 1 be it fr om a different theological 

perspective. In distinction from Morrow Scott charged that the 

proposed Basis of Union was too liberal, too modern and an 
15 

abandonment of the Westminster Confession of Faith. He saw 

the Basis of Union as a misreading of the Reformed tradition and 

therefore not in continuity with it. Scott was editor of the 

Presbyterian Record and was elected moderator of the General 

Assembly of the continuing Presbyterian Church in 1925. In his 

book Scott tried to demonstrate the continuity of the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada not only with the Church of 

Scotland but with the prophets and the apostles. He argued 

vigorously that the church union movement was ultra vires 

(outside of the law of the church) and concluded by noting that 

while cooperation in Christendom is possible, reunion is 

impossible and undesirable. In his book The Canadian Experience 

of Church Union John Webster Grant describes Scott's work as "a 

vitriolic little book on church union in which he traced the 
16 

persecution of presbyterians back to the day of the apostles". 

In 1929 R.G. MacBeth's book The Burning Bush and Canada was 

published by the Westminster Press of Toronto. MacBeth also 

admitted that the purpose of his book was to convince people of 

the anti-unionist position: 

This book is frankly written in order that 
people, young and old, may get the viewpoint 
of Presbyterians regarding recent efforts to 
merge certain churches in Canada into a new 
denomination.17 

MacBeth traced the presbyterian system of church government back 
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to the Old Testament and the New Tes tament in order t o make hi s 

case for the continuity of the Presbyterian Church in Canada with 

the holy, catholic church. The continuing existence of the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada was justified on the basis of its 

historical continuity with the biblical pattern. Since 

presbyterianism was biblical, it was historically justifiable. 

Implicit in this argument are also certain assumptions about the 

historicity of the biblical narratives. MacBeth's assumption was 

that what happened in his time was the same as what happened in 

biblical times. Historiography, biblical and ecclesiastical, 

recorded this history and demonstrated the historic continuity. 

Other books in which this genre of apologetic historiography 

is to be found include Not Yet Consumed: A Short Account of the 

History and Antecedents of The Presbyterian Church in Canada 

(1946) by Stuart c. Parker, the minister of St. Andrew's 

Presbyterian Church, King Street, Toronto; Why I Am A 

Presbyterian (1934) by Walter w. Bryden of Knox College, Toronto; 

and Our Heritage and Our Our Faith (1950) by John McNab and F. 

Scott Mackenzie, a work published by the 75th Anniversary 

Committee of The Presbyterian Church in Canada. Each functions as 

a post-union rationale for the continui ng Presbyterian Church in 

Canada and seeks to ground the life of the church in the Reformed 

and presbyterian tradition as represented in the Church of 

Scotland, reformed in 1560, and thus in continuity with the holy 

catholic and apostolic church of the New Testament era . 

Presbyterian historiography since 1925 has been shaped by the 

events of church union. United Church historian John Webster 
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Grant notes: 

Those who have dealings with both the United 
Church of Canada and the continuing 
Presbyterian Church in Canada must accustom 
themselves to two semantically incompatible 
approaches to the events of June 10, 1925. 
What one celebrates as a union, the other 
deplores as a disruption.18 

It must be noted that similar types of historiography may be 

found on the unionist side and that much of the presbyterian 

historiography was written in response to it. George C. Pidgeon's 

book The United Church of Canada: The Story of the Union (1950} 

and the work by C.E. Silcox, Church Union in Canada: its Causes 

and Consequences (1933} may be cited as examples. Even John T. 

McNeill's The Presbyterian Church in Canada 1875-1925 was written 
19 

from a unionist perspective. 

Two more recent studies from both the Presbyterian and the 

United Church sides show that while interpretations of the church 

union movement continue to vary, a greater historic al objectivity 

has come to have force in church union historiography. Alan 

Farris wrote "The Fathers of 1925" (Enkindled ~ The Word: Essays 

on Presbyterianism in Canada , Toronto, 1966} in which he tried to 

show that continuing Presbyterianism in Canada not only 

represented the heritage of Scottish Presbyterianism, but also a 

much broader heritage than was usually assumed. United Church 

historian N. Keith Clifford's study The Resistance to Church 

Union in Canada 1904 1939 (Vancouver: University of I British 

Columbia Press, 1985} provides the most recent analysis of the 

church union movement with a particular focus on those who chose 

to remain presbyterians. 

