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And did those feet in ancient time 
Walk upon earthly mountains green? 

And was the Holy Lamb of God 
Within our pleasant pastures seen? 

And did the Countenance Divine 
Shine forth upon our clouded hills? 

And was Jerusalem builded there 
Among those dark Satanic mills? 

Bring me mY bow of burning gold! 
Bring me my arrows of desire! 

Bring me my spear! 0 clouds, unfold! 
Bring me my chariot of fire! 

I will not cease from mental fight, 
Till we have built Jerusalem 

Within our broad and bounteous land. 

William Blake (alt'd) 
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Abstract 

The late nineteenth century in Canada saw the rise of a number of 

religious organizations on university and college campuses, the most import­

ant being the Student Yt1CA and the Student YWCA. These organizations were 

characterized by a stress on piety, evangelism, service and foreign 

missions. 

In the period before the First World War the Student YHCA's and 

YWCA's expanded, increased their organization, and nationalized. The stu­

den ts met together and de vel oped a greater un i ty through summer conferences, 

and they came under the inn uence of the soci al gospel. 

Bet~leen 1914 and 1918 they were deeply affected by the wartime con­

ditions, and the women students especially developed a new sense of independ­

ence and a greater soci al vision.. Both men and women experienced a deeper 

personal faith \-Ihile growing suspicious of theology and institutional rel·i­

gion. 

Religious young people who came of age during or just after the 

Great War believed the wartime rhetoric and expected the conflict and the re­

construction period afterward to initiate the establ·ishment of the Kingdom 

of God on earth. Led by the veterans, rebell ious and in turmoil, Who return­

ed to universi ty in 1919, these optimistic youth wanted to begin the build­

ing of the City of God. 
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At the Sdme time, somewhat paradoxically, the war had shaken the 

foundations of the fai th of many of these students, and it left a legacy of 

bi tterness towards the Church and insti tutiona1 religion, which, combined 

Ivi th the influence of modern science, turned many from orthodox Christiani­

ty. Desiring a new spiri tuali ty, they envisioned a great movement behind 

Jesus the leader and teacher. 

The result was a liberal revolt against the institutions which had 

nurtured religion on Canadian campuses for fifty years. The student leaders 

of the emerging SCM associated the YMCA and n~CA wi th soul-deadening organi­

zation, with evangelical Protestantism, with the Church and business, and 

they rejected them all. The postwar drive for democracy and national unity 

issued in a new student-run organization, the Student Christian Movement of 

Canada, which they believed Nould be a flexible vehicle for the establish­

ment of the City of God. But within a few years the veterans and that first 

postwar generation of students had graduated, and the keenness of the vision 

had dulled. l'Ievertheless, an organization had been founded which would in­

spire successive generations over the next haH century and make a major con­

tribution to the course of the political, social and religious life of twen­

tieth century Canada. 
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In troduc ti on 

It has been the bane of studies placed in the nineteen twenties 

that the decade has such clearly del ineated boundaries: November 11, 1918 

to October 29, 1929. This has frequently led to tendencies to assume that 

the almost eleven years bracketed by those dates cohere, and can be describ­

ed in a word, a phrase, or a sentence or two. Studies of youth and studies 

of religion, both of which are relevant to an examination of the Student 

Christian Movement of Canada, have been guilty of this. 

Over thirty years ago, perhaps under the influence of that now 

moldy stereotype of the lost or rebellious generation, Arthur Lower describ­

ed religion in Canada in the 1920's and 1930's: 

During the generation between the two wars, Canadians, like Americans, 
seemed to be determined to kick their insti tutions to pieces. They 
made fun of their pol iticians; they jeered at their preachers and the 
faithful who followed them, and mocked their parents' decorious youth. 
In a hundred ways they attempted to cast off the puritanism in which 
they and their forbears had been steeped. 

Recent American scholarship, reacting to that same stereotype, has 

spoken of the conservatism of the 1920's. Roderick Nash has characterized 

the decade as bei ng domi na ted by The Nervous Genera ti on, when mas t people, 

including youth and intellectuals, "clung tightly to the familiar moorings 

of traditional custom and value.,,2 And Paula Fass' excellent study of 

college youth in the 'twenties, The Damned and the Beautiful, states that 



youth were apathetic and as conservative as their parents except regarding a 

few cultural issues. 3 

Nei ther of these interpretations is compl etely adequate. The dec­

ade was a period which experienced a major shift in the ideological infra-

structure of English Canada. Just over fifteen years ago W.L. Morton denied 

that the disillusionment which smothered Great Britain and the United States 

in the 1920' s had any impact on Canada, and noted that optimism and a faith 

in progress were still influential elements in Protestant Christianity. He 

saw the decade as characterized by a struggle between the "nostalgic" and 

the "propulsive", with the propulsive or progressive naturally succeed­

ing. 4 Although the terms are not as precise as one would like, he had 

grasped an element of the flux of the 1920's. 

Both Richard Allen in Canada, and Paul Carter in the United States, 

in the course of their reflections on the social. gospel in the two coun-

tries, have recognized a religious watershed which can be roughly placed 

5 about mid-decade: perhaps 1924 or 1925. Paula Fass recognizes the same 

dividing line in her discussions of religion on college campuses. 6 The 

division is borne out by this study. 

The Churches in Canada in the 1920's, John Grant notes in a chapter 

entitled "The Failure of Consensus", were assaulted by a number of conflict­

ing forces, including sectarianism, fundamentalism, anti-clericalism, liber­

alism and secularism. 

Although the loudest protests against the conventional churches came 
from the right, there was also much dissatisfaction on the part of 
Canadians who thought that the churches were not liberal enough. This 
group was usually less articulate, but probably represented more 
accurately the direction in which Canada as a whole was moving. Its 

2 



point of view was eXPfessed most expl ici tly by the Student Christian 
Movement of Canada .•.• 

Richard Allen, in an article on Wesley College students in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, remarked that 

students and youth movements have been largely ignored by 
historians. This lack of attention is unfortunate for, though student 
or you th movemen ts may s imply be aspec ts of wi der soci a 1 movements, 
they are - as contemporary history shows - Pgrticulary important as 
sensitive resonators of new and exciting ideas. 

While the si tuation is changing, Canadian college students as a distinct 

group have been completely ignored, save only for passing references in. the 

often abysmal histories of the colleges and universities of Canada. 

The Student Christian Movement of Canada, formed from the Student 

YMCA's and S tuden t YWCA's in 1921, was, with its predecessors, perhaps the 

most significant organization on Canadian campuses into the 1930's. It a-

lone of all campus organizations has been examined in any detail. The 1942 

"court history", Twenty-one Years A-Building,9 reflects the renewed 

piety of the movement in the late 1930's and the early 1940's. It numbers 

only forty-eight pages, including the two appendices. Margaret Beattie's 

1972 Ph.D. thesis at the Universi ty of Alberta, "Pressure Group Pol i tics: 

The Case of the Student Christian Movement of Canada," has had the histori­

cal sections edited and published by the SCM itself as A Brief History of 

the Student Christian Movement in Canada, 1921-1974. 10 Neither of these 

works is analytical, and the latter pays little attention to the primary 

focus of the movement in its first few decades, which was religious. 

The SCM was proud of its membersh i p wi th other s imil ar movements in 

the World Student Christian Federation. There is a more substantial litera-
~.---
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ture on the history of the Federation. But despite the fact that there were 

similar attempts, though none so radical, to reorganize student religion on 

university campuses in Australia and the United States after the First World 

War, little attempt at comparative history has yet been made. As the Cana­

dian events preceded those in Austral ia and the Uni ted States, the author 

has given scant attention to correlating them. 

With their rapidly changing leadership and the idealism of youth, 

student societies and movements can be excellent bell-wethers of the direc-

tion in which society will go. Students are often sensitive and quick to re­

spond to intellectual currents. The rise of the SCM, in revolt against the 

conservative YMCA, presaged the dominance of the mainline Protestant Church­

es of Canada by theological liberals. It was in the 1920's that "modern" 

4 

religious faith, a modernity and a consensus now passing, was formed. Ecu-. 
~ 

~Ilism and pa~jttsm were both issues in the SCM before the Church at large, 

and the social gospel lost the vitality of its first phase in the movement 

before it did in the Church. 

The movement is not just important as a bell-wether. The spiri t of 

the pos twar period assaulted the fai th of many of those who came of age dur­

ing or just after the Great War, and the liberal Student Christian Movement 

of Canada served as a vehicle to bring many of the students into adulthood 

and modern culture with a faith sti 11 intact, if altered. 

Thi s thesis is thus both a study of the formation of an organi za­

tion, one which absorbed the most vital reI igious institutions on Canadian 



college and university campuses, and an attempt to explain the very complex 

web of often conflicting religious, intellectual and social currents playing 

on the Protestant students of the immediate postwar period. 

In tha t pos twar per i od, wh i ch is one wh i ch perhaps needs to be sep­

arately charac terized as II Recons truc tion" or "Readjus tment" si nce it truly 

belongs neither to a study of the First World War nor to one of the 1920's, 

Canadian colleges and universities were in a ferment. A postwar boom result­

ed in hugh influxes of students, many of them independent-minded veterans. 

The stress on democracy and freedom during the war made this a generation of 

stud"ents less likely to tolerate the authoritarian structures of university 

1 ife. But the same war- time rhetoric had also led them to bel ieve that, now 

tha t the war was over, they cou 1 d begi n to remake the worl d, of ten phrased 

in rel igious terms as bringing in the Kingdom of God or building the City of 

God. 

This optimistic desire to rebuild, coupled with a spread of the 

influence of liberal theology during and after the war, led the students to 

reject the YMCA and YWCA, which had run religious programmes on Canadian 

campuses for fifty years, in favour of their own organization, a broad, 

loose movement to study Jesus and discover the principles for building the 

City of God. This organization would go on to become one of the most influ­

ential extra-church religious organizations of this century: the Student 

Christian Movement of Canada. 

5 
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Chapter 1: Student Christian Movements in Canada, 1870-19141 

The Student Christian Movement of Canada always traced its history 

back a half century before its founding in 1921. In the midst of the fer-

ment among the students of Canadian colleges and universities after the 

Great War, many came to question all institutional religion, including the 

Student Young Men's and Student Young Women's Christian Associations which 

had nurtured and supported college students for almost five decades. In the 

mon ths before the conf erence in Gue1 ph, On tari 0, whi ch formed the S tuden t 

Christian Movement from the Student YMCA's and Student YWCA's, many students 

and their leaders paused to reflect on their past. In their national mag a-

zine, The Canadian Student, Charles Bishop, National Secretary of the 

YMCA, realized that 

The review of history becomes of accentuated value at a time when move­
ments arise to change its current. The very fact that changes are con­
templated, makes the history of that which is to be changed of increas­
ed interest and importance. Such is the significance at this time of 
the history of the Christian Associations in the Colleges and Univers.i­
ties of Canada, which have gr~n up as Student Young Men's and Young 
Women's Christian Associations. 

Bishop went on to contend that since their earliest days the Student Christ-

i an Associ at ions had been moving towards greater organ i za t ion and grea ter 

national unity. and he rejoiced as he saw the final "consummation of a new 

Movement It will be its mission to determine the form which the 



Christian activities of the students of Canada will take in the new era upon 

which we have entered.,,3 

The last third of the nineteenth century wi tnessed a phenomenal 

growth, development and diversification of post-secondary education. This 

period saw the rise of publicly supported institutions and the advance of 

technical, scientific, and professional education, followed slowly by the 

spread of co-education. With this growth and development came tougher en-

trance requirements and, to a certain extent, stricter social standards, 

8 

which resulted in older and somewhat more mature students. The civilizing 

of the rowdy undergraduate was al so begun in thi s period wi th theri se of 

collegiate athletics, and subsequently by the spread of clubs and fraterni-! 

ties and a broad range of student societies. 4 

Two other broad movements in the last third of the nineteenth cen-

tury, the two closely linked, served as an impetus to the formation of 

college and university student religious groups. Protestant middle-class re­

formers in this period sought to control the direction of social change and 

alleviate some of the miseries arising from industrialization and urbaniza-

tion. They formed international lay organizations willing to 

minor theological differences in order to more effectively defend 

pu t as i de 1'1 

or ex tend I: 
J i 

their faith, institutions, and values. Two of these organizations were the: 

Young Men's and Young Women's Christian Associations, which were active 

young people from their founding in the mid-nineteenth century. At the 

I 
wi th r 

I 

sameJ 

time, and partially related to the movement of Protestant reform, was an in-

creased adult interest in organizing the leisure activities of youth. Young 



people were perceived as especially vulnerable, and adolescence came to be 

seen as the ideal time for evangelization and conversion. 1I Church leaders 

also saw the vigour and innocence of youth as an essential in the preserva­

tion of Christian ideals at home and evangelization abroad. They organized 

and encouraged Epwor th Leagues, Chri s ti an Endeavour, Presbyteri an and Bap­

tist Young People's groups in the churches, and Student YMCA'S and Student 

YWCA'S on college and university campuses. 5 

I 

ReI igious organizations have always been indigenous to the campuses 

of North America's cOlleges and universities. Even from the earliest times, 

within a few years of the foundation of an institution of higher learning, a 

Society of Religious or Missionary Inquiry, usually student run, would be 

established. Before 1870 there is clear evidence of student societies for 

missionary study and activity at the Toronto Theological Seminary, free 

Church College in Halifax, and Knox College in Toronto. 6 

Four or five student religious movements would eventually converge 

to form the Student Christian Movement of Canada in 1921. The first of 

these to gain a foothold in Canada was the Student Young Men's Christian 

Association, the earliest chapters of which probably differed little from 

the Societies of Religious Inquiry that they absorbed or replaced. 

Early Student YMCA's in Canada began wi thout any formal connection 

to the Student Associations in the Uni ted States, which predated them by al-

most fifteen years, or to the city associations in Canada. The first Stu-

9 



dent Association grew out of a small prayer meeting organized by students at 

Uni vers ity Co 11 ege, Toron to, in 1871. Two years 1 a ter, the group formally 

organized as the University College YMCA with the object of "the promotion 

of the spiritual interest of the students of this College." Five other asso­

ciations formed in the next six or seven years proved to be ephemeral. It 

was not until a Student Secretary from the International Commi ttee of the 

YMCA in New York, in association with the University College Association, 

called the first Student YMCA Convention in Canada at Queen's College, King­

ston, in 1879, that the organization got on any firm footing. Delegates 

from University College, Victoria University, Cobourg~ Albert College, Belle-

ville, and Queen' 5 College attended the convention held in conjunction with 

the annual meeting of the Provincial Committee of the YMCA. This confer­

ence marked the beginning of stability: most Student YMCA's organized there­

after continued without interruption. 7 

Through the activity of the International Student Secretaries, fac­

ulty members involved in the city YMCA's, or the students themselves, YMCA's 

soon consolidated themselves on Canadian university campuses. Ten years 

later there were thirteen active groups at most major colleges and univer­

sities from Dalhousie to Manitoba College. The number of local units contin­

ued to grow until the First World War, eventually taking in almost every col-

lege or universi ty wi th a programme of two or more years, and keeping pace 

wi th the expansion in the west. Growth was not just in the number of units, 

ei ther, as some Student Associations enrolled over fifty percent of the stu­

dent body, and at a few of the colleges, including Ontario Agricultural Col­

lege at Guelph, membership was soon compulsory for all students. 8 

10 



Along wi th the growing numbers who joined the Student YMCA's came a 

greater organi zation and professional i zation. By 1886 the associ ations at 

the University of Toronto colleges had grown so large that they were able to 

raise the money for a building of their own on a site provided by the univer-

sity, only the third or fourth College Association with a building in North 

America. The same year the Universi ty of Toronto shared wi th Yale the dis­

tinction of having the first paid student secretary to adminster the build­

ing and to provide full-time leadership for the growing diversi ty of activi­

ties. In 1893 the McGill Association retained a student secretary as well, 

and two years later was able to rent quarters in a building just off campus. 

In 1894, the Ontario and Quebec Provincial Committee hired a part-time stu­

dent Secretary to supervise and help the College Associations, and the next 

year they added a Toronto Secretary for all the colleges and universities in 

and around Toronto. In the years following, the associations at Dalhousie 

and the University of Manitoba also retained student secretaries. 9 

The earliest Student YMCA's in the United States developed in isola­

tion, and it was not until 1870 that they joined the International Committee 

of the YMCA, thereby adopting the Y's Protestant evangelical church member­

ship basis. In 1877 the Intercollegiate Department was formed and the first 

secretary was appointed, uniting in one body the Student Associations of the 

continent. lO 

Through the Student Committee, Canadian Student Associations main­

tained closer ties wi th Student Associations south of the border than wi th 

ci ty associations in Canada, al though they did attend the Ontario and Quebec 

Provincial Conventions. The ci ty associations bel ieved that the Student Oe-

11 



partment gave them contact with and influence over the future leaders of the 

country, added prestige to the YMCA, and that it hopefully was a training 

ground for leadership for secretaries for the ci ty associations as well, but 

there was in rea1i ty little attention or support given to the student work. 

The city YMCA'S four-fold programme of physical, mental (or educational), so­

cial and religious activities was inappropriate for colleges where the phys-

ica1, educational and to some extent social aspects of life were already 

cared for, leaving the students free to emphasize evangel ism and personal 

. t 11 ple y. 

