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in the Nineteenth Century: 

A Step Towards Independence 

Few historians have bothered to examine 
carefully the way in which the a c t i v i 
ties of women in the church have chang
ed over time. In the late nineteenth 
century Canadian women, through their 
membership in missionary societies, 
increasingly became a significant force 
in the major Protestant denominations. 
This was important. Church groups at
tracted many women who otherwise would 
not have joined a woman's organization. 
The church lent respectability to their 
efforts and shielded them from public 
scrutiny. It enabled many women to 
take their fi*rst tentative step outside 
the domestic sphere. Through mission
ary societies women learned to manage 
the problems of organization and admin
istration on a large scale and to be
come more confident about their own 
a b i l i t i e s . For some, this led to ad
ditional involvement in organizations 
outside the church. Missionary socie
ties were the largest organizations of 
Canadian women in the nineteenth cen
tury. They were among the f i r s t na

tional women's groups to form and as 
such were part of what was generally 
referred to at the time as the "woman's 
movement." 

( i) 

Protestant churches offered l i t t l e 
challenge or stimulation to women in 
the early nineteenth century.(l) Al
though missionary organizations for men 
existed, women's involvement did not 
extend beyond the local parish. A few 
taught Sunday Schools but most joined 
Dorcas Sewing Circles or Ladies' Aids. 
These groups provided social contact 
for women who were not involved in 
other activities and a means by 
which they could respond to the immedi
ate, charitable needs of their parish. 
Their response, however, was more often 
than not ameliorative. They simply did 
not have the means, the time, the or
ganization and perhaps the desire to 
deal with social problems in any meth
odical way. They appeared content to 



be considered the homemakers of the 
church.(2) 

Women were l imi ted to domestic church 
a c t i v i t y because they had few a l t e r n a 
t i v e s . Ear ly in the century the Protes 
tant denominations were only beginning 
to organize themselves in some permanent 
form. The i r f i r s t p r i o r i t y was to reach 
the s e t t l e r s of the var ious B r i t i s h North 
American co lon i e s , and except for fund 
r a i s i n g , th is did not require extensive 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n by churchmen or churchwomen. 
Unt i l conso l ida t ion of the many indepen
dent Protestant churches occurred, large 
sca le commitments requ i r ing lay p a r t i c i 
pat ion were impossible . Confederat ion 
and the expansion of Canada westward pro 
vided the needed s t imulus ; only s t rong, 
united churches would h a v e Liic people and 
cap i t a l necessary to extend the i r reach 
into the newly acquired t e r r ? t o r i e s . ( 3 ) 

The examples were many: the Presbyter ian 
Union in 1 8 7 5 , the Methodist Union in 
1 8 8 4 , the formation of the Angl ican Gen
era l Synod in 1893 and the f i r s t National 
Bapt is t Convention in 1 9 0 0 . ( 4 ) C o n s o l i 
dat ion provided these ' n a t i o n a l ' churches 
with the strength to expand t he i r mission
ary endeavours, both domestic and fo re ign . 
Increased lay pa r t i c i p a t i on became neces
sary . Male missionary organizat ions i n 
creased the i r s i ze and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and 
women's missionary soc i e t i e s developed, 
o f f e r i ng churchwomen p a r t i c i p a t i o n in a 
larger scheme of a f f a i r s than had ever 
been ava i l ab l e to them. 

Bapt is t women- in the Maritimes were the 
f i r s t to respond. The insp i ra t ion came 
from a young Nova Scot ia woman.(5) In 
1 8 6 9 , Hannah Norr is approached the For 
eign Mission Board for permission to go 
to Burma as a missionary. She had con
s idered her dec is ion c a r e f u l l y . Two 
things were important to h e i — f a i t h and 
helping others . The former was i l l u s t r a 
ted by her ins is tence on adult baptism 
despi te having been baptized as a c h i l d 
by the Congregational Church, the l a t t e r 
by her w i l l ingness to spend time teaching 
Micmac Indians in the i r own language. 
For a woman such as Hannah, few opportun
i t i e s existed in the Maritime soc ie ty 
of the 1 8 6 0 ' s . Missionary work would 
provide her with the opportunity to use 
her energy and a b i l i t i e s in ways not 
poss ib le 3t home = 

When the Mission Board refused her re 
quest because of lack of funds, she de
cided to appeal to the American Bapt ist 
Board. Before th i s could take p lace , a 
committee from the Baptist Churches in 
Ha l i f ax approached her. It urged her 
to appeal again to Maritime Bap t i s t s , 
e spec i a l l y to churchwomen.(6) American 
women's missionary soc i e t i e s (estab
l i shed some years before) had made s i g 
n i f i c a n t contr ibut ions to the miss ion 
ary cause by supporting overseas mis
s ionar ies and the expectat ion that Can
adian women might respond in a s im i l a r 
manner was, consequently, not unfounded. 
Indeed, the resu l t of Hannah's appeal 
was the organizat ion of Woman's M iss ion 
ary Aid Soc i e t i e s , the f i r s t formed on 



18 June I87O at Canso, Nova Sco t i a . By 
the time she l e f t for Burma thirty-two 
soc ie t i es had formed and, although she 
was under the d i r e c t i on of the American 
Baptist Missionary Board which super
vised a l l Bapt ist m iss ionar i es , the 
Woman's Aid Soc ie t ies of the Maritime 
Provinces guaranteed her support. ( 7 ) 

