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in the Nineteenth Century:

A Step Towards Independence

Few historians have bothered to examine
carefully the way in which the activi-
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 wouid
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 first 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
abilities. 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 first 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 little
challenge or stimulation to women in
the early nineteenth century.(1) 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

58



be considered the homemakers of the
church. (2)

Women were limited to domestic church
activity because they had few alterna-
tives. Early in the century the Protes-
tant denominations were only beginning

to organize themselves in some permanent
form. Their first priority was to reach
the settlers of the various British North
American colonies, and except for fund
raising, this did not require extensive
participation by churchmen or churchwomen.
Until consolidation of the many indepen-
dent Protestant churches occurred, large
scale commitments requiring lay partici-
pation were impossible. Confederation
and the expansion of Canada westward pro-
vided the needed stimulus; only strong,
united churches wouid have iihe peopie and
capital necessary to extend their reach
into the newly acquired territories.(3)

The examples were many: the Presbyterian
Union in 1875, the Methodist Union in
1884, the formation of the Anglican Gen-
eral Synod in 1893 and the first National
Baptist Convention in 1900.(4) Consoli-
dation provided these 'national' churches
with the strength to expand their mission=
ary endeavours, both domestic and foreign.
Increased lay participation became neces-
sary. Male missionary organizations in-
creased their size and responsibility and
women's missionary societies developed,
offering churchwomen participation in a
larger scheme of affairs than had ever
been available to them.
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Baptist women in the Maritimes were the
first to respond. The inspiration came
from a young Nova Scotia woman.(5) In
1869, Hannah Norris approached the For-
eign Mission Board for permission to go
to Burma as a missionary. She had con-
sidered her decision carefully. Two
things were important to her--faith and
helping others. The former was illustra-
ted by her insistence on adult baptism
despite having been baptized as a child
by the Congregational Church, the latter
by her willingness to spend time teaching
Micmac Indians in their own language.
For a woman such as Hannah, few opportun-
ities existed in the Maritime society

of the 1860's. Missionary work would
provide her with the opportunity to use
her energy and abilities in ways not
noccihle at home.

When the Mission Board refused her re-
quest because of lack of funds, she de-
cided to appeal to the American Baptist
Board. Before this could take place, a
committee from the Baptist Churches in
Halifax approached her. It urged her

to appeal again to Maritime Baptists,
especially to churchwomen.(6) American
women's missionary societies (estab-
lished some years before) had made sig-
nificant contributions to the mission-
ary cause by supporting overseas mis-
sionaries and the expectation that Can-
adian women might respond in a similar
manner was, consequently, not unfounded.
Indeed, the result of Hannah's appeal
was the organization of Woman's Mission-
ary Aid Societies, the first formed on



18 June 1870 at Canso, Nova Scotia. By
the time she left for Burma thirty-two
societies had formed and, although she
was under the direction of the American
Baptist Missionary Board which super-
vised all Baptist missionaries, the
Woman's Aid Societies of the Maritime
Provinces guaranteed her support.(7)

The work quickly expanded from this be-
ginning. By 1874 Baptist women had
created central boards of Woman's For-
eign Missionary Societies for Nova
Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince Edward
fsland. In 1884 they created the
Woman's Baptist Missionary Union of the
Maritime Provinces which secured united
action on the part of the aid societies
and was a vehicle for appropriating its
own funds.(8) Mrs. J.W. Manning, pres-
ident of the union, explained the nature
of this considerable accomplishment.
""The women at the time when this mis-
sionary work was thrust upon us had had
no experience in conducting business,
speaking in public, or any such work,
but we had to learn.'"(9) And they con-
tinued to learn. In 1906 the United
Baptist Woman's Missionary Union formed,
a result of the union between the Free
Baptists of Nova Scotia and New Bruns-
wick and the Baptists of the Maritime
Provinces. (10)

Baptist women in other parts of the
country soon followed the Maritime
example. The Woman's Baptist Foreign
Missionary Society of Eastern Ontario
and Quebec began in 1876, the Woman's

Baptist Home Missionary Society of
Eastern Ontario and Quebec in 1896,

the Woman's Baptist Missionary Union of
Manitoba and the North West in 1886,
and the Woman's Baptist Missionary
Union of British Columbia in 1898.(11)
The Maritime Baptists, however, re-
mained the most energetic. The eastern
community was older and more settled,
with time to devote to missionary work.
Also the Baptists were more highly con-
centrated in the Maritimes than else-
where in Canada.(12)