A second student re1 igious movement to be established in Canada was 

the Student Young Women's Christian Association. The growth of the Student 

YWCA followed a pattern similar to that of the Student YMCP. in Canada, but 

it began later and was hampered by the slow growth of co-education and the 

small numbers of women students. The first Canadian Student YWCA was formed 

in 1886 at Albert College, and the following year University College and the 

Women's Medical College in Toronto were organized, as were nurses in train­

ing at several hospitals in the Mari times and Ontario, and students at a few 

academies and high schools as well. Growth was steady until just after the 

turn of the century, a1 though the YWCA drew in a more diverse group of educa­

tional institutions than the YMCA, including normal schools and business col­

leges, each with their own unique problems. 12 

The earliest Student YWCA's were autonomous, and strongly influ­

enced by the numerically superior Student YMCA's. At Albert College, the 

women continued to attend many of the YMCA meetings,13 and cooperative e-

vents at other co-educational colleges were not unknown. Through these con-

12 



tacts, the YWCA students came to regard themselves primarily as members of a 

Christian student movement, and only secondarily as part of a broader 

women's organization.
14 

The sense of distance between the Student YWCA's and the city asso­

ciations was further augmented by an organizational schism. Many of the 

city associations were affiliated with the International Committee of the 

Women's Christian Association, Which maintained a broad membership basis. 

But the Student YWCA's, influenced by the Student YMCA's, maintained the 

importance of Protestant evangelical church membership as the criterion for 

YWCA membership. Most of them joined the National YWCA formed by Student 

YWCA's in the Uni ted States in 1886. Needless to say, neither organization 

could give much time to supervision of the fledgling student work in 

Canada. 15 

By the turn of the cen tury, S tuden t YMCA's and YWCA's were welles t-

ablished at all large centres of population and all large colleges. Mention 

has already been made of the first Student YMCA Conference in Kingston in 

1879. Eleven years later the first Maritime Student Conference was convened 

at Acadia University with representatives from the YMCA's at Dalhousie, 

Mount Allison University, and Prince of Wales College, Charlottetown, also 

presen t. Both the Ontario and Quebec Conference, usually hel d in conjunc-

tion with the Provincial Convention, and the Maritime Student Conference, 

continued annually for many years.16 

Perhaps the most significant intercollegiate conference of all was 

the Northfield Conference, first held in 1886 under the leadership of the 

13 



famous evangelist, Dwight L. Moody. The conference, held annually at North-

field, Massachusetts, quickly became the major international meeting of the 

Student YMCA. Students from all over North America gathered for a month to 

carefully discuss the various phases of student work, study the Bible, and 

listen to addresses by the religious leaders and missionaries of the day. 

Canadian universities and colleges were represented there from the 

beginning. 17 

An annual international Student YWCA conference was later held at 

Northfield as well. It was eventually moved to Silver Bay, New York. In 

the west, annual conferences of the Student YM and YWCA's were also held at 

Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, although none of these achieved the significance of 

the Northfield Conferences. I8 

All of these conferences played a decisive role in the life of the 

student movement. Supervision by provincial and national secretaries was 

woefully inadequate, necessi tating the development of indigenous leadership. 

This was done by sending promising leaders to the conferences each year. 

There they learned Bible study and evangelism techniques, leadership 

methods, and were exposed to the best in rel igious thinking, as well as par­

ticipating in discussions of world missions and social problems. It was 

here, in the slow and careful discussions and studies, that the nature of 

the student movements was hammered out. The conferences proved an effective 

device for maintaining continuity and uniformi ty wi thin a movement which ex­

perienced a high rate of turn over of membership, and whose local units of­

ten functioned in isolation. 19 
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During the 1870' s, 1880' s and into the 1890' s, both the Student 

YMCA's and the Student YWCA's were characterized by an emphasis on evangel-

ism and personal piety. The earliest Student Associations were often just 

prayer circles to reinforce and sustain Christians on campus, but the 

Associations, especially the YMCA's, soon expanded their range of 

acti viti es. Most Associations continued to encourage daily personal 

devotions, however, and almost all held weekly meetings for prayer and the 

discussion of such devotional subjects as, "The Model Student", "A Young 

Man's Self Watch", "Brotherly Love", "Wholeheartedness for Christ", and 

"Puri ty". 20 These week ly mee ti ngs were of ten addressed by faculty members 

or local clergy, who sometimes provided additional leadership and continuity 

for the Associations. 21 

Evangelism was a special emphasis of the Student YMCA's in the nine-

teenth century. Evangel ists often visi ted college campuses under the aus-

pices of the YMCA, sometimes with revivals resulting, and the travelling 

secretaries of the International Student Commi ttee often fulfilled the same 

function. Some Associations held weekly evangel istic meetings, and most 

strongly encouraged systematic personal evangelism. On many public univer-

sity campuses the YMCA, or the YMCA and YWCA together, provided regular reli-

gious services, and almost all celebrated the annual Day of Prayer for Stu­

dents: an opportunity for evangelism and fund raising both on campus and 

off. 22 

By the 1890's prayer meetings and evangelistic services gradually 

gave first place to Bible studies, although neither were ever completely 

superseded, especially at the Baptist colleges. The first studies were evan-
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gelistic or devotional, but they slowly changed to a more ethical emphasis, 

often tending toward theological liberalism. Nathanael Burwash observed 

this shift at Victoria College, Toronto: 

The marvelous quickening of interest in the study of the Bible •.• 
among the college students of the whole Christian world, in the twenty 
years from 1890-1910, was due in large measure to the spiri t of 
honest, fearless investigation manifesW everywhere in the historical 
and critical methods of Bible study •.•• 

These studies were often student led, and summer conferences invariably made 

training in Bible study methods part of their programme. In 1887, the Univ­

ersity of Toronto reported 220 members enrolled in eleven Bible study 

courses and one Greek New Testament course. 24 

AriSing originally from evangelistic concerns were a variety of ser­

vice projects on campus and in the community. Of special concern were fresh­

men as potential members. Freshmen were often written before they came to 

college by the YMCA and provided with lists of respectable lodging houses 

and with a student handbook, an innovation probably of YMCA origin. YMCA or 

YWCA students would meet trains, guide and advise new students, and hold 

freshmen receptions early in the term. Throughout the year there would be 

additional receptions or socials, and some Associations organized to the ex­

tent that every member was assigned a new student to befriend, and, if pos-

sible, convert. On some campuses, the YM and YWCA's even supervised college 

athletics. The Associations at the University of Toronto, with their own 

building, provided a reading room on campus, and when the McGill YMCA's 

Strathcona Hall was erected in 1905 they were able to provide meeting rooms, 

a gymnasium, and a large dormitory.25 
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Community service activities were not yet touched with much feeling 

for social reform, and were largely evangel istic or benevolent in intent. 

Services were held in jails and rescue missions. Members organized regular 

vi sits to hospitals, a1 mshouses and orphanages. YWCA groups engaged in such 

benevo len t work as sewi ng for the poor, and some s tuden ts taugh t nigh t 

school in the slums or English to immigrants. The YMCA at Toronto Medical 

College even organized a Temperance League. 26 

Through the broad range of activities which the Associations began 

to engage in, they slowly broke out of their "evangel ical ghettoes" to a 

broader concept of Christian life. Members were exhorted to a "symmetrical" 

or "full-orbed" manhood or womanhood which included academic excellence, 

social ability and athletic prowess as well as evangelical fervour. In 

1888, every medal and prize won at McGill was taken by a YMCA member. The 

Queen's University Journal in 1903 advised the new women students to 

attend the YWCA meetings every Friday, "for all the best girls go to the 

Y.W .... ,,27 By the turn of the century. the YMCA's and YWCA's were no 10ng-

er enclaves for the pious, but broad groups with considerable influence and 

prestige on campus. 28 

One aspec t of the early s tress on evangel ism that was to have a con-

tinued and influential place within the life of the Student Associations was 

a strong missionary interest and concern for international affairs. This was 

part of a growing interest in foreign missions among most Protestant denomin-
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ations in the latter half of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. 

Almost every Student Association held regular meetings weekly or monthly to v 



study the life, religion and missionary needs of individual countries, to re­

view missionary biographies, and to listen to missionaries on furlough. A 

serious effort was made to encourage students to pledge themselves as vol un-

teers for service as foreign missionaries. 

Not only were there missions studies, but each association regu-

larly contributed funds for the support of missionaries. In IB77, one of 

the members of the YMCA at Royal Medical College, Kingston, became the first 

medical missionary from Canada, and two years later the University College, 

Toronto, YMCA was able to finance the sending of one of their graduates to 

Korea. The following year the Medical Colleges of Toronto banded together 

to send a Dr. Hardie and his wife to Korea. At denominational colleges, the 

YMCA's and YWCA's generally supported missionaries through their own Church 

mission boards. 29 

So strong was the s tuden ts' in teres t in forei gn mi ss ions tha t it 

was a travelling student secretary who created the International Committee 

of the YMCA's Foreign Department, and became its first secretary. The stu-

dents remained the main source of financial support for the Foreign Depart-

ments of the YMCA and YWCA, as well as the greatest single source of 

recru its. 30 

This interest in missions was not confined to the Student YMCA's 

and YWCA's on campus. Many campuses boasted independent Missions Societies 

or Miss i onary Bands. In 1BB4 the Canadian Intercollegiat~_ Missi,onaryAl1-
~--,-.""-"- ... _._.-- ._-~.-~, .. -.,-

iance was formed, with chapters in a number of the colleges in Ontario, "to ---'._'-' ...• ,.,.. -" ----- .•. ",. 

encourage among students in general and theological students in particular 
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an active interest in and so far as possible consecration to mission work, 

bo th home and forei gn." 31 
, 

At the first Northfield Conference, in 1886, was born a strong move 

among students to volunteer for foreign missions, and in 1888 the YMCA lead­

ership formed the co-educational Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Mis­

sions (SVM) to draw in the scattered volunteer bands and missionary socie-

ties and tie them to the YMCA and YWCA. A committee of representatives from 

the Student YMCA's, the Student YWCA's, the American Inter-Seminary Mission­

ary Alliance and the Canadian Intercollegiate Missionary Alliance was formed 

wi th YMCA Student Secretary John R. Mott as chairman to govern the new move-

ment. From Moody and other conservative, and often millenarian, speakers at 

the early Northfield conferences, the SVM derived a Biblical sense of cri-
~ 

sis which was to characterize it for years. By nature the SVM attracted the 

more evangelical students, and as the YMCA and YWCA slowly altered their pro­

gramme in later years, a growing rift appeared between the SVM and its par­

ent organizations. 32 

In Canada, the newly formed movement slowly absorbed the chapters 

of the Canadian Intercollegiate Missionary Alliance, as well as some inde­

pendent bands and societies, and on some university campuses the SVM operat-

ed as a cOllll1ittee of the Student YMCA. The SVM Quadrennial Conferences, 

held in the American Mid-West from 1891, quickly assumed the role of a con­

vention for all student religious movements in North America. 33 

Two more manifestations of the missionary spiri t of the period de-

serve mention for their significance later. In the spring of 1892 all the 

YMCA's on the University of Toronto campus united to form the Canadian 
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Colleges' Mission, "to foster the missionary spirit in Canadian colleges" 

and "to propagate the gospel of Christ in Korea and other nations.,,34 With­

in the next few years, the Canadian Colleges' Mission organized chapters at 

McGill University, and at almost every post-secondary institution in Ont­

ario, and hired its first travelling secretary. The mission assumed the sup­

port of Or. and Mrs. Hardie in Korea, and later supported missionaries in 

India as well. Before the First World War the Canadian Colleges' Mission 

gradua lly confi ned itself to encouraging mi ss ionary in teres t and gi ving a-

mong secondary and collegiate students, but not before many years of vibrant 

life. 35 

Another manifes tation of the international and interdenominational 
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spiri t of the Student YMCA of North America was the formation of the World 

Student Christian Federation (WSCF) in Sweden, in 1895, largely at the in­

stigation of Student Secretary and SVM Chairman John R. Mott. The WSCF 

united the Student YMCA's of North America wi th the Student Christian Move-

ment of Great Britain, and comparable smaller movements in Sweden, Norway 

and Germany. The WSCF had no executive power, but served as a clearinghouse 

for information regarding needs, techniques, and mutual interests. John 

Matt served the WSCf as General Secretary for its first twenty-five years. 

A few years after its foundation, the WSCF opened its doors to women, and 

appointed its first woman secretary. Canadian students valued their connec-

tion wi th the WSCF as it gave them a sense of being part of a world-wide 

movement, but it often focused their attention on global evangel ism to the 

detriment of local and national problems. 36 



II 

By the turn of the century a shift in emphasis and in spirit could 

be de tec ted in many of the 1 oca 1 un i ts of the S tuden t YMCA's and S tuden t 

YWCA's on Canadian campuses. This may be partly attributable to a new sense 

of nationalism: a throwing off of a colonial mentality and a growing confi­

dence in Canada's future, perhaps arising out of the feel ings generated by 

the Boer War. As early as 1890, the S tuden t YMCA's of Quebec and Ontar io 

were calling for a travelling student secretary to serve Canada. 37 And 

the city associations began to review their relationship wi th the Inter­

national Committee in the light of a number of perceived inadequacies and in­

jus tices during and after the Boer War. 38 

An evident manifestation of the same nascent nationalism was the 

formation of the independent Dominion Council of the Young Women's Christian 

Association of Canada between 1893 and 1895. At the time, there was a trend 

towards the establishment of central coordinating bodies among a number of 

Canadian reform organizations, and a growing recogni tion that the American 

influence might not always be beneficial for Canada. In the case of the 

YWCA, their establishment of a separate Canadian organization well ahead of 

the YMCA is undoubtedly due, at least partially, to the problems caused by 

the spl it in the YWCA in the United States. 39 

The Student YWCA's were intimately involved in the formation of the 

Dominion Counci I, and may have had a part in its adoption of Protestant evan-
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gelical church membership as the membership criterion for the Canadian YWCA. 

At the inaugural meeting were representatives from Alma College, the Univer-

sity of Toron to, and the Toron to Women's Med ica 1 Coll ege, and one of the 

first elected officers was a student. Students from the University of Toron­

to and McGill attended the founding convention in 1895. 40 

The YWCA of Canada was reorganized in 1901, creating City and Stu-

dent Departments. The Student Department was without student represent-

tation, however, being administered by a National Student Secretary and a 

committee of alumnae appointed by the Dominion Council. When the Student 

YWCA's agreed to join with their American sisters for the sake of represent-

ation on the Execu ti ve Committee of the WSCF a few years 1 a ter, there was 

serious discussion of whether this compromised them as British subjects, evi-

dence that the imperial connection was beginning to replace the continental 

. th· . d 41 one In elr mIn s. 

Meanwhile, in the larger religious world, the quest for the histor-

ical Jesus had led to the discovery of His social and ethical teachings, 

which would eventually form the foundation of a new social Christianity. In 

the Student Associations a trend in the direction of Bible study, especially 
~ ~- - ,- -- -"~ - ~--- ----.~---- --

- --- -----
focused on the life and teachings of Jesus, was evident. A number of Bible 

study outl ines and programmes were popular among the Student Associations, 

many prepared specifically for college students, but the most influential 

was a Bible study put together by a Canadian: ,:Henry BurtorL Sharman;~ 
--~---- -- -'-- '. . 

Studies in the Life of Christ, 
~= e __ ......---

published by the YMCA in 1896. John Mott 

was so impressed with Sharman's work that he appoin ted Sharman as the fi rs t 



Bible Study Secretary of the International Committee in 1898 to prepare reg­

ular outlines for the Student Associations. 42 

Most of the studies were prepared by theological liberalS, and 

throughout the first decade or decade and a half of the twentieth century 

the leadership of the YMCA and YWCA cautiously moved toward liberal Protest-

an t i sm. Both organi za ti ons proved congeni a 1 homes for 1 i bera 1 ism because of 

theirl!!'agmat_ism, their interdE!~~mif:l_a_tionali.sm, their lay character and 

their refusal to involve themselves in theological debate. This move mani­

fested itself in a demand for more intellectual and social content to evan-

gel ism, and in a greater social consciousness. The local units, however, re­

mained staunchly conservative in certain regions and among the colleges of 

some denominations. 43 

III 

Near the end of the fi rs t decade of the twen t i eth cen tury another 

shift in the character and ethos of the Student Associations began. The 

emphasis on the life and teachings of Jesus, especially as embodied in the 

Synoptic Gospels, began to issue forth in a new social consciousness. Bible 

studies which had originally sought to affirm the great truths of Christian 

orthodoxy now, influenced by the Socratic method of Dr. H.B. Sharman, tried 

to approach the Gospel accounts wi thout presupposi tions in order to discover 

for each student the essence of the message hi dden there for him. The re-

sult was freer discussion, more questioning of tradition, and a still great-

er stress on the ethical teachings of Jesus. Coupled with this came the pre-
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dominance of the small group Bible study. replacing a lecture format which 

had flourished in some colleges and universities, especially among the Stu­

dent YWCA's. The new approach encouraged individual interaction and person­

al appropriation of the material on a deeper level. 44 

In addition to Bible and mission studies, a new group of studies on 

local and national social problems became increasingly popular. Off-campus 

activities of the Student YMCA's and YWCA's were undertaken less for the pur-

poses of evangel ism than in an attempt to Christianize society, or rather, 

evangelism itself came to have a broader connotation of social reform as 

well as individual conversion. 45 

From 1908 onward, there were staff members in the Student Depart­

ment of the International YMCA specifically assigned to organizing and en-

couraging social service activities. In the same year, John R. Mott con-

ducted evangelistic crusades at McGill and the University of Toronto where 

he urged students to express their Christian commi tment in social service. 