In sum, in writing their own histo ry Canadian presbyterians 
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competing interpretation 

United Church historians. 

by Christian faith and 
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interpretation over against another 

of the events from the perspective of 

Both interpretations have been shaped 

ecclesial commitments. Apologetic 

historiography within the Presbyterian Church in Canada shows 

that the issues are never as easy as might be supposed, and that 

historical interpretation is not a simple choice between faith 

and scientific historiography. Interpretations through the eyes 

of faith are always affected by other interpretations, and 

likewise, so-called objective renderings of the history of the 

church are always written from a particular perspective. The 

apologetic mode of historiography represented by the examp~es 

above reflects a continuation of the providential view of history 

in the Reformed tradition in which specific events may be 

explained with reference to the specific plan and purpose of God 

as well as to necessity and human initiative. It included appeals 

to biblical history as a pattern for the history of the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada in order to justify its 

existence. Both the unionists and the anti-unionists 

they were being faithful to a Reformed 

continuing 

believed 

of the understanding 

Gospel and the church. The continuing Presbyterian histories 

intensify this perspective in that they also represent a 

tradition of "persecution histories" which may be found in the 

Reformed and Presbyterian tradition in which the people of God's 

covenant see themselves as the faithful remnant. 

Secondly, after about 1960 historiography within the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada became less preoccupied with 
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defending the existence of the denomination and more concerned 

with setting forth its history within the wider ecclesiastical 

landscape of Canadian society. The growth of the denomination 

during the 1950's seemed to give a new sense of confidence and 

identity to presbyterians in Canada, a confidence which may be 

seen in a historiography concerned to understand The Presbyterian 

Church in Canada in the broader Canadian social and cultural 

matrix. Presbyterian historiography was undertaken with the 

assumption that the Presbyterian Church in Canada was a mainline 

Canadian Protestant denomination which had made and which 

continued to make an important contribution to Canadian society. 

Earlier histories of presbyterianism in Canada in the 

nineteenth century were written from this perspective and ·the 

later institutional histories followed their pattern. For 

example, William Gregg's History of the Presbyterian Church in 

the Dominion of Canada from the Earliest Times to 1834 (1885) ----
was, in the words of John Moir, "a pioneer effort which made 

20 
extensive use of primary materials" , and thus provided the 

basis for later historiographical work. In 1963 N.G. Smith's 

essay "The Presbyterian Tradition in Canada" was published in The 

Churches and the Canadian Experience, a work edited by John 

Webster Grant and published as a Faith and Order Study of the 

Christian Tradition by the Canadian Council of Churches. While 

still arguing that the Presbyterian Church in Canada stood in 

historic continuity wi th the Church of Scotland as reformed in 

1560, Smith also set the history of the church within the wider 

ecumenical context. Presbyterians rightly took their place 

alongside other mainline Canadian Protestant denominations, 
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including the United Church of Canada . In 1967 the Centennial 

Committee of the Committee on History of t he Presbyterian Church 

in Canada published A Short History of the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada. In Part I Alan Farris covered the period from 1600 to 

1850 documenting the life of the presbyterian churches in Canada 

from the French regime to the disruption of 1844. In Part II H. 

Keith Markell followed the development of the church from 1850 

through to the church union movement of 1925 . The period from 

1926 t o the present was written by Neil G. Smith who traced the 

years of post-union reconstruction within the Presbyterian Church 
22 

in Canada. 

Such institutional histories reflected a greater emphasis -on 

the c o llectio n and research of primary documents as well as a 

concern simply to tell the story as clearly as possible. The 

assumptio n now was that church union was but one episode within 

the histo ry o f the Presbyterian Church in Canada which the 

institution survived and from which it emerged, admittedly 

smaller in number, but still as a presbyterian church with a 

bright future under the providence of God . At the time, it 

certainly appeared that Presbyterian historians had every reason 

to believe this perception was an accurate one . But subsequent 

decline in numbers, finances , property and influence since the 

1960's indicate that this perception was not altogther accurate . 

Ins ti tut i o nal historiography which assumed institutional 

survival, if no t institutional pros perity , was also shaped by 

certain theo logical c onvictions and ecclesiastical commitments . 

The official history of The Presbyterian Church in Canada, 

89 
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Enduring Witness was written by John S. Moir and published in 

1975 as part o f the Church's centennial anniversary. In choosing 

Moir, a leading Canadian historian of religion, to write its 

history the church took a major step away from purely theological 

and apologetic historiography to a more objective institutional 

historiography. Meir's work is unsurpassed in terms of its 

careful research and documentation and its reliance upon primary 

sources. It tells the story of the Church in a straightforward 

and clear manner. At the same time some have been concerned that 

it lacks the theological perspective required to understand the 

motivations and the decisions of the church throughout its 

history. In this sense, Meir's work represents the Church's 

struggle to understand its own history in the light of 

Enlightenment historiography rather than purely in terms of faith 

and theology. But can an account of the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada neglect the motivations behind human initiatives and · are 

such motivations easily accessible to the historian? These 

motivations are mixed, including ideology, economic interests, 

social pressures, class conflict, and unconscious pyschological 

forces, etc •• But they also include faith, a faith which is not 

easily reduced to or subsumed by any other motivation. Thus, 

historiography in the Presbyterian Church, in seeking to be a 

genuine history of the church, seeks to include the reality of 

faith and theology in the writing of its history while at the 

same time avoiding the abuses in historiography which may so 
23 

easily creep in. 

