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ABSTRACT 

Supervisors Dr. P. E. Roy 

'Ihe social gospel which attracted much church interest during 

the first two decades of the twentieth century was the Protestant 

expression of widespread reform sentiment. ~ uch of the content of the 

social gospel was derived from other reform movement&, but unlike them, 

its essential. conception was religious~ rather than social . or -political) 

Social gospellers in British Columbia were a minority group 

although in the Presbyterian and Methodist churches they achieved great 

influence. Before the First World War their efforts were largely 

ignored by the Anglicans, the largest denomination in the province, as 

well as by the non-church-going segment of the population. During the 

war they attracted a much greater degree of public attention, particularly 

through the prohibition campaign and their attacks on government cor­

ruption. 'Ihe end of the war brought -greatest official. church support 

for social gospel ideas. 'Ihe failure, at this time, tQ,_find-effective 

means to transform ideas into _ __actions resulted in a diminishing interest 

in social reform as a task for the church. 

Social gospel ideas arrived in British Columbia with immigrant 

ministers from Britain and eastern Canada and were reinforced by contacts 

with American churches. Although not an indigenous movement, the 

expression of social gospel ideas was shaped by the experience of life 

in the developing province and reflected not only British Columbians' 



hopes of a bright future but also the tensions of existing discords. 

Much church interest in the social gospel was motivated by anxieties 

over the nature of contemporary society and the changing role of the 

church within it, 
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'Ihe existence in the province of radical labour and militant 

Marxist groups emphasized for social gospellers the necessity of a 

Christian reform of society, both to bring nearer the ideal Kingdom of 

God and to prevent a violent, destructive, and anti-Christian revolution 

by the discontented and oppressed. Fearful that extremist elements, 

such as the Marxists, would seize the leadership of the reform movement, 

unless the church acted, social gospellers insisted that reform must be 

spiritual as well as material, that only a religiously inspired reform 

of society could be successful, 

Although social gospellers preached the need for fundamental 

social reconstruction, it is misleading to interpret the social gospel 

in British Columbia as a radical socialist movement. Changes in the 

goals and motivations of men rather than changes in law and social 

~tructures were their primary concern, Even the denunciation of profits 

was a condemnation of profits as the motive of all business life rather 

than a condemnation of private enterprise as a system. Individual re­

demption through, evangelism was the favoured approach to social reform. 

While some social gospellers did advocate a form of socialism, the 

majority remained moralists, not socialists. '!heir use of a radical 

rhetoric masked an essential ·conservatism, 

'!his thesis looks at the social gospel in British Columbia during 

the early years of its development and the critical years of the First 
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World War and attempts to determine the nature of its ideas, motivations, 

goals, and achievements. Inspired by faith in the coming of God's 

Kingdom, social gospellers believed that the church must provide leader­

ship in the Christianization of society. Despite disagreements over 

choice of means and the definition of goals, they were united in their 

vision of social reform as a dimension of religion. Unable to solve 

the problem of means, the social gospel in British Columbia remained 

largely rhetoric without result. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE SOCIAL GOSPEL IN BRITISH .COLUMBIA 

What was the social gospel? It was essential~y a group of 

related ideas about the nature of God, man, society, religion and 

history. While these ideas were not precisely detailed nor expressed 

as a coherent whole, social gospellers in British Columbia agreed upon 

certain basic concepts. 
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'Ihe key concept was the belief in God as a loving father--good, 

merciful, and solicitous of the earthly happiness of his children. 

Believing that such a God must have created all things well, many social 

gospellers concluded that "the evils of to-day are not a part of the 

nature of things but are the effects of departing from the intention of 

the Creator.',! Since human misery could not be attributed to God's plan 

_for the world, it was not inevitable. 

'Ihe emphasis placed in the social gospel upon the fatherhood of 

God led naturally to an emphasis upon a second Christian concept--the 

brotherhood of man. 'Ihe essence of Christianity, according to the sociaJ. 

gospel, was brotherly love. Christ's second commandment ought to become 

the basis of all human relationships, the motive of all social activity. 

William Lashly Hall, a prominent member of the British Columbia Method­

ist Conference, gave the common social gospel arguments "The cause of 

man is everywhere coming to be seen, as it really is, to be the cause of 

God. He that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love 

God whom he hath not seen?"2 



Religion defined in terms of brotherhood led al.so to a re­

examination of the nature of sin. It was no longer enough to chastise 

personal vice while ignoring public or social sins, the social gospel­

lers warned. The private charity of a Rockefeller could not atone for 
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._ the injustice and •immorality of his business methods. 3 Exploitation of 

the public by large corporations using monopolistic powers to inflate 

prices, deserved the condemnation of the church as much as did the 

......_ thefts of an individual. • 'Ihe Rev. F. w. Kerr of St. Andrew's Presby-

terian Church in New Westminster summed up the social gospel attitude 

..._, on the subject: "'Ihe time has come when the church must define sin not 

so much in relation to private and personal morals, as in relation to 

4 ___,social responsibility, political. honor and business integrity." 

Believing that a loving God so created the world that human 

happiness and social justice were possible, social gospellers developed 

a new interpretation of the Kingdom of God. God's Kingdom--no longer an 

ultimate goal in the life to come but the perfect human society incorpo­

rating love, justice, and righteousness--would be created upon the earth 

in the course of historical. time. Belief in the Kingdom was based upon 

the social gospellers' faith in an immanent God working through history 

towards this predestined goal. Thus, reform would be the result not of 

man's unaided efforts but of men performing the will of God. A. E. Cooke, 

a Congregationalist minister in Vancouver, explained: 

we find the ultimate goal of the whole long process of 
social Evolution clearly set forth in Christ's great 
Ideal of the Kingdom of God. A world-wide society embody­
ing the principles of the Divine Life, with Love as its 
atmosphere, and service as its standard, in which all 
nations shall be bound together in the bonds of brotherhood..5 
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Enthusiasm for the coming of the Kingdom coloured social gospel 

discussion throughout the pre-war period. A very strong element of mil­

lenial thinking was evident. For example, in 1910, the Western Methodist 

Recorder commented, "There never was a day in the history of the Church 

since Pentecost when such signs of victory were ours in the glory of His 

coming Kingdom. • • • 
6 The age is upon us." Even the outbreak of war in 

1914 did not destroy this hope, for patriotism, mingled with the idealism 

of the reform movement, interpreted the war as the last great battle 

against the forces of evu.7 

In the Protestant churches of British Columbia, as elsewhere in 

the Western world, the social gospel was a :major topic of discussion ~ 

during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Little that was 

included under the term, the social gospel, was really new as its main 

ideas were derived from traditional Christian beliefs. The emphasis 

given to certain ideas and attitudes and contrasts with some recent church 

positions constituted the novelty of the social gospel approach to 

Christianity. Much of this changed emphasis resulted from the work of 

European liberal theologians such as Albert Ritschl and the new critical 

approach to scripture.8 if 
Social gospel theology with its organic views of society, its ..__ 

concepts of evolution towards the Kingdom, and the immanence of God, 

obviously owed much to nineteenth century European philosophy and Darwin­

ian science as well as to developments in religious thought. Moreover, 

social gospel fascination with sociological facts as the means of under­

standing and solving human problems reflected Comte's positivism while, 

in North America, populism and the progressive movement contributed to 
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the social gospel analysis of political and economic power. 

Most important of all, was the influence upon Protestantism of t 

the rise of socialism. 9 Whether viewing socialism as a rival for the 

loyalties-of the worki~ class or as a potential ally in reforming the 

world, Protestantism felt compelled to come to terms with the new 

philosophy. Whether reacting from fear and dislike or responding with 

praise and approval, Protestantism could not ignore a movement which 

in many of its more radical forms, challenged the very existence of 

organized religion both by its critique of Christian belief and by its 

promise to provide a heaven on earth without divine aid. ·~ 

Not a unitary philosophy but rather a cluster of ideas, atti- ......__ 

tudes, and assumptions, the social gospel had supporters in every major 

Protestant denomination. Indeed, one of the marks of the social gospel- ___, 

ler was an indifference to denominational distinctions. How a man lived, 

not what he believed, was the chief interest of the social gospel 

10 advocate. Wide variations of opinion existed within the movement but, 

before the crisis of the First World War, these potential conflicts were 

generally not appreciated. Men sharing a common rhetoric assumed a basic 

agreement on important issues. '.lhe intensity of the debate over social 

gospel goals which quickened during the War gradually revealed that this 

assumption was not justified. 

A central theme in this debate over goals was the mission of the l 
church in the modern world. Social gospellers agreed with Rev. A. E. 

Cooke that God's Kingdom was ·the goal of all history and the chief duty 

of the modern church was "to bring men and women to God and then send 
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them out to establish His Kingdom here in this city-to make Vancouver 

a city of God • ..ll 

Traditionally, the Protestant churches had concentrated upon ·~ 

the moral reform of the individual. Parily through evangelistic efforts, 

the churches gradually became aware of the significance of the social 

environment upon individual development. Many ministers recognized the 

impossibility of isolating "the work of saving individual men ••• with­

out an understanding of the conditions, intellectual, moral, physical 

and social which have formed or deformed him. ,.J.2 
An important early 

exponent of the social gospel in British Columbia, Rev. E. s. Rowe of 

Metropolitan Church, Victoria, declared, 

'Ihe machinery of society, which inevitably, under the 
imperious demands of commercialism, crushes and degrades 
men, will perform its deadly work more rapidly than the 
preacher can possibly do his. He must then address 
himself to the changing of the conditions--t.½e work of 
social reform, which must include economic reform.13 

While most ministers would not grant such pervasive and compelling 

influence to the environment as did Rowe, they agreed with his con-

1 . 14 c usions • 

. Social gospellers conceded that human problems were the product f:" 
of character defects such as laziness and greed but they placed most of 

the blame upon the social system, especially as it had developed since 

the industrial revolution. 

to behave in abnormal ways. 

Society corrupted men and encouraged them 

'Ihe reform of society was_~ssential to 
:.------ ·-- --- · --- -------

_allow human deve~o_pment to proceed according to God's plan, 
- - - · ··-- -~ - - -· --- -· 

The ques-

tion of the essential nature of man and the influence of environment 

upon human development was a central area of debate among social 
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gospellers. 'Ihey tended, on the whole, to stress an optimistic view 

of man's ability to achieve perfectio;i. 'Ihis view was grounded in _the 

religious belief that an individual, imbued with the divine grace of 

the Holy Spirit, _could achieve sanctity.15 With divine aid, society 

could also be made perfect. '¥ 
.Although conversion of the individual remained the central 

interest of most ministers, many were drawn to -~<>c:_ial gospel views on 

social reform. In their experience, a Christian environment made more 

effective the appeal of evangelism and supported the efforts of the 

6 

16 converted, George c. Pidgeon.,_ in 1911 a teacher at Westminster Hall, 

the Presbyterian college in Vancouver, and later a well-known moderator 

of the United Church, argued: 

'Ihe war against evil is simply the negative side of the ~ 
church's effort to save men. In home missions we seek 
to build up the Kingdom of God; in moral reform we try 
to tear down the Kingdom of Satan. By establishing the 
church we win men to God and enlist them in His service; 
by fighting against wrong we seek to destroy those 
influences that ruin men. The one is largely vain without 
the other. Our efforts toward social reform aim to secure 
proper conditions for the church's activities, and to 

~ pply Christian principles to our corporate life.17 

Prohibition also contributed to the _increasing interest in social --i 
reform as a task for the church.18 The advocation of legal prohibition 

rather than voluntary temperance as a solution to the liquor problem 

was a tacit recognition of environmental influences upon behaviour. By_ 

restructuring the environment, specifically, by closing the saloons, 

the prohibitionists anticipated a great reduction in the temptation a.Ild 

opportunity to sin. Social reform could make the moral reform of the 

individual more possible. 

¥ 
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'!he linking of the moral and the social reform movements in 

the churches led to a closer study of the causes of the abhorred evils. 