The work qu ick ly expanded from th is be
ginn ing. By 1874 Bapt is t women had 
created central boards of Woman's For
eign Missionary Soc ie t ies for Nova 
Sco t i a , New Brunswick and Prince Edward 
Island. In 1884 they created the 
Woman's Bapt ist Missionary Union of the 
Maritime Provinces which secured united 
act ion on the part of the a id soc ie t i es 
and was a veh ic le for appropr iat ing i ts 
own funds. ( 8 ) Mrs. J.W. Manning, pres 
ident of the union, explained the nature 
of th is considerable accomplishment. 
"The women at the time when th is mis
sionary work was thrust upon us had had 
no experience in conducting business, 
speaking in pub l i c , or any such work, 
but we had to learn."(9) And they con
tinued to learn . In 1906 the United 
Bapt is t Woman's Missionary Union formed, 
a resu l t of the union between the Free 
Bapt ists of Nova Scot ia and New Bruns
wick and the Bapt ists of the Maritime 
Provinces. ( 1 0 ) 

Baptist women in other parts of the 
country soon followed the Maritime 
example. The Woman's Bapt ist Foreign 
Missionary Society of Eastern Ontario 
and Quebec began in I876, the Woman's 

Bapt is t Home Missionary Society of 
Eastern Ontar io and Quebec in 1896, 
the Woman's Bapt is t Missionary Union of 
Manitoba and the North West in 1886, 
and the Woman's Bapt is t Missionary 
Union of B r i t i s h Columbia in 1898.(11) 
The Maritime Bap t i s t s , however, r e 
mained the most energet i c . The eastern 
community was older and more s e t t l e d , 
with time to devote to missionary work. 
A lso the Bapt is ts were more h ighly con
centrated in the Maritimes than e l s e 
where in Canada.(12) 

The growth of these groups was impressive. 
By 1875, in the Maritimes a lone, the 
number o f Woman's Missionary Aid Soc ie 
t i e s was 92; in 1885, 123; and by 1895, 
222.(13) The tota l amount of money 
ra ised in 1885 was $5000, a remarkable 
sum cons ider ing funds came b a s i c a l l y 
through two cents a week con t r ibu t ions . 
(14) In 1890 the soc i e t i e s ra ised 
$7000; in 1895, $9000; and in 1900, 
$10,000.(15) These rece ipts came from 
c o l l e c t i o n s at meetings, from the mission 
bands, Sunday Schools and Young People 's 
s o c i e t i e s , through donat ions, the annual 
c o l l e c t i o n and the sale of l i t e r a t u r e , 
reports and T?dings (the pub l i ca t ion of 
the WBMU) . (16l FT soon became evident 
that women's missionary a id soc i e t i e s 
were s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i f f e r en t in potent ia l 
power and inf luence from the Ladies ' Aids. 
Both were fund ra i se rs but missionary 
soc i e t i e s expanded women's scope in the 
church from purely local matters to a 
wider f i e l d encompassed only by the 
l im i t s a missionary could t r a v e l . They 



demanded admin is t ra t i ve a b i l i t y and com
mitment from the i r membership, for they 
had assumed the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for a l l 
female miss ionar ies and the i r work among 
the 'heathen. ' In admin is t ra t i ve scope 
and geographical focus , then, the mis 
s ionary soc i e t i e s had become the most 
ambitious of any women's group, ins ide 
or outs ide the church. 

Unl ike Bapt is t missionary endeavours, 
the missionary soc i e t i e s of the Presby
te r ian and Methodist Churches developed 
through the need of already ex i s t i ng 
male o rgan iza t ions . Nevertheless , 
p r i o r to the formation of the Woman's 
Foreign Missionary Society in I876 by 
the General Assembly, Presbyter ian women 
had evidenced some in teres t in miss ions . 

PHOTO OF MISS L. McCULLY, CANADIAN 
PRESBYTERIAN MISSIONARY IN KOREA, 1903-

Courtesy Helen Lee, MacRae Co l l e c t i on 

In 1825 the women of Princetown, P.E.I, 
organized the f i r s t woman's missionary 
soc i e t y , the Female Society for Propa
gating the Gospel and Other Rel ig ious 
Purposes, designed to bring the gospel 
into i so la ted communities.(17) In 1868 
a group of B e l l e v i l l e women, led by 
Mrs. L. McClaren, were working for mis
s ions . At the same time, Mrs. Smel l ie 
of Fergus was in te res t ing women in her 
community in missionary work.( l8) How
ever , not un t i l 1876 was a formal organ
i za t ion created, d iv ided into the Wes
tern and Eastern D iv i s ions . (1 9 ) Very 
of ten male miss ionar ies overseas were 
not allowed to approach the ' na t i ve ' 
women because of the customs of the 
people.(20) Unless more female miss ion 
ar ies were a va i l ab l e , one ha l f the number 
o f people l l i e church wcis> t ry ing to reach 
would remain i so la ted from f t . The need 
for more female miss ionar ies put a 
s t r a i n on the already ex i s t i ng male mis 
s ionary soc i e t i e s and i t seemed log ica l 
to have the churchwomen assume respons i 
b i l i t y fo r them. The resu l t was the 
Woman's Foreign Missionary Soc iety . 

The Woman's Foreign Missionary Society 
was concerned with recruitment; i ts aim, 
the membership of a l l churchwomen. Its 
members bel ieved the i r work had p r io r 
c la im over a l l others and that the i r o r 
ganizat ion o f fe red more personal s a t i s 
fac t ion than any comparable soc i e t y . 
One of the i r basic concerns was why this 
was not evident to more women.(21) To 
st imulate in terest in the i r work, they 
published a Monthly Let ter Lea f le t from 



1884 to 1897 and l a te r the Foreign 
Missionary T i d i n g s . They i n i t i a t e d a 
form of assoc iate membership to appeal 
to those women unable to j o i n and par
t i c i p a t e in regular s o c i e t i e s . They 
formed Mission Bands in 1879 but these 
youth organizat ions of ten suffered from 
competit ion with the church youth move
ment in the 1890s.(22) Unt i l then, 
however, the missionary soc i e t i e s pro 
vided one of the few out le t s for youth 
in the church. 