Students at conferences were addressed by those experienced in social work 

in Canadian and U.S. cities, and in the local units they used studies prepar­

ed for them by the Amer i can YMCA and YWCA, as well as the works of Wi nni peg 

social gospel leader and Methodist minister, J.S. Woodsworth. Those facul-

ty members interested or active in the growing social reform movement often 

worked with the Student Associations as well. At Wesley College in Winni­

peg, Salem Bland, Professor of Church History and a radical proponent of the 

social gospel, regularly addressed the YMCA, announcing that the future be­

longed to the Church which accepted the social teachings of Jesus; Dr. 

Ell iott, Wesley's Professor of Philosophy, led Bible studies in liThe Social 
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Significance of the Teachings of Jesus;" and Professor W.J. Rose, later a re­

nowned Slavonics specialist,46 declared the Gospel to be a statement of 

the solidarity of humanity.47 From 1908, in the colleges of the prairies, 

and in the large public universities of central Canada, there was a marked 

ascendancy of the social gospel. 48 

The pre-war flood of immigrants was a special cause for concern 

among the students, who felt a compassion for the plight of the "New 

Canadians", but also perceived them as a challenge to the nature of a 

"Christian Canada". Students taught night-school English classes, and often 

worked the sUl1Jllers as teachers in immigrant districts in the ci ties or in 

newly settled parts of the prairies. Members of the Student YMCA's and 

YWCA's across the country worked in settlement houses. The University of 

Toronto YMCA established its own settlement house in 1910, and two years 

later the Student YMCA's of Winnipeg did the same. This contact with the 

hardships of ci ty I ife in early twentieth-century Canada often opened the 

eyes of the college students who were still largely the sons and daughters 

of the wealthy and i nf 1 uen t i a lin th i s peri ad. The s tuden ts brough t back to 

their Associations and study groups new questions about slum conditions, 

about the distribution of wealth, about the whole industrial system, which 

would have a disquieting effect on both the Student YMCA and the Student 

YWCA in the future. 49 

There was a new spirit of questioning of the established order in 

the years before the Great War. One of the results of this spirit was that 

the students of the YWCA's began to criticize the requirement that their mem-
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bers must be members in good standing of Protestant evangelical churches. 

They argued that it placed needless difficulties before conscientious doubt­

ers and those troubled by only a point of doctrine or two, and lost them to 

the organization. Likewise, in the YMCA there were ongoing discussions of 

the basis of membership, but there, too, no changes resulted. 50 On the 

local level, however, some Student YMCA's and YWCA's chose simply to ignore 

the rules, and the Student YMCA at Ontario Agricultural College, for exam­

ple, advertised that their membership was open to "all students of good 

1 h t 
,,51 mora c arac er ..•. 

Meanwhile, the YMCA's of Canada were going through the same process 

of nationalization, if later and slower, that their sisters had gone through 

a decade or more ago. A Canadian Commi ttee of the International Committee 

of the YMCA was formed in 1905 out of the same drive for unity that was evi-

dent in other reform agencies of the time, out of a sense of frustration 

over inadequate supervision by the International Committee, and as part of a 

growing nationalism. The following year the Student Department of the Inter­

national Committee finally appointed a Student Secretary for Canada, but not 

before a group of Canadian supporters had been found to pay his salary. In 

19.Q9Cl:larle.~_~. Bishop took over as Student secretary.52 

In the years after the es tab 1 i shmen t of the Canadi an Commi t tee 

there were considerable frustrations and confusions between it and the Inter-

national Commi ttee over finances and jurisdiction and in 1912 all YMCA work 

was nationalized at a convention where representatives of the .Student Associ-

ations took an active part. A Canadian National Council wi th Charles Bishop 

as National General Secretary was set up for "the purpose of achievin9 a 
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unity of supervisory agencies within the Dominion of Canada '" to enter up-

on their fullest possibilities, and to take advantage of the rising tide of 

national spirit in the Dominion of Canada •..• ,,53,54 

The Student YMCA's joined the newly formed National Council wi th an 

understanding that two of their most pressing complaints would be examined: 

that of the government of the movement, and the membership basis. 55 Al-

though the second matter was never adequately deal t wi th, a new and more 

democratic constitution for the Student Associations was worked out at a Stu-

dent YMCA conference at Lumsden Beach, Saskatchewan, in 1914. Control of 

the movement shifted to the students, with the Student Corrmittee having only 

. 1 56 a superVIsory ro e. 

Although a temporary replacement for Charles Bishop as National Stu­

dent Secretary was found, it was not until the next year, 1913, that a per­

manent Student Secretary was found in Ernest H. Clarke. After graduating 

from Brandon College in 1912, Clarke had been Intercollegiate Student Secre­

tary for the YMCA's of Winnipeg for a year before taking on his new posi­

tion. 57 Ernest Clarke had strong views on the course that the Student 

YMCA's should be following. He had a vision of a larger student led and con­

trolled organization separate from the YMCA, a vision which he was not alone 

in sharing. 58 At a Canadian-American Secretaries' Conference in Estes 

Park, Colorado, in 1913, at which Clarke was present, leaders discussed the 

possibility of a break with the larger YMCA, as well as methods for realiz­

ing the aims of the students wi thin the existing structures. And later that 

year, at a World's Student Christian Federation meeting at Lake Mohonk, 

Clarke discussed with W.M. Birks, then chairman of the Student Committee, 
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the need for a different name and student control for the Student 

Associations. 59 

In the YWCA there was a slow increase in organization in the same 

period. No Student YWCA was large enough to support its own secretary, but 

there were National Student Secretaries from 1901, and visiting YMCA and SVM 

Secretaries would usually address the YWCA on campus. In 1908 an Intercol­

legiate Secretary to serve the YWCA's of the Toronto colleges and univer­

sities was appointed, and although the post was discontinued in 1910, it was 

revived again in 1912. In 1913, a second National Student Secretary was add­

ed to the s taf f. 60 

I t is interes ting that wi thin a few months of the formation of a 

separa te Canadi an YMCA, the S tuden t YMCA I S and YWCA I S reaffirmed the impor t­

ance of the American connection by joining in the foundation of the Counci 1 

of North American Student Movements wi th their American counterparts and the 

SVM. The Council was envisioned as a clearing house for information and 

techniques, and it made possible the joint sponsorship of speakers and study 

courses. In early 1913 the Council began publication of The North American 

Student, a magazine which helped to unify the often isolated local 

un i ts. 61 

Whether the Council of North American Student Movements proved an 

inadequate vehicle for the growing desire for an independent student move­

ment, one which possibly even encompassed both sexes, or whether the found­

ation of the Council was an impetus, in the fall of 1913 discussions began 
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regarding a Council of Canadian Student Movements. In April 1914, the Stu­

dent YMCA's, the Student YWCA's, the Student Volunteer Bands in Canada, the 

Canadian Colleges' Mission and the YMCA's and YWCA's in high schools united 

in the Council "for the purpose of co-operation and mutual helpful­

ness.,,52 The nationalism nascent in the formation of the Canadian Student 

Council was obvious in one of its first acts. It called the first Canadian 

SVM Conference at Queen's University, and urged the International Executive 

of the Student Volunteer Movement to open a Canadian office. The SVM res­

ponded by allowing the Council to nominate the secretaries. In the early 

summer of 1914 J.R. Buchanan, a graduate of McGill, was appointed the first 

Canadian Student Volunteer Secretary, and shared an office with Ernest 

Clarke. Buchanan, however, enlisted in the fall of 1914 and was not replac­

ed for several years. The Council of Canadian Student Movements arranged 

for cooperation between local and national associations, coordinated pro­

grammes in colleges, arranged for speakers and speaking tours, in fact, func­

tioned as the nucleus of a national student Christian movement. 53 

Before a sense of national uni ty could develop, students had to 

meet together and establish or recognize common bonds. In Quebec and Onta­

rio the annual conferences the students had held in conjunction with the 

YMCA Provincial Conventions gradually disappeared, to be eventually replaced 

by Pres i den ts' Conferences. Each year execu ti ve members of the Coll ege 

YMCA's met for a few days before the school term began to plan the year's 

work and discussion topics and to consider problems of mutual interest. The 
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Toronto Student YWCA's followed a similar pattern in their annual Intercol­

legiate Worker's conference. 64 

The distant conferences in Northfield, Massachusetts, Silver Bay, 

New York, and Geneva Park, Wisconsin were never able to attract more than a 

couple of dozen Canadian delegates to each, but from 1907 the Student YMCA 

began to hold an annual conference at Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario, which 

attracted large numbers of Canadian students and faculty members. 65 

The YWCA, nationalized almost two decades before the YMCA, led its 

larger bro ther in the es tab 1 i shmen t of C anad i an conferences. In 1909 began 

an annual national summer conference of the YWCA at Elgin House, Muskoka, 

Ontario, which ran until 1916. The city and student associations sat separ-

ately for specialized discussions, but came together for general addresses 

and fellowship. These conferences stimulated intense discussion of the role 

of the YWCA in Canadian society, and of the national problems the organiza­

tion was seeking to alleviate. In 1914, just a few years after the estab­

lishment of the Universities of Saskatchewan and Alberta, the Student YWCA's 

of the prairie provinces began an annual summer student conference at Lums-

den Beach, Saskatchewan. There they gave time to the traditional Bible and 

missions study, but also to rural problems and the effects of the massive 

immi gra t ion. 66 

The S tuden t YMCA's were slow to ca tch up to the I ead of the S tuden t 

YWCA's and it was not until the eve of the First World War that the men be-

gan annual student conferences. The Student YMCA's of the Mari times reviv­

ed their annual conference in the spring of 1914, and in the West, the men 

began conferences at Lumsden Beach in July 1914. At the firs t Wes tern Stu-
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dent Conference at Lumsden Beach, organized by Ernest Clarke and presided 

over by Charles Bishop, who had maintained an interest in the student work. 

the students were addressed by a number of returned missionaries, and Prin­

cipal E.H. Oliver of St. Andrew's College, Saskatoon,67 who spoke on the 

rural problems of Western Canada. Attendance was required at "Life Work 

Insti tutes" where a variety of vocations, including those of the Christian 

ministry. YMCA Secretaryship, and various forms of social work, were discuss­

ed. Conferences on Bible, mission and social study, on new students and mem­

bership, on social services and extension work, on religious meetings and on 

finances and administration were convened •. And all those who attended were 

encouraged to take advantage of the presence of Dr. H.B. Sharman and his 

"Bible Teachers Training Course.,,6B 

In the decade and a half before the First World War, the Student De­

partments of the YWCA and YMCA had been national ized and reorganized with 

greater supervision. Under this greater attention, and as the Associations 

became accepted and respected institutions on campus, they expanded until, 

by the begi nni ng of the war, there were thi r ty-ni ne branches of the YWCA in 

colleges, universities and normal schools encompassing half of all the women 

students in Canada, and an even higher percentage at universi ties and resi­

den t i a 1 co 11 eges. 69 The S tuden t YMCA at the same time had expanded to 

forty-three chapters, with as many as five chapters on some campuses - some­

times a group in each faculty or college. 70 Although there remained con­

siderable emphasis on evangel ism, missions, and personal piety, increasingly 

voices were heard calling for a new social ethic, and in some colleges the 
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social gospel became the dominant concern. The new spiri t of questioning 

and of independence led students to criticize the membership basis of their 

parent organizations, to the reorganization of the Student YMCA on a more 

democra ti c bas is, and even to talk of the poss i bi 1 ity of separa ting from the 

YMCA and YWCA. Men and women students came to recognize that they had more 

in common with their fellow students in Canada, and in the United States, 

than they did wi th the city associations. This recogni tion, and the growing 

nationalism of the period, issued forth in the formation of the Council of 

Canadian Student Movements, which in turn played a significant role in the 

cooperation of the Student Volunteer Movement, the Student YMCA and the Stu­

dent YWCA. The coming of the war, however, retarded some aspirations while 

advancing other causes. 
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Chapter 2: The Student Christian Movements During the War 

Religion in English Canada mobilized its ranks for war almost as 

quickly as the nation itself did. Almost every Protestant Church gave it-

self whole-heartedly to the war effort at home, and gave its sons and mini­

sters to service abroad. The churches helped to transform the war into a 

crusade, drawing religious terminology and religious fervour to the support 

of the cause. The war became a struggle against the Anti-Christ. Germany 

was seen as threatening to destroy those very insti tutions which held the 

greatest hope for bringing about the Kingdom of God. Triumph in the con-

flict would involve more than just defeating the enemy. A new order promis-

ed to rise like a phoenix from the ashes of the great conflagration. A pur­

ified spirit would create a new society.! 

The interest in social reform of the pre-war period was given addi-

tional impetus by the war. Ministers and social gospel leaders sought to re-

form society so that it might be worthy of the great sacrifices of the men 

and women of Canada. A new spirit of social solidarity, a spirit of sacri-

fice and service, made the reorganization of society a real possibil ; ty. 

The sense of community, of membership in an organic unity, resulted in a new 

nationalism which was fed by pride in the part played by the Canadian Army 

in Europe. 2 
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The Student YMCA's and the Student YWCA's gave themsel ves to the 

same spiri t as the churches. Students were advised that the war was "an in­

tegral part of the forward moving of the Kingdom of GOd.,,3 Charles 

Bishop, the YMCA National Secretary, declared to the students in 1915 that: 

The time is propi tious for the awakening of a National consciousness 
in our Student Christian work. Canada is one, as never before in ris­
ing to her part in the defense of the Empire. Our Universities and 
Colleges, from coast to coast, are on in their contribution of men to 
the colors .. , The Colleges are one in their patriotism. Is not the 
time ripe for them to be conscious 40f their oneness in the greater 
cause of the Kingdom of Jesus Christ? 

41 

And at the 1918 Northfield Conference, Robert Speer of the SVM declared" 

we are in this great struggle for what lies ahead of us, for the hope of a 

new human order that is to be set up among men: an order of righteous- ness 

and justice and brotherhood.,,5 These high aspirations were hardly to be 

realized, but the experience of the war years, and the anticipation of 

establishing "the City of God on earth" in peace, issued in a complete recon­

struction of Protestant student organizations after the war. 

I 

Perhaps no other important insti tution in Canada suffered so much 

from the war as did post-secondary education. The call for volunteers found 

a ready response among the young, restless, adventurous and idealistic, cat­

egories that included most students and not a few of the faculty on Cana­

di an un i vers ity and co 11 ege campuses. By the end of the war 20,000 under­

graduates had enlisted. 6 Students and faculty gave enthusiastic support 

to the war, and s tuden t popu 1 a ti ons fe 11 over fif ty perc en t from en 1 i s tmen t, 



despite the increases in female enrolment. Virtually every Canadian univer-

sity awarded academic credit for a full year'S work to those students who en­

listed in mid-term. 7 And faculty members addressed assemblies and chapels 

and YMCA meetings, urging students to vOlunteer. 8 As a resul t univer­

si ties reported their numbers almost decimated: at Victoria College, Toron-

to, forty percent of those who enrolled in the fall of 1915 had enlisted by 

the spring of 1916;9 at Trinity College in Toronto, there was only one 
~---------'"' _'_".''''. 

male graduate in 1917;10 at the Universi ty of Alberta, from the class of 

1917, five men and seven women graduated, while fifty men enlisted;ll and 

at the University of Saskatchewan in 1916, the entire student body and all 

of the faculty of the School of Engineering enlisted, thereby closing the 

school for the duration of the war.12 From McGill and the Universi ty of 

Toronto literally thousands of students enlisted, making up university 

units, hospitals and battalions. 13 

It was not only in volunteers that the colleges and universities 

contributed to the war effort. Canadian Officer's Training Corps were re-

organized or established, and even at 

had traditionally opposed militarism, 

McMas ter Uni vers i ty, where Bap ti s ts 

14 the C.O. T.C. was made compulsory. 

Some universities, including the University of Toronto, shortened the academ­

ic term in order to enable students and faculty to help in agriculture and 

industry.15 Many turned empty residences over to the government to serve 

as barracks or hospitals, sometimes even staffing the hospitals with.medical 

and nurs i ng s tuden ts .16 And women s tuden ts hel ped organi ze branches of 

the Red Cross, first aid classes and other auxiliary activities on 

campus. 17 
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There does not seem to have been any voice raised against the war 

or the war effort in the Student Associations until very late in 1918. The 

three issues of The Canadian Student magazine published by the Council of 

Canadian Student Movements during the war stressed the need to help and 

sacrifice at home, IS reported in glowing terms on the state of religion 

among the soldiers at the front,19 and referred to the important role the 

soldiers were playing in bringing about the Kingdom of God. 20 

Yet students and Student Associations suffered from the war. Both 

the leadership and the membership of the Student YMCA's were seriously de­

pleted by enlistment. A membership which had reached 3,176 in Canada by 

1910, declined slightly to 3,059 by 1915; but by the end of the war the Stu­

dent YMCA registered only 1,230 members. 21 After the war E.A.Corbett, a 

former McGill YMCA Secretary, recalled, with a certain amount of hyperbole, 

that "in the first years of the war every Student Association in Canada was 

compelled to elect a new cabinet every few weeks.,,22 Those who did remain 

in universi ty found their time greatly taken up wi th drilling and the activi-

23 ties of the C. o. T. C. 