The growth of these groups was impressive.
By 1875, in the Maritimes alone, the
number of Woman's Missionary Aid Socie-
ties was 92; in 1885, 123; and by 1895,
222.(13) The total amount of money
raised in 1885 was $5000, a remarkable
sum considering funds came basically
through two cents a week contributions.
(14) In 1890 the societies raised

$7000; in 1895, $9000; and in 1900,
$10,000.(15) These receipts came from
collections at meetings, from the mission
bands, Sunday Schools and Young People's
societies, through donations, the annual
collection and the sale of literature,
reports and Tidings (the publication of
the WBMU).(18) [t soon became evident
that women's missionary aid societies
were significantly different in potential
power and influence from the Ladies' Aids.
Both were fund raisers but missionary
societies expanded women's scope in the
church from purely local matters to a
wider field encompassed only by the

limits a missionary could travel. They
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demanded administrative ability and com-
mitment from their membership, for they
had assumed the responsibility for all
female missionaries and their work among
the 'heathen.' In administrative scope
and geographical focus, then, the mis-
sionary societies had become the most
ambitious of any women's group, inside
or outside the church.

Unlike Baptist missionary endeavours,
the missionary societies of the Presby-
terian and Methodist Churches developed
through the need of already existing
male organizations. Nevertheless,

prior to the formation of the Woman's
Foreign Missionary Society in 1876 by
the General Assembly, Presbyterian women
had evidenced some interest in missions.

PHOTO OF MISS L. McCULLY, CANADIAN

PRESBYTERIAN MISSIONARY IN KOREA, 1903.
Courtesy Helen Lee, MacRae Collection

In 1825 the women of Princetown, P.E.I.
organized the first woman's missionary
society, the Female Society for Propa-
gating the Gospel and Other Religious
‘Purposes, designed to bring the gospel
into isolated communities.(17) In 1868
a group of Belleville women, led by

Mrs. L. McClaren, were working for mis=
sions. At the same time, Mrs. Smellie
of Fergus was interesting women in her
community in missionary work.(18) How-
ever, not until 1876 was a formal organ-
ization created, divided into the Wes=-
tern and Eastern Divisions.(19) Very
often male missionaries overseas were
not allowed to approach the 'native'
women because of the customs of the
people.(20) Unless more female mission-
aries were available, one half the number
of people the ciwich was irying to reach
would remain isolated from it. The need
for more female missionaries put a
strain on the already existing male mis~
sionary sacieties and it seemed logical
to have the churchwomen assume responsi=-
bility for them. The result was the
Woman's Foreign Missionary Society.

The Woman's Foreign Missionary Society
was concerned with recruitment; its aim,
the membership of all churchwomen. Its
members believed their work had prior
claim over all others and that their or-
ganization offered more personal satis-
faction than any comparable society.

One of their basic concerns was why this
was not evident to more women.(21) To
stimulate interest in their work, they
published a Monthly Letter Leaflet from



1884 to 1897 and later the Foreign
Missionary Tidings. They initiated a
form of assoclate membership to appeal
to those women unable to join and par-
ticipate In regular societies. They
formed Mission Bands in 1879 but these
youth organizations often suffered from
competition with the church youth move-
ment in the 1890s.(22) Until then,
however, the mlssionary societies pro-
vided one of the few outlets for youth
in the church.

The Woman's Foreign Missionary Society
was eminently successful. When the
secretary of the Foreign Mission Com-
mittee wrote explaining there were no
funds to send two women missionaries
into the field, the secretary of the
WFMS pointed out that ''we are very
thankful to be able to say, that
through the abundant blessing of God,
they [finances] are in a remarkable
prosperous condition,'(23) 0Ob~
viously the society had little diffi-
culty fulfilling its financial commit-
ments. So successful was it that in
1899 the Western Division raised
$45,513 from 21,000 members and the
Eastern Division $11,031 from 5,184
members. (24) The administration of
these funds was equally impressive. At
the turn of the century the Western
Division maintained four missionaries
in Honan, seventeen in India and
thirty=six missionaries, matrons and
teachers in the Canadian North West.
The smaller Eastern section supported
four missionaries and twelve bible

women in Trinidad, three catechists
and one bible woman in Demerare and
schools in St. Lucia, native teachers
in the New Hebrides and two women
missionaries in Korea.