The Woman's Foreign Missionary Society 
was eminently success fu l . When the 
secretary of the Foreign Mission Com
mittee wrote expla in ing there were no 
funds to send two women miss ionar ies 
into the f i e l d , the secretary of the 
WFMS pointed out that "we are very 
thankful to be able to say, that 
through the abundant b less ing of God, 
they [f inances] are in a remarkable 
prosperous condition."(23) Ob
v ious ly the soc ie ty had l i t t l e d i f f i 
cu l t y f u l f i l l i n g i t s f i nanc i a l commit
ments. So successfu l was i t that in 
1899 the Western D iv i s ion ra ised 
$45,513 from 21,000 members and the 
Eastern D iv i s ion $11,031 from 5,184 

members.(24) The administ rat ion of 
these funds was equal ly impressive. At 
the turn of the century the Western 
D iv i s ion maintained four miss ionar ies 
in Honan, seventeen in India and 
t h i r t y - s i x m iss ionar i es , matrons and 
teachers in the Canadian North West. 
The smaller Eastern sec t ion supported 
four miss ionar ies and twelve b ib l e 

women in T r i n idad , three catech is ts 
and one b ib l e woman in Demerare and 
schools in St. Luc ia , native teachers 
in the New Hebrides and two women 
miss ionar ies in Korea. 

Methodist women became involved in mis 
sionary work la ter than the Bapt ist and 
Presbyter ian women. Not un t i l 1881 d id 
a woman's missionary soc ie ty form in 
the church which la ter assumed the 
leadership of the soc ia l reform move
ment re fe r red to as the Soc ia l Gospel. 
When the General Missionary Society of 
the Methodist Church f i r s t considered 
creat ing a woman's missionary soc i e t y , 
i t had a l imi ted view.(26) The women, 
however, once they received an o f f i c i a l 
request and sanct ion were not w i l l i n g 
to pa r t i c i pa t e in a l imi ted way. Those 
interested f e l t the immediate need for 
a general soc ie ty and on A p r i l 29, 1881, 
they decided to organize a Woman's Mis 
s ionary Society of the Methodist Church. 
(27) 

The determination of these women was met 
with success. A u x i l i a r i e s in 1882 
numbered 20 with 900 members, whereas 
they numbered 9^6 with 26,741 members in 
1906.(28) In 1881 they ra ised only 
$2,916.78; in 1901 they raised 
$50,972.58.(29) This money was "der ived 
c h i e f l y from membership fees , voluntary 
con t r i bu t i ons , thank o f f e r i n g s , mite-
boxes and legac ies , rather than from 
concer ts , teas , e t c . " The l a t t e r 
sources, although "usefu l for soc ia l 
purposes , " were not considered " r e l i a b l e 



sources of income."(30) 

The Church of England was the last of 
the major Protestant churches to form a 
woman's missionary soc i e t y . In 1873 a 
few churchwomen in Toronto created the 
Churchwoman's Mission Aid Society to 
help the i r brethren in the Diocese of 
Algoma in response to an appeal made by 
the Bishop. Although the work was not 
l imi ted to Algoma, the pa r t i c i pa t i on was 
l imi ted to Toronto.(31) Not unt i l 1885 
did seven women approach the Domestic 
and Foreign Missionary Soc ie ty , i t s e l f 
only formed in 1883, to o f f e r the se r 
v ices of women as an auxi 1 ia ry . ( 3 2 ) 
This Woman's A u x i l i a r y , l i k e the Church 
i t s e l f , was based on the diocesan de
s i gn . Perhaps because each diocese was 
tree to choose i ts own f i e l d of labour, 
the women of the Church of England did 
not seem to be as organized as the 
other Protestant women.(33) They had 
the i r l e t t e r l e a f l e t s and ra ised money, 
but the i r work for missions seemed un
even. They paid for some miss ionar ies 
and the education of a few ind i v i dua l s , 
but on the whole the i r work lacked co 
nes i veness . (34) One th i rd of the money 
they raised went into Dorcas work.(35) 
Members continued to designate the i r 
money for s p e c i f i c purposes instead of 
al lowing the centra l committee, th is 
power.(36)The lack of cohesiveness may 
also have resul ted from the prov inc ia l 
o r i en ta t ion and d i v i s i o n which plagued 
the church un t i l the creat ion of the 
General Synod.(37) Not un t i l 1911 was 
the re l a t ionsh ip between the Woman's 

Aux i l i a r y and the Missionary Society of 
the church worked out with the acknow
ledgement that the former was respon
s i b l e for work among women and ch i ld ren 
in the fore ign f i e l d and for help ing 
where needed in Canada.(38) In the 
ear ly years the Board of Management of 
the Domestic and Foreign Missionary 
Society f e l t the women were simply c o l 
lectors of money, which they ce r t a i n l y 
had proven themselves to be. In 1895 
the soc ie ty reported that i t s 11,168 
members had raised $50,155.82 during 
the previous three years.(39) Such 
women were obviously w i l l i n g and able 
to assume formal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for 
thei r work. 