Gradually, the social gospellers came to view moral and social ills as 

related fragments of a larger picture. An example of this may be seen 

in the issue of Sabbath desecration which excited cons·iderable attention 

before the War. The consensus of opinion early in the century, was that 

legislation to protect the Sabbath from human wickedness was the solu~ion, 

but a few men of more advanced social gospel ideas interpreted the situ­

ation differently, F. W, Davey, a Methodist layman and frequent 

contributor to the Recorder, charged that: 

The church by ignoring the social and economic causes 
of the disregard for a day of rest and worship, by 
treating this disregard as a flagrant exhibition of 
innate depravity fit for the repressive use of legis­
lation and the policeman's club has assisted in raising 
in the mind of the worker feelings of hostility to the 
church as an institution ••• , Lighten the pressure 
incident to getting a living and the Sabbath question 
would largely settle itself.19 

If the cause of moral reform had forced the churches to regard the 

~ individual within his social context, the cause of social reform forced --
the churches to consider the relationship of social problems to the 

functioning of the economic system, Social gospellers soon concluded 

that these problems were basically economic in origin, ✓ 

Social gospellers agreed that a fundamental reform of society 

and its economic basis was necessary to establish the Kingdom of God on 

earth, Believing that Christ's teachings offered "the only perfect 

sociology, 1120 they expected the Church to play a leading role in the 

salvation of society, as well as of men's souls. For too long men had 

neglected the social i mplications of the gospels but, by greater study, 
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acceptance, and dedicated application of these teachings, they could 

eventually solve all their problems. Social gospellers believed that 

social reform needed church leadership. Zl¥- 'lhey defined social reform not 

as a secular activity but as a dimension of religion. ~ e religion, 

social gospellers declared, involved service to others· out of love for 

God and a right appreciation of Christ's teachings. Rejecting the 

Protestant view of salvation by faith alone, social gospellers agreed 

with the Rev. A. M. Sanford, then principal of Columbian College, a 

Methodist institution in New Westminster, that "no matter how much a man 

may believe that Jesus died for him, he will never see Heav~n unless h~ 

has worked for Christ, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting 

the sick, seeking the lost, lifting up the fallen. 1122 ~ ut social 

gospellers believed that this service must not be merely to individuals 

as had once been the practice. S.ociety itself must be redeemed through 

the church's commitment to the cause of social reform. ~ 

In forming their position that social reform should be a di­

mension of religious life, the ministers frequently cited the Salvation 

Army as a model for emula:tion, representing "a type of religious activity 

which is in accord with the enlarged religious view of the times."23 

'!he editor of the Recorder, cdnvinced that the task of Christianity was 

"to remedy social conditions," declared: 

We feel that all the churches may learn much of the 
imperative duty and possib~lity of social Christianity 
from the work of the Salvat ion Army. There is no 
danger of losing the fervour for 'saving souls' by 
seeking also to save society. 'Ihe danger rather is 
that we shall lose that fervour if we do not seek to 
save society.24 
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With the definition of religion as service, ~ ocial gospellers 

had little sympathy for any tendencies towa.rds pietismJ 1he essence of 

Christian life, they insisted, was not to be found in any personal 

feelings of devotion and holiness but in "self forgetful activity for our 

sin-cursed and socially cursed fellow-man."25~ 

[Y1any ministers, however, feared that this activist approach to 

religion might lead to a misinterpretation of religion as little more 

than an ethical system~ A Presbyterian minister noted with disapproval 

that "The Gospel which some now-a-days want is a Gospel without Christ 

or atonement, a gospel of morality only."26 Although concerned about 

social problems, such ministers believed that "Faith in Christ ••• 

as. the Divine Son of God is the world's need." 1hey warned against the 

"mental idolatry" of "modern humanism" which magnified "the virtues of 

benevolence and generosity" but ignored "the fact of sin. 1127 

Some social gospellers had tended to minimize the supernatural 

aspects of religion in their eagerness to modernize the church. Anxious · 

to appeal to men "whose minds are filled with the great questions of how 

to wrest daily bread from such a landscape, of industrial improvement, 

and social development, of nation building," they dismissed as useless 

all other-worldly appeals. '!he Rev. George w. Dean who represented this 

trend, urged his brethren to "get rid of 16th Century theology and tra­

ditions" and preach a message relevant to the needs of the day. Warning 

that a "growing mass of men do not look to the church for any practical 

help in solving the problems of today," he affirmeda 



this Province appeals to a vigorous man, ••• its vast 
possibilities lure him, and brace him to meet his dif­
ficulties. 1he pearly gates and golden streets of a 
heaven beyond will attract no more than a hell of fire 
will frighten him •••• Humanity will be helped by 
those who have faith in humanity. The race is moving 
up into the light and we ought to be able to stand 
beside the publican and the harlot with the clearest 
vision and brightest hope of any age in the world, to 
say to them that the Kingdom of God is not far away. 

10 

If Dean was more unorthodox than many of the ministers in his 

religious views, nevertheless, his view that, "Truth may be inspired, 

but no definition of truth is so necessarily, only as it may apply to 

its own day and generation,"28 was shared by many B.c. social gospel­

lers. Like Dean, they were prepared to discard much of traditional 

Christian belief as musty medieval relics. -¥Brotherhood was the gospel 

message and social reform wa~ the .task of religion.~ 

\tsocial gospel emphasis upon practical activity, linked with 

the new theological liberalism of European scholars, resulted in a 

definite reaction against strong credal positions. The distaste of 

many reforming ministers for more esoteric theological discussion and 

their revulsion against many _traditional elements of the Christian 

faith were very marked in the writings of this period. Rev. Albert 

M. Sanford described brotherhood as the focal point of Christian the­

ology. While other points of theology might be debatable, he said, one 

central fact was clear. All that man needed to know and accept was "one 

great principle, the love of one's neighbour emanating from a right 

appreciation of Jesus Christ. Here the modern Christian may stand. 1129 

Both in his criticism of the churches' ·preoccupation with the more 

esoteric points of theology, and in his faith that a greater awareness 
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of Christ's message of brotherhood would reform the world, Sanford was 

a true spokesman for the social gospel. 

For a few ministers, the crisis o~ confidence in the church's 

relevance to the modern age was also a crisis of faith in religious 

belief. 'These men sought in social service and reform a substitute 

for religion rather than an extension of religious concern and expres­

sion.JO For -the vast majority of social gospellers in British Columbia, 

however, belief in an immanent God working through history formed the 

basis of their hopes for mankind. 

--tl'he social gospel as proclaimed by most British Columbian minis­

ters was most definitely inspired and formed by religious faith?f' 

Believing th~t through his own powers, man was incapable of sustaining 

his efforts to reach perfection, they conceived of social reform as 

primarily a religious undertaking. Their belief that to live "that life ~ 

of love and service and sacrifice which leads to the ultimate triumph. 

man needs the spiritual presence and close companionship of the Christ 

• • 

who redeems him" assured them that secular reform efforts alone could not 

-succeed.JI 
----------

Only as social reform was recognized as a dimension of 
-· . , 

r~~igion could success result. Although social gospellers had high hopes 

that science, especially sociology, would help in finding solutions to 

human problems, they agreed that: 

~ History had proved the futility of basing social reform 
upon the unaided efforts of man. Social reform can only 
result from a combination of the prophetic spirit and 
the scientific mind. There must be a vision of social 
relations in the light of ultimate realities, combined 
with some effective technique of social action.J2 R"<-
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Church commitment to the cause of reform was necessary but this 

commitment did not imply a less religious orientation on the part of the 

church. Social gospeller Ernest 'Ihomas emphasized thats 

The essential fact in Christian life is fellowship 
with the Father ••• Social betterment and moral 
advancement are not the first concern of the Christian 
Church ••• the work of the Church is to foster and 
mediate the life of fellowship with the Father, This 
fellowship when informed by the spirit of the Good 
Father will become a channel of His creative energy 
making for a good world; but the primary fact must be 
the recognition that one's own life has no worth sav33 as it expresses the thoughts and will of the Father. 

Certainly the ministers agreed that the prime duty of the church would 

be in the future as it had always been, "the obligation to bring home to 

the world the conviction that will lead to repentance and deliver it 

from darkness and misery."34 Evangelism remained the basic approach to 

social reform. The Recorder produced the detailed exposition of this 

view: 

'Ihe Church's business above all things ••• is the 
creation and development of a consciousness of human 
relation to God and duty to our fellows; in other 
words the preparation of human character in unselfish­
ness and spiritual, rather than material, aspiration, 
so that human society may becom~ solicitous and 
mutually helpful and fraterna1.J5 

'Ihe Rev. R. J. McIntyre summed up his view of the duty of the church 

more succinctly: "Teach and preach and organize for the establishment 

of the Kingdom on Ea.rth."36 

Social gospel ideas arrived in British Columbia full-blown in 

the many ministers coming from F.astern Canada (mainly Ontario) or from 

Great Britain. While Ontario ministers were vehicles for American 

social gospel influences, notably the ideas of William Gladden, 
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George Herron, and Walter Rauschenbusch, the British ministers brought 

the ideas of Christian socialism as developed by such men as Hugh Price 

Hughes. These ideas were continually reinforced by the visits of guest 

speakers and lecturers as well as by means of published material. 37 

Church educational institutions within the province were influential in 

the dissemination of social gospel ideology. Westminster Hall, the 

Presbyterian college in Vancouver, was especially important through the 

presence on its staff of prestigious visiting teachers. Among these 

were Shailler Matthews of the University of Chicago and many leading 

ministers from the British free churches. 

In British Columbia, the arguments of the social gospellers 

received much attention within church circles. Sermons, lectures, 

debates, records of church meetings and assemblies, and articles pub­

lished in church and secular newspapers recorded the lively discussion. 

Social gospellers were found in all the Protestant churches although 

support was not distributed equally among the denominations, nor was 

there ever a lack of opposition. 

While the Anglicans possessed the largest membership in the ------=------. . 
province, the official policies of that church remained least affected 

by the social gospel during the pre-war years. Unlike the mother church 

in England, which encompassed many varieties of opinion including a 

radical form of Christian socialism, the Anglican church in British 

------ 38 Columbia (and in Canada as a whole) was very conservative. Never-

theless, the Anglican clergy ·were not altogether unaffected by the 

currents of social gospel enthusiasm, Despite the cautious tone of 

official pronouncements on social issues, the Anglican Church in B.C. 



14 

did join the local interdenominational Social Service Councils and some 

individual ministers showed sympathy for the movement. Most social 

gospellers were found in the Methodist and Presbyterian churches, and 

to a lesser extent, in the Congregational and Baptist churches. 39 

Social gospel ministers in British Columbia formed no distinct, 

organized group, They were divided by many differences of opinion and 

by depth of involvement in the movement but they did share sympathies 

and certain broad goals, They worked together in interdenominational 

organizations such as the Ministerial Associations; they attended the 

same lectures and seminars; and they participated in an exchange of 

ideas by means of letters, articles, and books, 

While it is true that most ministers were raised and educated 

elsewhere, and that some moved away after only a few years' residence, 

many spent the greater part of their ministry in the province. Among 

this body of men who worked within the scope of provincial church 

organizations, were several prolific writers and noted speakers who 

commanded considerable local attention. British Columbia social gospel 

ministers also achieved prominence in the organizations of their churches. 

In the Methodist Church, particularly, they dominated provincial dele­

gations to national conferences and committees. 

Although the development of social gospel themes in the Protes­

tant churches of British Columbia was not an indigenous movement, the 

interest and enthusiasm shown by the ministers proved that these themes 

were compatible with their experience in the province. e_; ~~ocial gospel 

arrived in Canada at a period when the nation was changing from a rural 

to an urban, industrial form of society, By the dawn of the new century, 



British Colwnbians were conscious that the period of beginnings had 

~nded., · 'Ihe railroads had breached the barriers to settlement, Ex-
· :., . 

ploitation of the rich natural resources of the province promised 

15 

general prosperity. 'Ihe worst crudities of the pioneer era of settle­

ment were beginning to disappear as family life in permanent settlements 

· began ~o, supplant the communities of itinerant 1 oggers a.net miner~ 

~ •n so, conditions were less than satisfactory by church 

standards, Although the Anglican Church was established early in the 

province, nth considerable support from the parent church in Britain, 

other Protestant denominations faced a tremendous task of .church ex­

tension. In this task they were hampered by limited resources and 

denominational competition, as well as by special difficulties particu­

lar to the character of the province. J. H. White, Local Superintendent 

of Missions for the British Columbia Methodist Conference described. in 

his official reports "the vicissitudes of mission work in a mining 

country."40 G s mines closed, the people left and church investments in 

property and organization were lo~ 

. ~ her problems also hampered the work of the churche~ On a 

~. visit to British Columbia in 1904, Dr. s. D. Chown, general secretary of 

the Department of Temperance and Moral Reform for the Methodist Church, 

concluded;~ e whqle Province calls loudly for a great revival of public 

interest in all questions which relate to the moral and religious safe 

guarding of the people~ Several years later, in 1913, at the Pre­

Assembly Congress of the Presbyterian Church, a British Columbia minis­

ter complained of "a stone wall of indifference ••• with regard to 

things eternal," "aggressive unl:>elief," and "flagrant forms of vice, 



42 iniquity and sin." The ministers• conviction that vice was more 

prevalent and open in British Columbia than elsewhere in Canada was 

supported by the results of a survey undertaken by the Presbyterian 

Church in 1911. 4 J 
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Nevertheless, most ministers were optimistic about t0e future 

development of the province. J. H. White noted in his report the pos­

sibilities for growth demonstrated in the fruit-growing districts, rail­

way building, and the port cities, and he concluded that "the era of 
44 , . 

expansion is upon us." E pport for moral reform, although slow to 

develop, increased with each yea:r. Moreover, social gospel theology 

encouraged hopes that ail problems could be overcorn~ 

4::Social gospellers in British Columbia faced the future with 

hope and faith. Inspired by both patriotism and missionary zeal, they 
· ·.• . ~ 

saw a special Protestant destiny ·for Canada. British Columbiar as part 

of the Dominion, would provide leadership to the world in the organiz­

ation of a prosperous society apd a Christian civilization. The Rev. 

R. G. MacBeth, a Presbyterian minister living in Vancouver, expressed 

this sense of religious mission--th.is blez:iding of social gospel visions 

with patriotism . when he declared: ~ This Dominion if we are faithful, 

seems destined to become in the hands of God a chosen instrument for 

turning the rest Of the world unto Him and if we fail in our duty we 

shall lose the peerless opportunity of the world's history~ British 

Columbia provided the challenge to the church. The social gospel · 

promised success in meeting that challenge. ~ itish Columbia . social 

gospellers interpreted their duty to be the establishment of the Kingdom 

____...) ..,,. 



of God on earth by making social reform an integral expression of 

religious ljf:J 
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CHAPTER II 

THE SOCIAL GOSPEL - PRODUCT OF ANXIETY 

'!he experience of the Protestant churches in British Columbia 

tends to support the theory that the social gospel was a reaction to 

the changing position of the Christian Church in the modern industrial 

o:rder.1 In this time of growth and change, the church was failing to 

keep pace. Church membership was not increasing in proportion to the 

increase in population. 2 Just as disturbing was evidence that despite 

Protestant assumptions regarding the church's position of leadership 

in the nation, many sections of society were becoming increasingly 

remote from church influence. 

22 

In the slums of the downtown areas created by the rapid urban­

ization of the nation, the city poor and the working classes were largely 

outside the membership of the organized churches. 'lbese "unchurched 

masses" constituted a challenge to the Protestant concept of society 

which the churches could not ignore. 3 

'!he churches were also concerned over the indifference to 

Christian morality displayed by the world of big business. Social 

gospellers severely criticized "the willingness of men of wealth and 

powerful corporations to deceive, corrupt or intimidate electors and 

legislators" and "the growth of the evil features of trusts and com­

bines; such as limiting production and monopolizing natural resources."4 

'lbe results of such practices--the manipulation of government to serve 
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special interests, industrial strife, and high prices--threatened. the 

whole community. Any suggestion that traditional Christian morality 

was impossible in business life provoked either vehement denials by the 

reformers or demands for a radical reorganization of economic life. 