Similar institutional histories at other than the national 

level have also been encouraged within the Presbyterian Church in 
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Canada during the last thirty years, although sometimes they 

represent more chronicle and anecdote than history. Histories of 

local congregations, presbyteries, and synods have been written, 
24 

as well as regional histories of the Church. In 1986 

Presbyterian College of Montreal published its own history 
25 

written by H. Keith Markell and Brian Fraser has been 

commissioned to write the history of Knox College, Toronto as 

part of its sesquicentennial celebrations in 1994. 

In sum, Canadian presbyterian institutional historiography 

over the last thirty years has represented an attempt to be more 

metic ulous and o bjective. In it the life of the church is 

explained in terms of human initiatives and historical 

continuities and causalities. To some extent, however, it failed 

t o articulate a Reformed view of God's activity in histo ry 

although some proceeded with the assumption that the church as 

an institut i on would prosper and grow as a mainline Protestant 

denomination , 

histo ry. 

thereby continuing the providential view of 

The third type of historiography within the Presbyterian 

Church in Canada is that found in biographical studies, primarily 

studies of theologians and ministers who exercised a significant 

leadership role within the denomination, although also included 

are prominent lay people within the Church who made a 

contributio n to Canadian society. In Enduring Witness John Mo ir 

notes the signficance of, and need for, this type 

histo riography: 

In the field of biog raphy some turn-of-the­
centu ry studies are of high quality but the 

of 
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majority of such volumes from the nineteenth 
century tend to be uncritical accounts of 
pious lives, unrelated to the humanity of 
their subjects or to those forces in the 
contemporary society which influenced their 
actions and opinions. Most Canadian 
Presbyterian leaders who flourished after 1900 
have found no biographers as yet, thus leaving 
a large historical void which desperately 
needs to be filled.26 

A volume of biographical essays, Enkindled !!Y_ The Word, was 

published by the Committee on History of the Presbyterian Church 

in Canada in 1967 to mark the centennial of Confederation. It 

included essays on such prominent Presbyterian leaders as James 

MacGregor, John Cook, William Proudfoot, James Robertson, and the 

Fathers of 1925. More recently two volumes of short biographies 

have also been published by the Committee on History of the 
27 

Presbyterian Church in Canada entitled Called To Witness. These 

volumes contain historical biographies of twenty-two ministers, 

missionaries, and lay people, including men and women who have 

been influential in the life of the Church. 

The genre of biographical historiography provides another 

perspective from which to observe the church's conceptions of its 

historic role and the assumptions with which its historiography 

has proceeded. First, almost without exception those biographies 

which do exist have been written about Presbyterian ministers. 

The assumption here, of course, is that the history of the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada can be told through the lives and 

ministries of its most prominent leaders. Social historians are 

critical of the lack of attention given t o the general membership 

of the church. And yet this too represents a certain theo logical 

assumption within the Presbyterian Church in Canada concerning 
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the place of the ordained ministry. Ministers of Word and 

Sacraments are those entrusted in a special way with the faith 

and the . life of the church. From this perspective, then, to tell 

the story of the clergy is to tell the story of Presbyterian 

faith and life in Canada. While written from the perspective of 

the Reformed faith such studies are usually short on the social, 

economic, political, and cultural contexts which shaped the 

lives and ministries of their subjects. Such biographies are 

often "unrelated to the humanity of their subjects or to those 

forces in contemporary society which influenced their actions and 
28 

opinions". 

Secondly, those biographies of lay people which do exist 

usually document the lives of Presbyterian women and men who have 

made a significant contribution to Canadian political, social, 

intellectual and cultural life. The critical issue here, however, 

is how and why their Reformed faith and their Presbyterian 

tradition shaped their lives and motivated their decisions and 

how they served that cause of the Reformed faith in the church 

and in the world. Very little biographical analysis of this type 

is extant in the biographical historiography within 

Presbyterian Church in Canada. 