The woman's missionary soc i e t i e s o f the 
Protestant churches o f fe red tens of 
thousands of Canadian women an out le t 
for the i r a b i l i t i e s and energies . No 
other woman's organizat ion worked on 
such a sca le . Unlike char i ty and ben
evolent o rgan iza t ions , dependent on the 
donations and the soc ia l inf luence of 
the i r members to ra ise money, missionary 
soc i e t i e s large ly subsisted on the min i 
mal weekly contr ibut ions o f the i r mem
bers and what money they could save and 
ra ise in addi t ion to t h i s . In 1894-95 
the Methodist women raised $13,015-25 
simply from fees . This represented a l 
most one-third of the tota l $35,085 

raised and, i f l i f e memberships and the 
money from mission bands are included, 
well over one-half.(40) 

These soc ie t i es a t t rac ted large numbers 
of women. One reason may have been that 



membership demanded l i t t l e commitment of 
time outside the home. It simply re 
quired payment of dues, the sewing of 
a r t i c l e s fo r the needy or for sale to 
ra ise money and the attendance at meet
ings when poss ib l e . This permitted many 
women, for whom time was a luxury they 
could not a f f o r d , the p o s s i b i l i t y of 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g . Such a c t i v i t y was r e 
spectable . It was performed through the 
church, usual ly at the request of male 
church members and was aimed at women 
and ch i l d r en . It did not chal lenge the 
ex i s t i ng system. Rather, i t was an a c 
ceptance of i t . Foreign missionary 
soc ie t i es usual ly did not become i n v o l 
ved in Canadian soc ie ty . Their e f f o r t s 
concentrated on t ry ing to persuade non-
Western nations and peoples to adopt 
re l ig ious values a l i en to them. The 
problems such attempts en t a i l ed , of 
course, were not faced by the membership 
of the missionary s o c i e t i e s . They s im
ply provided the money to ensure that 
others continued the endeavour. 

Despite th is conservat ism, membership in 
fore ign missionary soc i e t i e s provided 
the many women fortunate enough to have 
the le i sure time to pa r t i c ipa te in them 
with the opportunity to develop the i r 
a b i l i t i e s in leadership and admin is t ra 
t i o n . These women became examples for 
other women to fo l low and to be proud of . 
The missionary soc i e t i e s a lso a l tered the 
pub l i c ' s view of churchwomen from one of 
caretakers to pa r t i c i pan t s . They were 
the f i r s t large sca le women's organ iza 
t i on to form and, because the i r member
ship was national and the i r focus i n t e r 

na t i ona l , the concerns of many Canadian 
women who jo ined them widened. 

( i i ) 

Home mission work was not as acceptable 
to Canadian women as was fore ign mission 
work. It brought them face to face with 
problems in Canadian soc ie ty which per 
s i s t ed despi te the acceptance by most 
Canadians of the r e l i g i o u s and cu l tu ra l 
values which missionary soc i e t i e s be
l ieved were to work wonders among heath
en people. Solut ions to Canadian prob
lems might necess i ta te reform of accep
ted va lues , a chal lenge which many Can
adians were unable to face . As a resu l t , 
most missionary soc i e t i e s were re luctant 
to face domestic i ssues . The Presbyter 
ian was the most r e luc tan t . 

The purpose of the Woman's Foreign Mis
s ionary Society of the Presbyter ian 
Church in Canada (Western Div is ion) was 
"through the education and conversion 
of heathen women and g i r l s , [to] a s s i s t 
in opening to c i v i l i z a t i o n , and i ts 
handmaid, C h r i s t i a n i t y , the dark places 
of the earth." ( 4 l ) To accomplish t h i s , 
i t s work focused on missions in Central 
India, China, T r i n i d a d , the New Hebr i 
des and Indian work in Canada.(42) 
Only slowly did Presbyter ian women ex
pand the i r work to inc lude other 
groups in Canada and only among those 
separated from the i r world by cu l tu re 
or co lour . They seemed re luctant to 
involve themselves in or i n i t i a t e work 
that brought them c loser to the r e a l i 
t i es o f the i r own soc i e t y . They con-



s idered home mission work a " r ad i c a l 
change . " (43 ) In 1891-92 they adopted a 
"strongly-worded r e s o l u t i o n , author iz ing 
the Board to take what act ion i t deemed 
best for the suppression of the Opium 
T r a f f i c and of the shocking t r a f f i c in 
Chinese g i r l s in B r i t i s h Co lumbia . " (44 ) 
Other than p r i v a t e l y condemning the 
p rac t i ce they did l i t t l e to prevent i t . 
They c e r t a i n l y did not make the i r views 
p u b l i c . In 1893 they refused to j o i n 
the National Counci l o f Women, a s i g 
n i f i c a n t pressure group, on the grounds 
that "whi le a 'Nat ional Council of 
Women' might be o f benef i t to cha r i t ab l e 
and other s o c i e t i e s , i t could hardly be 
so to the Foreign Missionary Soc ie t ies 
belonging to the various denominations. 
Besides, we, as a soc i e t y , were A u x i l 
iary to the Foreign Mission Cumin i L Lee 
of our Church and could not, or rather 
should not, a f f i l i a t e with the 'Nat ional 
Council of Women. ' " (45) Only fore ign 
mission work interested them. Home mis
s ion work, which might have brought 
the i r in te res ts into l i ne with those of 
the National Counci l of Women, was not 
supported. Some bel ieved they should 
wait un t i l asked by the Home Mission 
Committee to assume home mission respon
s i b i l i t y . ( 46 ) Others bel ieved the 
usurpt lon of ex i s t i ng male r e s p o n s i b i l 
i ty would have d i r e e f f e c t s . In a l e t 
ter sent to a l l a u x i l i a r i e s , Mrs. 
Shortreed, president of the WFMS, made 
th is c l e a r . 

