History vignettes for the United Church’s Centennial, part 2.
By Gayle Simonson
Short reminders of our history for this Centennial year

Throughout 2025, we’ll be featuring very short stories about United Church history. Many thanks to Gayle Simonson, a lay member of the United Church at Southminster-Steinhauer in Edmonton, an experienced history researcher, and a writer who has written for historical journals and UCC publications. She is a key volunteer in the United Church archives for both Northern Spirit and Chinook Winds. Gayle’s generosity means that we’ll have frequent reminders of our history with a focus on ordinary people. We’ll run these in the Regional newsletters for Prairie to Pine, Living Skies and Northern Spirit. And we group them here for your own community of faith use in bulletins, newsletters, and on social media. Please see the Word files for each set of 8. Please remember to credit!

9. Early in the 20th century, racial prejudice was pronounced in Canada. In 1907, Union Congregational Church in Montreal was known as Porters’ Church because men in its black congregation were often away, working primarily as train porters. Women took on leadership roles. In 1925, Union became part of the United Church of Canada. It still encourages lay leadership and now offers a prison ministry as part of its outreach program.

Always activists, members pressured the federal government before World War II to change military policy and allow blacks to enlist. Guests over the years have included Nelson Mandela, Bishop Desmond Tutu and others from South Africa and the USA. Famed jazz pianists Oscar Peterson and Oliver Jones played piano there as youngsters as, early on, it became a centre for performing arts. 

10. While his father and brother worked as train porters, in 1941, Wilbur Howard became the first black to be ordained by the United Church. While others during college received student mission placements, Howard worked at the Fred Victor Mission in Toronto and in summer camps. He was also not settled in a congregation upon graduation as others were, instead working in other church positions. As associate editor of Sunday School publications, he helped shape the New Curriculum of the 1960s. Finally in 1965, he received a call to Dominion-Chalmers United Church in Ottawa, then in 1970 to Emmanuel United, Ottawa. He subsequently became president of Montreal-Ottawa Conference and the 1974 meeting of General Council elected him the first black Moderator of the national church.   

11. Post-World War II and early into the baby boom, the United Church began a decade-long process to produce a new education program for all ages which came to fruition in 1964 with the release of the “New Curriculum.” Following much consultation, in 1964 The Word and the Way prepared adults to present other volumes in Sunday Schools as they were released. It proved very controversial as it presented symbolic rather than literal interpretations of the Bible to reflect new learnings in other fields including science. One critic called it “a frontal assault on the Bible,” though most United Church people seemed to accept it, just as they have continued to come to new and sometimes controversial understandings since.    

12. The first ministers in the United Church in 1925 included Robert and Egerton, the sons of Ojibway missionary Henry Bird Steinhauer, who had established the Methodist mission at Whitefish Lake, Alberta in the 1850s. Robert served in a number of Indigenous congregations in Alberta and, like his father, spoke out about the treatment of native people. In 1936, he became the first indigenous person to receive a Doctor of Divinity degree from their alma mater Victoria College. Egerton served first in the west and from 1918 to retirement in 1926 worked with the Ojibwa on Lake Huron. Together they published a hymn book in Cree in 1920.  

13. Union did not end in 1925. In 1930, the Wesleyan Methodist Church of Bermuda became a part of the United Church of Canada. There are currently three congregations. Once part of the Maritime Conference, since the UCC restructured a few years ago, they are part of the Bermuda Nova Scotia Regional Council. In 1968 the Evangelical United Brethren joined and the UCC is also in full communion with the United Church of Christ U.S.A. A founding member of the Canadian Council of Churches, UCC is one of 24 members and several affiliates “seeking unity amid its own unparalleled diversity.” UCC is one of 352 members of the World Council of Churches who work together globally for unity, justice and peace.

14. The church has a long and varied history, providing both education and medical care across the country as communities developed. While the early workers are gone, many kept records and some of those records have survived to tell us of people and of the work they did under difficult conditions. In the early 1950s, the United Church established a central archive in Toronto at Victoria University though it has recently moved. Others were established across the country and today an archives network includes eight regional archives to protect our stories. As stated in 1924 by Canada’s Dominion Archivist Arthur G. Doughty, “Of all national assets, archives are the most precious. They are the gift of one generation to another.”  

15. Though women were certainly limited in what they could do in the early churches, they could fundraise! Money for church buildings, furnishings, manses and more was primarily in most cases raised by the women. As noted by Muriel Dyer, “The miles of stitches, the hundreds of pies, the carloads of buns, salads, pickles, relishes, the tons of potatoes, vegetables and chicken which were sold or cooked for suppers and sales tell little of the vibrant story of the “Ladies Aids” or the “Woman’s Associations” real life . . . Their concern was first and foremost for the better things in life in general and the works of the church they loved in particular.”
16. In 1917, Salem Bland was dismissed from the Methodist Wesley College in Winnipeg because of his political activism as part of the early twentieth century social gospel movement but, in congregational ministry in Toronto, he helped found the Ontario CCF Party. Following church union, he was prominent in the United Church of Canada, and in 1936 helped lead the campaign to allow ordination of women. He was strongly anti—war but during the Spanish Civil War, he helped raise humanitarian aid for victims. A refuge for 100 war orphans in Barcelona was named for him. A portrait by Lawren Harris is located in the Art Gallery of Ontario.  

17. Though all English-speaking Congregationalist churches in Canada became part of the United Church, some of those who worshipped in other languages did not.  One German congregation that did join the United Church was Salem in Medicine Hat. After 1948, they shared a building with Memorial United Church but continued to function as a separate congregation. The bilingual Rev. George Spady served both for ten years. Memorial had both Methodist and Presbyterian roots (Washington Avenue Methodist and Knox Memorial Presbyterian) so as Memorial Salem, when they combined boards in the 1970s, they were believed to be the only Alberta church that had roots in all three denominations. Memorial Salem has since amalgamated with Fifth Avenue.