The decline in numbers, the high turn-over, and the time given to 

military training affected all aspects of university life. There was a mark­

ed decline in studiousness among students. 24 Social institutions faltered 

and disappeared. 25 Sports were partially suspended at some univer­

sities,26 and everywhere clubs, societies and fraternities went into de-

cline. The Student YMCA's, and, to a certain extent, the Student YWCA's, 

suffered the same fate. 
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The war had a deeper effect, however, than decreased enrolment and 

a decline in social activities, one for which, perhaps, the deterioration in 

academic calibre is a more significant sign-post. Professors were discour-

aged after lecturing to empty halls with only a few women and the occasional 

man present. Elizabeth MacCallum, later Student YWCA president at Queen's 

University, recalls how shallow and irrelevant much of her education seemed 

during the year 1917-1918: "What relevance did Vanity Fair have to life in 

Canada in the middle of a horrible war1,,27 And Jean Hutchinson, who enter-

ed Dalhousie in 1916, recalls the shock and the sudden closeness of the war 

when, during alec ture, a member of her class was repor ted kill ed in 

t " 28 F ac 10n. or the sons and daughters of professionals and businessmen, the 

outside world intruded into the academic enclave, forcing them to consider 

and reconsider much that they had previously taken for granted. Many were 

shocked. Some were disenchanted wi th their academic and social life and 

were impatient to be out in the real world. 

The rel igious reactions to the war among the universi ty and college 

students were complex. The Student YWCA in 1915 reported a deepening con-

cern for spiri tual values and an increased emphasis on Bible Study among 

their members. 29 F.B.Common, president of the McGill YMCA for the year 

1915-16, in his annual report, stated that 

It is the feel i ng of your Board that the presen twar, although accom­
panied by incalculable suffering and misery, has not been wi thout its 
advantages in raising the moral standing of our people and leading 
them to a more serious consideration of spiri tual things and to this 
effect we believe. we have clearly seen illustrated in the3bives of 
many of the students our [sic: should be "of"] our university. 

The war, initially at least, seems to have deepened a sense of per­

sona 1 faith among many s tuden ts. 31 Jus t a few years af ter the war an a 1 um-
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nae of Acadia University wrote of the profound sense of "group communion" in 

the YWCA meetings there in the academic years from 1914 to 1916, and she 

continued, 

I feel that the war spirit and deep rel igious tone of that College 
generation cannot be separated. They existed together, a~2 perhaps it 
is impossible to tell where one began and the other ended. 

But by the end of the war, what had been a Quiet minority was quick-

ly becoming a vocal majority among the students wi th rel igious interests. 

Students, while generally keeping their fai th, began to question theology 

and the institutional church. As early as 1915, the Canadian Students' Coun-

cil felt called upon to urge students to a closer cooperation with the 

church and to emphas i ze recru itmen t for the mi n i 5 try. 33 Jean Hutchi nson re-

calls that, "There was a lot of searching. Some of us felt that theology 

w~s almos_~_s~t!r_ile because it wasn't prepared for war and the things that 

h~ppened. ,,34 This had a number of results, 

ber of divinity students, a process that had 

including a decline in 

begun before the war. 35 

the num-

In 1916 the ma tter of the membershi p basi 5 for the YWCA came up 

again, and the Student Associations received permission to a1 ter their con-

stitution to include an al ternate basis of membership: a personal declara­

tion of faith in Jesus Christ and support for the goals of the Student YWCA. 

But the president and two-thirds of the cabinet of Student Association must 

still be members of evangelical Protestant churches. 36 And even this was 

not entirely satisfactory. The YWCA Association Outlook magazine publish­

ed the following plea from a student in early 1918: 

The pledge card [for membership] has always been the obstacle which 
has kept me from joining the Y.W.C.A. I could not honestly sign it be­
cause I could not honestly say that I believed in Christianity. This 



is true of a great many other students. They are in revol t against or­
thodox religion .... 
Can we not come to Christiani ty wi th an open mind, anxious to find out 
what is true and what is false about it? If it is worth our loyalty 
it will bear our analysis. If it is wor3~ all it seems to be in other 
people's lives, it will vindicate itself. 

Every student Conference across the country in the sUllIller of 1918 

gave time for the discussion of the relationship of students to the 

church. 38 And Professor S.H. Hooke of Victoria College, Toronto, an impor­

tant leader of the Student Associations in the Toronto area, warned that 

a profound conviction is growing up that the church, by reason of its 
false social position, was powerless to prevent the war, and when it 
did come had no message from her Lord for the time. People began to 
suspect that the church has one rel igion for peace and another for 
war, and how fatal that suspici0"39"ill yet prove we may have to wait 
until the war is over to find out. 

Another resul t of the war was a growing concern wi th democratic 

structures among the Student Associations. Among the Student YWCA's was a 

new awareness of their lack of representation on the Dominion Council of the 

YWCA. In the Young Women of Canada magaz i ne, s tuden ts obj ec ted to the 

lack of democracy and the lack of discussion or criticism in the Associat­

ions. 40 In a 1915 article in Canadian Manhood LH. Clarke called for dem­

ocr acy in the co II egecommun i ty, 41 and in 1916 he wrote the 1 oca 1 S tuden t 

YMCA' 5 urging them to real ize " the democratic ideal" .42 

Despite their unques tioning support for the war, the Student Ass-

ociations, especially the Student YMCA's, suffered during the war: they lost 

1 eaders and members in 1 arge numbers to the armed forces, .and they, 1 i ke 

many other young people of their class, were shocked and, to a certain ex-

tent, disillusioned by the suffering of war. This led many of them to re-

turn to a deep personal faith, but as the war dragged on an increasingly 
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large and vocal group began to question the insti tutional church, and even 

orthodoxy itself, although probably very few actually abandoned their person­

al faith entirely or deliberately. 

A lmos t as a par ti ng sho t by the fa tes, dea th was brough t home to 

those who had stayed in Canada in the last months of 1918 wi th the Spanish 

Influenza epidemic. Almost every universi ty in the country was closed for 

two months, while college dormitories became impromtu hospitals, and stu­

dents overnight became nurses and orderlies. 43 

II 

The war affected more than just the male students who enlisted. It 

had a unique and significant influence on the women students of Canadian col­

leges and universi ties, and especially on the women of the Student YWCA's. 

While the number of male students was steadily declining, female enrolment 

was increasing at a faster pace than ever before. By 1918, women made up 

thi rty-ei ght perc en t of the s tuden t body at the Uni vers i ty of Saskatchewan, 

compared to a pre-war percentage of seventeen. 44 At an Anglican college 

like Trinity in Toronto, women came to predominate, and in some cases they 

made up whole classes. 45 

With this significant proportional increase in the number of women 

on campus came a greater opportunity for leadership. For five school years 

the most aggressive and influential of the male students were preoccupied 

wi th fighting or preparing to fight in the war. This gave the women their 

first serious opening to exercise leadership in traditionally male-dominated 
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areas. It was in 1916 tha t the Uni vers ity of A I ber ta saw its fi rs t woman 

president of the Student's Counci 1, as well as the first woman president of 

the pres ti gi ous Literary Soc i ety. 46 S imil arly, a t Queen's Uni vers ity the 

war saw the first woman president of the Alma Mater Society (which was simi­

lar to a Students' Council) and the first woman editor of the Queen's Univer­

sity Journal. 47 

In an article in the YWCIVs Association Outlook, Isobel Thomas of 

the University of British Columbia YWCA recognized the responsibilities for 

leadership which the shortage of men and the newly acquired vote placed on 

the shou I ders of un i vers ity women. "The Coll ege Women and the Vote" advi sed 

that women must be prepared to fill the gap and take leadership since "the 

best class of manhood" had gone to war and would not return, or would return 

aged or unwi 11 i ng to endure the drudgery of school. Thomas encouraged i n­

volvement in student government as preparation to lead the large body of new 

voters who would otherwise be easily "duped".4B 

I t was no t on I y on campus tha t un i vers i ty women came to pos i t ions 

of leadership and authori ty during the war. The serious shortage of teach-

ers, especially in the West, encouraged many young women to spend their sum­

mers in remote parts of the prairies.
4g 

Some, like Elizabeth MacCallum, 

felt the need so deeply that they stayed a year or more before returning to 

school. They found themselves in isolated communities where they taught, 

helped with chores and with the harvest, and occasionally, as the only edu-

cated person in the community, preached, as well. Not only was the exper­

ience an education in different lifestyles to these young women from shel ter-
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ed homes, it was also an opportuni ty for leadership on a significant scale 

in practical situations. 50 

Because of the shortage of men at theological colleges, the Presby-

terian Church Board sent out women from Queen's University to cover the sum­

mer mission fields in the West during the last years of the war. This prov­

ed to be another growing experience for the students, who, their supervisors 

attested, performed as well or better than their male counterparts. 51 

Those who did not teach often found themselves working part-time in 

factories or doing volunteer work during the school year, and working full­

time in factories or on farms during the extended SUlTl1ler breaks. Many col-

lege and university students worked the fruit harvests of the Niagara penin­

sula in 1917. There were eight hundred workers there that year under the 

auspices of the YWCA. The following sUl1J11er there were some two thousand 
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women under the YWCA in the Niagara peninsula, and the same number in the 

Okanagan and Fraser valleys. The YWCA began working for fair wages and pro­

per working condi tions for agricul tural workers the sUlTl1ler of 1917 as many 

student and ci ty association members came in contact wi th farm wor.k for the 

first time. These experiences served to introduce middle-class women to the 

problems and conditions of labour in a whole new way.52 

The women in Canadian colleges and universi ties gained a new sense 

of responsibility, a consciousness of an important role to play in society, 

during the war years. The death of Edith Cavell was a shock to many of 

them, but it, and the popular stories of the sacrificial contributions of 

the French and British women to the war effort, brought a new sense of 

self-worth as wel1. 53 This new spirit, combined with the, albeit limited, 



extension of suffrage, and the experiences of leadership on campus and in 

the community resul ted in a self-confidence and social awareness among women 

students that had not been there before. 

The influence of and interest in the social gospel in Canadian 

churches was not slowed by the war at all. If fact, its power among church 

leadership seems to have grown. 54 But for the duration of the war the Stu-

dent YMCA's and their leadership, decimated by enl istment. were in a kind of 

stasis. There were changes in the spirit and ideas of the movement, but con­

crete action was largely postponed until the war was over. While the men 

marked time, however, the Student YWCA women moved wi th their church lead-

ers, combined with their own unique experiences, away from traditional ortho­

doxy and their previous narrow social vision. Both Dr H.B. Sharman and Pro-

fessor S.H. Hooke of Victoria College found the men stUdents in their critic-

al studies of the gospels at conferences and universities superficial, while 

they praised the women students for their quality and thoroughness. 55 In 

the Committee of Voluntary Study of the Council of North American Student 

Movemen ts, the Canadi an S tuden t YWCA sponsored a study tex t by Professor 

Hooke, Christ and the Kingdom of God. The committee. refused to publish it 

because of its "sarcastic criticism of the conservative viewpoint".56 The 

Canadian Student YWCA's sponsorship of the book points to a change in the 

woman that was yet not evident in their American counterpart, in the SVM. 

or in any of the YMCA's. The women had been changed by the war, and the 

effect would be radical change in the student movements once it was over. 

50 



III 

A drop of six ty percen t in the membersh i p of the S tuden t YMCA's dur-

ing the war slowed down their activities, but Bible study methods, and atti­

tudes toward social service continued to change during the war in the men's 

and women's Student Associations. In the Bible study groups the methods of 

Dr. Henry Burton Sharman came to dominate. Just before the war Dr. Sharman, 

then resident in Winnipeg, was approached by Ernest Clarke, Intercollegiate 

Secretary for the YMCA in the city, about teaching classes for the student 

Bible study leaders in the Winnipeg colleges. Sharman taught these classes 

until 1916, using mimeographed sets of questions on the Gospels which were 

also mailed weekly to local student leaders across Canada. In 1916 Sharman 

retired to the United States to work the questions into a comprehensive 

study of Jesus as revealed in the Synoptic Gospels. 57 In 1917 the YMCA's 

Association Press published H.B. Sharman's harmony of the Synoptic Gospels, 

Records in the Life of Jesus. The three gospels were arranged by topic in 

chronological order in parallel columns, wi th the Gospel of John cross-refer­

enced to the synoptics in a speCial section at the end. 58 The following 

year Sharman's questions for use with Records in the l He of Jesus were re­

leased: Jesus in the Records. 59 These two books would be the core of the 

study groups of the Student Associations for the next decade and a half in 

Canada. 

Jesus in the Records was reviewed immediately after its release 

in The Canadian Student: 
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[IJt is, from an intellectual standpoint, most stimulating. Those who 
use it are compelled to do their own thinking, and if they wish to 
make any progress they must do some hard thinking. The group discuss­
ions, also, are certain to be intensely interesting, as the members 
will at once be startled to find how many different conclusions have 
been reached. But more tha t that - the study tends to make Jesus 
Christ very real. No attempt is made to "draw lessons" from the Life 
of Jesus; no one interpretation of His life or any incident in His 
life is attempted, in fact many different interpretations may be held 
by different members of the same group; but no one can follow even the 
first few chapters of "Jesus in the Records" wi thout getting to know 
Jesus of Nazareth and to know him in a new way, in a way which makes 
Him vividly real. It is the testimony of those who have used this 
book that it produces in students an

6
Q!nthusiasm for Bible Study, and 

then an enthusiasm for Jesus, Himself. 

Sharman's method, and Jesus in the Records, not only allowed, but insisted 

that students make up their own minds. Dr. Sharman and his method demanded 

commi tment and careful preparation, and as much as possible, approach of the 

documents without preconceptions. This quasi-scientific approach satis-

fied the students' desires for a "modern" Bible study. In an era of patron­

izing and paternalistic university faculties and administrations, and of 

church leaders often gUil ty of the same attitudes, these studies were re­

ceived with enthusiasm. The freedom to draw different conclusions from the 

same material allowed theological conservatives and liberals to work togeth­

er in the same organization and even in the same study groups. Jesus in 

the Records was as acceptable to the students of Acadia Uni versity as to 

those of University College, Toronto. It brought out principles for living, 

not rules or prescriptions. 

At Dalhousie University a friend and, one might almost say, disci-

pIe of Dr. Sharman's, the physicist Dr. Howard Bronson, taught the life of 

Jesus using questions largely devised by Sharman to excited students through-

out the war. Bronson was completely unshockable, and encouraged students to 
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raise any question about the gospel records or religion in general which in­

terested them. By the end of the war, Bronson's influence was being felt 

among the leadership at most of the Mari time universities and colleges. 

Well into the 1930' s Bronson regularly spoke at student conferences, led 

summer seminars, and taught students the "scientific approach" to Jesus and 

H· t h' 61 1S eac lngs. 

The Student YMCA's and especially the Student YWCA's had a contin-

ued interest in social problems throughout the war. The Student YWCA's 

broadened their stated goals in 1914 to include the promotion of "the Christ-

ian solution of social problems and the permeation of public life wi th 

Christian ideals.,,62 In the early part of the war the Student YMCA's main-

tained and even expanded some of their activities, wi th settlement work and 

teaching of immigrants common, and some students taking summer employment in 

fishing, mining, and lumber camps in order to teach language skills and reli­

gion to the men. 63 Everywhere study courses in Social Service or Biblical 

teachings on social issues flourished as adjuncts to or even replacements 

for the Bible studies. The Canadian YWCA representative on the Council of 

North American Student Movements, aware of the interest in social problems 

and the growing nationalism in the Canadian ASSOCiations, proposed, and then 

formed a commi ttee to plan and produce, a study text on Canadian social 

problems. 64 

Many of the Student YMCA leaders, like E.A. Corbett of the McGill 

YMCA, saw the problems around them but put off the day of reckoning until af­

ter the war. In 1916 he wrote that 

The problems facing Canada after the war will differ in the intensity 
and in extension from those wi th which we have been confronted for 
some years past. The question of immigration and its relation to 50C-
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ial life, unemployment and poverty, the liquor traffic, housing reform 
in the cities, child labour, better schools, education in prevention 
of disease are some of the old problems we are just beginning to grap­
ple with, and there will be many new ones. One thing is sure, that 
after thi s war Church and State will have to reckon with the labouring 
man more than they have done in the past. Reform along any line would 
be vastly easier were it not for the organized financial interests 
which thrw upon the exploitation of those who cannot help them­
selves .... 

The Intercession Leaflets issued by the Council of Canadian Student 

Movements beginning October 1917 contained a cycle of a week's prayers which 

always set aside a day for prayer for specific national and social problems 

or needs. 5 tuden ts prayed for the Women's Movemen t, for "the ri gh ts of 

children to nutrition and education",66 "that all men may see in war the 

consequences of paganism in politics and business, and be led to offer life 

and possessions to bring in a Christian order", for a "Christian World Oemo­

cracY",67 for the solutions to labour and social problems in a Christian 

manner, and especially for peace. 

IV 

The coming of the war created a new interest in international af­

fairs in Canada. This gave an added impetus to missions and missions study 

in the Student Associations, even if the already small Student Volunteer 

Bands suffered from enlistments. There were signs of changing attitudes to-

wards missions, but interest and participation in mission studies continued 

to be hi gh. Ernes t Clarke stressed international brotherhood when he spoke 

b t .. 68 d t d a ou mlSSlons, an s u ents at 

leaders closely about the nature of 

missionary conferences questioned the 

the missionary quest. 69 Missions study 
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often consisted of comparative rel igi.o.n courses or studies of social, econo-

, -,,' '''-''-- - --"~--, .. ,,,-

mic, political and religious affairs in other countries. 70 Student YWCA's 

even used the studies as opportuni ties to examine the status and problems of 
. . 71 women 1n other countrles. 