. . . we s t rongly hold that i t 
[home mission work] is our work as 
ind iv idua l members of the Church 

and can see no v a l i d reason why 
women should organize apart from 
men to carry on that work, i t 
would, we fea r , be a great injury 
to the men of the Church, and to 
the Church as a whole, i f the f i n 
ancia l r e spons ib i l i t y of the Home 
Mission work were in any measure 
thus l a id upon the women. The 
complaint is made even now that too 
few men are interested in the 
church: remove further respons i 
b i l i t y from them along the l i ne of 
mission work and there w i l l un
doubtedly be a growing ind i f fe rence 
on the i r part to a l l the in terests 
of the Church. To commit Home Mis
sion work to women, as is proposed, 
would, we be l i e ve , mean f i nanc i a l 
ioss to the Church, as i t is Liie 
men who have the bulk of the money 
at the i r command. If t he i r sense 
of r e spons ib i l i t y be t ransfer red 
to th,e women, then, in many cases, 
the i r g i f t s w i l l flow into other 
channels than those of the church. 
(47 ) 

Obviously she considered male commitment 
to the church and the women's groups in 
i t somewhat weak. 

Unl ike the Presbyter ians, Bapt ist women 
showed l i t t l e antagonism to mission work 
at home. When the Home Mission Board 
reported a d e f i c i t in 1 8 8 5 , the women of 
the Maritimes qu ie t l y took up the c h a l 
lenge of a new f i e l d . ( 4 8 ) Unt i l then 
the i r work had dealt la rge ly with mis
sions in India; now the i r concern ex-



DR. KATE MACMILLAN, CANADIAN PRESBYTERIAN MISSIONARY FROM NEW BRUNSWICK. 
C o u r t e s y He l en L e e , MacRae C o l l e c t i o n . 



tended to include the people of the 
North West, those in iso lated Maritime 
communities and espec i a l l y the women of 
French Canada. They bel ieved the l a t t e r 
were " w i l l i n g pr isoners to the f a s c i n a 
t ion of a tyrannica l f ana t i c i sm" and 
"bound in the chains of Roman ism."(49) 
To help them was imperative, not only 
for the well being of the i r sou l s , but 
for the wel l-being of the Canadian na
t i o n . Work among Canadians of non-
Anglo- Saxon l ineage, then, was motiva
ted , not only by the des i re to achieve 
ind iv idua l s p i r i t u a l s a l v a t i on , but by 
the be l i e f that such sa lva t ion would 
a f f e c t the temporal act ions of the 
converted. This was p a r t i c u l a r l y im
portant with respect to French Canadians. 
"These people so near us are per ish ing 
for lack of the knowledge of God's word 
and we are under ob l i ga t i on to supply 
that lack. They are our fe l low c i t i 
zens. God has bound them up in the 
bundle of nat ional l i f e with us, and 
the future of our f a i r Dominion w i l l 
be a f fec ted by our a t t i tude toward th is 
people." ( 5 0 ) Despite th is b e l i e f , home 
mission work did not a t t r ac t a large 
commitment. In I89O-9I the WBMU gran
ted $1500 to Canadian miss ions, com
pared to $6000 for fo re ign , a d i s c r ep 
ancy which continued well into the new 
century. (51) 

The Methodists completely embraced home 
mission work. From i t s beginning, the 
woman's missionary soc iety had assumed 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for both domestic and 
fore ign work. Its f i r s t object ives 
were to aid the French mission work in 

Montreal , the Crosby Home for Indian 
G i r l s in Port Simpson, B.C. , the 
McDougall Orphanage in A lber ta and to 
support a lady missionary in Japan.(52) 
Money ra ised was equal ly expended be
tween fore ign and home miss ions , 
$15,855 designated for Japan, $790 for 
China, $9388.70 for Indian work, $4469 
for French work, $1480 for the Chinese 
home in B r i t i s h Columbia and $400 for 
an orphanage in Newfoundland.(53) 

The WMS, l i k e the Presbyterian and Bap
t i s t s o c i e t i e s , appeared to equate home 
mission work with the evangel izat ion of 
non-Anglo~Saxons. Although c la iming 
that the i r object in the French Metho
d i s t Inst i tute in Montreal was "not to 
assa i l Romanism, nor yet to p r o s e l y t i z e , 
h u t * c i m n l v t-r» a / l i t r a r a r t n r - F o l 1 rw./— „ - . ...
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countrymen on the basis of an open B ib le 
for a l l , " they re jo iced over conversions 
and in 1901 reported, "Too large a pro 
port ion of Roman Catho l i c students th is 
year to make the school s a t i s f a c t o r y , 
the i r undermining inf luence being f e l t 
among the weaker Protestants , whom they 
are ever on the watch to c r i t i c i z e and 
lead astray."(54) Nevertheless, com
pared to other soc i e t i e s the Methodist 
expended more of i t s tota l rece ipts on 
home mission work. Moreover, much of 
the work of i ts miss ionar i es , among the 
most h ighly educated and tra ined women 
in Canada, was of a ph i l an th rop i c , edu
c a t i o n a l , medical as well as evangel ica l 
nature. In Japan i t had founded board
ing schools for g i r l s and had sent at 
least one female medical missionary to 
China.(55) 