Business ought to be subject to religious considerations and not 1left 

to the working of vague, abstract economic laws. 

Social gospel anxieties about economic life centred on the 

effects of competitive capitalism-from gross inequalities of wealth 

with consequent hardships for the poor, to moral deformities in a system 

which placed no value upon the Christian virtues of trust, generosity, 

compassion, humility, and selflessness. British Columbia ministers had 

first-hand evidence of the lack of Christian influences in contemporary 

forms of capitalism.5 From the early years of the century to 1912, the 

province enjoyed prosperity based on the exploitation of its rich natural 

resources. Accompanying this solid development was a speculative boom, 

especially in real estate, in which many fortunes were quickly made and 

many others as quickly lost. While British Columbia clergymen openly 

rejoiced as they witnessed this prosperity and growth, they were 

troubled by the unnecessary anachronism of poverty in a land of plenty. 

'Ihe Rev. Elliot s. Rowe described the problem in 1902 before a meeting 

of the Victoria Ministerial Association, 

Here, then, we have the factors in the problem: A wise 
and beneficent Creator, a fruitful earth, a race ad­
vancing in power over nature, and increasing in wealth-­
and a majority of that race shut out from equitable 
participation in the blessings of God, the produce of 
the earth and the fruits of human progress ••• these 
human ills come of human i gnorance and wrong •••• The 
social problem, therefore, is the product of a system 6 which denies to the workman a fair price for his labour. 
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That poverty existed was an injustice, social gospellers were 

. convinced. They were also painfully aware that current methods of 

dealing with the poor and the weak, the victims and misfits of society 

were hopelessly inadequate. Since such people had long been a concern 

of the Christian church, social gospellers demanded that more equitable 

and dependable means than chance charity be found for providing for 

social welfare. 

The onset of serious and prolonged depression in 1913 precipi­

tated a vigorous and searching debate on the economic system. Before 

the boom collapsed ministers warned that a preoccupation with riches 

endangered the development of spiritual values. They urged that the 

unsuccessful in society not be forgotten, that men of wealth should 

remember the Golden Rule. With the end of prosperity, social gospel­

lers directed their criticism less to specific abuses and more to the 

underlying principles of the economic system which produced them. War­

time idealism increased the vehemence of the attack. In its report of 

1917-1918, the British Columbia Methodist Conference stated plainly 

social gospel fears and criticisms of the economic systems 

The conditions confronting Canada in 1914, at the 
outbreak of the war, had awakened Canadians to the 
imperative and immediate necessity for a social 
reconstruction. In the years preceding, we had sown 
to the winds with our speculation, competition and 
selfish haste to get rich, and were at that time 
reaping the harvest of debt, disaster, hunger, suf­
fering and poverty. The insolvency of companies, the 
bankruptcy of individuals, the collapse of boom cities, 
townsites and sub-divisions, carrying with them the 
financial ruin of many people, with their consequent 
personal and family sufferine, were indisputable 
evidence of the unsatisfactory and unstable character 
of our commercial and industrial life.7 



25 

Whereas earlier in the century social gospellers had attacked. 

human greed and selfishness as the anti-Christian elements most obvious 

in economic life, by the War years their analysis of capitalism resulted 

in a new emphasis upon the evils of competition. This change indicated 

a shift away frora criticism of abuses to an attack upon the system it­

self. A reform of capitalism was no longer enough for some social gospel­

lers who demanded a fundamental reconstruction of society, Believing 

that the competitive spirit of modern life was the antithesis of 

Christian concepts of love and brotherhood, they preached the substi­

tution of cooperation for competition in social and economic life. 

By 1917, the issue of food costs, which were rising rapidly in 

the wartime inflation, increased social gospel dissatisfaction with the 

profit system. Rev. A. E. Cooke, while more extreme in his opinions than 

most British Columbia ministers, expressed a popular social gospel theme 

in his opinion that 

If the society of the future is still based on the 
present system of profits for those who can squeeze 
them out of their fellows instead of on service for 
the good ofaJ.l, then we have no business to call 
ourselves a Christian people. , •• Not profits and 
gain, but service and sac8tfice must rule men's lives 
in the Kingdom of Christ. 

'Ihe British Columbia Methodist Conference in 1917 also officially con­

demned the "prevailing system of competitive individual initiative and 

exploitation."9 In 1919, the same body congratulated the national con­

vention of the cr urch for its "clear-cut message on production and 

distribution for service, and upon the displacement of the profits system 

: ~o 
by a system of do-operation.' While this position reflected the ideal-

ism, excitement, and urgency of the war's end, rather than the more 
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typical expression of British Columbia social gospel opinion, social 

gospellers agreed that the desire to give service rather than the desire 

to make profits should be the prime motivation of the businessman. 

The ministers found other reasons to be critical. of modern 

economic development. Attacking the soullessness of the impersonal. 

corporation, the inhumanity of the factory system, and the political. 

and economic power wielded by the business elite, social gospellers 

revealed their concern over the erosion of individual. freedom, security, 

and dignity in an economic world of increasing organization.11 'Ihe 

helplessness of the individual. in this situation could only be remedied, 

they were sure, by a revolution in social ethics leading to an increased 

recognition of htunan brotherhood. 

Disturbed by the inequities of the economic system, social gospel­

lers were convinced that justice for the labourer must be achieved before 

lasting industrial. peace could be expected. The labour movements• own 

attempts to solve its problems, however, caused great anxiety among re­

forming ministers. They feared conflict between capital and organized 

labour would break into savage class warfare in which the certain loser 

would be the general public. Outbursts of violence during strikes 

heightened such fears. Social gospellers were disturbed by the inde­

pendence of the labour movement from church control and influence. 

Despite their sympathies for the workers' cause, ministers resented the 

12 · anti-religious bias of some labour leaders. 'Ibey were frightened, also, 

by the methods labour chose to use. 

In political life social gospellers also found much cause for 

anxiety. Political corruption shocked and repelled them. As avowed 
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democrats, they saw in such abuses a denial and negation of democratic 

rule. As social reformers, they saw political corruption as a major 

stumbling block in the way of remedial legislation and the impartial 

enforcement of the law. As ministers of the social gospel, they 

believed that politics, like all other areas of life, ·must be subjected 

to religious considerations. 

The conduct of election campaigns and voting irregularities 

provoked much ministerial criticism over the years. In 1900, for 

example, the Recorder complained that the "practice of bribery and cor­

ruption at elections is becoming so common that the public sense is being 

outraged and the church can be no longer indifferent to the matter.,.lJ 

Of equal concern was the behaviour of the elected representatives and 

other government officials in the discharge of their duty. Social 

gospellers charged that men in government positions were unduly in­

fluenced by pressure groups representing special interests. 'Ibey made 

these charges in a general and vague fashion, without examples or details, 

and they were influenced, no doubt, by contemporary American muck-raking 

accounts as muc_h as by any actual knowledge, 'Ihe exception was the 

attack made upon the liquor interests whose influence in both provincial 

political parties was cited as the chief cause of corruption and the 

main obstacle to stricter government control over the liquor trade,14 

Social gospel anxiety about the moral level of government 

activity reached a peak during the early war years, In 1915, a few 

ministers began making serious charges about the nature of the govern­

ment's involvement with the economic forces developing the province. 

While much of this attack may have been due to the partisan position 
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of some of the critics, dissatisfaction with the moral tone of the 

provincial. government was widespread. Some of this dissatisfaction 

resulted in the publication by the Ministerial Association of the Lower 

Ma.inland, of a pamphlet, 'lhe Crisis in B.C. It charged the government 

with neglect of the public interest, falsification of information, 

evasion of the laws, corruption and fraud. It even blamed the economic 

depression upon the government's failure to control the exploitation 

of the province by big business. 'lhe pamphlet deplored thea 

gross exploitations of the people by which thousands of 
our most worthy and hard-working citizens have been 
reduced to poverty, and from which they have received 
absolutely no protection by the legislators and adminis­
trators of law in this province. The real cause of the 
Financial Stringency, Business Depression and Unemploy­
ment in British Columbia today is not the war, but the 
artful operations by which the money of honest investors 
has been diverted from real development of provincial 
resources into the crooked channels of speculation, 
company promotion and exploitation •••• Much of this 
has been done under what practically amounted to 
Government patronage.15 

While not all B.c. social gospellers supported the Ministerial 

Union in these charges, concern over the lack of purity in politics had 

reached a peak, resulting in unprecedented political comment and in­

volvement by the ministers. '!he Field Secretary of the Methodist Church 

optimistically reported, 

'Ihe moral revolt, the sense of injustices prevalent 
in industrial relations, the keen disgust against 
political corruption and the increasing irritation 
under the dominating power of the party machine along 
wi t .h a rising flood of sentiment, which promises soon 
to be over-whelming against the liquor traffic, 
indicates the change in public opinion and the aspir­
ation for righteousness and justice in that g:reat 
Western Province.16 



A. E. Cooke, who led the attack upon government corruption, 

called for fundamental. changes in the economic system to remedy the 

situation, Until such changes were made, he declared, government would 

not express the will -of the people, for: 

The government itself is in the grip of the handful of 
men who control the whole trade and commerce of Canad.a. 
'!he wheat speculators, the packing houses, the rail­
roads and banks of this Dominion are so bound together 
by interlocking directorates and are so powerful in 
the realm of politics that they hold the government in 
the heart of their fist.17 

For the failure to express and reflect faithfully the will of 

the people,social gospellers chiefly blamed the party system. As early 

as August 1899, the Recorder, in a discussion of federal politics, 

called for a change in "the ·composition of the parties so that they will 

voice the demand of the people and represent the people, instead of 
18 . 

representing party ma.chines." But even reformed parties had serious 

defects. 'Ihe most common objection to the party system, apart from 

corruption, was that party interests tended to overrule both personal 

convictions and considerations of the national interest. Social gospel­

lers condemned loyalty to the party when carried to such extremes. 

They urged their people to vote for men of high moral principles rather 

than for party connections, That expediency rather than principle should 

determine the course of political activity was unthinkable to men who 

believed that placing "party coimection before the support of righteous 

government" in any matter "affecting the moral welfare of the com­

munity" was a betrayal of the ''religion and the ideals that have made 

the British Empire great_,,19 By 1916, an election year in British 

Columbia, disenchantment with party politics was so widespread that the 
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20 Recorder asked, "Is the Party System Played Out?" Most B.C. ministers 

would have agreed, however, that imperfect as the system was, "the dis­

covery of some better system has not yet apparently been made, certainly 

we do not find it in the personaJ. system which long obtained in the 
... . 21 
Province. " 

Declining church influence was apparent in areas of life other 

than politics and the business world, Many of the trad.itionaJ. standards, 

values, and customs of Protestantism were no longer dominant in the 

society. Ministers watched with growing dismay the neglect of Sabbath 

observance, the popularity of professionaJ. sports and entertainments, 

public tolerance of gambling and prostitution, and the acceptance by 

many people of liquor consumption as part of social life,22 Some 

blamed this weakening of old values upon the rapid social changes then 

occurring but a more obvious cause was the tremendous influx of foreign 

non-Protestant, non-Engl.1$ speaking immigrants during the first decades 

of the century. 

In the social gospel vision of society, there was little room 

for minority groups with differing values. Having no conception of the 

possibility or desirability of a plural society, social gospellers 

thought in terms of a homogenous national culture in which all minority 

groups must become assimilated. For this reason, British Columbia 

ministers justified their rejection of Asiatics as undesirable immi­

grants, their racial characteristics in addition to the cultural dif­

ferences, making assimilation very difficult, if not impossible, 23 

Immigrants from Europe also aroused fears. To many ministers, these 

immigrants with their different mores threatened destruction of the 
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national character and a degeneration of the level of civilization in 

Canada. With their hopes for a special Protestant destiny for Canada 

and their belief that the church had an essential role in nation­

building, social gospellers regarded assimilation of the immigrants as 

an urgent responsibility. '!heir point of view was stated plainly by 

R. G. MacBeth who warned, "for the most part those who have been coming 

in recent years ar~ of inferior races and lower civilizations. And 
· 24 

our task is to make them Christian citizens of Canada." 

British Columbia ministers certainly shared the national. con­

cern over the Canadianization of the immigrants but they seldom accorded 

this problem the same attention it received elsewhere in Canada. 25 

Since relatively few non-British European settlers reached the Pacific 

province, British Columbia social gospellers focussed upon the problem 

of most concern in that region--industrial. relations with its dangers 

of labour strife and violence. 

'!he search for explanations and solutions to the problem of 

waning church influence in the life of the nation led many ministers to 

criticize the church severely for her shprtcomings. Despite warnings 

about the dangers to spiritual development of a preoccupation with 

material concerns, the church, as part of the larger culture, had not 

escaped the contemporary fascination with growth, .Prosperity, and 

technological. advance. Social gospellers deplored the view that the 

work of the church was to build 

a large and beautiful Church, filled with a weal thy 
congregation, fine organ, well-trained choir, and a 
popular pastor, whose business, apart from visiting 



the sick and burying the dead is to see that the 
services of the Church on the Sunday are conducted 
after the fashion of a pleasant entertainment.26 
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Many social gospellers regarded much church activity as super­

ficial and meaningless formalities. They criticized ritual and dogma 

as distractions hindering the church in the fulfillment of her functions. 

The editor of the Recorder admitted impatience and frustration with the 

church, declaring, 

religion may be a very different thing to theological 
dogma or modern Churchianity. Although I am not ridi­
culing the Church, ••• it may be admitted that [it] 
is a very inadequate exponent of religion and sometimes 
gives a perverted view. It continues to be hampered 
with pagan phylacteries and medieval mysticism in the 
midst of modern enlargement of thought •••• It has 
'run to seed' in many instances in sentiment and 
ceremony until many of its devotees identify religion 
with regular church attendance, sanctimonious airs and 
facility in the use of what may be called prayer meeting 
intonation and phraseology. 