Methodist women became involved in mis~
sionary work later than the Baptist and
Presbyterian women. Not until 1881 did
a woman's missionary society form in
the church which later assumed the
leadership of the social reform move-
ment referred to as the Social Gospel.

When the General Missionary Society of
the Methodist Church first considered
creating a woman's missionary society,
it had a Timited view.(26) The women,
however, once they received an official
request and sanction were not willing

to participate in a limited way. Those
interested felt the immediate need for
a general society and on April 29, 1881,
they decided to organize a Woman's Mis-
?;o;ary Society of the Methodist Church.

7

The determination of these women was met
with success. Auxiliaries in 1882
numbered 20 with 900 members, whereas
they numbered 946 with 26,741 members in
1906.(28) In 1881 they raised only
$2,916.78; in 1901 they raised
$50,972.58.(29) This money was "derived
chiefly from membership fees, voluntary
contributions, thank offerings, mite-
boxes and legacies, rather than from
concerts, teas, etc.'" The latter
sources, although 'useful for social
purposes,' were not considered ''reliable
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sources of income.''(30)

The Church of England was the last of
the major Protestant churches to form a
woman's missionary society. In 1873 a
few churchwomen in Toronto created the
Churchwoman's Mission Aid Society to
help their brethren in the Diocese of
Algoma in response to an appeal made by
the Bishop. Although the work was not
limited to Algoma, the participation was
limited to Toronto.(31) Not until 1885
did seven women approach the Domestic
and Foreign Missionary Society, itself
only formed in 1883, to offer the ser-
vices of women as an auxiliary.(32)
This Woman's Auxiliary, like the Church
itself, was based on the diocesan de-
sign. Perhaps because each diocese was
tree to choose its own field of labour,
the women of the Church of England did
not seem to be as organized as the
other Protestant women.(33) They had
their letter leaflets and raised money,
but their work for missions seemed un-
even. They paid for some missionaries
and the education of a few individuals,
but on the whole their work lacked co=
hesiveness.(34) One third of the money
they raised went into Dorcas work.(35)

Members continued to designate their
money for specific purposes instead of
allowing the central committee this
power. (36) The lack of cohesiveness may
alsc have resulted from the provincial
orientation and division which plagued
the church until the creation of the
General Synod.(37) Not until 1911 was
the relationship between the Woman's
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Auxiliary and the Missionary Society of
the church worked out with the acknow-
ledgement that the former was respon-
sible for work among women and children
in the foreign field and for helping
where needed in Canada.(38) In the
early years the Board of Management of
the Domestic and Foreign Missionary
Society felt the women were simply col-
lectors of money, which they certainly
had proven themselves to be. In 1895
the society reported that its 11,168
members had raised $50,155.82 during
the previous three years.(39) Such
women were obviously willing and able
to assume formal responsibility for
their work.

The woman's missionary societies of the
Protestant churches offered tens of
thousands of Canadian women an outlet
for their abilities and energies. No
other woman's organization worked on
such a scale. Unlike charity and ben-
evolent organizations, dependent on the
donations and the social influence of
their members to raise money, missionary
societies largely subsisted on the mini-
mal weekly contributions of their mem-
bers and what money they could save and
raise in addition to this. In 1894-95
the Methodist women raised $13,015.25
simply from fees. This represented al-
most one-third of the total $35,085
raised and, if life memberships and the
money from mission bands are included,
well over one-half. (40)

These societies attracted large numbers
of women. One reason may have been that



membership demanded little commitment of
time outside the home. It simply re-
quired payment of dues, the sewing of
articles for the needy or for sale to
raise money and the attendance at meet-
ings when possible. This permitted many
women, for whom time was a luxury they
could not afford, the possibility of
participating. Such activity was re-
spectable. It was performed through the
church, usually at the request of male
church members and was aimed at women
and children. It did not challenge the
existing system. Rather, it was an ac~
ceptance of it. Foreign missionary
societies usually did not become invol-
ved in Canadian society. Their efforts
concentrated on trying to persuade non-
Western nations and peoples to adopt
religious values alien to them. The
problems such attempts entailed, of
course, were not faced by the membership
of the missionary societies. They sim-
ply provided the money to ensure that
others continued the endeavour.