The Methodists ' involvement with the 
' f o r e i g n ' people o f Canada d id not l e s 
sen the i r concern for Canadians of 
Anglo-Saxon descent. Work among the 
des t i tu te and the poor in England had 
been fundamental to Methodism in i t s 
ear ly development and th i s t r a d i t i o n 
had been ca r r i ed on in Canada. Because 
of th is experience, Methodist women were 
seldom re luctant to become involved with 
domestic problems or to voice an opinion 
about them. And because of the Metho
d i s t recognit ion of woman's importance 
in the church, they were not discouraged 
from doing so. With the exception of the 
Society of F r iends , the Methodist Con
nect ion gave most scope to women with in 
the church. John Wesley, h imse l f , had 
appointed women as teachers, had permit
ted them to pray in pub l i c , to speak out i 
c lass meetings and had opened to women 
a l l o f f i c e s of the church excluding the 
ministry.(56) Beyond th i s the church 
would not al low them to go. They could 
not be delegates at the General Con
ference and in I89A that Conference r e 
solved that i t did not approve of en l a r 
ging woman's sphere.(57) Some Methodist 
men obviously f e l t d i f f e r e n t l y . In the 
I896 record book of the New Brunswick 
Woman's Chr i s t i an Temperance Union, men
t ion is made that the Methodist Confer 
ence of Nova Scot ia had endorsed woman's 
su f f r age , becoming the f i r s t e c c l e s i a s 
t i c a l body in Nova Scot ia to do so.(58) 
The General Conference, I t s e l f , ra ised 
the topic of suf f rage in I898, although 
support for i t was refused.(59) With 
such encouragement, however, i t is not 

su rp r i s i ng that the work of the Metho
d i s t women'-s soc ie ty appeared more i n 
novative and energet ic than that of 
other ex i s t i ng women's s o c i e t i e s . 
Methodist women had the most freedom to 
determine what they wanted to do; in 
turn , they used that freedom to expand 
the i r involvement in both r e l i g i ous and 
secular areas. 

Unl ike the Presbyter ian soc i e t y , the 
WMS of the Methodist Church gave hearty 
support to the National Council of Women. 

If th i s Counci l can help to br ing 
before a l l Chr i s t i an women a correct 
understanding of the d i s a b i l i t i e s of 
women and g i r l s outs ide the pale of 
C h r i s t i a n i t y , so as to hasten the 
time of the i r emancipation from 

n physica l and s p i r i t u a l bondage, i t 
w i l l serve a good purpose and de 
serve the support of every o r g a n i 
zat ion of women.(60) 

It was a lso sympathetic to the aims of 
the Woman's Ch r i s t i an Temperance Union. 
As ear ly as 1882 the WCTU had asked i t 
to pa r t i c i pa t e in a F lo ra l Fes t i va l and 
share the p r o f i t s s ince both soc i e t i e s 
often had the same members.(61) The 
Methodists had always been concerned 
about the problem of a l coho l . John Wes
ley had made the non-use of " s p i r i t o u s 
l i q u o r " a p re requ i s i t e for Methodist 
membership.(62) And the b e l i e f of the 
WMS that the use of a lcohol hindered 
missionary work simply re inforced th is 
p rede l i c t i on against l i quo r . By the 
1890s i t was w i l l i n g to make i t s condem
nation p u b l i c . In 1899 the London Con-



ference voted to send a protest deploring 
the sale of liquor in army canteens to 
F.W. Borden, Minister of Militia.(63) 

The members of the Woman's Missionary 
Society did not limit their more secular 
activities to temperance support. With 
the women of the other Protestant so
cieties they were concerned about the 
treatment of Chinese g i r l s in B.C., but 
unlike them, were willing to "memorial
ize the Dominion Government to take such 
steps as shall prevent the importation 
into British Columbia of Chinese women 
for immoral purposes."(64) They worried 
about the effects of cigarette smoking, 
disapproved the raising of revenue from 
the liquor and opium trade by the Anglo-
Indian government, and in 1896 expressed 
to the government their horror at the 
Armenian atrocities.(65) All these con
cerns followed those of its sister so
ciety, the WCTU. 

O H ) 

Although missionary societies may not 
appear to be significant in furthering 
women's involvement in society, they 
cannot be dismissed. Over time they re
vealed remarkable persistence in defend
ing their prerogatives as independent 
entities within the church. Their mem
bers learned to develop their capabili
ties and to become more comfortable and 
assured about the responsibi1ities they 
had accepted.(66) 

In I889 the Board of Domestic and Foreign 
Missions invited delegates of the Women's 
Auxiliary of the Church of England to 
attend a meeting of the Board. When the 
women learned their officers would be 
seated on the platform and called upon 
to speak, they were aghast.(67) Such 
hesitancy did not last. In I898, when 
the Women's Auxiliary was asked to send 
all its money undesignated to the Domes
t i c and Foreign Mission Board as well as 
"to canvass every member of the Church 
who is earning an income to become an 
annual subscriber to the same Board, the 
members of the W.A. to collect subscrip
tions year by year," the ladies re
bel led. (68) At the meeting called to 
discuss the proposal they voted to 
cease being an auxiliary to the Board 
and become a separate society. Al
though they eventually rescinded this 
resolution, they did ask the Board to 
allow them to continue their work as 
before.(69) 

Baptist women revealed their indepen
dence as early as 1887 when they con
sidered holding their annual meeting 
"at some other time and place than that 
of the Convention." They argued, "Our 
work has so grown that we must occupy 
much more time than formerly, and must 
either draw from the Convention proper 
or not have the f u l l attendance of our 
women that Is desirable."(70) When 
this occurred in I896, it established 
the society as a denominational body, 
"living by its own independent 
strength."(71) 