But we need not dwell upon that--a larger view is 
growing; men are beginning to realize that religion 
concerns life and are not troubling about the definition 
of creeds; they are digging deeper for the great laws of 
equitable existence.27 

Criticism of the church for the gap between religious ideals 

and practice and the tendency to observe outer forms while neglecting 

the inner spirit of the commandments, was not confined to traditional 

themes. The social gospellers' main complaints centred upon the 

failure of the church to develop broader concepts of Christian duty 

and responsibility •. They warned that "the laboring and poorer classes 

of the people" were turning away from organized religion "because they 

have not found in the Church that recognition and sympathy in their 

struggles for life that they had looked for,"28 William Lashly Hall 

declared, "there is a chasm between men and what they conceive to be 
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the message of Christianity. It seems to belong to another world, to 

be an affair of priests and churches and people who are comfortable and 

well off. 1129 Hall and other social gospellers attacked the church for 

her timidity and hesitation to speak out against injustice, to accept 

the challenges of the changing order, and to assume her responsibilities 

in the work of social reform. 

While not neglecting the essential. faith of their fathers, 

social gospellers anticipated major changes in the organization and 

expression of religious life. Near the end of the war, when expec­

tations of imminent fundamental changes in social relations were at a 

peak, the Recorder warned that in the new order, 

no organization will find its problems of re-adjustment 
in the new age more difficult than the Church, for, not 
only is the Church lacking in credit with the toiling 
masses, but any effort on the part of those of her 
leaders who first glimpse the direction such readjustments 
should take will be opposed and denounced ••• by large 
numbers of the devout people of the Church itself who 
look with suspicion upon all change in. either the Church's 
message or method as a departure from "the old Gospel," 
though in reality it might as often be a return to the 
old Gospel. JO 

At one point the Recorder even raised the question, "Is there a pos­

sibility that Christianity will go on without the present organization 

called the Church, finding more simple and practical channels for vital 

expression in human life?"3l 

Church anxieties over the direction of modern social develop­

ment and the relationship of the church to the social order promoted 

interest in social gospel ideas of reform. Social gospellers' attempts 

to subsume all areas of life under the umbrella of Christian morality 

raised the question, could modern, urban, industrial civilization be 



Christian? A few decided with A. ·E. Cooke that the "present system 

is fundamentally opposed to the teaching and principles of Jesus 

Ch.rist."JZ By the end of the First World War, many had become con­

vinced that only a radical reform of society could create conditions 

in which men could lead truly Christian lives. 

J4 

As a stimulus to church interest in social reform, the social­

ist movement was of extreme importance. Moreover, the existence in 

British Columbia of a doctrinaire Marxist form definitely affected the 

expression of social gospel ideas. Eager to disprove the Marxist con­

tention that religion was indifferent to social problems and man's 

condition in this world, social gospellers appealed. to the established 

powers in society to ~epent and to reform the system to eliminate all 

forms of oppression and injustice. 

One Methodist minister, Ernest 'lbomas of 'Vancouver, urgently 

called for a purge of "those vices of arrogance and ignorance and class 

complacency which thre~ten to bring upon us the disintegration seen in 

Russia." Speaking to men in positions of power he described the danger 

posed by "the long toleration of grievances which should have been 

removed.•33 Only by such repentance and reform could society be made 

. safe from the threat of violent revolution. Social gospellers also 

made a plea for restraint to the oppressed classes, urging them to seek 

reform only by constitutional methods. 'lbe committee for Social Service 

and Evangelism of the B.c. Metho::list Conference in its 1917 report, 

while noting that "many existing evils are the direct outcome of past 

failure on the part of our community to organize its life on the basis 

of mutual service," stressed that it was not a time for recrimination 
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and warned "against any disposition to seek by any other method than 

renewal of the hearts of the people, escape from the evil spirit and 

usage of the past."34 Caught in the middle between both groups, neither 

of which appeared ready to heed its warnings, men of the church were in­

creasingly frustrated by the impotence of their position. 

Before 1919, social gospel attitudes towards the f.a=xists were 

ambivalent. Condemnation of the materialist doctrines of the socialists 

alternated with recognition that the socialists' ultimate goals were 

essentially compatible with social gospel aims. Several ministers 

shared the opinion of the Record.er that "Socialism is a misguided at­

tempt to return to the ideals of Jesus Christ. Our attitude towards 

it must not be contempt or hostile criticism but leadership."JS '!his 

view changed as the chances of conversion grew dimmer and as events, 

notably the Bolshevik revolution in Russia and the Winnipeg General 

Strike of 1919, seemed to indicate that social.ism could be an immediate 

danger to the peace of society and the constitution of the state. 

Christian socialists in the ministry were seldom explicit in 

detailing their beliefs and the differences between their views and 

those of other social gospellers were not al.ways clear. They were care­

ful, however, to make distinctions between their beliefs and the 

materialist Marxism found in the province. Christian socialism derived 

from British models, stressed gradual reforms and parliamentary pro­

cedure. Moreover, it was not merely an economic system or a materialist 

philosophy but the application of the ethics of Jesus to all of life. 

'!he dynamic of reform would be the spirit of brotherhood not class 

conflict. British Columbia social gospellers rejected wholly any 



suggestion of violent revolution arguing that true progress depended 

upon "the spread of moral truths and principles"J6 derived from spirit-

ual sources. 

Social gospellers were disturbed by the socialist analysis of 

class divisions and the necessity for class conflict. The churches dis­

liked the whole concept of class as it conflicted with their basic belief 

in human brotherhood. Yet class conflict as exemplified in labour strife 

was a real fear and recognized problem, and the churches became 

increasingly uneasy over the possibility that as institutions, they them­

selves were class structures motivated by class prejudices.37 

J.P. Hicks, editor of the Recorder, and a chief exponent of 

Christian socialist views in the province for over twenty years, 

exemplified many of the confusions and contradictions of this more radical 

social gospel position. Impatient with the churches and the established 

powers in society for their failure to correct injustices, he also dis­

trusted the radical socialists and labour leaders who attempted to force 

reforms. Although preaching the cause of Christian socialism he remained 

a strong supporter of Richard Y.cBride's Conservative government.38 In 

fact, Hicks was interested in social justice, the goal, rather than 

public ownership, the means. He was essentially a moralist rather than 

a socialist, interested in promoting the spirit of cooperation and 

brotherhood more than discovering social institutions which would in­

corporate these ideals. Moreover, the religious nature of his views on 

reform determined all his ideas. Hicks declareds 

To vast numbers of good people, not privileged or 
selfish people, Socialism is somehow a term of alarm; it 
has something relentless in it, from which they recoil, and 



yet it aims at simple justice. Why is this? Because it 
is largely a demand instead. of a benevolence. Socialism 
must be a prayer as well as a protest; it must feel it · 
more blessed to give than to receive; it must spring 
from sympathy and love more than from the sense of injury 
and oppression •••• 

If it 1s purely a materialist or economic movement 
it will not prove a panacea for all human ills, but if 
it be inspired by a great moral and sympathetic impulse 
it will bring measurably near the millenium •••• 

I am convinced a great reconstruction of social.­
economic conditions is assuredly coming •••• A re­
construction which will express more clearly the principle 
of justice in terms of production, distribution, and 
~emuneration for labour.39 

Reform, to be successful, must be religious, but religion, to conform 

truly to God's will, must include social reform. Hicks argued.a 

It is only partially true that the Church has tried to 
make good men without endeavoring to make good society, 
but Socialism had vainly undertaken a more difficult 
thing, She is attempting to make good society without 
making good men. Unaided by the Church Social.ism will 
fail; but without a more sympathetic study of social-
istic aspirations the Church will not realize her full 
effectiveness as an agency for righteousness.40 

37 

Although much in advance of public opinion generally with 

respect to reform ideas, British Columbia social gospellers, confronted 

w;th militant radical forces hostile to religion, frequently found 

themselves on the defensive not for the radical nature of their views 

but for a conservatism born of fear of force and violence. 'llleir en­

counter with extremist positions emphasized for most social gospellers 

the importance of the religious basis of their own position. For 

British Columbia ministers, evangelism remained the favoured approach 

to social reform. 

The modern world presented a tremendous challenge to the church. 

'llle problems of the city, the poor, the new immigrants; of Marxism and 



labour radicalism; the immorality of business life; the erosion of 

religious beliefs, standards and influence made the ministry deeply 

anxious over the nature of the emerging society and the place of the 

church within it. '!he diminished role of the church in the life of 

society was a matter of deep concern to men who assumed that religion 

was the very basis of their civilization. In seeking the role of 

social reformer for the church, therefore, social gospellers acted as 

J8 

41 much from fear of loss as from hope of gain. Social gospel optimism 

and faith in future progress did not overcome entirely the very deep 

sense of anxiety with which they regarded the present. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE SOCIAL GOSPELa RHETORlC WITHOUT RESULT 

In the social gospel, many ministers found a tole· for the 

church in the modern world. As traditional church functions no longer 
' . 

seemed adequate to ensure the church its rightful position of leader-
. ' 

ship and influence in society, the church needed to seek more ~elevant 

forms of service. Although uncertain of the exact relationship of the 

church to the evolving social order, social gospellers expected that 

once committed to the great task of reform, the church would greatly 

enlarge the scope and importance of its activity. 

Despite increasing support for their views within the churches, 

social gospellers failed to transform the rhetoric of reform· into con­

crete results. In 1906, the Recorder complained: · "As a Conference we 

are evidently not indifferent to our soical [sic] responsibilities but 

have so far not distinguished ourselves in practical achievement.'il 

'Ihis complaint continued throughout the years. Social gospellers agreed 

that one obstacle to effective church action was inadequate knowledge 

and understanding of social problems. To remedy this, they urged that 

the stu?,y of soci~logy be made an integral part of ministerial training. 

The British Columbia Methodist O:>nference also established a social 

problems committee to investigate actual conditions, the findings of 

which would be used in the decision-making processes of the church. 

Nevertheless, church success i n the practical work of reform was 



limited, Pressure by church groups upon municipal councils resulted in 

more vigorous enforcement of morality laws in a few cases. Compared 

with the extensive aims social gospellers espoused, such results were 

extremely disappointing, 

The frustration of the activist ministers at their continuing 

inability to affect significantly the course of events, was heightened 

during pericrlsof social crisis, During the Vancouver Island coal 

miners' disputes of 1912-1914, Rev. William La.shly Hall pleaded that 

"the church in her collective capacity, should take some attitude other 

than impotent silence,"2 and the Recorder declared: 

One often stands appalled at the obvious impotence 
of the Church when confronted in a concrete way, with 
some of the problems of present day unrest and the 
Church's difficulty is not lack of sympathy but lack of 
understanding, but the result is that the Church is 
losing ground in the work-day world, in the practical 
affairs of men.J 

During the First World War, many social gospellers believed the 

time had at last arrived when the call for reform would bring a more 

positive response, The success of Prohibition, a church-supported move­

ment, in the 1916 referendum, was proof to many that church action in 

social causes could be effective, 1he idealism stimulated by the war 

caused the Methodist Conference to hope that "this should not be dis­

sipated in a mere sentimentalism, but that it should find concrete 

expression in definite constructive action,•4 Just what action the 

church should or could take was the problem social gospellers could not 

resolve, 

Converting the church into an instrument of social reform posed 

many difficulties, some of which were not fully appreciated by the 

\ 



reformers. That the church must become active in the cause of social 

reform, social gospellers agreed. What precise goals the church should 

espouse, what means it should employ, what degree of involvement in 

practical reform measures it should attempt remained matters of con­

troversy. 

The definition of social gospel goals was a crucial issue for 

the success of the movement. ~ia.ny ministers were confused and contra­

dictory in the presentation of their goals and very real differences 

of opinion existed among them. That the ambiguities and problems within 

social gospel thought were not fully recognized during this period was 

largely due to lack of definition in the terminology used and the 

abstract level and generalized nature of the debate. As concrete ap­

plications of social gospel ideas to specific local conditions were 

attempted these unresolved difficulties became more apparent. 

Social gospel definitions of the perfect society were extremely 

vague, outlining the basic principles and expected results rather than 

giving descriptions of the social organization which would produce 

these results. The Kingdom of God would be a society based on "the 

divine principles of human brotherhood.."5 In describing this society 

some ministers emphasized love as the essence of brotherhood, while 

others emphasized justice as the basis of social relationships. Most 

social gospellers did not carefully distinguish between love and just­

ice in ref erring to the future society but used the . terms as if they 

were interchangeable or inseparable. They did not consider whether, in 

fact, love and justice were completely compatible, Although their 

assertion that social justice was unattainable without a pervasive 
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spirit of Christian love may well have been correct, their assumption 

that love defines justice was an error. While love might prompt men to 

seek justice for all, it does not provide knowledge of what justice is. 

Christian love might conceivably be so unselfish as to ignore questions 

of right and justice in the solution of human problems. 

What social gospellers meant by justice was unclear, confused 

as the idea was with the concept of Christian love, Moreover, the com­

mon usage of a radical vocabulary tended to mask differences in opinion 

which existed. In most cases, their positions on questions of justice 

were only partially stated. What was Christian justice in economic 

life? Was it a matter of to each according to his need? Or to each 

as he deserved? Was equality of income an expression of justice or 

injustice? Was private capital justified or should all the means of 

production and distribution be publicly owned? 

Most British Columbia social gospellers seemed to interpret 

economic justice as a more equitable distribution of income in which 

the worker would receive a larger proportion of the wealth produced. 

While they expected the elimination of grosser inequalities of wealth, 

they did not anticipate or desire absolute equality. 'Ihe Rev. c. T. 