The Student YWCA's began support of one of their own former Nation­

al secretaries in city YWCA work in Calcutta in 1915, and added support of 

another former National secretary working for the Hong Kong YWCA in 

1917. 72 And as the war was ending the Student YMCA's had sufficiently re-

covered to take on the support of a secretary for the Student Christian 

Movement of India and Ceylon. 73 When the 1917 SVM Quadrennial Conference 

was cancelled because of the war, Canadian students held twelve week-end con-

ferences across the country under the auspices of the Council of Canadian 

Student Movements. 74 Almost every summer conference of 1918, after that ex-

perience, recommended an intensive programme of mission study for the coming 

year. 75 

One of the most important and lasting of manifestations of the 

international spirit to arise during the war was the establishment of the 

Canadian Students' Friendship Fund. Concerned with the plight of prisoners 

of war in Europe, and especially with the many students who had been study-

ing outside of their own country when the war began and had consequently 

been imprisoned, the Council of Canadian Student Movements established the 

fund in the las t year of the war. I n the shor t time before the war ended 

the already over-extended Canadian students managed to raise $9,800. Univer­

sities competed against each other to raise money, and emotions were worked 

up over students suffering and starving in Europe. 76 
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As the war ended the work wi th the universi ty students of Russia 

and Eastern Europe was taken up by the World Student Christian Federation, 

which proudly proclaimed itself the only international organization to con-

ti nue throughou t the war. European S tuden t Re1 i ef, as it came to be known, 

would play an important role in the Student Associations for the next 

decade. 

To compensate for the postponed Quadrennial Conference, the SVM ca1-

led a conference at Northfield, Massachusetts, in January of 1918, to which 

forty-nine Canadian students and their leaders came. The changing spiri t of 

missions is evident in the conference question: "Does Christ offer an adequ-

ate solution for the burning social and international questions of the day?" 

In reply, the Canadian delegation resolved to commit themselves to mobi1iz-

ing for "Christian World Democracy", acknowledging the need for the princi­

ples which Jesus taught in North America and the wor1d. 77 

v 

A lthough the number of s tuden t assoc i a tions held steady throughou t 

the war, the actual number of members in the Student YMCA's dropped drasti­

cally. Even in the YWCA's, the initial impact of the war was of women for­

saking the Bible studies for first aid and Red Cross c1asses. 78 The Stu-

dent Associations in the newer western universities suffered the most. The 

expansion there was curtailed, and the men's Lumsden Beach, Saskatchewan sum­

mer conference established in 1914 drew very small numbers, and was even can­

celled for 1917. 79 By 1917, perhaps the nadir for the Student YMCA's, the 
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staff for the Student Department had fallen from twelve to six secret-

aries, only the McGill and University of Toronto secretaries being 

full- time. 80 

The Student Volunteer Bands in Canada, which were predominantly 

male and had been small in the first place, were severely hampered by the 

war-time enlistment. The first Canadian Student Volunteer Secretary, ap-

poi nted in the summer of 1914, en 1 i s ted that fall and was no t rep I aced un til 

the fall of 1916. In fact, some bands cancelled all activities for a year, 

or even disappeared completely.81 

In 1916 the posi tion of Canadian Student Volunteer Secretary was re-

vived, and Murray Brooks, a YMCA secretary in Ceylon, filled the position 

for a year. Brooks opera ted from an office in the McGill Uni vers ity YMCA's 

Strathcona Hall. Before he returned to Ceylon, Brooks participated in a Stu­

dent YMCA conference at Brome Lake, Quebec where the relationship of the Stu­

dent Volunteer Movement to the YM and YWCA's was discussed. Closer cooper a-

tion between the Student Associations and the SVM, and greater autonomy for 

the Canadian Student Volunteers were the recommendations. The following 

year two Student Volunteer secretaries were appointed. In the spring of 

1918, at the recommendation of the Student Commi ttee of the YMCA, the Coun­

cil of Canadian Student Movements drafted an outline for a Canadian Commit-

tee of the S tuden t Vol un teer Movemen t that was to have YMCA and YWCA repres­

entation on its board. During the summer of 1918 the Canadian Student Volun­

teers endorsed the plan. But it was not until the next year that the Inter-

national Executive approved, reminding the new commi ttee that it was still 
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answerable to the International Executive in New York, and that it was to 

supervise only such work as related directly and solely to Canada. Nonethe-

less, the stage was set for greater cooperation between all Canadian student 

religious movements, and the ul timate unification of these movements became 

a genuine possibility.82 

Despite the cutbacks in staff in the Student YMCA, the students con-

ti nued to move away from the Ameri can Movemen ts towards greater organi zat ion 

and national uni ty in Canada. The students of the YWCA benefi ted from the 

successful financial campaigns of the war years, and by the end of the war 

there were four YWCA Student secretaries nation-wide including one for the 

Wes t, and one for the un i vers it i es and co 11 eges of Toron to. 83 

In a move that Ernest Clarke would later hail as the first step on 

the part of the students toward "a self-governing, independent Student 

Christian Movement separate from any senior supervising bOdy,,,84 the stu­

dents of the YMCA's of the Maritime colleges and universities came together 

in a three day conference in the spring of 1916 to form a Mari time Council. 

Formally titled the Intercollegiate Young Men's Christian Association of the 

Maritime Provinces, the new council established its own supervisory commit-

tees, instituted an annual spring week-end conference, and hired a full-time 

secretary. The new secretary occupied offices at Dalhousie University, but 

travelled throughout the Maritimes, creating a sense of solidarity among the 

sometimes small and isolated student groups there. 85 

Students continued to inaugurate new conferences and new opportun-

Hies to meet together during the war. In 1915 the Student YWCA of the new-
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ly established University of British Columbia began an annual conference at 

Whytecliffe Beach. But 1917 was the year that things truly blossomed. The 

Whytecliffe Beach conference was expanded to include all the Student YWCA's 

of Bri tish Columbia. The Maritime Student YWCA's held their first annual 

sumner conference jointly wi th the Missionary Education Movement of Canada 

in Wolfville, Nova Scotia in 1917, and separately in later years. And in 

1917 the men of Eastern Canada finally shrugged off the thrall of the North-

field Conferences and held their own sumner conference for a week at Brome 

lake, Knowl ton, Quebec. The fo 11 owi ng year the S tuden t YWCA's of Quebec and 

Ontario held their first sumner conference apart from the ci ty associa­

tions. 86 All these conferences brought students together to discuss mutual 
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problems as students, as Christians, and as Canadians. In small discussion 

groups they hammered ou t so 1 uti ons, and in the process came to real i ze and 

to recognize their common bonds. 

In the spring of 1918 a medium for the expression of this common 

life was found in The Canadian Student magazine. The Council of Canadian 

Student Movements published the first issue in March, 1918 with Ernest 

Clarke, the National Secretary of the Student YMCA, as editor. In his open-

ing editorial, Clarke explained the purpose of the new magazine: 

[W)e find among the colleges those who are thinking in terms of their 
fellows in other colleges and who desire a National Student Christian 
Movement to unite the best thought of each section. We hope thi s7Maga­
zine may aid in some small way the development of this movement. 

In the same issue David Porter of the SVM, editor of The North American Stu-

dent, pointed out that, "It is significant that just when Canada is coming 



to a new consciousness of national unity and destiny the Student Association 

Movements are finding a more articulate corporate Consciousness. n88 

Within months the war, and perhaps the publication of The Canadian 

Student, had spel t the demise of The North American Student Magazine. 

Thus was severed one of the fi na I bonds be tween Canadi an and Ameri can 

s tuden ts. 

Another manifestation of the move towards unity among the Student 

YMCA' 5, the Student YWCA's and the SVM, and a mark of the coming of age of 

the Canadian students during the war, was the often vocal questioning of the 

separation of men's and women's movements. In the SUillner conferences of the 

Student YWCA's in 1917 the relationship between the men's and women's stu­

dent work was pI aced on the agenda because of the growing dissatisfaction 

with the si tuation as it was. At the men's conference at Brome Lake the 

same summer, an independent student movement with joint men's and women's 

study groups was discussed as well, but Ernest Clarke urged caution before 

action. The summer of 1918, the next year, saw the first joint men's and 

women's summer conference at Lumsden Beach, Saskatchewan. Thus it was the 

students of the new universities of the prairies, where women first won the 

suffrage and the church un i on movemen t began, that took th is impor tan t step 

towards the unification of the Student YMCA's and the Student YWCA's. In 

the years after the war the idea of joint conferences spread qUickly.89 

Throughout the war an expanding awareness of uni ty among Canadian 

students, a subtle emphasis on democracy, a growing sense of national pride, 
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and perhaps a new sense of independence and self-worth among the women, for 

their growing impact on campus and in the larger society, and among the men 

for their unique contributions to the war, all combined to draw Canadian stu­

dents towards the desire for a student-run, wholly Canadian student 

movemen t. 

As early as the spring of 1915, not three years after the Canadian 

YMCA National Council had been formed, at a meeting in Montreal that includ­

ed John R. Mott of the World Student Christian Federation and the SVM, and 

Canada's first, second, third, and present Student Secretaries, as well as 

LA. Corbett, the McGill Student Secretary, and W.M. Birks, Chairman of the 

Student Commi ttee of the YMCA, there was serious discussion of an independ­

ent student movement. Those present reviewed the desire of some students 

for a student-controlled movement of men and women taking in all the reI i­

gious activities of college and university student bodies. The discussions 

were inconclusive, some arguing that it would not be in the best interests 

of religious work in the colleges, others that it was preferable if proper 

financial arrangements could be made. The following year, during a confer­

ence of the presidents of Canadian universities, W.M. Birks sponsored a 

luncheon to discuss the Student Associations. At the luncheon the creation 

of a national student movement was discussed, and Sir Robert Falconer, pre­

si den t of the Uni vers ity of Toron to and pa tron of the YMCA there, advoca ted 

the British model of an independent joint men's and women's Student Christ­

ian Movement rather than the American YMCA model. 90 
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By 1917 the idea had taken hold among many of the students, who dis-

cussed it at the summer conferences that year. LA. Corbett, who tempo-

rarily replaced Ernest Clarke while he was out of the country, sent a circul-

ar letter to the local Student YMCA leaders across the country which, in 

part, lamented the lack of a central councilor committee with executive 

powers to uni te the Dominion. 91 Clarke visited India and Britain in 1917, 

and wrote to Charles Bishop, the YMCA National Secretary, from Ceylon. 

The con tac t wi th the B ri t i sh S tuden t Movemen t and wi th the I nd i an S tu­
den t Movemen t, wh i ch by the bye is con tro 11 ed who 11 y by the S tuden ts , 
has further convinced me that students can gain much if they are able 
to bear the full responsibility for their own work. The question wi th 
me is how to initiate such a movement in Canada and still retain the 
best of the past relationship with9Zhe larger men's movement. We must 
truly look into this carefully ••.. 

It was Mabel Jamieson, National Student Secretary of the YWCA, in 

trying to explain the events in Canada to the Council of North American Stu-

dent Movements in 1915, who summarized the situation: 

The consciousness of a corporate Canadian movement wi th its own inter­
ests and characteristics becoming more clearly defined is steadily de­
veloping. The formation of the Canadian Student Counci 1, the demand 
for a Canadian student magazine and for a more steady cultivation of 
Canadian speakers and leaders, and a greater independence in determin­
ing policies are all indications of this. This is one of the most in­
teresting developments in our work and promises a great deal toward 
the estabgjshment of a stronger and a more effective Canadian student 
movemen t. 

In later years Ernest Clarke would always declare that the birth of 

the Student Christian Movement of Canada was delayed by the First World 

War. 94 But the war-time experiences were a necessary catalyst without 

which the Student Christian Movement might have been still-born. The organ­

izational growth of the Student Associations, and most certainly of the Stu-
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dent YMCA's, was slowed by the war and its effect on student enrolment. But 

the war experiences al tered the women, giving them a new sense of independ­

ence and a new social vision. Men and women both experienced a deeper per­

sonal faith that counterpointed a suspicion of theology and of institutional 

religion. All these, a new stress on democracy, and a strong feeling of nat­

ionalism and national unity were necessary prerequisites before the students 

would ever consider a brejlk wi th the organizations which has nurtured and 

shepherded them for almost fifty years. 

63 



Notes 

lOne of the best discussions of a Canadian Protestant Church's re­
action to the war is J.M. Bliss' "The Methodist Church and World War I," 
Canadian Historical Review XLIX (1968): 213-233. See also Richard Allen, 
The Social Passion (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973), chap. 3, 
passim., and Peter E. Rider, "An Introduction" to The Magpie, by Douglas 
Durkin (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974), pp. vi ff. 

2 See Allen, chap. 3 and Bliss, p. 233. 

3 George Irving, "Giving Until It Doesn't Hurt," The Canadian Stu­
dent [CS] I, 3 (Nov. 1918): 7. 

4 Cited in Charles W. Bishop, "In the Light of History," CS III, 
1 (Oct 1920): 10-11. 

5 Robert E. Speer, "The War Aims and Foreign Missions," CS I, 3 
(Nov. 1918): 9. 

6 Public Archives of Canada, Young Men's Christian Association Na­
tional Council Papers, MG 28, I 95, Unsorted Papers, "Second Convention of 
Young Men's Christian Associations of Canada .•. Ottawa, .•. November 2-5, 
1917," p. 24 and Editorial, "Peace and College Soldiers," CS I, 4 (Dec. 
1918): 4-5. -

7 W.P. Thompson, The University of Saskatchewan (Toronto: Univer­
sity of Toronto Press, 1970), p. 99, but see most university histories for 
similar comments. 

8 See for example Arthur S. Morton, Saskatchewan: The Making of 
a Universi ty, rev. & ed. Carlyle Kin9 (Toronto: Universi ty of Toronto 
Press, 1959), p. 105. 

9 C.B. Sissons, A Histor~ of Victoria University (Toronto: Uni­
versityof Toronto Press, 1952), p.72. 

manton: 

10 Trinity 1852-1952 (Toronto: Trinity Review, 1952), p. 117. 

11 Walter H. Johns, A Histor~ of The University of Alberta (Ed­
University of Alberta Press, 191), p. 57. 

12 Thompson, University of Saskatchewan, p. 99. 

13 Cyrus MacMillan, McGill and Its Story 1821-1921 (Toronto: Ox­
ford University Press, 1921), pp. 261-262 and W. Stewart Wallace, A Histor­
y of the University of Toronto 1827-1927 (Toronto: University of Toronto 

64 



65 

Press, 1927), pp. 186-187. The McGill Uni versi ty YMCA even supported and 
staffed a YMCA hut attached to the (McGill) No. 2 General Hospital in 
France. The hut provided a library, ran religious services and distributed 
clothing and Bibles to the wounded (Uni ted Church of Canada Archives, Stu­
dent Christian Movement of Canada National Archives [UCA/SCM], Annual Meet­
ing Book of the McGill YMCA/SCA, 1913-34, November 15, 1915). 

The enrolment figures for the following three universities, with 
percentages based on 1914, show the extent of the decline, especially in 
1916 and 1917, even though two of the universities were in rapidly growing 
areas and are thus not representative: 

Acadia Al berta Sask a tchewan 

No. % No. % No. % 

1913 434 99 
1914 244 100 439 100 447 100 
1915 220 90 506 113 
1916 309 70 255 57 
1917 127 52 408 91 
1918 155 64 613 140 448 100 
1919 334 137 795 178 

[from: Ronald Stewart Longley, Acadia University 1838-1938 (Wolfville: 
Acadia University, 1939), pp. 117-121; Johns, History of The University of 
Alberta, p. 49 and Thompson, University of Saskatchewan, p. 100.] 

14 Charles M. Johnston, McMaster University, I: The Toronto 
Years (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1976): 134. 

15 Wallace, History of the University of Toronto, p. 193. 

16 For example, Trinity College, T.A. Reed, ed., A History of the 
University of Trinity College, Toronto, 1852-1952 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1952), p. 59. 

17 Margaret Gillett, We Walked Very Warily: A History of Women 
at McGill (Montreal: Eden Press Women's Publications, 1981), pp. 180-181; 
Hilda Neatby, Queen's University, I: 1841-1917, ed. Frederick W. Gibson 
& Roger Graham (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1978): 299; 
Reed, History Of Trinity College, p. 144 and O.A.C. [Ontario Agricultural 
College, Guelph] Year Book, 1915, p. 59. 

18 Or. James W. Robertson, "To the Students: War Service," CS 
I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 13-14. 

19 [E.A. Corbett,] "Religion in the Army," CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 
21 and Rev. Geo. C. Pidgeon, "Bible Study in the-Army," CS I, 2 (Oct. 
1918): 19-20. 



20 "On Books," CS I, 1: 29-30 and Or. Rober t E. Speer, "The War 
Aims and Forei9n Missions,"-CS I, 3(Nov. 1918): 8-12. 

21 Murray G. Ross, The Y.M.C.A. In Canada (Toronto: Ryerson 
Press, 1951), p. 220. 

22 LA. Corbett, "The Student Movement - Is It Worth While?" CS 
II, 1 (Oct. 1919): 9. 

23 See LH. Clarke's comments in Canadian Manhood I, 4: 76, cit­
ed in Ross, YMCA in Canada, p. 225. 

24 Johnston, McMaster I: 163-164. 

25 Ibid., p. 133. 

26 William Ferguson Tamblyn, These Sixty Years (Lon~on: Univer-
sity Of Western Ontario, 1938), p. 69. 

27 Elizabeth P. MacCallum, interviewed in Ottawa, May 18, 1982. 
On Elizabeth MacCallum, see Canadian Who's Who 1982 (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1982), p. 646. 