Presbyter ian women had a d i f f i c u l t time 
asser t ing the i r independence. The men 
of the church feared that women's a c t i v 
i t i e s would draw money away from other 
p ro j ec t s . In 1876, the B r i t i s h Ameri 
can Presbyter ian i l l u s t r a t e d th is a t t i 
tude when i t advocated women's admission 
to "such subordinate o f f i c e s as they 
f i l l with advantage."(72) As a conse
quence, the woman's soc iety did not 
share in the administ rat ion of i t s work 
with the Foreign Mission Committee, 
ne i ther did i t make the missionary ap
pointments .(73) Unt i l 1888, the money 
i t ra ised went to the Foreign Missionary 
Committee for use on behalf of the WFMS 
p ro jec t s , without any pub l i ca t ion of de
t a i l e d estimates or statements of expen
d i t u r e . (74) Unt i l the end of the cen
tury men chaired the publ i c meetings of 
the woman's soc i e t y . Su rp r i s i ng l y , th is 
s tate of dependency was approved by the 
women; the lack of r e spons ib i l i t y was 
part of the a t t r a c t i on of the soc i e t y . 
(75) 

As they gained experience, however, 
these women became more confident and 
independent. In 1889 they obtained per 
mission to examine the app l i ca t ions of 
s ing le women who wished to be miss ion 
ar ies and to accompany them before the 
Committee.(76) They began to keep a 
watchful eye on the well-being of the 
female miss ionar ies . On February 21, 
I89I, the secretary of the Woman's For 
eign Missionary Society (Western D i v i s 
ion) pointed out to the Missionary Com
mittee what appeared to be sex d i s c r im 
ina t ion . 

In . . . the arrangements for the 
p rov i s ion of "aged and in f i rm mis 
s i o n a r i e s , " . . . i t is not stated, 
whether the prov is ion for a s i ng l e 
ordained or medical miss ionary , 
(male), is the same as that , for a 
married ordained or medical mis
s ionary , (male). If the p rov i s ion 
is the same I was requested, by our 
Board, to c a l l your a t tent ion to 
the f a c t , that the prov is ion for a 
missionary or medical miss ionary , 
(female) is only ha l f the amount 
given to the s ing le ordained or 
medical missionary (male) . (77) 

The women of the WFMS based thei r new 
found confidence on s o l i d accomplishment. 
They were important to the surv iva l of 
missionary endeavour and knew i t . A f te r 
a l l , i t was the woman's-missionary so 
c i e t i e s which had helped to l i qu ida te 
the debt of the fore ign m iss ions . ( 78 ) 

Methodist women, un l ike Presbyter ian 
women, met l i t t l e res is tance to the i r 
work. This d id not mean they had a f ree 
r e i n . Methodism had become increas ing ly 
narrow with respect to women in the mid-
nineteenth century, a resu l t of the 
growing r e spec t ab i l i t y o f Methodism and 
i ts adoption of the a r t ! f i c i a l r e 
s t r a i n t s of s o c i e t y . ( 7 9 ) Because of 
t h i s , the impetus for the formation of 
the Woman's Missionary Society did not 
come from the women. But once involved, 
they qu i ck l y es tab l i shed c o n t r o l . At 
the organ izat iona l meeting the women 
discussed the i r fu ture . 



Are we qu i te sure we are w i l l i n g 
to hand over the funds of the 
Society to the General Committee 
and have them transact a l l our 
f i nanc i a l bus iness , reserving our 
selves the r i g h t , simply to c o l 
lect the money and determine what 
sha l l be done with i t , as they 
w i l l be very glad to have us do? 

Or sha l l we s t r i k e out on e n t i r e l y 
new l ines? Assume a l l the respon
s i b i l i t i e s ourse l ves , and take the 
burden upon our own hearts and 
heads, which w i l l force us to our 
knees to seek the wisdom from 
above which is p ro f i t ab l e to d i r e c t , 
and the zeal which w i l l sure ly ac 
company knowledge and love. Shal l 
we do our work without sa l a r y , and 
most s i nce re l y ask for the advises 
and b less ing of the Gen. Com. 
which can be given without money, 
lay before them very minutely our 
p lans , and des i r e s , and take into 
the c a r e f u l , prayerful and unpre
jud iced cons iderat ion a l l they 
wish or suggest remembering that 
they the min is ters should thorough
ly understand and approve of every
thing done in connection with out 
Church work. (80) 

By 1886 the WMS was a separate church 
body capable o f holding p roper ty . (81 ) 

(iv) 

Through missionary soc i e t i e s women were 
becoming important in the church. This 

was s i g n i f i c a n t for the church in the 
nineteenth century remained a central 
focus for many Canadian women and was 
the i n s t i t u t i o n through which most could 
be reached. A l i c e Chown, in her remark
able autobiography The Stai rway, des 
cr ibed the role r e l i g i on played for her 
mother. 

What she f a i l ed to gain in d a i l y , 
concrete experience she made for 
herse l f in her s p i r i t u a l l i f e . . . . 
She knew very few books except the 
B ib l e ; her only reading was her 
church paper and a few re l i g ious 
works. . . . Her r e l i g i o n was the 
poetry of her 1 i f e . ( 8 2 ) 

Missionary soc ie t i es enhanced th is role 
for they provided thousands of Canadian 
women with an out le t for the i r energies . 
Through missionary soc i e t i e s they l ea rn 
ed the power of o rgan iza t ion . As the 
WBMU reported in 1888: 

Organizat ion, that with i ts magic 
touch has brought every c lass and 
age into the ranks of the wor ld 's 
workers, that has c r y s t a l l i z e d 
scattered—and consequently f u t i l e 
e f f o r t s about grand ob jec ts , making 
of them e f f i c i e n t a c t i v i t i e s and 
mul t ip ly ing them a hundred f o l d . 
(83) 

By coming together these women were able 
to accomplish a good deal and by doing 
so they increased the i r confidence in 
thei r own a b i 1 i t i e s . 