Despite this conservatism, membership in
foreign missionary societies provided
the many women fortunate enough to have
the leisure time to participate in them
with the opportunity to develop their
abilities in leadership and administra-
tion. These women became examples for
other women to follow and to be proud of.
The missionary societies also altered the
public's view of churchwomen from one of
caretakers to participants. They were
the first large scale women's organiza-
tion to form and, because their member-
ship was national and their focus inter-

national, the concerns of many Canadian
women who joined them widened.

(i)

Home mission work was not as acceptable
to Canadian women as was foreign mission
work. It brought them face to face with
problems in Canadian society which per-
sisted despite the acceptance by most
Canadians of the religious and cultural
values which missionary societies be-
lieved were to work wonders among heath-~
en people. Solutions to Canadian prob-
lems might necessitate reform of accep-
ted values, a challenge which many Can-
adians were unable to face. As a result,
most missionary societies were reluctant
to face domestic issues. The Presbyter-
ian was the most reluctant.

The purpose of the Woman's Foreign Mis-
slonary Society of the Presbyterian
Church in Canada (Western Division) was
"through the education and conversion
of heathen women and girls, [to] assist
in opening to clvilization, and its
handmaid, Christianity, the dark places
of the earth.'"(41) To accomplish this,
its work focused on missions in Central
India, China, Trinidad, the New Hebri-
des and Indian work in Canada.(42)

Only slowly did Presbyterian women ex-
pand their work to include other

groups in Canada and only among those
separated from their world by culture
or colour. They seemed reluctant to
involve themselves in or initiate work
that brought them closer to the realj-
ties of their own society. They con-
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sidered home mission work a ''radical
change.'"(43) In 1891-92 they adopted a
""strongly-worded resolution, authorizing
the Board to take what action it deemed
best for the suppression of the Opium
Traffic and of the shocking traffic in
Chinese girls in British Columbia.'(44)
Other than privately condemning the
practice they did little to prevent it.
They certainly did not make their views
public. In 1893 they refused to join
the National Council of Women, a sig-
nificant pressure group, on the grounds
that 'while a 'National Council of
Women' might be of benefit to charitable
and other societies, it could hardly be
so to the Foreign Missionary Societies
belonging to the various denominations.
Besides, we, as a society, were Auxil-
iary to the roreign fission Commitiee
of our Church and could not, or rather
should not, affiliate with the 'National
Council of Women.''"(45) Only foreign
mission work interested them. Home mis-
sion work, which might have brought
their interests into line with those of
the National Counci] of Women, was not
supported. Some believed they should
wait until asked by the Home Mission
Committee to assume home mission respon-
sibility.(46) Others believed the
usurption of existing male responsibil-
ity would have dire effects. In a let-
ter sent to all auxiliaries, Mrs.
Shortreed, president of the WFMS, made
this clear.
. we strongly hold that it
[home mission work] is our work as
individual members of the Church
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and can see no valid reason why
women should organize apart from
men to carry on that work. It
would, we fear, be a great injury
to the men of the Church, and to
the Church as a whole, if the fin-
ancial responsibility of the Home
Mission work were in any measure
thus laid upon the women. The
complaint is made even now that too
few men are interested in the
church: remove further responsi-
bility from them along the line of
mission work and there will un~
doubtedly be a growing indifference
on their part to all . the interests
of the Church. To commit Home Mis~
sion work to women, as is proposed,
would, we believe, mean financial
ioss to the Church, as it is iLhe
men who have the bulk of the money
at their command. If their sense
of responsibility be transferred
to the women, then, in many cases,
their gifts will flow into other
channels than those of the church.
(47)

Obviously she considered male commitment

to the church and the women's groups in

it somewhat weak.

Unlike the Presbyterians, Baptist women
showed little antagonism to mission work
at home. When the Home Mission Board
reported a deficit in 1885, the women of
the Maritimes quietly took up the chal~
lenge of a new field.(48) Until then
their work had dealt largely with mis-
sions in India; now their concern ex-
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tended to include the people of the
North West, those in isolated Maritime
communities and especially the women of
French Canada. They believed the latter
were '"willing prisoners to the fascina-
tion of a tyrannical fanaticism'' and
""bound in the chains of Romanism.'(49)
To help them was imperative, not only
for the well being of their souls, but
for the well-being of the Canadian na-
tion. Work among Canadians of non-
Anglo~Saxon lineage, then, was motiva-
ted, not only by the desire to achieve
individual spiritual salvation, but by
the belief that such salvation would
affect the temporal actions of the
converted. This was particularly im-
portant with respect to French Canadians.
"These people so near us are perishing
for lack of the knowledge of God's word
-and we are under obligation to supply
that lack. They are our fellow citi-
zens. God has bound them up in the
bundle of national life with us, and
the future of our fair Dominion will

be affected by our attitude toward this
‘people.'"'(50) Despite this belief, home
mission work did not attract a large
commitment. In 1890-91 the WBMU gran-
ted $1500 to Canadian missions, com-
pared to $6000 for foreign, a discrep-
ancy which continued well into the new

century. (51)