28 Dr. Jean Moriarity Hutchinson, interviewed in Toronto, May 6, 
1982. 

29 UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Council of North American Student Move-
ments File, Mabel Jamieson in "Minutes of Meeting of Council of North Amer­
i can S tuden t Movemen ts .•. New York, Sep tember 16, 1915," p. 2. 

30 UCA/SCM, Annual Meeting Book of the McGill YMCA/SCA 1913-34, 
March 10, 1916. 

31 See William H. Morgan, Student Life During Fifty Years (New 
York: Association Press, 1935), pp. 202-203 for comments regarding the same 
reaction in the United States, 1917-18. 

32 Muriel Roscoe, Truro, Nove Scotia, November 18, 1922, cited in 
A.C. Chute and W.B. Boggs, The Religious Life of Acadia (Wolfville: 
Acadia University, 1934), pp. 199-200. 

33 UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Council of North American Student Move-
ment File, LH. Clarke in "Minutes of Meeting of the Council of North Amer­
ic an S tuden t Movemen ts .•. New York, Sep tember 16, 1915," p. 3. 

34 Dr. Jean M. Hutchinson, interviewed in Toronto, May 6, 1982. 

35 Johnston, McMaster, I: 163-164 and Reed, History of Trini ty 
College, p. 146. 

66 



36 Diana L. Pedersen, "'Keeping Our Good Girl s Good': The Young Wo­
men's Christian Association of Canada, 1870-1920" (M.A. thesis, Carleton Uni­
versity, 1981), p. 55. 

37 Elsinore Macpherson, "A Protest," The Association Outlook 
XVII (1918), 2: 37-38. 

38 V.M. H[amill]., "Conference Conclusions," CS I, 2 (Oct. 
1918): 5. 

39 S.H. Hooke, "The Student Movement and the Church," CS I, 3 
(Nov. 1918): 20. 

40 Pedersen, "Keeping Our Good Girls Good," p. 55. 

41 E.H. Clarke, Canadian Manhood II, 1: 3 cited in Ross, YMCA 
in Canada, p. 222. 

42 UCA/SCM, LH. Clarke, Circular letter dated June 29, 1916. It 
is interesting that in the same letter Clarke refers to himself as represent­
ing "the Canadian Student Christian Movement". 

43 See for example, Johns, University of Alberta, pp. 58-59 and 
Morton, Saskatchewan, p. 109. 

44 Thompson, University of Saskatchewan, pp. 99-100. 

45 Trinity 1852-1952, p. 117. 

46 Johns, University of Alberta, pp. 57, 489. 

47 Heatby, Queen's University I: 299-303. At the infant Univer­
sity of British Columbla the student newspaper was founded by a woman edi­
tor: William C. Gibson, Wesbrook and his University (Vancouver: Library 
of The University of British Columbia, 1973), p. 159. 

48 Isabel Thomas, "The College Woman and the Vote," The Associa­
tion Outlook XVII (1918), 2 : 36-37. 

49 See The Association Outlook XVII (1918), 6: 131 and A.G. Bed-
ford, The University of Wlnnipeg (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1976), p. 140. 

50 Elizabeth MacCallum, interviewed in Ottawa, May 18, 1982. 

51 Editorial, "Women as Pastors," CS I, 4 (Dec. 1918): 2-3; 
H. T., "Experience of a Woman Pastor," CS I, 4: 26-27; Rev. Peter Strong, 
"How Did They Succeed?" CS 1, 4: 27. IT is noteworthy that the editorial 
suppor ted women as pas torS; argu i ng tha t it was no t a ques t i on to be se ttl ed 
by ancient authority (ie. St. Paul) but by the life within "the Church of 
the living God." 

67 



52 Pedersen, "Keeping Our Good Girls Good," pp. 173-176. 
Trini ty 1852-1952, p. 118 and Nathanael Burwash, The History of 
College (Toronto: Victoria College Press, 1927), p. 485. 

See also 
Victoria 

68 

53 Dr. Jean M. Hutchinson, interviewed in Toronto, May 13, 1982. 

54 Allen, Social Passion, chap. 3, passim. 

55 Creative Initiative Foundation, Palo Alto, California, H.B. 
Sharman Papers, H.B. Sharman to A.L. Sharman, July 19, November 5, and Nov­
ember 22, 1918. In the last two letters Sharman attributes the difference 
between the sexes to the war. On November 22 he wrote, "For the mos t par t 
the men are punk - only the dregs are left after the war demanded the bes t." 
Although he is undoubtedly correct that the calibre of the men was low, 
there seems to have al so been a subtle change among the women which was not 
shared by the men. 

56 UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Council of North American Student Move­
ments File, "Report of the Committee on Voluntary Study to the Council of 
North American Student Movements," November 22, 1916, p. 2 and February 5, 
1917. 

57 This One Thing: A Tribute to HenriD Burton Sharman (Toronto: 
Student Christian Movement of Canada, 1959), pp. -42 and A.C. Heise, "Mani­
toba Agricultural College Y.M.C.A.," CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 25-27. There is 
a perhaps apocryphal story that Dr. Sharman, to stimulate attendance, offer­
ed a dollar for every hour which a student fel t had been wasted. No one 
ever collected (Interview wi th Dr. Katharine B. Hockin in Toronto, Septem­
ber 14, 1982). 

58 Henry Burton Sharman, Records in the Life of Jesus (New York: 
Association Press, 1917). 

59 Henry Burton Sharman, Jesus in the Records (New York: Associa­
tion Press, 1918). Without making too much of the matter, it is still worth 
noting that Sharman's 1896 work is Studies in the Life of Christ and his 
1917 and 1918 works are Records in the Life of Jesus and Jesus in .the 
Records respectively (emphasis is mine). In two decades we can see the 
shift from examining the Christ of faith, the Messiah and leader of the 
Church, to examining Jesus the man and ethical teacher. The shift was from 
a devotional approach to an ethical one. The synoptic gospels, with their 
historical and ethical emphasis received much more attention than the Gospel 
of John or the Epistles, which are more interpretive and more theological in 
content. Ethics would be the heart of the "new" Christianity of the postwar 
period. 

60 W.R. T., Review of Jesus in the Records, by Henry Burton Shar­
man, CS I, 2 (Oct. 1918): 31. 



61 Dr. Jean M. Hutchinson, interviewed in Toronto, May 6, 1982 and 
UCA/SCM, Archive Commi ttee Files, Hugh MacMillan, "To Sunrise Coast: A Brief 
Report to the Archives Corrmittee, S.C.M. of Canada, 13th. November, 1963." 
Regard i ng Dr. Howard L. Bronson, see W.J. Archi bal d, "Howard Logan Bronson, 
1898-1968," Proceedings of the Royal Society of Canada, Fourth Series, 6 
(1968): 89-94. 

62 Pedersen, "Keeping Our Good Girls Good," p. 54. 

63 E.H. Clarke in Canadian Manhood I, 4 (1915): 76 cited in 
Ross, YMCA in Canada, pp. 224-5. 

64 UCA/SCM SVM Papers, Council of North American Student Movements 
File, "Minutes of the Meeting of the Council of the North American Student 
Movements •.. ," November 22, 1916, p. 1 and May 4, 1917, p. 1. 

65 LA. Corbett in Canadian Manhood III (1916), 1: 21 cited in 
Ross, YMCA in Canada, p.223. 

66 UCA/SCM, Printed Materials Book, p.65, "Intercession Leaflet 
October-December 1918," p. 10. This leaflet was composed in the sUR1I1er of 
1918. 

67 UCA/SCM, Printed Materials Book, p. 65, "Intercession Leaflet 
with Daily Bible Readings P.pril-September 1918," 3-4. 

68 Editorial, "Missionary Institutes," CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 5. 

69 "Student Notes," Association Outlook XVII (1918), 1: 18-19. 

70 Chute and Boggs, Religious Life of Acadia, p. 199. 

71 "Y.W.C.A. ," Brandon College Quill, December 1914, p. 38. 

72 Mary Quayle Innis, Unfold the Years (Toronto: McClelland and 
Stewart, 1949), pp.95, 97. 

73 "The World's Student Christian Federation," CS I, 3 (Nov. 
1918): 28. 

74 Editorial, "Missionary Institutes," CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 5 
and "Student Notes," Association Outlook XVII (1918)1: 18. 

75 V.M. H[amill]., "Conference Conclusions," CS I. 2 (Oct. 
1918): 5. The Annual Report of the Student Committee of the YWCA for the 
academic year 1917-18 lists the following figures for study class attend­
ance: 1391 in Bible Study; 796 in Mission Study; and 233 in Social Study 
classes. [M.L. Angus, "Student Commi ttee, " Association Outlook XVII 
(1918), 3: 52-54.] This ratio of approximately 6: 3 1/2: 1 shows that al­
though there were changes occuring in the Associations, Bible study and mis­
sions, if altered, still predominated by a very large majority. 

69 



76 Charles W. Bishop, The Canadian Y.M.C.A. in the Great War (To­
ronto: Canadian National Council Y.M.C.A., 1924), p. 244; Pedersen, "Keep­
ing Our Good Girls Good," p. 166 and Dr. Jean M. Hutchinson, interviewed in 
Toronto, May 6, 1982. 

77 Winnifred F. Thomas, "North American Students Mobilizing for 
Christian World Democracy," Association Outlook XVII (1918), 2: 21-23 and 
Clarence P. Shedd, Two centuries of Student Christian Movements (New York: 
Association Press, 1934), p. 403. Miss Thomas' article gives a complete 
list of the Canadian delegation including home university and position in 
the movemen t. 

78 UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Council of North American Student Move-
ments File, Mabel Jamieson in "Minutes of Meeting of Council of North Amer­
ican Student Movements ••• New York, September 16, 1915," p. 2. 

79 Ibid., and UCA/SCM, LA. Corbett, Circular letter dated Febru-
ary 7, 1917. 

80 PAC, YMCA Papers, Unsorted Papers, "Second Convention of Young 
Men's Christian Associations of Canada, ••• Ottawa, ••• November 2-5, 1917," 
p. 24. 

81 Elizabeth MacCallum, interviewed in Ottawa, May 18, 1982. Miss 
MacCallum, although involved in the Queen's University YWCA, and its presi­
dent for 1918-19 year, was more active in the SVB until 1917, when it sus­
pended meetings for the year. 

82 UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Ernest H. Clarke, "Statement Regarding the 
Development of the Canadian Student Volunteer Committee and its Relation to 
the North American Student Volunteer Committee [early 1920]," and Charles W. 
Bishop, "In the Light of History," CS Ill, 1 (Oct. 1920): 11. Murray 
Brooks would return to Canada almost ten years later to become Ernest 
Clarke's replacement as the General Secretary of the Student Christian Move­
men t of Canada. 

83 Innis, Unfold the Years, p. 98 and Pedersen, "Keeping Our 
Good Girls Good," p. 53. 

B4 Ernest H. Clarke, "The Student Christian Movement in Canada," 
CS X, 1 (Oct. 1927): 12-13. 

85 Ibid.; PAC, YMCA Papers, Unsorted Papers, "Second Convention of 
Young Men's Christian Associations of Canada, ••• Ottawa, ••• November 2-5, 
1917," p.24 and UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Council of North American Student Move­
ment File, E.A. Corbett in "Minutes of Meeting of Council of North American 
Student Movements •• , New York, February 5, 1917," p. 2. 

86 PAC, YMCA Papers, Unsorted Papers, "Second Convention of Young 
Men's Christian Associations of Canada, ••• Ottawa, ••• November 2-5,1917," 

70 



pp. 24-25; Velma M. Hamill, "Summer Conferences, CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 24 
and Innis, Unfold the Years, pp. lO1-102. 

87 "Our Hope," CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 2. 

88 David R. Porter, "A Message from' The North American Student' ," 
CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 7. 

89 Velma M. Hami 11, "Summer Conferences," CS I, 1 (Mar. 1918): 
24; UCA/SCM, SVM Papers, Council of North American Students File, ••• New 
York, February 5, 1917," p.2 and MacMillan Archives Correspondence, Hugh Mac­
Millan, "Interview with E.H. Clarke, at Aurora, 28th. May, 1963." Because 
of wartime depletion of the ranks of the Student YMCA, only five men attend­
ed the Lumsden Beach Conference of 1918, only one of whom was an undergradu­
ate (Creative Initiative Foundation, H.B. Sharman Papers, H.B. Sharman to 
A.L. Sharman, July 15, 1918). Like the original impetus behind Church 
Union, the first joint men's and women's conference was probably an economy 
measure. 

90 UCA/SCM, James Mackinnon Smith, "A History of the Student 
Christian Movement of Canada," draft typescript (1922), pp. 6-8. 

91 UCA/SCM, E.A. Corbett, Circular letter dated February 7, 1917. 

92 UCA/SCM, Ernest C[larke]. to Chas. W. Bishop, March 21, 1917. 

93 UCA/SCM, SVM papers, Council of North American Student Move-
ments File, "Minutes of the Meeting of the Council of North American Student 
Movements ••• New York, September 16, 1915," pp. 2-3. 

94 For example, UCA/SCM, LH. C[larke]., "rough steno. of speech 
to 21st Anniversary Celebration, Aurora, Ontario," (1942) p. 3 and Archives 
Committee Papers, "Historical Tea Party," (June 15, 1961) p. 5. 

71 



Chapter 3: The Postwar Ferment: 
The Founding of the Student Christian Movement of Canada 

1918-1921 

What of the days when the war is done, 
Dull, weary, without this strife? 

God! Do you think that we have fought for fun? 
We have fought that we might have life! 

Life and the freedom to tread again 
The path of a thousand goals; 

To speak our thoughts of the world and God 
As they burned in our war-born souls. 

Life, to build on a new-wrought plan,­
With woman a bu il der too,-

And to touch with the torch of our fl aming hearts 
Old tasks and make them new! 

1 "Apres La Guerre," J. G. McKay 

If the poetry is not profound, at least the verses of the McGill 

YMCA Secretary relate something of the sentiment of the veterans who return-

ed to Canada's colleges and universities after the Great War. Some four 

thousand or more strong in the fall of 1919,2 they returned to campuses in 

the mi ds t of a pas twar boom in pas t-secondary educa tion. Many un i vers it i es 

were unprepared for this vast increase in enrolment, and even less prepared 

for the changes that had come over these new students themselves. 

Religious young people who had come of age during the war, in their 

youthful idealism and their innocence, had believed the rhetoric they had 



heard for so many years. They fully expec ted that the war and the recon-

struction period afterward would bring about the Kingdom of God on earth. 

Now that the war was over they could begin Building the City of God, the New 

Jerusalem, in Canada. The veterans on campus, angry at the suffering they 

had been exposed to and disenchanted with the church and organized religion, 

yet possessed by the same vision, gave leadership to these optimistic youth 

of the first postwar generation. 

I 

If the war profoundly affec ted pos t-secondary education in Canada, 

the return of peace did not spell a return to "normalcy". Many had obvious-

ly postponed college or university in order to give themselves to the war ef­

fort or to the support of families temporarily missing their tradi tional 

bread-winners. Beginning with the winter term of 1919, and then especially 

in the fo 11 owi ng au tumn came a flood of s tuden ts to the co 11 eges and un i ver-

si ties. Across the country universi ties reported record registrations in 

the fall of 1919, in some cases double the previous year, iJ'Ley~ry faculty 

except Theology. Acadia University's enrolment increased one hundred and 
------.:...-. ~- - --_... .'.-

fi fteen percen t, the Uni vers ity of Saska tchewan' s seven ty- seven perc en t, and 

the University of Alberta's seventy-three percent over the previous year. 

From an enrolment of 2799 in 1917 the Universi ty of Toronto rose to 5237 in 

1919. Every universi ty matched its prewar enrolment, and many enrolled two 

or three times that figure. 3 
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Now that the war was over, many of the usual extra-curricular activ-

ities resumed. The first few years after the war saw the reorganization, re-

vival and foundation of numerous clubs and societies on campus, as well as 

the revival of college traditions which had frequently lapsed. 4 Included 

in this expansion was the establishment of a number of new local units of 

the Student YWCA. 5 

The mass i ve expans i on and the new he terogeneity of college popu 1 a­

tions, and the increased diversity of school activities, made the social con-

trol and supervision of the past increasingly difficult for university facul­

ties and administrations. COllll1unity morality and standards were often re-

placed by undisciplined individualism and self-expression. Students com­

plained of alienation and loneliness on campus,6 and the diversity of ages 

among the students broke down class cohesion. 

amount of social dislocation among students. 

The result was a certain 

Although the federal government made no provision for the education 

of veterans as they woul d after the Second Worl d War, many uni vers ity al umni 

associations and veterans' associations set up scholarships and loans for 

ex-servicemen, and the Uni versity of Saskatchewan even wai ved all tuition 

for ve terans for ei gh t years. Some uni vers it i es es tab 1 i shed make- up courses 

or allowed mid-term registration. 8 The Khaki University, set up by the 

YMCA and adopted by the Canadian Army. allowed soldiers to commence or re-

sume studies and gain university credits while still in France or Eng­

land.
9 

These all helped to funnel many veterans back to universi ties. 
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The veterans did not keep to themselves as a separate group despite 

their experience and maturity. They integrated into university life with 

reasonable ease, perhaps because of the large numbers of them in the first 

few years.lO The determination and self-confidence of the veteran stu-

dents, along with their maturity, gave them a prestige as leaders on campus, 

and their influence was far out of proportion for their numbers. One exam-

ple will suffice: in September of 1919 at Brandon College veterans were pre­

sidents of the Student Association, the College YMCA, the Athletic Society, 

the Ministerial Association, the Literary Society and the Student Volunteer 

Band. ll 

It is not an easy matter to typify this postwar generation. Tradi­

tional historiography has spoken of disillusionment, and recent historians 

have largely discussed the intense desire to simply return to normality. 