Membership in a missionary soc ie ty did 
not necessar i l y give women experience in 
administrat ion and pub l i c procedure; most 



CANADIAN MISSIONARIES AT TEA,SONGJIN, 
KOREA, 1938. Courtesy Helen Lee, 
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soc i e t i e s were run by a small co te r i e of 
women. Nevertheless, even the most 
per iphera l of members were exposed to 
the way meetings were run and the manner 
in which the dec is ions were made. A l l 
members learned to be fund-ra isers . In 
add i t i on , because they had organ ized, 
the i r role in the church a l t e r ed . No 
longer were women simply housekeepers of 
the church, but minor admin is t ra tors ; no 
longer workers for male missionary 
groups, but almost f u l l par tners . L i m i 
tat ions on them, of course, s t i l l e x i s 
ted. In none of the churches examined 
could women be orda ined. Yet compared 
to the ro le they had played in Lad ies ' 
A ids , the work they had accomplished 
through and the pos i t ion they had a t ta in 
ed in missionary soc i e t i e s was a s i g n i f i 
cant advance. 

Missionary soc i e t i e s were not vehic les 
for soc i a l reform, only ' r e l i g i o u s ' 
reform. Nevertheless, th i s was a fun 
damental kind of reform for Chr i s t i ans 
bel ieved that convers ion, i f success
f u l , a c tua l l y changed the way in which 
people perceived l i f e . Churchwomen 
bel ieved th is change would a f f e c t the 
temporal condi t ion of people because 
they bel ieved r e l i g i on and l i f e s t y l e 
were c l ose l y i n te r- re l a t ed . 

The Interplay between r e l i g i o n and l i f e 
s t y l e was of pa r t i cu l a r importance in 
the i r "Woman's work fo r women."(84) 
Through C h r i s t i a n i t y , which they be
l ieved recognized women as equal to 
men, heathen women would be u p l i f t e d . 
The sentiments expressed by Mrs. 

W i l l i ams , pres ident of the WBMU in 1888 , 
would have been agreed to by a l l mis
s ionary groups. 

We work as women, not only because 
we owe so much to the gospel but 
because, by v i r tue of our natures 
and exper iences , woman's need of 
the gospe l , appeals e spec i a l l y to 
us. ' T i s to our woman's heart 
that the story of woman's su f f e r i ng 
and degradation of hopeless s in-
burdened l i v e s , uncheered by 
" ea r th l y love or heavenly" comes 
with greatest power and i t is from 
one woman's heart to another that 
the current of p i t y ing love must 
f l ow . ( 86 ) 

This f ee l i ng of s i s t e rhood , however, did 
not lead them into the women's movement. 
Compared to what they knew of the pos-



i t i o n of women in the mission f i e l d s of 
such countr ies as India, Japan and Burma, 
the i r own pos i t ions appeared envious. 
They f e l t no need to quest ion the values 
of the i r own soc ie ty concerning women. 
On the contrary , they perceived the i r 
ro le in terms of the t r ad i t i ona l a t t r i 
butes of duty, serv ice and s e l f - d e n i a l . 
Women were to have " three spec ia l g i f t s 
and three spec ia l powers--the g i f t s are 
high and l o f t y aims, tact and se l f -
fo rge t fu l devot ion. The powers are i n 
f luence , endurance and sympathetic ten 
derness ."(87) This unquestioning a c 
ceptance of the i r own l i ves made It 
eas ier fo r them to become involved in 
the l i ves of o thers , to reform the 
s p i r i t u a l and temporal s i t ua t i on of 
heathen women but not the i r own. It was 
eas i e r , too, because they bel ieved that 
they had a d i r ec t command from God to 
spread His Gospel. They were fo l lowers , 
not i n i t i a t o r s . Having the comfort of 
C h r i s t i a n i t y , they had the r e s p o n s i b i l 
i t y to help those who d id not . 

By fol lowing God's w i l l they l e f t " the 
i n a n i t i e s , the s u p e r f i c i a l i t i e s , the con
v e n t i o n a l i t i e s , of ordinary l i f e . . . 
and claimed higher culture."(88) The 
secur i t y provided by such a be l i e f can
not be overest imated. It j u s t i f i e d 
the i r involvement and provided them with 
a f ee l i ng of accomplishment. They had 
stepped out of the i r own world into one 
f i n e r . As one expressed i t , "To lose 
our own persona l i t y in some grand idea 
no matter what is to f ind l i f e that is 
t ru l y worth l iv ing." ( 8 9 ) Negation o f 
the indiv idua l required s e l f - d e n i a l . 

Only in s a c r i f i c e could they be one with 
C h r i s t . By sublimating the i r own de
s i r e s and needs to those of a larger 
cause, they received enlargement and 
contentment,(90)a sense of achievement 
and belonging. 

Protestant women's missionary soc i e t i e s 
s a t i s f i e d the needs of many women. They 
appealed to those wanting to be part of 
a larger cause but not having the time 
for personal involvement or the desire 
for ind iv idua l commitment. They broad
ened the outlook o f many women and i n 
troduced them to the power of o rgan iza 
t i o n . Although these groups did not seem 
prepared for d i r ec t soc i a l ac t ion they 
were prepared to see women become ac t i ve 
agents in the church. I r on i ca l l y , the 
members o f the missionary soc i e t i e s d id 
not consider themselves par t i c ipants in 
the woman's movement. Nevertheless, 
t he i r e f f o r t s to es tab l i sh a place for 
themselves in the church made them a 
part of the larger e f f o r t to expand 
woman's ro le in Canadian soc i e t y . 
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