The Methodists completely embraced home
mission work. From its beginning, the
woman's missionary society had assumed
responsibility for both domestic and
foreign work. |Its first objectives
were to aid the French mission work in
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Montreal, the Crosby Home for Indian
Girls in Port Simpson, B.C., the
McDougall Orphanage in Alberta and to
support a lady missionary in Japan.(52)
Money raised was equally expended be-
tween foreign and home missions,
$15,855 designated for Japan, $790 for
China, $9388.70 for Indian work, $4469
for French work, $1480 for the Chinese
home in British Columbia and $400 for
an orphanage in Newfoundland. (53)

The WMS, like the Presbyterian and Bap-
tist societies, appeared to equate home
mission work with the evangelization of
non-Anglo- Saxons. Although claiming
that their object in the French Metho-
dist Institute in Montreal was ''not to
assail Romanism, nor yet to proselytize,
countrymen on the basis of an open Bible
for all," they rejoiced over conversions
and-in 1901 reported, ''Too large a pro-
portion of Roman Catholic students this
year to make the school satisfactory,
their undermining influence being felt
among the weaker Protestants, whom they
are ever on the watch to criticize and
lead astray.''(54) Nevertheless, com-
pared to other societies the Methodist
expended more of its total receipts on
home mission work. Moreover, much of
the work of its missionaries, among the
most highly educated and trained women
in Canada, was of a philanthropic, edu-
cational, medical as well as evangelical
nature. In Japan it had founded board-
ing schools for girls and had sent at
least one female medical missionary to

China. (55)



The Methodists' involvement with the
'foreign' people of Canada did not les-
sen their concern for Canadians of
Anglo-Saxon descent. Work among the
destitute and the poor in England had
been fundamental to Methodism in its
early development and this tradition

had been carried on in Canada. Because
of this experience, Methodist women were
seldom reluctant to become involved with
domestic problems or to voice an opinion
about them. And because of the Metho-~
dist recognition of woman's importance
in the church, they were not discouraged
from doing so.
Society of Friends, the Methodist Con-
nection gave most scope to women within
the church. John Wesley, himself, had
appointed women as teachers, had permit-
ted them to pray in public, to speak out
class meetings and had opened to women
all offices of the church excluding the
ministry.(56) Beyond this the church
would not allow them to go. They could
not be delegates at the General Con-
ference and in 1894 that Conference re-
solved that it did not approve of enlar-
ging woman's sphere.(57) Some Methodist
men obviously felt differently. In the
1896 record book of the New Brunswick
Woman's Christian Temperance Union, men-
tion is made that the Methodist Confer-
ence of Nova Scotia had endorsed woman's
suffrage, becoming the first ecclesias-
tical body in Nova Scotia to do so.(58)
The General Conference, Itself, raised
the topic of suffrage in 1898, although
support for it was refused.(59) With
such encouragement, however, it is not

With the exception of the

in

surprising that the work of the Metho-
dist women's society appeared more in-
novative and energetic than that of
other existing women's societies.
Methodist women had the most freedom to
determine what they wanted to do; in
turn, they used that fréedom to expand
their involvement in both religious and
secular areas.

Unlike the Presbyterian society, the
WMS of the Methodist Church gave hearty
support to the National Council of Women.
If this Council can help to bring
before all Christian women a correct
understanding of the disabilities of
women and girls outside the pale of
Christianity, so as to hasten the
time of their emancipation from
physical and spiritual bondage, it
will serve a good purpose and de-
serve the support of every organi-
zation of women. (60)
It was also sympathetic to the aims of
the Woman's Christian Temperance Union.
As early as 1882 the WCTU had asked it
to participate in a Floral Festival and
share the profits since both societies
often had the same members.(61) The
Methodists had always been concerned
about the problem of alcohol. John Wes-
ley had made the non-use of "'spiritous
liquor' a prerequisite for Methodist
membership.(62) And the belief of the
WMS that the use of alcohol hindered
missionary work simply reinforced this
predeliction against liquor. By the
1890s it was willing to make its condem-
nation public. In 1899 the London Con-
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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 thelr more secular
activities to temperance support. With
the women of the other Protestant so-
cieties they were concerned about the.
treatment of Chinese girls 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.