Nei ther of these images do jus tice to the compl ex of emotions and currents 

of thought after the war. There was a strong feeling of restlessness among 

the veterans, and a ferment in Canadian colleges and universities in those 

first few years. The veterans had survived intolerable conditions; many re-

turned with physical and emotional wounds and scars. They were older, more 

experienced, often more mature and self-as-sertive. 12 They faced the diffi-

cul t personal readjustments necessary to civilian life and peace. And they 

entered universities with rules, structures and traditions geared to an inno-

cen t freshman of seven teen, not an experi enced young man of twen ty-one or 

twen ty-four. 
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Perhaps one of the more difficult adjustments for the veterans was 

the return to the authori tarian strictures of university life in 1919. The 

soldier-students came back wi th a strong sense of _ind~llel'lde.n~.e. They were 

frequently il1lp~ttent with authority, and very _r·ow~x,13 and universities en­

countered large numbers of disciplinary problems in the few years after the 

war.
14 

At Dalhousie University veteran Bob Jones organized a strike a­

gainst what he claimed were unjust administrative actions. 15 And. at the 

University of Manitoba, veterans demanded "student self-government" and es­

tabliShed the Students' Union. 16 
--------.---~ -_._-_.-.-

Although not the dominant emotion, there was, nonetheless, frequent-

ly a strong undercurren t of di.sjl_l.~.s_ionment among the veterans and some of 

the others who came of age during and after the war. The liberal social gos-

pel which had pervaded the Protestant Churches of Canada before the war had 

been partially founded on the bel ief in the inevi tabil ity of progress and in 

the goodness and perfectibil ity of human nature. 16 Not surprisingly, col­

lege and university students, who largely came from upper middle class 

homes, were shocked by the horrors and immorality of war, and some had a cri­

sis of faith regarding many of the things which they had held dear. 17 

H.R.C. Avison, McGill's Student Christian Association Secretary in the 

mid-nineteen twenties, recalled the years after the war: "[T]he aftermath 

of the war brought Hell because our faith in the good and true was swept 

away. ,,18 

Emotions among the veterans and young people of Canadian universi-

ties, however, were generally positive. There had been great expectations 

about the soldiers fighting for democracy, peace and freedom. After working 
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at the front for the YMCA, E.A. Corbett, McGill's YMCA Secretary from 1913 

to 1917, wrote of the tender hearts, the enlightened minds, the serious 

sense of responsibility and unselfishness of the soldiers, predicting the 

rise of a new Christianity without dogma, only "Love and the spirit of 

Tru th. ,,19 Mos t be 1 i eved tha t those who s trugg 1 ed for the idea 1 s of bro-

therhood, of international justice, of peace and good-will, would surely 

carry forward the same ideals in a great crusade in time of peace. 20 

The over-riding postwar feeling seems to have been optimism: 21 

the war to end all war.<i the war to make the world safe for democracy, was 

over, and the ve terans, on whom such hi gh hopes had been placed, toge ther 

with those who had been too young to fight, would remake the world. The dis-

illusioned, the angry, and the rebellious were all in evidence, but they did 

not make up more than a small minori ty in the early postwar period. Many 

students greeted the immediate postwar period wi th a vision of a new world, 

and saw peace-time as a great new challenge. 22 

In the dying days of the war had come a number of almost radical 

statements about the new world order. The Methodist General Council called 

for "nothing less than a complete social reconstruction," and a new ecomonic 

order. 23 The "Message from the Chaplains" issued at the end of the war de­

clared that the soldiers had been involved in extending a new social order, 

the Kingdom of God on earth. It reported a dissatisfaction among many sold-

iers abou t the es tab 1 i shed order, and called for a moral equi va 1 en t to war 

to harness the new soc i a 1 concern of these men. 24 And the Presbyter i an 

Board of Home Missions and Social Service, in the spring of 1919, declared 

that the only options open to Canadians were "revolution or radical re-
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form".25 Even the edi tor of The Canadian Student, the magazine of the 

Council of Canadian Student Movements, echoed these feel ings by declaring 

tha t the po 1 i cy of the magaz i ne was "to gi ve utterance to .. , the purpose of 

the united student body of this Dominion to bring about the Kingdom of God 

in this generation.,,26 

In the first year or year and a half after Armistice the watchword 

of the day was "Reconstruction". Throughout 1919 The Canadian Student pub­

lished articles which predicted a new world order in sometimes extravagant 

language. 27 An edi torial in the March 1919 issue enti tled "Utopias" de­

clared that the victory of utopia, of dreams, of "the impractical thing" was 

at hand. 28 Professor J.B. Shaw of Presbyterian College, Halifax, in "The 

Task Before Us", told the students that the only justification for the suf-

fering and death of the war was if a new and better world were buil t. He 

called for a new spirit of selflessness and dedication to counteract the 

evils leading to war. 

Here is a challenge to live our lives on the service scale, to mani­
fest the same spiri t of sacrifice and devotion and the subordination 
of personal interest to the good of others as has been so gran~9Y mini­
fested in the war, only for higher and more constructive ends. 

Others reiterated that the task before the students demanded even more sacri-

fice than had the war. Dr. John Adam of Hartford Theological Seminary told 

The Canadian Student: "After the war the real problems are only begin-

ning. We shall only have won the site for the building of the City of 

God. ,,30 

Just before the end of the war, Margaret Wrong of the University of 

Toronto, a former Student YWCA Secretary, told the students of Canada that 
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the bloodshed and incalculable suffering of this war will be in vain -
utterly and terribly in vain - and other wars wi 11 come - unless we in 
this g~~eration seek fearlessly the principles of the Kingdom of 
God .... 

And for some veterans, perhaps, the only justification for their own terri-

ble deeds would be found in a postwar redemption by bringing in the 

Kingdom. 32 

The students and veterans at Canadian universities did not shrink 

from the task laid before them. Mrs. Margaret Campbell, then a student at 

Dalhousie University, recalls that postwar period, when "everybody was 

breathing the new peace in the world and the intoxicating prospect of build­

ing the Kingdom of God on earth.,,33 With the Intercession Leaflets issued 

by the Council of Canadian Student Movements for the summer and fall of 

1919, veterans prayed weekly" that as a returned soldier I may continue the 

battl e for ri ghteousness here .. , ,,34, s tuden ts acknowl edged their respon­

sibility to bring in a new era35 and penitentially confessed that "We ... 

have done little to further Thy kingdom on earth by the establishment of soc­

ial justice.,,36 The Western Student Conference at Lumsden Beach, Saskat-

chewan, during the summer of 192D, had as its declared objective, "to bring 

. .. s tuden ts toge ther , tha tin un ited worsh i p, study, counc i 1 and the com-

radeship of daily life they •.. may be rekindled to a realization and accept­

ance of their share in the world task of its rebuilding .... ,,37 

In the self-confidence and perhaps even a little self-righteousness 

of youth, conscious that they would in a few years be leading Canada, the 
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students of Canadian colleges and universities firmly believed that they'Y 

were(l1:!0_lLLt(LJ!~!! __ ~~h~ __ .Ki~9d()l!I_ofGod. Of all the songs and hymns of 

the Student YMCA's and YWCA's, both movements with a long tradition of love 



of music, perhaps the best loved and most fervently sung, was the adaptation 

of William Blake's "Jerusalem".38 

Bring me my bow of burning gold! 
Bring me my arrows of desire! 

Bring me my spear! 0 clouds, unfold! 
Bring me my chariot of fire! 

I will not cease from mental fight, 
Till we have bu i 1t Jerusalem 39 

Within our broad and bounteous land. 

The rhetoric for war had encouraged Canadian young men and women to 

suffer and sacrifice for the great cause: a new world, often described in 

reI igious terminology: ~Ile Kin'!!Eo.'!I_ .or Ged on ei\rth, the Ne_w _J_erus_~~m_, the 

Citi'-_of J.1gd. The disappointments of the Reconstruction period were tempered 

.or even offset by the optimism and idealism .of youth: some rebelled, but 

they also still demanded that, however belatedly, Canadians begin to bring 

in the Kingdom. 

After touring the colleges and universi ties .of Canada for four 

months in early 1923 under the auspices of the Student Christian Mevement, 

Dr. A. Herbert Gray .of Glasgow wrete an article entitled "The Ferment of 

Thought in the Canadian Universities" for The Presbyterian Witness. He re­

corded seme of the questions that were animating students of the day: 

Are there real reasons for bel ieving in God at all? .. Has net Christ­
ianity failed (a question asked with tenfold intensi ty since the war)? 
... Was Jesus really divine ... ? .•• Are not other religions also true, 
and will not the final religion .of humanity be reached by a combina­
tion of the best elements of them all? Is Christianity practicable in 
the medern world? Will not the real application .of Christian princi­
ples involve an entirely new social and industrial order? •.. How can 
the love 040 God be recenci led with the enormous ameunt .of suffering in 
the world? 
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He explained that the students wanted a modern Christianity with freedom of 

action, one that utilized the best of Biblical scholarship without conflict-

ing with the discoveries of science. 

Many students ". have let their old beliefs go with great regret. 
They are trying desperately to find pure truth. They have a high 
sense of the requirements of intellectual honor. And though they want 
to believe, they are not going to do so blindly. They want a reli­
gion, but it must be a religion which a man can hold openly i'41full 
view of all that modern science and scholarship have established. 

Many in those years after the Great War saw Christianity as "bank-

rupt and obsolete", as a University of Toronto YMCA pamphlet put it. Dr. 

Jean Hutchinson, Student YWCA president at Dalhousie University after the 

war, recalls that "It was a time of poverty in religion.,,42 Notwithstand­

ing the rapturous accounts of religion in the trenches relayed to those at 

home, many soldiers were deeply shocked by the war and their experiences in 

the trenches. Many found their faith shattered, or undercut by doubts, or 

they experienced a dullness about those matters of faith which had so stir­

red them before they enlisted. The Church and Christianity had failed them, 

they though t. 43 

A survey of religious beliefs among the soldiers of the American Ex­

pedi tionary Force in France undertaken by the YMCA revealed that al though 

the men almost unanimously professed a religious belief, it was generally so 

vague as to be almost meaningless. The soldiers were often ignorant of the 

most basic of religio1Js matters, but that did not deter them from being deep­

ly critical of the Church and the Christianity it preached. They affirmed 

instead a creedless humanitarianism. 45 

The students who had served overseas had eXperienced perhaps the ul­

timate in regimentation, bureaucracy and institutional ism that life has to 
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offer. The reaction to this, combined with a disillusionment with western 

civilization and its representative institutions, may explain the stern 

anti-authoritarian feeling among many young men of the postwar years. Youth-

ful ideal ism and impatience only fed the disl ike of form, tradition and 

" t" 46 organ1za 10n. 

One insti tution which fel t the full brunt of these feel ings was the 

Church. Many students felt a deep dissatisfaction with the organized church-

es, and bi tterness, anger and complete rejection were not uncommon reac­

tions. 47 For some the war represented a practical failure of Christian-

ity; for others, the shabby propagandizing role of the churches during the 

war made them highly suspect. 48 

In the November 1918 issue of The Canadian Student, Professor 

S.H. Hooke of Victoria College, in an article entitled "The Student Movement 

and the ~hurch," listed the complaints against the Church. He noted the 

Church's acquiescence to a social system which allowed vast disparities be-

tween rich and poor and which exploited the working man. He complained that 

the Church had never confronted or even deal t wi th the war and its horrors 

and injustices. He continued that the Church had not come to terms with in-

tellectual and scientific advances of the day. And finally, he argued that 

the organization of the Church had no relation to the real life of the 

Church. 49 He concluded: 

[T]he business of the Student Movement is to capture that "divine dis­
content" which university life breeds, that spirit of enquiry andcri­
ticism, and focussing it upon the vast problems of the church's life 
today, infuse it wi th the personal inter~ot and enthusiasm arising al­
ways from a vision of the Kingdom of God. 
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Many of these themes woul d be pi eked up aga in and again by s tuden ts 

at conferences and in the pages of The Canadian Student after the war and 

into the 1920's. An editorial in The Canadian Student in December 1918 ad-

vised the students that it was their business to question the foundations of 

every insti tution of the day, including the Church. 51 A letter to the edi-

tor in the same issue condemned the Church for the "Tradi tional ism, dogma, 

and shadowy remnants of paganism [Which] she has allowed to stifle practical 

and vital spiritual ity.,,52 The Church, the writer insisted, had opted for 

tradition instead of truth. Nonetheless, the students must lead the Church, 

and it would surely follow. 53 It was not only men who were disenchanted 

with the Church, either. Nina Millen of 'University College wrote in The 

Canadian Student that the Church was behind the times and out of touch wi th 

its members. She call ed on the Church to face the decadence of its power, 
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and she, too, saw a special role for the students in providing leadership 

and insight: "The church needs the searching light of truth turned upon the 

gnawing doubts, the petty hypocrisies, the smooth explanations which are sap­

pi ng its vitality from undernea th. ,,54 An anonymous 1 etter from a ve teran 

to The Canadian Student shortly after Armistice argued that the war had re-

vealed that even the Church stood in need of reconstruction both in its 

me thods and i ts theo logy. 55 

J. Davidson Ketchum, who had been interned for the entire war in a 

German prison camp, returned to Trini ty College, Toronto, and quickly grew 

disaffected with the Church. He recognized a profound religious generation 

gap. After hearing a leading Anglican clergyman expound on prayer at the 



Cen tra 1 5 tuden ts' Conference, 5ep tember 1921, he recorded in hi s di ary tha t 

it had been 

50 obviously sincere & deeply fel t, 
jus t shows the grea t chasm tha t has 
the l~t generation. We've got 
steam. 

but so utterly inadequate •.• It 
cu t us off from even the bes t of 
to go forward under our-- own 

A. Herber t Gray had recorded tha t s tuden ts had rel uc tan tly surrend­

ered their old beliefs, but they still sought a religion that embodied the 

tru th. 57 Thi s search for the "Tru th", of ten capi ta 1 i zed, and for the fun-

damental principles of religion, would be of/overriding importance to reli~ 

gious university and college students for many years. 

At the end of 1918, E.A. Corbett, in his rhetorical style, wrote 

from the fron t: 

There are thousands of men coming home next year who have learned to 
do their own thinking and come to their own conclusions. They have 
faced death and worse things than death and were not very much afraid. 
They have looked deep into life and have seen its glory and realized 
some of its terrors. The only philosophy of life that wi 11 touch 
their hearts at all must be one that deals wi th thingsthat~_Lfurula­
~ntal. They have learned to distinguish between essentials and 
non-essentials, and in that respect have advanced beyond a great many 
clergymen and loyal churchmen. But for that very reason they will re­
spond to the clean challenge of the Jesus of history who in every word 
He uttered deal t wi th the bedrock ques tions of human experience, who, 
like our men, faced the worst that life could ~§ing to Him and yet re­
vealed Himself Victor over both life and death. 

The anti-institutional and anti-authoritarian attitudes of this 

pos twar genera tion demanded, fi rs t and foremos t, that the s tuden ts have the 

freedom and autonomy to pursue the truth and all sources of rel igion wi thout 

hinderance. J.G. McKay, McGill YMCA Secretary from August 1919, stated that 

"The Movement mus t ever keep itself free from creeds that fix its thought, 

1 imi tits freedom, and thereby defeat its purpose. ,,59 
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Students declared that they had embarked on an exploration of rel i-

gi on, tha t they were committed to the uncompromi sing "di sc i P 1 i ne of the 

search for the truth.,,60 This search would demand an "intensive applica­

tion of the mind to the problems of religion and life.,,61 And this search 

further demanded deep intellectual integrity, and a corresponding commit-

ment to live out the truths discovered. 

Al though" the truth" frequently went unidentified, students seemed 

to seek and to demand simple, practicable principles rather than tradition 

or receive truth, rules or organization. A student in the University of To-

ronto Faculty of Education wrote in The Canadian Student that "It is be­

cause the Church is afraid squarely to face the Truth, to put principles 

fi rs t and expedi ency 1 as t tha t it has los t its gri p of the grea tes t body of 

idealists that our materialistic century can produce.,,62 

A Brandon Coll ege 5 tuden t recorded an emphas is there on "a real ex­

perience of God, giving a seco~dary place to the words or forms in which it 

shall be expressed. ,,63 But even more important to many than an experien­

tial faith were the practical principles for Hving revealed by and in the 

person of Jesus. 

There are two great currents apparent to-day in this world fitfully 
conva 1 esc i ng from the grea tes t war in its hi story. There are those -
and they are many and clamorous - who assert that Christianity is bank­
rupt and obsolete. And there are those - they are fewer but quite con­
fident - who declare th~~ the world's only hope is the realization of 
the principles of Jesus. 