Finally, 

Presbyterian 

social 

Church 

and intellectual history within 

in Canada is a developing form 

the 

the 

of 

historiography. In the first instance, much historiographical 

work is yet to be done on topical studies intellectual history -

primarily the history of ideas and intellectual movements which 

have influenced the life of the Presbyterian Church in Canada. 

Again John Moir notes the need for this type of work in Enduring 
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Equally serious, no topical studies of such 
movements and influences as the social gospel, 
fundamentalism, higher criticism, neo­
Orthodoxy, or social teaching of the 
Presbyterian Church to name but a few, have 
been undertaken, and the few subjects of this 
nature that have been examined are buried in 
academic theses that have never appeared in 
print.29 

Recent work has been done on some of these topics. Geoffrey 

Johnson has written Of God and Maxim Guns which deals with the 

history of Presbyterian missions in Nigeria and Brian Fraser has 

written The Social Uplifters, a study of the influence of the 

social gospel in the Presbyterian Church in Canada between 1875 

and 1915. Although other studies such as those which deal with 

the role of women in the life of the Church, conservatism in the 

Church, and the Church's relations with the Jews, to name but a 

few, have been written, it is clear that this is an area in which 

much work has yet to be undertaken in order to gain a thorough 

understanding of the history of the Presbyterian Church in 
30 

Canada. It may be that in the writing of such intellectual 

history the Presbyterian Church may be able to join its double 

commitment to theological integrity and scientific 

historiography, and thereby more deeply understand its place 

within the larger redemptive purposes of God in the real history 

of the world. 

What has it meant, then to interpret the stuff of history 

within the Reformed and presbyterian tradition in Canada? It has 

meant living between the two worlds of faith and scientific 

history. Dutch Reformed theologian Hendrikus Berkhof too sees 



that these are indeed two different worlds: 

God called Israel and sent Christ. Israel's 
religion and the person of Jesus of Nazareth 
fall into the confines of the history of 
religion ••• But this reality is at the same 
time the object of historical research. These 
two approaches are entirely different. Faith 
(in scientific form: theology) talks about the 
cross and resurrection, about goal­
directedness , about the antichrist and 
consummation . But the science of history 
nowhere encounters these realities. It sees 
everywhere flowing transitions and endless 
connections. It views human events in the 
light of continuity, causality, and 
relativity.31 

95 

The Presbyterian Church in Canada acknowledges that history 

has a telos but at the same time the limitations of its own 

interpretations of the movement of that history towards its goal 

must be acknowledged . The church's interpretation of history · is 

not necessarily God ' s interpretation. The church walks by faith 

and not by sight and so it is immediately reminded of the 

fallibility, provisionality , and relativity of its own statements 

with reference to historical inquiry. The church sees through a 

glass darkly. But the church cannot be silent. It cannot live in 

one world and ignore the other. It cannot speak of God without 

also speaking of human initiative and historical necessity. It 

speaks of real history from the perspective of faith . 

Must we be silent and live in two worlds: one 
of a historical view of history, and a second, 
without connection with the first , of God's 
abstract judgments concerning that history? 
This cannot be the alternative . For relativity 
is not yet agnosticism. The fact that neither 
the Kingdom of Christ nor the kingdom of the 
antichrist has yet been revealed, but that 
they are hidden under the appearance of their 
opposite, and that they are everywhere 
intertwined, does no t mean that nothing can be 
known o r recognized of them . Wo rld history is 
not black or white, but it is not an even grey 
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either. The eye of faith recognizes dark grey 
and light grey, and it knows that these 
gradual differences originate in differences 
of principle.32 

Finally, then, Presbyterian Christians in Canada confess that 

what matters most is that God is the Lord of history and that the 

whole of history "proceeds under the fatherly care of God the 

Creator, whose will is done". The history of God's glory "takes 

place in, with and under the history of creation". It is a hidden 

history. No human conception of the process of history, not even 

a Christian view of history, not even a Reformed and Presbyterian 

view, has more than very limited worth. Not philosophies of 

history, but the belief in the God of providence and gracious 

self-revelation who has chosen a people in Jesus Christ gives a 

light to the path so that something of the hidden history of 

God's will and purpose in specific events and relationships may 
33 

be seen. The presbyterian theologian and historian "finds 

comfort not in any discoverable patterns in history, but in the 

finished work of Christ" . What is seen is that Christ is "the 

victor over the evil dynamics operating within the processes of 

history." Christ is seen "by faith at the right hand of God 

ruling now over the e nds of the earth with absolute and 

transforming power". Although the Reformed historian does not 

yet see the full and final fruits of Christ's victory, there is 
34 

assurance "that that day will surely dawn". 
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