Scott of Metropolitan Church, Victoria, gave a full exposition of this 

point of view in a series of articles published in the Record.er. To 

begin with, argued Scotta 

Diversity of genius stands for the diversity of gifts 
with which individuals are originally endowed, and 
necessitates differing capacities to produce wealth. 
Inequality in this as in other things, is the law of 
nature and of God. In Christianity the law of love 
steps in here and prevents-or should prevent--those 



grave inequalities which give some excessive riches 
and deny others the common comforts of life.6 · 

'!bus, he concluded; "If we do justice in-the recognition of 

poverty rights, we must naturally expect a state of society in which 

inequalities of wealth prevail."? W, L. Hall seemed to support Scott's 

views asking only that those "who produce the results, the productive 

8 and constructive workers, should share proportionately in the product," 

Certainly most of the reformers in British Columbia did not 

advocate an end to private property and the capitalistic system. 

Capitalism needed reform, to be sure, and a reconstruction of its basic 

motives and purposes, but private wealth in itself was not unjust. 

c. T. Scott, continuing his arguments for inequality of income, noteda 

All our modern effort to secure justice for the 
labouring classes is based in the right of property. 
It is the effort to secure to every man his just 
share in the wealth he helps to produce, The policy 
which aims to destroy private property if successful 
would defeat the very justice it aims to secure.9 

Interestingly, although most of Scott's writings show a pre­

occupation with defining justice in economic life, at one point he 

declared it the duty of the church "to find some clear application of 

the law of love to the production and distribution of wealth,,.lO Like 

most social gospellers, he talked of the need to establish justice but 

was really more interested in promoting the spirit of love which would 

render all questions of justice meaningless. 

Social gospellers in British Columbia were essentially moral­

ists interested in the moral principles rather than the social structures 

which would embody them. They discussed the ideal--a society "organized 

for the practice of mutual service'.ll but gave little attention to the 
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form such a society could have. Social gospel discussions of property 

rights under the concept of "stewardship" reveal this moralist tendency. 

The concept of stewardship was based on the belief that all 

property belonged to God and was held in trust by men to be used for 

the good of all. A popular idea among B.C, ministers, stewardship 

implied no necessary condemnation of personal riches. Providing that 

no one in society was permitted to suffer actual need, men of talent 

and industry deserved the greater share of the world's goods that they 

would accumulate through their efforts. Most ministers agreed that 

"wealth in the hands of good men whose spiritual life is robust and who 

understand the privileges and responsibilities of Christian stewardship" 

could be a positive good in society.12 What was essential, in their 

opinion, was that a clear distinction be made between honest and dis­

honest money. Wealth itself was not wicked nor unjust. What determined 

the morality of wealth was the manner in which it was made and the 

purposes for which it was used. 

'Ihe social gospel concept of stewardship did imply severe re­

strictions upon the rights of property in the public interest. Firstly, 

the making of money was to be limited to ways considered legitimate by 

the church. Certainly money which resulted from most forms of specu­

lation would not be approved by many ministers. Yet little effort was 

made to define legitimate means clearly. Secondly, the uses of wealth 

were restricted. As God's stewards, men of wealth must use their 

property for the good of all men. Ostenatation, waste, and luxury were 

abuses of God's gifts. Rich men ought to seek to benefit the less 

fortunate members of the community by engaging in charitable works. 



49 

'lhirdly, the kinds of property which could justly be possessed by a 

private individual were also limited, Many social gospel ministers 

called for increased public ownership of essential services and 

utilities, Some, arguing for the nationalization of natural resources 

and an end to the private ownership of land, contended that "that 

which is limited in extent and necessary to the life of all men, can­

not in righteousness be held by the few. ,,lJ 

The concepts of property rights involved in the theory of 

Christian stewardship left several problems unresolved, For wealth to 

be justified, its acquisition ought to depend chiefly upon the exercise 

of talent and industry, Wealth then would be the just reward of labour, 

Quirks of fortune could never be eliminated, of course, but inequal­

ities of opportunity to develop and use one's abilities ought to be. 

Yet the problem of inheritance and gifts was not discussed. '!he ques­

tion of providing for the unfortunate in society was also left disturb­

ingly vague. Presumably men of wealth would take care of those in need 

but whether this would be done as a matter of individual charity or on 

a more systematic and dependable basis was not clear, '!he most im­

portant of the questions left uncertain in discussions of Christian 

stewardship, was the extent to which restraints upon property should be 

imposed by law or could be left to the pressures of private conscience 

14 and public opinion, 

The emphasis upon cooperation and service in the social gospel­

lers' description of their goals did not mean that they undervalued 

the importance of the individual. Indeed, they continually affirmed 

the primacy of the individual in their evangelistic appeals for 



conversion. 'Ibey wanted a form of society in which the individual 

would be free to develop his highest nature and, at the same time, 
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a society in which all men submitted to the requirements of the public 

good. On this point, as on some others, social gospellers failed to 

discern all the possible difficulties inherent in their views. 'lbe 

assumed compatibility of individual self-realization and the common 

good ignored many problems, including the possibility of legitimate 

conflicts of interest between men in society. As most of the reform­

ers had as a model of society one in which all parts naturally 

functioned in harmony, they regarded any sort of conflict as an ab­

normality, In the ideal society, they believed, there would be no 

clash of interests, no tensions, rivalries, or conflicts. An article 

in the Recorder stated the view explicitly thats 

From the stand.point of the Christian it was clear that 
it was possible to so organize men as to have them in 
relations in which they can harmoniously do the world's 
work and at the same time accomplish their individual 
development and general good,15 

'lbe assumption was that men acting in a spirit of brotherly love, when 

working for the good of all, would also be working in their own best 

interests, Who would define the common good was never questioned. 

This view of the relationship of the individual and the common 

good of the society stemmed directly from the religious basis of all 

social gospel ideas. For social gospellers, the question of self­

interest and its fulfillment did not loom so large in the development 

of the individual as his spiritual growth which implied a spirit of 

selflessness and the willingness to make sacrifices for the sake of 

others. Thus, working for the good of society did not imply the 
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frustration of individual growth but evidence that spiritual growth 

was proceeding. Social gospeller Ernest 'Ihomas described the goal, 

saying "the flower of Christian life was •• .• seen ••• in the in­

spiration of personal life by love and in the organization of society 

for the practice of a life which found expression in service of one 

another. ,,16 

Being largely unrecognized, the conflicts and ambiauities 

involved in social gospel goals did not really have a divisive effect 

until the latter years of the war. While the vagueness of their aims 

impeded social gospellers in their preparation of a programme for 

action, their main disagreements were over questions of methods, not 

goals. 

'!he whole problem of finding the means by which the church 

might assume its role of leader in social reform was complicated by 

the failure of many social gospellers to recognize that the problem 

existed. 'lheir faith in Christian love as the panacea for all social 

problems led them to suppose that love would find the means. Thus, 

the Rev. E. s. Bowe in speaking of the reform of society confidently 

declared: "Motives and purposes must be harmonized with those of God. 

Methods will then soon be discovered. Love, as the motor power of 

social action, will soon clothe itself with appropriate forms through 

which to operate.,,1? Recognition of the need, by men motivated by 

love, he seemed to assume, would guarantee accomplishment of the task. 

Other ministers, while sharing the belief in love as the answer, wanted 

a more explicit examination of the practical measures available to the 

reformers. In 1913 Professor Salem Bland gave a series of talks at 
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the B.C •. Methodist Annual Conference on the need for social recon­

struction and the duty of the church. c. T. Scott, criticising Bland's 

addresses, raised the central questions 

Some of us would have liked a more positive con­
structive policy to remedy the ills we all must denounce. 
No doubt the spirit of Jesus in the hearts of men 'Will 
bring the sure solution of this problem, but how far law 
and authority are to be used to remedy the social con­
ditions is the practical questign that faces those of 
us who are in the active work.1 

Two main fields of activity appeared to invite church partici­

pation. Firstly, the symptoms of social maladjustment could be treated 

with relief work of many kinds. 'Ihe church as a social welfare agency 

undertook to ameliorate the situation of victims of poor socio-economic 

conditions. Efforts along this line included the establishment of 

church-supported rescue homes, hostels, down-town missions, child care 

centres, and the hiring of a social worker by the Methodist Conference 

for the city of Vancouver. Always hampered by totally inadequate funds 

and resources, the churches were unable to develop a comprehensive scheme 

of welfare measures. In time, of course, society came to assign prime 

responsibility for work of this sort to government, leaving only a few 

. residual areas for private agencies. 

Church efforts in the area of social welfare, if innovative to 

some extent in methods, had at least been within the traditional pat­

term of Christian charity. The second possible course of action--the 

reconstruction of society to eliminate conditions causing social prob­

lems--was a very different matter. Changes of this fundamental nature 

involved the question of power, bringing the church into the realm of 

politics. 
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Most social gospellers in British Columbia expected the church 

to use only its moral authority rather than any direct political power 

in promoting reform legislation. They shared a conception of the church 

that was very much in the traditional pattern of teacher, guide and 

inspiration. Although the aim now included social as well as moral 

reform, the means proposed--education and moral suasion--were certainly 

no departure from previous church experience.19 Unaware of how politi­

cal processes functioned, most social gospellers neglected the area of 

power relationships in society. As a result, they tended to be un­

realistic in their estimation of the powers available to the church. 

Goals were frequently selected without consideration of the resources 

and the ability of the church to undertake their achievement. 

While social gospellers could express ringing resolutions and 

recommendations for action, they lacked the means of implementation. 

Only government had the power to carry out large scale reforms. Al­

though the moral authority of the church was not negligible in the 

realm of politics, it could not easily be translated into political suc­

cess. Social gospellers were slow to realize this, however. Like the 

Rev. A. E. Roberts, a long-time member of the British Columbia Methodist 

Conference, they expressed confidence that "the quiet, persistent influ­

ence of the church [was] sufficient to bring about a mighty reform in 

· 20 
the domain of politics" and in social and economic life as well. 

Social gospellers placed great emphasis upon the role of legis­

lation in reform. other methods of producing social change, such as 

use of the strike or boycott, favoured by the labour movement, they 

regarded with suspicion. 'Ihe use of violence they utterly rejected. 
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'llle reconstruction of society in terms of mutual service could only be 

accomplished by regenerated members of society _using democratic politi­

cal processes. 21 Social gospel hopes for reform depended, thus, upon 

government response to the reform sentiment expressed. by the church. 

'!hough hampered by lack of real political power, disunity of 

purpose, and disagreement over means, social gospellers agreed that it 

was imperative to do all in their power to "hasten the coming of re­

medial legislation. 1122 Such legislation would establish standards of 

public morality as well as correct social injustices. While legis­

lation could not make men good, it could at least restrict evil. Until 

all members of society had been inspired with the spirit of Christian 

brotherhood, social gospellers argued, private sins as well as public 

crimes should be subjected to the coercion and authority of the law. 

As early as 1903 the Recorder urged the need for legislation on moral 

questions a 

Our legislative bodies have been so engrossed with the 
material development of the country that legislation 
affecting the moral conditions has been very much 
neglected ••• • 

'Ihe duty of all good citizens is clear: whatever 
else may be necessary to moral advancement the obvious 
first step is to reduce to a minimum the inducements 
to evil, by a rigorous enforcement of existing law and 
the adoption of additional restraints to the prevalence 
of vice. 2.3 

The prohibition movement was, of course, the most outstanding example 

of the social gospellers' attempts in this direction. By expecting to 

use the powers of the state to enforce the moral standards of the 

church, the ministers revealed their identification of those standards 

with the national culture. To protect the values and ideals of the 

national. culture, according to their belief, the state was justified in 
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the use of its powers. Good must be promoted and evil prevented, good 

and evil being defined by the spokesman and interpreter of the culture, 

the church. 

'Ihe reforming ministers wanted government to undertake reforms 

and promote social welfare and justice. How this could best be ac­

complished, most were unsure. Many of them, indeed, argued that "the 

Church's duty is not to provide the programme, but to provide the moral 

24 foundation for it." Even as they preached leadership in social reform 

as the role of the church, social gospellers looked to the powers of the 

state for the practical measures. If the church was not to provide the 

programme, however, in what sense was it to give leadership to the re­

form movement? 'Ibis question became one of the most divisive issues 

which emerged during the war. 

By the end of the war, many social gospellers were convinced, as 

was the Recorder, that the time was "ripe for a great increase in the · 

function of the State ••• not socialism in the old crude Marxian 

sense, but ••• a very greatly increased social control in the public 

welfare."25 Wartime experience of government control, transfer of 

ideas regarding stewardship to the state, and realization that other 

sources were inadequate prompted men in the church to assign to govern­

ment more responsibilities than, at that time, it was willing to accept. 

Just what relation the church would have to the state and how it would 

exercise its authority were unknown. Most ministers saw the church in 

the role of the national conscience, failing to realize that in the 

emerging mosaic of Canadian society, Protestant values were no longer 

dominant. 



If government were to be the agent of reform, the need to make 

church leadership effective in political. life seemed imperative. While 

most social gospellers preferred to rely upon the use of the moral 

authority of the church rather than direct political power to influence 

government, others advocated some form of direct involvement in politics. 

But who was to be involved?--the church as a collective body? or the 

members . cis: ind-1'~1\iual. citizens? And what should be the nature of this 

involvement?--the church acting as a political party? church support 

to whichever existing party advocated reforms? church support of a non­

partisan league? Typical of the views is that of a Vancouver Presby­

terian minister: "There is a grand opportunity before the Church. Not 

to become political. partisans but a holy brotherhood, working through 

the intricate mass of our social problems to the grand climax of the 

establishment of the Kingdom of God."2.6 As in much social gospel 

rhetoric, no hint was given as to how this could be accomplished. 