(1ii)

“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 responsibilities they
had accepted. (66)
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In 1889 the Board of Domestic and Foreign
Mlssions 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 1898, when
the Women's Auxiliary was asked to send
all its money undesignated to the Domes-
tic 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=
belled. (68) At the meeting called to
discuss the proposal they voted to

cease belng an auxillary 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 full attendance of our
women that is desirable.'(70) When
this occurred in 1896, it established
the society as a denominational body,
"Tiving by its own independent
strength.'(71)



Presbyterian women had a difficult time
asserting their independence. The men
of the church feared that women's activ~
ities would draw money away from other
projects. In 1876, the British Ameri-
can Presbyterian illustrated this atti-
tude when it advocated women's admission
to ''such subordinate offices as they
fill with advantage.''(72) As a conse-
quence, the woman's society did not
share in the administration of its work
with the Foreign Mission Committee,
neither did it make the missionary ap-~
pointments.(73) Until 1888, the money
it raised went to the Foreign Missionary
Committee for use on behalf of the WFMS
projects, without any publication of de-
tailed estimates or statements of expen-
diture.(74) Until the end of the cen-
tury men chaired the public meetings of
the woman's society. Surprisingly, this
state of dependency was approved by the
women; the lack of responsibility was
part of the attraction of the soclety.

(75)

As they gained experience, however,
these women became more confident and
independent. In 1889 they obtained per-
mission to examine the applications of
single women who wished to be mission-
aries and to accompany them before the
Committee.(76) They began to keep a
watchful eye on the wellabeing of the
female missionaries. On February 21,
1891, the secretary of the Woman's For-
eign Missionary Society (Western Divis-
ion) pointed out to the Missionary Com-
mittee what appeared to be sex discrim=-
ination.

In . . . the arrangements for the
provision of ''aged and infirm mis-
sionaries, " . it is not stated,
whether the provision for a single
ordained or medical missionary,
(male), is the same as that, for a
married ordained or medical mis=-
sionary, (male). |If the provision
is the same | was requested, by our
Board, to call your attention to
the fact, that the provision for a
missionary or medical missionary,
(female) is only half the amount
given to the single ordained or
medical missionary (male).(77)
The women of the WFMS based their new
found confidence on solid accomplishment.
They were important to the survival of
missionary endeavour and knew it. After
all, it was the woman's-missionary so-
cieties which had helped to liquidate
the debt of the foreign missions.(78)

Methodist women, unlike Presbyterian
women, met little resistance to their
work. This did not mean they had a free
rein. Methodism had become increasingly
narrow with respect to women in the mid~-
nineteenth century, a result of the
growing respectability of Methodism and
its adoption of the artificial re-
straints of society.(79) Because of
this, the impetus for the formation of
the Woman's Missionary Society did not
come from the women. But once involved,
they quickly established control. At

the organizational meeting the women
discussed their future.
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Are we quite sure we are willing
to hand over the funds of the
Society to the General Committee
and have them transact all our
financial business, reserving our-
selves the right, simply to col-
lect the money and determine what
shall be done with it, as they
will be very glad to have us do?

Or shall we strike out on entirely
new lines? Assume all the respon-
sibilities ourselves, and take the
burden upon our own hearts and
heads, which will force us to our
knees to seek the wisdom from
above which is profitable to direct,
and the zeal which will surely ac-
company knowledge and love. Shall
we do our work without salary, and
most sincerely ask for the advises
and blessing of the Gen. Com.
which can be given without money,
lay before them very minutely our
plans, and desires, and take into
the careful, prayerful and unpre-
judiced consideration all they
wish or suggest remembering that
they the ministers 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 of holding property. (81)

(iv)

Through missionary societies women were
becoming important in the church. This

1A

was significant for the church in the
nineteenth century remained a central
focus for many Canadian women and was
the institution through which most could
be reached. Alice Chown, in her remark-
able autobiography The Stairway, des=-
cribed the role religion played for her
mother.
What she failed to gain in daily,
concrete experience she made for
herself in her spiritual life..
She knew very few books except the
Bible; her only reading was her
church paper and a few religious
works. . Her religion was the
poetry of her life.(82)
Missionary societies enhanced this role
for they provided thousands of Canadian
women with an outlet for their energies.
Through missionary societies they learn-
ed the power of organization. As the
WBMU reported in 1888:
Organization, that with its magic
touch has brought every class and
age into the ranks of the world's
workers, that has crystallized
scattered--and consequently futile
efforts about grand objects, making
of them efficient activities and
multiplying them a hundred fold.
(83)
By coming together these women were able
to accomplish a good deal and by doing
so they increased their confidence in
their own abilities.