While differences of opinion over church involvement in poli­

tics existed, most British Columbia social gospellers seemed to expect 

that political gains should be the result, not of collective action by 

the church but of church members acting as individual citizens. The 

prohibition movement was a prime example of the type of church partici­

pation in politics of which they approved. While giving direct moral 

support, the churches were not active in the practical. aspects of the 

political campaign, aJ.though many individual ministers were. '!he cre­

ation of a non-sectarian, non-partisan league, in which ministers and 

other interested persons were organized as citizens rather than as 

members of a class or church pressing for a special privilege, was 
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A few ministers, frustrated by the limi_tations of the church, 

left the ministry to seek other, more fitting instruments for the work 

of social reform. In fact, the church was not well suited for politi­

cal action. Its power was not political but moral, Save in rare 

instances, such as the prohibition movement, where a consensus of 

opinion existed within the church, political activity had a divisive 

effect on church membership. 

Nany ministers were anxious that the emphasis upon reform legis­

lation should not detract from the fundamental work of the church--the 

conversion of the individual, In British Columbia, most social gospel­

lers agreed that reform legislation was not a substitute for the work 

of conversion but merely an adjunct to the task. 'Ibey were careful to 

stress that "Men must have the right spirit and motive if laws and 

28 institutions are to contribute to social regeneration." Laws had a 

deterrent value but the real redemption of society depended upon the 

redemption of its individual members. 'Ihe system must be changed, but 

changes in the system alone would never bring about the Kingdom of God. 

'lhe essential reform was not alteration of the system but conversion of 

the motivations, aspirations, and ethics of the men operating within 

the system. 'Ihe 1919 Conference reports of the British Columbia Method­

ists stated the duty of the church: "to redeem men personally and make 

them saviours to create conditions that will facilitate the people's 

uplift. 1129 

'!he difficulties facing the church were obviously tremendous, 

Reform of society through the regeneration of its individual members 
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implied a reform of human nature itself. How could this be done? And 

why were so many ministers optimistic of their chances for success when 

the experience of past and present failures surrounded them? 

To begin with, the ministers were sure that history was on 

their side. Without their faith in providence moving ~hrough history 

towards the appointed goal of the Kingdom of Heaven on earth, their out­

look, as they well knew, would be most bleak. But they had faith that 

the spirit of brotherhood was increasing, according to God's plan, so 

that the ministers' pleas and exhortations would find increasing res­

ponse.JO As men were touched by the Holy Spirit, their eyes could be 

opened by the ministers' teachings and their hearts moved by their 

prayers. 'Ihus, a new outiook would prevail and a society based on love 

become a reality, In addition to their religious beliefs, social 

gospellers were further encouraged by their faith that science would 

produce knowledge of means to tackle social problems. Scientific know­

ledge inspired by religious zeal and faith would ensure success. But 

only as social reform was •recognized as a dimension of religion would 

success result. 

Social gospellers could not entirely reconcile their conviction 

that the final solution to social problems depended upon the spread of 

Christian love and their desire to carry out immediate reforms of exist­

ing social and economic structures, which depended upon the use of 

power. How could coercion by the law be an intermediate step towards a 

society based on love? Most British Columbia ministers supported the 

view that "compulsion will not bring in the Kingdom of God. Compulsion 

may check a grasping selfishness, but it cannot give us the fraternal 
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enforce righteousness as well as proclaim love if we would bring in 
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the Kingdom of God."32 As an answer to this perplexing problem, they 

concluded that moral and social reform were complementary to each other 

and tha~>-h~~ promotion of brotherhood and the enactment of legal re­

forms were both necessary. No precise definition of the relationship 

between the use of the law and the out-reach of evangelism in the work 

of reform was attempted. 

Social gospellers in British Columbia did not succeed during 

these years in settling all conflicts in belief and purposes nor did 

they succeed in finding wholly appropriate means to accomplish their 

aims. Social welfare, while remaining an area of church activity, was 

necessarily limited to a very small scale by the church's lack of funds 

and trained personnel. Promotion of reform legislation proved diffi­

cult. Lacking political power itself, the church was incapable of 

carrying through institutional changes in society, Nor were the minis­

ters prepared to see the church assume the functions of a political 

party or pressure group. While the church was prepared to give moral 

support and general guidance on main principles, it declined to become 

involved in specific details of reform. The work of individual con­

version, a continuing activity, fluctuated in its degree of success. 

Ministers were acutely aware of the increasing pressures of a secular 

society and the erosion of old values. 

The expectation of many social gospellers that the church would 

find the means to assume a greater position of national leadership in­

fluencing all aspects of social, political, and economic life, was not 
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realized. La.eking the resources, abilities, and powers to fulfill 

the role the reformers envisioned for the modern church, the churches 

graduaJ.ly returned to a greater emphasis upon traditional tasks and 

functions. The element of sociaJ. awareness was by no means eliminated 

from the churches after the First World War; indeed, modified social 

gospel ideas are still influential. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE HEART OF THE MATTERs CAPITAL-LABOUR RELATIONS 

One way of examining social gospel experience · in British Co­

lumbia is to look at the area of its chief concerns capital-labour 

relations. ~ of Canada, social gospel attention might be 
- .... 

diverted from this issue by the pressing problems of the new immi-
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gration and the movement for prohibit\on; in British Columbia the fear 

of industrial strife and violence was so pervasive among the ministry, 

all other problems were of secondary importance.1 

In October of 1904, Rev. Dr. s. D. Chown, the general secretary 

of the Committee for Temperance and Moral Reform of the Methodist Church 

in Canada, visited several cities in British Columbia. After this visit, 

D. Chown told readers of the Western Methodist Recorders 

When the moral reformer passes over the Rocky 
monutains [!!.£] from the Fast, he finds himself con­
fronted with a new set of moral and social problems. 
The most insistent question of the common people is 
not, what have you to say about temperance or pro­
hibition, but, what is your message in respect to 
capital and labor; what is your scheme for bettering 
the material conditions of the people, and producing 
peace and good wil2 between the employer of labor 
and his employees. 

Social gospellers in British Columbia were convinced that most social 

problems were direcUy related to the issue of capital-labour relations. 

Solution of labour problems was, therefore, essential for the future 

peace and progress of society. Church involvement in the search for 

solutions was also imperative. In attempting to impress upon his 



fellow delegates to the Methodist General Conference of 1918, the· im­

portance of this is_sue, Rev. A. M. Sanford asserted, "the very exist­

ence of Christianity depends on us not hiding our heads in the dust. 

If some of you people lived in the West, you would realize the im­

portance, the need of Christian people joining hands with labour 

interests."3 
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'lhe climate of industrial relations justified some of these 

fears. 4 In extractive industries such as mining and logging, divisions 

between management and workers were more distinct than in many other 

areas of economic life. Moreover, as these industries tended to exist 

in areas somewhat isolated from the rest of society, the workers de­

veloped a strong sense of solidarity which promoted militant forms of 

unionism. In an era characterized by ruthless business tactics, exploit­

ation of ~he worker in British Columbia may not have been any worse than 

elsewhere in Canada, but many of them faced unusual hardships and 

dangers and, by the nature of their occupations, were extremely vulner-

able to unemployment caused by seasonal layoffs and business slumps. \ 

Workers' attitudes towards these conditions were influenced by the 

radical theories of the Marxist groups and by the militant labour move­

ment in the western United States. Thus, despite general prosperity 

in the province prior to 1912, the British Columbia labour scene was 

frequently marred by unrest. 

Ministers observed the tension and discontent, the periodic 

strikes and occasional outbursts of violence with foreboding. When the 

Recorder of August 1901 commented, "No thinking person can contemplate 

the present relations of Capital and Labor without experiencing the 
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gravest anxiety as to the outcome," it reflected. the view of many with­

in the church.5 Labour troubles were injurious to the economy of the 

province, social gospellers believed, since everyone--employers, strikers, 

their families, and the general public--suffered. from strike action. 

More than this, they feared the current climate of industrial relations 

might deteriorate even further into actual class warfare. An anonymous 

article in the Recorder of February 1900 described "unions of labor and 

organizations of capital" as watching each other ''like two hostile 

armies." 6 

Viewing capital-labour relations as the crux of the social prob­

lem, social gospel ministers devoted much of their attention to analyz­

ing the economic system. Most concluded that much in the organization 

and conduct of economic life was inimical to Christian ethics. 'Ibe 

motivations and the goals of business life were sadly out of harmony 

with God's commandments. Love, not desire for power and prestige, 

should be the mainspring of human action; human good, not profits, the 

goal of all enterprise, Under the existing system, man concentrated 

upon producing wealth but failed to ensure a just distribution of that 

wealth, '!he resulting injustice to the worker, who did not receive 

adequate compensation for his labour, was the source of all labour 

troubles. 

Social gospellers wanted the worker to receive his righteous 

share of the wealth produced. They were convinced that it was the task 

of the church "to find a means to avert the threatened disturbances a.nd 

at the same time secure and protect the rights of all men, 117 Social 

gospel interest in capital-labour relations was, thus, often motivated 
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as ' much by fear of what might happen if the current situation con­

tinued as by the des~e to see justice done.8 Justice for the labourer 

was a major aim of social gospellers largely because achievement of 

economic justice seemed the only way to ensure industrial peace. Un­

fortunately, many social gospellers spoke of justice without explaining 

fully what they understood by that term. Many reformers seemed to mean 

little more than that the workman should receive a greater proportion 

of the wealth produced. Others obviously expected innovations to en­

sure more democratic organization of industry, schemes of profit-sharing, 

and other basic changes in the relationship of the worker to his job. 

As in the case of social reform generally, the problem of means proved 

the major weakness and a prime disintegrating factor in the social 

gospel movement. As early as August 1901, the Recorder faced the prob-

lem and stated the social gospel positions 

What is to be done? Everyone would desire justice to 
employer and employee alike: the question at present 
is, how to secure it? Whether by compulsory arbitration, 
or some system of compulsory profit sharing, or Govern­
ment ownership of all large concerns, or by some other 
means yet to be suggested? Certainly the only complete 
remedy is the eradication of selfishness, which will 

9 come about only by the transforming power of God's love. 

British Columbia social gospellers accepted the need for the 

formation of labour unions, believing that Nwhile Capital organizes 

for abnormal. profits, no reasonable person can object to Labor organiz­

ing for normal protection • ..io Many ministers worked hard to overcome 

anti-union prejudice in their churches. A. M. Sanford, a Methodist 

who had served in the mining towns of Sanden and Rossland early in his 

career, had first-hand experience with the problems of the workers. 



While he was at Rossland., a strike by the miners saw some violence. 

At the height of the strike Sanford gave a sermon denouncing the 

violence but supporting the strike and declaring that, "the annihil­

ation of unionism could not but be a dreadful disaster to all the 

legitimate interests of our country.•~1 
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The ministers had their own conceptions of just what a labour 

union should be. 'Ibey were unwilling to regard unionism as a purely 

bread and butter movement but wanted it to assume spiritual as well as 

economic aspects. The motivation for action must not only be self­

interest. Nor could the ministers accept the socialist contention 

that justice for the worker could only be achieved through an increase 

in class consciousness and eventual class conflict. 'Ihe ultimate 

answer to the workers' plight, they argued, was not the stimulation of 

class differences but a new awareness of human brotherhood. 

Most ministers were unwilling to let the settlement of in­

dustrial disputes be a contest of power between capital and labour. 

Although the obvious weapon of the labour movement was economic power, 

they were most reluctant to sanction strikes. 'Ibey regarded the strike 

as a necessary evil under current circumstances, but they hoped other 

means would soon be found. As an alternative to direct confrontation 

between capital and labour, the social gospellers suggested government 

intervention, most probably in the form of compulsory arbitration. 

Social gospel ministers generally tended to look to the powers of 

government for both the protection of the rights of labour and for the 

preservation of peace in society. 'Ibey anticipated an extension of 

government responsibility in the field of labour relations as well as 
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an increase in public ownership. Agitation for labour legislation 

was the means most acceptable to the ministers' point of view. Yet 

most ministers regarded political action only within terms of the 

individual citizen operating through the present party system. Most 

British Columbia social gospellers were not advocates of the formation 

of labour parties. 

On the whole, proposals for specific reforms were vague in 

detail and moderate in tone. In outlining goals, the social gospellers 

appeared to expect radical changes, but in describing practical measures 

for action, moderation was the keynote. 'Ihis was typical of social 

gospel experience in British Columbia. The rhetoric was radical; the 

substance much more moderate. 

The social gospel conviction that it was a task of the church 

to solve the problems of labour was not shared by the labour movement. 

Social gospellers blamed the churches for the fact that most workers 

looked for help and guidance in economic affairs, not to the church 

but to their own labour organizations, In the past, the churches had 

failed to "appreciate the point of view of the wage-earner" by appeal­

ing for charity rather than justice for the poor. 'lhis failure had 

''led the masses to look elsewhere for leadership in matters of reform.•~2 

Moreover, the church in its self-contented and restricted view of 

religious duty had failed to speak out authoritatively in condemnation 

of many existing evils. It was understandable, though regrettable, 

declared the social gospellers, that many workers, finding little in 

the church which seemed applicable to their own problems and experience, 

had drifted away from institutionalized religion and had sought to work 
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out their own salvation in unionism or socialism. But in the future, 

the ministers hoped, a renewed church imbued with social gospel princi­

ples would convince the workers that the final solution of their problems 

must be a religious one. A motion for discussion at the B.c. Methodist 

Conference of 190) detailed the social gospel position: 

there is at present throughout the whole civilized world 
a discontent with the social and economic conditions 
under which men live and labour, a discontent which 
disturbs the harmony of human relations, develops a spirit 
of class differenc·es and results in disputes between 
sections of society ••• within the Province of British 
Columbia ••• these disturbances have seriously affected 
the relations between employer and employee ••• the 
final solution of these problems is and must be a 
distinctively religious and Christian solution ••• the 
present economic conditions especially in the Province 
of British Columbia--demand a fuller study of the relations 
of the second commandment to the first, and of methods ••• 
to be adopted to bring about perfect harmony of the two in 
the practical affairs of everyday life ••• our conception 
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is comprehensive and 
includes all the relations of man to God and man to man, 
therefore necessarily including an interest in man's 
material as well as his moral, intellectual and spiritual 
welfare.13 

'!hat the labour movement needed the guidance and inspiration 

of the church, social gospellers were agreed. The solution of social 

and economic problems required more than changes in the system. The 

essential reform must be that of the individual's motivations and 

desires. Again and again the ministers warned that a regenerated 

society depended upon regenerated inen, that the solution was "not eco­

nomic science, but a flame kindled in the humam heart.•.14 

Social gospellers, while sympathetic to labour, made no pretence 

of identifying with the working class. '!hey were aware of the separ­

ation between themselves and the worker, although they deplored the 
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fact and hoped to remedy it. '!his sense of separation was largely the 

result, no doubt, of the middle class background of so many in the 

ministry. Social gospellers realized that their efforts to bridge the 

gap between the church and the labour movement were hindered by a lack 

of understanding on both sides. Ministers urged the study of economic 

questions in order to gain greater knowledge and comprehension of 

workers' problems. Gradually, social gospel discussions succeeded in 

creating within the churches an atmosphere of sympathetic concern for 

labour's struggles to improve its position. Despite the sincerity of 

the ministers' attempt to achieve better communication with the working 

class, essential differences of opinion remained. These differences 

appeared most critical during times of crisis in the industrial re­

lations of the province. 

How far most social gospel ministers were from the achievement 

of real empathy with the labour movement was revealed in many incidents. 

Even such a staunch supporter of labour's rights as the editor of the 

Western Methodist Recorder was capable of a remarkable insensitivity to 

labour's views. · Certainly his article about Lieutenant-Governor 

James Dunsmuir as "a good and considerate master" despite his refusal 

to recognize labour unions, was not appreciative of labour's feelings. 

Nor could his opinion that Dunsmuir's "men have not suffered in wages 

nor in the conditions of their labour because of their inability to 

organize," have reassured workers that the Recorder had the best inter­

ests of labour at heart.15 

The case of the Reverend Elliot s. Rowe is a prime example of 

the ambiguities in the social gospel's position towards the worker and 
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the labour movement. Rowe came to 1-ietropoli tan Methodist Church in 

Victoria from Ontario in 1900. He soon established a reputation as a 

man of advanced social views and was much in demand as a guest speaker 

and lecturer. The Recorder expressed its admiration in 1904, saying 

of Dr. Rowe: 

(He] has wielded a wide and powerful influence during 
his pastorate in Victoria, affecting not only the welfare 
of his own congregation but matters of general public 
interest. No pastor of Metropolitan (or perhaps any 
other church in Victoria) has ever gained an equal place 
in public prominence and recognition. He is a man of 
liberal views ••• a man who feels his citizenship as 
well as his churchmanship and his counsels have 
naturally been sought on many matters of general moral 
and social interest.16 . . 

Several of Rowe's speeches on what he called "the social problem" were 

printed in the Recorder. His speeches were full-blown expressions of 

social gospel ideas and attitudes as they had developed to that time. 

The social problem, declared Rowe, was "the product of a system which 

denies to the workman a fair price for his labor.,,!? He concluded 

that the preacher must work for reform of the system even though his 

chief efforts would be reform of the human heart. 

In 1903, radicalism within the labour movement reached a peak 

of influence. A strike by the United Brotherhood of Railway Employees, 

an industrial union affiliated to the American Labor Union, began in 

February. This was followed by the first large sympathy strike in the 

province. Soon after, coal miners on Vancouver Island went on strike. 

The fact that these miners were newly organized members of the Western 

Miners' Federation, also an American industrial union, raised fears in 

some minds over the growing extent of foreign, radical influences. 
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Writing in May of that yea:r, the Recorder lamented that "Strikes 

seem to be just now really epidemic, and the results a:re felt in all 

lines of business".18 The editor hailed the appointment of a federal 

Royal Commission to investigate the disputes. Heading the Commission 

was British Columbia Chief Justice Gordon Hunter and assisting him was 

Rev. E. s. Rowe. Rowe, described as "an authority on social questions 

and ••• a true friend to the laborer and the oppressed,,,1.9 now had 

an opportunity to make a gesture of support in labour's cause. 

'!he results of the Royal Commission were not encouraging for 

the British Columbia labour movement, 20 The Commissioners condemned 

Canadian membership in American unions, seeing in the strikes a social­

ist conspiracy under alien control. No awareness of the workers• com­

plaints and problems which had led them to affiliate with these unions 

was demonstrated. The Commissioners accepted the theory that the 

strikes were largely the work of foreign agitators despite evidence 

that ample cause for strike action existed in local conditions. While 

urging employers to cease discrimination against union members, the 

Commission made no specific recommendations to bring about methods of 

collective bargaining. In fact, the general result of the recommend­

ations, had they been put into effect, would have severely limited 

labour's weapons in the struggle to achieve collective bargaining. 

In his study of the report of this commission, Allan Donald Orr con­

cluded, "The Commissioners did not seem to understand the economic and 

political functions of unions in British Columbia and throughout the 

western world. 1121 It appears that Rowe, the friend of labour, had very 

limited views on the legitimate aims and functions of labour organization, 



views which prevented him from gaining real insight into the British 

Columbia labour situation. 

Social gospel insight into the labour situation was little 

improved by the time of the Vancouver Island coal miners' strike of 

1912-1914. Strikes, lockouts, and violence culminated in riots in 
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22 Nanaimo during August 1913. At this point, the provincial government 

ordered the militia to restore order and several union members were 

arrested. The seriousness of the disturbances attracted much attention 

within the churches. 

Some of the reforming ministers expressed sympathy for the 

workers as did the editor of Lux Columbiana, the Methodist college 

publication, who declared, 

That there are certain grievances no one will deny, 
and anyone who has had experience of the conditions 
as they exist for the employees, particularly in the 
mining districts, will thoroughly appreciate the 
attitude taken up by the miners, even while th~y may 
deplore the methods that have to be employed. 2J 

'Ihe sympathy for the workers' plight did not extend to the actions they 

took to improve their position. Many ministers lacked even a general 

knowledge of existing grievances and found the causes of the strike 

totally incomprehensible. Once again, the Recorder illustrated this 

failure of communication between so many of the social gospel ministers 

and the labour movement they wished to guide. In its comments on the 

strike, the Recorder stated: 

Whatever may have been the causes of the strike, which 
has been in progress since }lay--and these causes nobody 
seems clearly to understand, and certainly we do not-­
there could be no possible justification for such a 
resort to violence as had been witnessed and the public 



authorities are to be commended for their prompt 
action in sending the militia to the scene to 
restore order.24 

Finding no cause for discontent among the workers, the Recorder was 

forced to view the whole dispute as the work of "outside agitators." 

The Presbyterians also had difficulties in interpretating the 

strike. The B.C. ~eport to the General Assembly stated: 

'Ihe attitude of a large number of wage-earners and 
members of labour unions towards the church has not 
become more friendly. The influence spreading east­
ward and inward from the deplorable events of the 
prolonged labour disturbances on Vancouver Island, 
which brought representatives of labour into sharp 
conflict with government, has proved embittering 
and mischievous.25 
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Moreover, the church's pronouncements made in an effort to conciliate 

labour feelings were belated and suffered from "imperfect knowldge of 

certain phases of the dispute." 'Ihe Presbytery of Westminster, like 

the Vancouver Ministerial Association asked ottawa for a commission of 

investigation into the strike. 

c. T. Scott, writing in Lux Columbiana, suggested government 

intercession in the coal miners• strike, to force the company owners 
. 26 

to come to an agreement with the workers. In the case of a serious 

or prolonged strike, he declared, the duty of government to· protect 

the public interest superceded the rights of property, but the govern­

ment, reluctant to intervene, limited its actions to maintaining law and 

order and protecting property. Despite government refusal to accept 

responsibility in the area of industrial relations, social gospellers 

continued to view legislation as the answer to labour's problems. 'Ille 

creation of machinery to end disputes and protect labour's rights would 



obviate the use of the strike. In the light of past experience and 

prevailing government attitudes, labour more realistically concluded . 

that government was unlikely to fight for the workers• interests more 

effectively than they themselves would do. 
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Perhaps the basic source of misunderstanding in the interpre­

tation of capital-labour relations by men in the church stemmed from 

their strong inclination to regard all labour disputes as the result of 

moral depravity or ignorance. 'Ihus, they tended to interpret wage dis­

putes as the result of greed by one party or another rather than the 

result of a disagreement over what constituted a fair wage. w. L. Hall, 

one of the most perceptive of British Columbia social gospellers, 

called on his fellow ministers to "at least strive to assess the situ­

ation," and to realize that the basic cause is "not a case of human 

depravity and premeditated devilry on either side, but of conflicting 

interests,"27 He warned that by regarding labour conflict in these 

terms, the ministers ignored the real issues which motivated most of 

the conflicts. Social gospellers tended to assume that rightminded 

people informed of the facts would have little difficulty in coming to 

an agreement satisfactory to everyone. Viewing employer-employee re­

lations strictly in moral terms, social gospellers frequently failed 

to realize that real differences in opinion and legitimate conflicts 

of interest eXisted. 

Such an interpretation also affected the social gospellers• views 

on methods of ending labour disputes, If ignorance was a cause of con­

flict, education was the key to lasting industrial peace. 'Education 

alone was not sufficient, of course, for men informed of their duties 



and responsibilities must still be motivated to perform them. Con­

version of the hearts of men in the business world to the ethics of 

Jesus would also be necessary. Social gospellers regarded both tasks 

as obvious functions of the church. 
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Fears that the labour movement, acting on its own behalf in its 

struggles to achieve justice, would ignore the rights of other sections 

of society, prompted social gospellers to assert the need for church 

leadership. The truth was that most social gospel ministers distrusted 

the labour movement. 'lhey hoped to bring it within the sphere of 

church influence as a means of controlling its aims and methods. 

To the social gospeller, the labour union was yet another semi­

autonomous power structure (like the corporation) independent of church 

authority. Moral suasion, the churches found, was usually more effect­

ive upon individuals than upon institutions. Furthermore, the potential 

economic power of unions seemed to threaten the position of the un­

organized middle classes in society. 

Distrust of the labour movement was especially noticeable at 

any sign of radicalism within the movement. 'Ihe Industrial Workers of 

the World for instance, were emphatically condemned as a dangerous, 

alien influence. 28 Rev. Ernest Thomas noting this tendency in the 

church, cautioned that such an attitude hindered understanding and 

solution of the problem. Writing in 1918 with the memory of the Rus­

sian Revolution fresh in his mind, 'lhomas linked the Bolsheviks and 

I.W.W. and asked: 

How many are there in our congregations who have ever 
taken an hour to understand what gives rise to the 



passionate cry of the I.W.W.'s? We dispose of them 
as dangero~§ but have we ever asked what makes them 
dangerous? 
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Another target of social gospel criticism was Marxist influence among 

the workers. While many social gospellers endorsed forms of social.ism, 

they unanimously rejected the atheistic material.ism of the British 

Columbia Narxists. Fear that the Marxist belief in revolution would 

encourage social discord dominated social gospel attitudes towards the 

labour movement. 'Ihey stressed that reform must be the product of un­

selfish impulses, not force. Labour experience indicated, however, that 

enlightened self-interest rather than unselfish impulses dominated 

capital-labour decisions. 

In discussing the problem of capital-labour relations, social 

gospel ministers passed easily from demanding justice for the labourer, 

to demanding that the whole range of business activities be reconstruct­

ed on the basis of Christian morality. Most social gospellers hoped 

this could be accomplished without severe social dislocation or con­

flict. What they sought essentially was a reform of the business world 

carried out by the businessmen themselves. 30 To this end they directed 

their preaching, calling for a new awareness of Christian responsibility 

and brotherhood., al.though the role of reform legislation was not neg­

lected. 

While social gospellers were critical of many facets of business 

life, their chief targets were large-scale organizations of capital. 

'Ihe large corporation was described as the chief villain in the piece, 

operating outside the dictates of morality, oblivious to the needs and 

rights of individuals, and arrogant with power. 'Ille presence in a 
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democratic society of these semi-autonomous organizations upon which 

the individual citizen was dependent, and over which he had no control, 

frightened the reforming ministers. Moreover, revelations of cases in 

which these organizations interfered in the law-making processes as 

well as regulated economic conditions seemed to confirm their fears • . 

Kew concepts of property rights and considerations of the public 

good must be adopted by the business community, social gospellers in­

sisted. If they were rather unrealistic in expecting businessmen to 

operate from a desire to serve society rather than from a desire to 

make profits, they at least recognized that society could not tolerate 

for long a system in which profits were the only consideration. Though 

exulting in material progress like the rest of society, men in the 

church did not forget the importance of human values in their descrip­

tion of the better life, Unfortunately, the ministers seldom achieved 

any greater understanding of, or influence upon, the world of big busi­

ness than they did in the world of organized labour. 

Although social gospellers asserted that the labour movement 

needed the church, in fact, they were unable to offer any concrete 

assistance, proving ineffective both in their efforts to influence big 

business and to convince government of its responsibilities to the 

worker. Because of lack of understanding of the labour situation and 

misconceptions of the role and powers of the church in an industrial., 

secular society, social gospel efforts to impose their ideals upon 

capital-labour relations were largely in vain. 
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JO . 
By the time of the war, socialist social gospellers assumed 

most reform in this area would be the result of government activity 
but they al.so continued to emphasize evangelism believing that without 
a new spirit and attitude, laws would be ineffective. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

\§Pcial gospellers hailed the yea:r 1919 as the beginning of a 

new era in the world's history] Only the expectation that society must 

emerge from the wa:r purified and regenerated had reconciled them to the 

dreadful sacrifices of the war effort. With the end of the war, they 

shared a sense of crisis, urging that social reconstruction proceed im­

mediately, 'Ihe first yea:r of peace proved disillusioning as material 

rather than spiritual interests continued to dominate men's attention. 