Membership in a missionary society did
not necessarily give women experience in
administration and public procedure; most



societies were run by a small coterie of
women. Nevertheless, even the most
peripheral of members were exposed to

the way meetings were run and the manner
in which the decisions were made. All
members learned to be fund-raisers. |In
addition, because they had organized,
their role in the church altered. No
longer were women simply housekeepers of
the church, but minor administrators; no
longer workers for male missionary
groups, but almost full partners. Limi=
tations on them, of course, still exis-
ted. In none of the churches examined
could women be ordained. Yet compared

to the role they had played in Ladies'
Aids, the work they had accomplished
through and the position they had attain-
ed in missionary societies was a signifi=
cant advance.

Missionary societies were not vehicles
for social reform, only 'religious'
reform. Nevertheless, this was a fun-
damental kind of reform for Christians
believed that conversion, if success-
ful, actually changed the way in which
people perceived life. Churchwomen
believed this change would affect the
temporal condition of people because
they believed religion and life style
were closely inter-related.

The interplay between religion and life
style was of particular importance in
their "Woman's work for women.''(84)
Through Christianity, which they be-
lieved recognized women as equal to
men, heathen women would be uplifted.
The sentiments expressed by Mrs.

CANADIAN MISSIONARIES AT TEA,SONGJIN,
KOREA, 1938. Courtesy Helen Lee,
MacRae Collection.

Williams, president of the WBMU in 1888,

would have been agreed to by all mis-

sionary groups.
We work as women, not only because
we owe so much to the gospel but
because, by virtue of our natures
and experiences, woman's need of
the gospel, appeals especially to
us. 'Tis to our woman's heart
that the story of woman's suffering
and degradation of hopeless sin-
burdened lives, uncheered by
"earthly love or heavenly'' comes
with greatest power and it is from
one woman's heart to another that
the current of pitying love must
flow. (86)

This feeling of sisterhood, however, did

not lead them into the women's movement.

Compared to what they knew of the pos-

2



ition of women in the mission fields of
such countries as India, Japan and Burma,
their own positions appeared envious.
They felt no need to question the values
of their own society concerning women.
On the contrary, they perceived their
role in terms of the traditional attri-
butes of duty, service and self-denial.
Women were to have ''three special gifts
and three special powers-~the gifts are
high and lofty aims, tact and self-
forgetful devotion. The powers are in-=
fluence, endurance and sympathetic ten-
derness.'(87) This unquestioning ac-
ceptance of their own lives made It
easier for them to become involved in
the lives of others, to reform the
spiritual and temporal situation of
heathen women but not their own. It was
easier, too, because they believed that
they had a direct command from God to
spread His Gospel. They were followers,
not initiators. Having the comfort of
Christianity, they had the responsibil=
ity to help those who did not.

By following God's will they left ''the
inanities, the superficialities, the con-
ventionalities, of ordinary life . . .
and claimed higher culture.''(88) The
security provided by such a belief can-
not be overestimated. It justified
their involvement and provided them with
a feeling of accomplishment. They had
stepped out of their own world into one
finer. As one expressed it, ''"To lose
our own personality in some grand idea
no matter what is to find life that is
truly worth living.''(89) Negation of
the individual required self-denial.

13

Only in sacrifice could they be one with
Christ. By sublimating their own de-
sires and needs to those of a larger
cause, they received enlargement and
contentment, (90)a sense of achievement
and belonging.

Protestant women's missionary societies
satisfied 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 individual commitment. They broad-
ened the outlook of many women and in-
troduced them to the power of organiza-
tion. Although these groups did not seem
prepared for direct social action they
were prepared to see women become active
agents in the church. Ironically, the
members of the missionary societies did
not consider themselves participants in
the woman's movement. Nevertheless,
their efforts to establish a place for
themselves in the church made them a
part of the larger effort to expand
woman's role in Canadian society.
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