Not only were the old problems unsolved but new tensions threatened to 

~ troy the social orde~ '!he Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and the 

Winnipeg General Strike heightened social gospel fea:rs that, without 

substantial reform, ~ anadian society was in peril of violent revolution 

by radical elements impatient of slow progres_i;J~nce ~ 

motivation fo soc al os el preaching originated in the desire to 

maintain the peace of society, the spectre of violence now associated 

with the socialist movement, caused many social gospellers to recoil 

from radical positions and statementsJ It became important, as it had 

not been before, to define clea:rly the terms used and the goals they 

sought. 

Although disappointed that wartime idealism could be so quickly 

dissipated, the social gospellers were not entirely disheartened. Forced 

to a more realistic evaluation of the obstacles they faced, they pre­

pared to continue the work while relinquishing their premature hopes for 

imminent success, Nevertheless, the momentum of the movement was 
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definitely declining. 'Ihe Recorder maintained a positive note warning 

that people had expected too much, too quickly, but was forced to admit 

that the "'New World• we saw visions of, ·which was to come as the com­

pensation for such suffering and sacrifice as the Great War involved, 

has not yet, to the ordinary eager watcher, made its appearance. ,.1 

G-om the early years of the twentieth century to just after the 

First World War, the social gospel had won increasing attention and 

support within the Protestant churches in British Columbi¾ ~ e core 

idea of the movement was the conception of social reform as a dimension 

o~ religious lifeJ Possessed of an organic view of society in which Sf( 
none were safe till all were saved, social gospellers believed that 

Christ preached the salvation of society as well as of individual 

soul.s. Furthermore, they believed that history, under the guidance 

of an immanent God, was progressing inevitably towards the establish­

ment of a perfect society on earth. In this Kingdom of God, mankind 

would consist of regenerated, perfect individuals, the end result of a 

spiritual evolution. 

To work for the esta'bllshment of this Kingdom of qoa. on earth 

was the first duty of the church. But the social gospellers in British 

Columbia were motivated as much oy fear of the developments within 

modern society as they were by enthusiasm and faith in the coming King­

dom. Impressed by the achievements of the new industrial, technological. 

order, social gospellers were aware that the position and ~ nfluence of 

the church within that order was declining. other changes in society, 

especially the growing power of large organizations of capital and 

labour, al.so al.armed them~ The churches, with their large representation 
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of the unorganized members of society, the middle classes, feared the 

possible effects on economic and political life of these new aggre­

gations of power. Frightened by the threat of serious conflict between 

these antagonistic groups,G ocial gospellers sought to be peacemakers, 

promoting reform as a preventative measure and safeguard against class 

war and revolution.J 

Reform ideas were in the air during this period. Socialism, 

American progressivism, and the social gospel were varying expressions 

of the same hope that man could learn to structure his social life with 

some of the efficiency, skill, and order he appeared to demonstrate in 

his manipulation of the physical environment. ~ ocial gospellers be­

lieved that their version of social reform based on religious concepts 

of the nature of man, society a.ri..d God, was the real hope for the fut~ 
~ - ~y.J 

L Only as reform became a spiritual and religious undertaking would men 

achieve succes~ 

In the years before the war, the main efforts of social gospel­

lers in British Columbia were directed to convincing those within their 

... churches that the church had responsibilities in the area of social 

reform. 'Ibey regarded this effort--the preaching of the need for 

action--as the main task. They assumed that once men recognized the 

need for reform, reform itself would be easy. Successful in arousing 

considerable support for their views, social gospellers were then faced 

with producing practical results, with translating words into actions 

and finding the means of applying· .their views to actual conditions. · In 

this, they were less successful. 
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In part, the failure of social gospellers to find practical 

means of implementing their ideas was due to the nebulous nature of 

many of these ideas and consequent confusion over aims and goals. The 

ultimate goal of social gospellers, the establishment of the Kingdom 

of God on earth, was necessarily vague and ill-defined. Unfortunately, 

they were little more precise in detailing their immediate objectives. 

What in essence the ministers were demanding was an attempt to insti­

tutionalize Christian love. Without a clear understanding of specific 

aims, effective action was difficult. 

Another factor inhibiting successful action was the lack of 

unity within the movement. Disguised at first by the looseness of the 

terminology, differences among social gospel yiewpoints became increas­

ingly evident by the war years. · Social gospellers agreed that in­

justices existed and that they had a religious duty to try to correct 

them. They disagreed on nearly everything else. In the delineation of 

the essential problems, they concurred--the existence of poverty amid 

wealth, the inadequate reward 'of labour, competition and strife among 

men forgetful of their common brotherhood--but they differed in account­

ing for these problems and in the remedies proposed. 

An essential area of disagreement was the _interpretation of sin. 

~ sin innate, the result of the imperfection of man's nature, or the 

perversion of man's natural goodness by a corrupt social environment? 

Would reform result from awakening men's consciences to their social 

responsibilities or from a restructuring of the system? On a different 

ll.evel, social gospellers also differed over . the extent to which property 

rights needed alteration. Was poverty a correctible abuse within the 



system of private property or an inevitable defect of the system? 

Related to this question was the issue of the role of government in 

modern society. To what extent should government be respons1ble fo~ -­

social welfare? 

La.ck of agreement on these issues made agreement on methods 

impossible. Was the essential reform the conversion of human motives 

and aspirations or the alteration of social institutions? If both must 

be attempted concurrenUy, what relationship would exist between them? 

To what extent could the coercion of the law be used to promote a 

society based on brotherly love? 

Social gospellers agreed that the government must accept more -~ 

responsibility for social welfare, even as the rich must accept their 

responsibilities to the poor, and the employer, his to deal justly with~ 

his employees. 'Ihe church must declare these duties plainly in its 

preaching. Most social gospellers did not urg~ co~pulsion in the · · 

assumption of these. responsibilities, arguing that these duties would 

be performed effectively only by men who accepted the task willingly.­

other social gospellers, impatient with the reluctance of men in power 

to reform themselves, wanted a fuller use of the law to force changes. 

'Ibey believed that institutional changes, by releasing men from the 

pressures of a perverted system, would permit a greater development of 

brotherly feeling. 

'-~ The search for means by social gospellers, eager to find in 
I 

social reform a role for the church, was frustrated most of all by 

ignorance and misunderstanding concerning power relationships and social 

organization. Their misconceptions regarding the power and resources 
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of the institutional. churches in modern society resulted in confusion . z 
over the church's role in political life. 'At first, social gospellers 

appeared to expect that the church would play an active role in pro­

ducing the structural changes in society, as well as providing various 

programmes of social relief. Gradually, it became apparent that al­

though the church might provide moral leadership, practical reforms 

could only be carried out by the political power of the state. Social 

gospellers were forced, therefore, to look more and more to government 

to solve the problems of society. But due to the vagueness of their 
j 

goals and the disunity of the movement, social gospellers, acting through 

their churches, encountered great difficulty in presenting specific pro­

posals for action. As a result, they tended to be ineffectual petition­

ers of government. On the whole, the social gospel in British Columbia 

remained rhetoric without result, little more than a vague hope of 

human progress which lost cohesion as it attempted to become a pro­

gramme for action, 

'lbe interpretation of social reform as a dimension of religion 

was proving, by 1920, to be frustrating, both from the point of view of 

reform and of religion, Social gospellers neither initiated social re­

construction nor enhanced the position of the church, ~ ile social 

gospel ideas remained influential, the lack of results and obvious dis­

unity among social gospel supporters, caused many church people to re­

consider its basic assumptions,] 

Reform obviously was not going to be as easy as many had antici­

pated. 'lbe Rev. Principal w. H, Smith of Westminster Hall in his 

inaugural lecture of r.a.y 1920, noteds 



The popular idea that the work of the church in 
overcoming iniquity is comparatively easy fails to 
grasp the fact that sin is the deepest, most persistent 
and deadly fact in the world ••• 

The criticisms of the Church on account of failure 
to bring in the golden age of industrial. and economic 
harmony show a pathetic ignorance of the actual changes 
to be effected in human hearts before social conditions 
are changed. 2 
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other difficulties also existed. Since converted men would still need 

knowledge and skills to build a better society, social gospellers had 

sought scientific methods of dealing with social problems. Unfortu­

nately, the social sciences proved disappointingly incapable of answer­

ing the basic questions. How men living in an industrial urban society 

could achieve justice for all remained unknown. 

Social gospel experience in British Columbia al.so indicated that 

the church was not in a position to perform the task of social reform. 

Lacking skills, resources, and power to carry out a comprehensive pro­

gramme of reform, the church had only its moral authority and influence 

over public opinion. W'ithin a secular society of many heterogeneous 

beliefs, church authority was necessarily limited. 'Ihis being the case, 

government rather than the church must be the agency of reform. If the 

work of reform was primarily within the sphere of politics and under the 

direction of the state, just how religious an activity was it? Religious 

convictions could motivate the work of refo:rnn without defining the work 

itself as essentially religious. While the church could influence the 

choice of goals, it need not take responsibility for deciding which of 

several possible courses of action might be the most effective means. 

If social gospel .. views had not been especially useful in the 

promotion of soctal reform, some ministers were even more concerned that 
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~ the~ had tended to weaken religion. Emphasis upon social problems, while 

increasing social awareness and broadening religious concepts of moral­

ity, had led, in some instances, to a neglect of the spiritual. as opposed 

to the ethical aspects of religion.~ Rev. Smith in the address previously 

quoted, expressed fears that: 

.:@-- there has been some drifting away from the faith once 
delivered to the saints. The spirit of the age with 
its rationalizing tendency, its literary criticism and 
its worship of scientific evolution, has misled many 
within and without the Church. 'Ihe result is that 
much preaching has degenerated into lecturing on 
scientific, literary and social subjects, without any 
vision of

3
the eternal verities which alone can redeem 

the soul. 05' 

~ after 1920, the social gospel was not regarded with quite 

the same enthusiasm and naive expectation as previously, it by no means 

disappeared, 'Ihe churches still found in social issues, vital interests 

and concerns, Ministers continued to seek social justice as well as 

individual salvation. ~ this period was the beginning of a gradual 

adjustment of social gospel assumptions and expectations in the light 

of social and political realities, Under existing circumstances of life 

in Canada, the primary responsibility for social reform did not belong 

to the church_] 
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Footnotes to Conclusions 

1December 1919, p. 8. 

2w. H. Smith, The Ministry and Spiritual Leadership (Vancouver, 
1920), p. 6. 
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APPENDIX 

Biographical Information on Some British Columbia 

Social Gospel ~inisters 

Complete information was not available in the case of all 

ministers. Dates of residence show earliest known date through date 

of departure or up to 1920. 

I. Methodists 

1. R. Wilkinson 

2. J. P. Hicks 

3. William Lashly Hall 

4. W. J. Sipprell 

5. Elliot s. Rowe 

6. s. S, Osterhout 

Resident in B.c. 

1889-1920 

1880-1920 

1893-1920 

1898-1913 

1900-1904 
Metropolitan 
Church, Victoria 

1900-1920 

General Information 

Born in England. President 
of Conference 1917. 

Born in England. F.ditor of 
The Western Methodist Re­
corder. Secretary of 
Conference 1902. 

Born in England. Was secre­
tary to Booth of Salvation 
Army. President of Conference 
1913. B.c. delegate to 
General Conference and to 
Social Service Council. Mem­
ber of B.C. Committee of Dept. 
of E.S.S. 

Born in Ontario. Principal 
of Columbian College. B.C. 
delegate to General Conference. 

.Born in Ontario 
Retired to Vancouver 
Died 1914 

Born in Ontario. On faculty 
of Ryerson College. B.C. dele­
gate to General Conference and 
Dept. of Temperance and Moral 
Reform. 



7 • R. F. Stillman -

8. A. E. Roberts 

9. ii. H. Ba.rracl ough 

10. s. J. 'lhompson 

11. R. J. McIntyre 

12. A. M. Sanford 

13. Robert Hughes 

14. George w. Dean 

15. c. T. Scott 

16. A. E. Smith 

17. Ernest Thomas 

1900-1919 

1899-1920 

1895-1909 

1889-1917 

1901-1919 

1897-1920 

1900-1920 

1908-1919 

1912-1916 
(Victoria) 

1910-1914 
(Nelson) 

1916-1920 
(Vancouver) 
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Born in Ontario. President 
of Conference 1915. B.c. dele­
gate to Social Service Council. 
Member of B.c. committee of 
Dept. of E.s.s. 

Born in England. Secretary of 
Conference 1905-1911; B.C. cor­
respondent for Christian Guard­
ian 1910-1938. 

Born in Ontario. Associate 
editor of W .M.R., B.c. delegate 
to General Conference. 

Born in Ontario. B.D. delegate 
to General Conference. Member 
B.c. committee of Dept. of 
E.s.s. 

President of Conference 1918. 
B.c. delegate to Social Ser­
vice Council. Delegate to . 
General Conference. 

Born in Nova Scotia. On fac­
ulty of Columbian College, 
Principal from 1913. Delegate 
to General Conference. 

B.c. member of Dept. of E.s.s 

from Ontario. B.c. member of 
Dept. of E.S.S. 

from Ontario; later sent to 
B.C. to work for Prohibition 
during 1916. 

Born in England. Delegate to 
General Conference. Member 
of B.c. committee of Dept. of 

· E.s.s. 
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II. Presbiterians 

1. R. J. Wilson 1903-1918 

2. H. w. Fraser 1904-1917 
(Vancouver) 

J. G. A. Wilson 1907-1937 Superintendent of Home Missions. 

4. George Pidgeon 1909-1913 On faculty of Westminster Hall. 
Delegate to Social Service 
Council. 

s. . R. G. MacBeth 1912-1920 

6. Dr. John MacKa.y ~ 1908-1920 Born in Ontario; studied in 
Scotland. Principal of West-
minster Hall. 

Ill. Congregationalist 

A. E. Cooke - 1913-1920 
(Vancouver) 
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