A changed religion which centred upon the principles of Jesus, and 

perhaps on the experience of God, not surprisingly, would care little for 

doctrine, creed or form. Margaret Wrong told the students assembled at 

Guelph in January 1921 to form the Student Christian Movement of Canada that 
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if there is life, organization is unnecessary.65 And a student writing in 

to The Canadian Student condemned religious forms as "monstrosities", argu-

ing that the most dangerous differences between Churches were all in the 

area of non-essentials. 66 For these students, doctrinal differences and 

even religious insti tutions were increasingly becoming meaningless or 

irre1evant. 67 

The war may not have been the cause of rel igious changes in Canada, 

but it certainly accelerated already existent trends and tendencies. Thus 

the growth of modernism, or theological liberalism, seems to have gained add-

d · t d' h 68 e lmpe us urlng t e war. The generations which came of age during and 

just after the Great War were perhaps the first wi thout the previously al­

most universal experience of an evangelical conversion. 69 

Religious training in the Protestant churches was still predominant­

ly conservative, despite the large numbers of clergy and prominent leaders 

who had shifted to liberal interpretations of scripture and religious doc­

trine. Young people have always had doubts and questions, but this genera­

tion came of age while a major shift in the religious consensus of Protest­

ant Canada was going on. Especially pervasive among university students was 

the powerful effect of the revelations of modern science. Literary criti-

cism, physical science and history were all perceived as challenging the in-

herited bel iefs of this generation. Although some lapsed into atheism on 

one hand or a dualism which affirmed the traditional faith and modern 

science on the other under this assault, many shifted towards a theological 

liberalism of one kind or other. 70 
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The clear majority of the students involved in the College YMCA's 

and YWCA's would have affirmed the use of "higher criticism", the "scientif­

ic cri ticism" of the Bible. But this would have been by no means consist-

ent, varying widely from campus to campus and from denomination to denomina-

tion. Both Baptists and evangelical Anglicans occasionally viewed the Stu-

dent YMCA's and YWCA's with suspicion for their radicalism.
71 

Some of the 1 eaders of the S tuden t YMCA's and S tuden t YWCA's even 

moved beyond theological liberalism to what Richard Allen has called lithe 

theology of radical reform a modernist compound of Christani ty, 

Bergson's creative evolution, and a touch of prometheanism which seemed to 

derive from Neitzsche." 72 Leaders such as J. Davidson Ketchum at Trinity 

College, Toronto, and Professor S.H. Hooke at Victoria College propounded a 

new evolutionary humanism which affirmed the teachings of Jesus, the wisdom 

of all religions and the importance of modern science. In later years 

Ketchum and others would leave Christianity behind entirely, but not before 

they had inf 1 uenced severa 1 genera ti ons of s tuden ts, pryi ng them away from 

traditional orthodoxy.73 

It was in 1917 that the Canadian Student Associations first began 

to issue liturgy and written prayers for the local units. This was definite­

ly not because of any great influx of Anglicans, but perhaps because of a de-

cl ine in evangel ical fervour, or because of growing doubts concerning pray­

er, or because of a new sense of dis tance between God and man. Liturgy and 

wri t ten prayers were the answer for some whose prayers were no longer spon­

taneous or whose relationship with God was on shaky foundations. 



God Himself was no longer the personal and omnipotent ruler of tra-

dional orthodoxy for many. He became a life-force, a pervading spirit. 

Life or Truth became equival ents for God for some of those who came of age 

. th' t . d 74 ln lS pos war perla. 

The person of Jesus as a leader became far more important than God 

in the minds of the Protestant students after the war. 

Mr. Wells' God, "the Captain of the World Republic," who "amidst the 
darkness and confus ions, the ni gh tmare s tupi diti es and hi deous cruel­
ties of the great war, fought his way to Empire," is more like the 
kind of God those of us who cal}'Sot di spense wi th a God need to-day. 
It is a God who is really ChriSt. 
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Under the influence of such workS as T.R. Glover's The Jesus of 

History, S.H. Hooke's Christ and the Kingdom of God, and especially of 

H.B. Sharman's Jesus in the Records, Jesus (rarely named "Christ"), strip-

ped of all traditions and orthodox doctrine, came to hold a special place as 

example and teacher among the Student YMCA's and Student YWCA's.76 

If for some this Jesus was God made human, "the supreme revelation 

of God",77 for many He was unequivocally not divine. 78 The influence of 

modern science and theological liberalism led many students to be profoundly 

suspicious of anything miraculous: the virgin birth and the bodily resurrec­

tion of Jesus, His miraculous acts, the possibili ty of His being the Messiah 

of Jewish tradition, the traditional interpretations of the fall and the 

nature of sin, and the Bible as the inspired Word of God were all considered 

especially suspect. 79 

What was generally left unassailed was the gospels as historical re­

cords of the greatest ethical teacher ever known. If building the City of 

God was the primary task of this generation, the method would be by imple-
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menting the principles of Jesus. A living interpretation of Jesus' teach­

ings on interpersonal and social relations became paramount. And, under the 

influence of science, practical appl icaUon and verification were stressed. 

The students ca11ed for a fellowship not of believers but of "investigators 

and experimenters.,,80 In an address to the Student Associations at Ont­

ario Agricultural College in the autumn of 1921, Davidson Ketchum challenged 

those present to treat Christ's teachings as hypotheses to be proved or dis-

d b . t 81 prove y experlmen . 

L.S. Albright, YMCA Mari time Student Secretary in 1920, told The 

Canadian Student that religion did not consist of beliefs or doctrines, 

which were only the dead teachings of men, but of right conduct which requir­

ed a living faith and trust in God. He went on to assert that Christianity 

should be expressed in a few fundamental convictions and the actions which 

proceed from the practice of these convictions. 82 For the students of 

this generation, there was a genuine hope that this "practical ideal ism" 

could remake the world. 83 

The influence of the social gospel had not diminished during the 

war; many at home had deepened thei r commitmen t to soc i a 1 reform as a pos i­

tive reaction to the war experience. The chaplains reported an unrest among 

the troops abroad which resulted in a new concern for social justice. 84 

Although the study of the life and principles of Jesus sometimes led only to 

a new individualistic ethic, it in many cases combined with the desire to 

bring in the Kingdom to produce a strong emphasis on service and social 

justice. 



en t and wi despread t grow h in interest in the 

Among the women of the Student YWCA's 
there had been a more consist-

J 

social gospel during the war. 
The leca] uni ts .of the Student YMCA had 

a1 ways been more strongly evangel i-
cal, and during the war their numbers 

were dec ima ted by en 1 i s tmen ts and 

their time preoccupied with other pursuits. Among them the soc i a 1 gospe] 

had not been as influential, ncr dl'd l't have as 't conS1S ent a fellowing. But 

with the end of the war and the new emphasis on "Reconstruction" this inter­

est expanded among both the men and the women students. 

At cenferences such social gospel leaders as ~~0: Wccdsworth, 

Ernes t Thomas and C.W. Gordon were popul ar speakers. S tuden ts ccns i dered 

such Canadian prcblems as the immigrants and urban crime. 85 The study of 

sccial conditions and the social teachings of Jesus c.ontinued or expanded in 

the lecal units. 86 And the Intercessien Leaflets issued by the Council .of 

Canadi an S tuden t Movemen ts continued to urge prayer fer the poer, fer the 

problems of labour, and "for the removal of all social injustice.,,87 Pray­
\ 

er was a1 so regul arly offered up fer the Peace Conferences, and for the 

f t ' 88 
league .0 Na 10ns. After the ini tial .optimism of the postwar period, 

studies of the causes of war and the pessibilities for lasting peace also 

flourished on campuses, .often, surprisingly, led by veterans. 89 

The Chairman .of the Student YWCA, in her repert for 1918-19, remark-

ed on a censistent emphasis on active service in the lecal units: 

[T)here seems a deeper spirit of investigation and interest in stand­
ards of living and social conditions. Response to calls for service 
has been as who 1 e- hear ted as las t year, and many vel un teers for rural 
schoels, gcjlgricultural work and sUllJlIer missions ... have been 
enl i s ted. 
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The complex of reI igious attitudes after the war, including the sus­

picion of institutional religion, the distrust or rejection of much of tradi­

tional Christian doctrine and the influence of the social gospel, led to an 

ambivalence about evangelism and missions. Indeed, all persuasion and any­

thing which might imply coercion or manipulation, even enthusiastic reli­

gion, was anathema to this generation. 91 

91 

The war had 1 eft a 1 egacy of di s trus t of the Church and doub t abou t 

the depth of the Christianity of Western society. Questions about the u-

niqueness of Chri s ti anity further undercu t the traditional view of mi s­

sions. 92 The editor of The Canadian Student, discussing "the Missionary 

Moti ve", remarked that 

In the old ... days .•. [t]he object of the missionary enterprise was 
the salva ti on of the soul s of the h~a then •.. We no longer regard the 
reI igions of all non-Christian peoples, the noble Vedanta along wi th 
the crudest fetishism, as "the beastly devices of the heathen." The im­
possibility of considering the soul apart from the body is better un­
derstood, and the value of education, medicine, hygiene, and all agen­
cies ~ch raise the standards of life, is recognized as a Christian 
value. 

The social gospel is evident in these new concerns. The desire, inspired by 

the social gospel, to remake Canada before going to the world with the gos-

pel may have deflected some from the tradi tional missionary enterprise as 

well. 94 

Even the conservative ~L~QJJJn~ee.r_~ovement frequently express­

ed its support for missions as being a concern for a broad range of interna­

tional questions including an interest in war and peace studies, foreign re­

lations and foreign affairs, and the problems of poverty and exploitation in 

the undeve loped na t i on s. 95 The concern mos t frequen t 1 y shown was for the 

students of Central and Eastern Europe, who were suffering and starving af-



ter the war. European Student Relief was the single most significant inter-

national interest among the student movements of Canada after the war. This 

may have been, to an extent, a repudiation of the war propaganda and the 

"Red Scare" after the war. 

The influence of the social gospel and the quest for the basic ethi-

cal principles of Christianity resulted often in a disinterest in or a dis­

trust of doctrinal statements and creeds. This, coupled with the suspicion 

of the institutional Church, directed many of the young people who came of 

age during or just after the war to a strong anti-sectarianism. This feel­

ing was frequently manifested positively in a drive for ecumenical concord. 

In the wider reI i gious world the end of the war saw the resumption of the 

church union movement, but the students, in their idealism, sought a Christ-

i ani ty 

tions. 

which moved beyond even the amalgamation of a few Protestant 

(They called for an interdenominational world church. 96 

denomina-

Students wanted a "new fellowship", a new union among Churches. 

They warned that a message of peace and brotherhood was destroyed by the 

church's rivalries and schisms. 97 The feeling that the Church's petty 

squabbles undercut the cooperation necessary to bring in the Kingdom or re­

make the wor I d was no t unconrnon. 98 And some he I d ou t the hope of a new 

Church for the new world order. 99 

Herbert Gray of Glasgow described this anti-sectarian feeling as "a 

fine intolerance". 

There is a certain fine intolerance in the Canadian student world. It 
is intolerance of the sectarian differences which now divide people of 
good-wi 11. The typical student is determined to have done with them. 
To begin wi th, he brushes aside the things which separate Presbyter­
ians, Methodists, Anglicans, Baptists, and so on, from one another. 
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He lives religiously in a non-denominational world. He is concerned 
with the things which all these people have in common. He has no time 
for all the old controversies which divide them. But he goes further. 
[H]e meets in college life Roman Catholics, Jews, Hindus and Mohammed­
ans. He finds many of them to be congenial spirits of firm character. 
He learns that these new men also attach supreme value to religion as 
they know it. And he does not propose to allo~oBimself to be shut off 
from real fellowship with these other students. 

In practice, al though most students associ ated wi th the Student 

YMCA's and Student YWCA's remained part of the five main Protestant Churches 

- Anglican, Baptist, Congregationalist, Methodist and Presbyterian - many de­

clined to take out formal membership, and some had no affiliation at 

allo lO1 Those involved in the student movements at the time frequently 

have no knowledge of the denominational affiliation of the other students 

s"ince that was never discussed. 102 

Beyond the postwar reactions of disillusionment and optimism, and 

the religious changes quickened by the Great War, were a number of other in­

tellectual and social trends affected by the war. Increased interest in and 

feelings for democracy and Canadian nationalism were two such affected. New 

concerns, perhaps ari sing ou t of the s tress on democracy and freedom, for 

the relationships between the se)(es and for the role of women in society 

were also in evidence among these university and college students. 

103 The social solidarity engendered in English Canada by the war, 

coupled wi th the natural pride in the part the Canadian Army played on the 

fields of France led to a surge of national ism after the war was over. The 

veterans especially shared this sense of a tie which bound together the 

whole nation, a nation to be proud of. A keen national consciousness was 
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clearly evi den t among the students of Canadi an coll eges and 

. . t' 104 unlverSl les. 

This burst of national feeling was evidenced in a greater national 

student consciousness which paralleled a growth in a continent-wide college 

or youth culture. l05 Not surprising, either, was the recognition of the 

need for a fellowship of the students of Canadian colleges and universities 

among the soldier-students at the Khaki University in England. 106 

The concern for a national consciousness was frequently joined with 

a new s tress on democracy. The veterans and the young had be Ii eved tha t the 

war was a conflict for democracy, and when the hostilities ceased they ex-

pected to reap the benefits. At the University of Western Ontario in the 

fall of 1919 a mass meeting of the undergraduates affirmed the principle of 

student self-government and established the Students' Advisory Council with 

a veteran as the first prefect. 107 And the veterans who reorganized the 

student body at the University of Manitoba the same year were arguing the 

. . I 108 same pnnClp e. 

The decade after the war would be the greatest era of student or-

ganization ever. Fraternities, sororities, and societies for a multitude of 

purposes were organi zed and then un i fi ed in nati ona I s truc tures .109 With 

the independence of the veterans and the concern for democracy and individu-

al freedom among the students, there was a new move afoot to establish or­

ganizations which were less controlled by the autocratic and paternalistic 

administrations and faculties. 

Among the Student YMCA's and especially among the Student YWCA's 

this was manifested in an insistence on student leadership in a11 matters. 



Student-run and led Bible study became the norm. UO Old programmes provid­

ed or imposed by the parent organizations were suspect. III 

Student leadership had become important for many of the women dur-

ing the war. Both on campus and off they had far greater opportuni ty to ex­

ercise leadership abil i ties. Many came to lead the most prestigious insti tu-

tions and organizations on campus. On some campuses, such as at Dalhousie 

University, the YWCA came to be the dominant religious organization. 112 

The end of the war and the reconstruction period saw the almost com-

p1ete extension of the franchise to English-Canadian women. ~r many this 

was the end of a long batt1 e for suffrage, bu t for the young women who came 

of age during or just after the war, this was another tool for leadership 

and another way for them to help build the City of God on earth. 113 

The social gospel had contributed to the increased radicalism of 

the women of the Student YWCA during the war without having the same depth 

of effect on the men. The more radical leaders of the Student Associations 

after the war testify regularly to the continued effect of this disparity of 

influence. Leaders remark on the high calibre of leadership among the women 

when compared to their male counterparts. 114 

The YWCA had always been different from the YMCA: it had been much 

quicker to sever its relationship with the American Associations, and it had 

always been oriented more toward social service than evangel ism. U5 The 

members of the Student YWCA's were questioning much of the current social 

and economi c order by the end of the war, and were eager to ge t on wi th 

changing the world. They found themselves in informal alliance on many Cana-
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dian campuses with the soldier-students whose frustration, disillusionment 

and optimism was issuing in a burst of reorganization and reconstruction. 

II 

The end of the war saw an almost complete change-over of the leader­

ship of the Student YMCA's and Student YWCA's in Canada. During the academ­

ic year 1918-19 there had been four paid secretaries of the Student YMCA: 

Ernest Clarke, the National Secretary, a Maritime Student Secretary, and 

local secretaries at McGill and the University of Toronto. The following 

year Clarke continued as National Secretary, L.S. Albright served as Mari­

time Student Secretary, there was a Western Student Secretry, two full-time 

secretaries each at McGill and the University of Toronto, secretaries at the 

University of Alberta, in Winnipeg, and at Queen's University, and part-time 

secretaries at Dalhousie University and Ontario Agricultural College. Staff 

had exploded from four to twelve. 116 

What was especially significant about these new secretaries was 

that of the eleven new men, ten had served overseas as soldiers, chaplains 

or YMCA workers. The eleventh was a misSionary on furlough from India. 

F"ive of the veterans had been wounded, and one, J.G. McKay at McGill, had re­

ceived the Military Cross.1l 7 The veteran students seemed to have natural­

ly risen to positions of leadership within the local units as well. Most 

YMCA presidents for the first few years after the war were veterans, and a 

number, including Erroll Amaron of McGill and N.A.M. "Larry" MacKenzie of 
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Dalhousie would be in the forefront of the push for a new organizational 

structure for the Student YMCA. 118 

In the Student YWCA's a number of new faces appeared immediately 

after the war. The paid secretaries included Velma Hamill, long-time Senior 
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Student Secretary, and secretaries for the Mari times, Western Canada, and, 

the colleges and universities of Toronto and environs. In the fall of 1918, 

E. Margaret Lowe, an Anglican who delighted in shocking conservative young 

people and who was a strong supporter of H.B. Sharman's Bible studies, join-

ed the staff as Wes tern S tuden t Secretary. The fo 11 owi ng year Ruth Spence 

became Toronto District Secretary, and Berta Hamilton, a frank Scot with ex­

perience in social work, was hired as Maritime Student secretary.119 

These new leaders, al though "hired" by outside agencies - Metropol-

itan Boards of the YMCA, the National Executive Committee of the YMCA, the 

Dominion Council of the YWCA, or Advisory Boards of local University YMCA's 

- and not by the students themselves, were often only a few years older than 

the undergraduates, and they sympathized wi th the students' drive for demo­

cratic control of their own organizations. In 1919, on the urging of Ruth. 

Rouse, secretary of the World Student Christian Federation, the Dominion 

Council of the YWCA finally allowed the addition of six elected student re­

presentatives on the National Student Commi ttee. 120 At the Brome Lake, 

Quebec Conference in June 1919, students from Quebec, Ontario and the Mari­

times rewrote the constitution of the Student YMCA to allow for more demo-

cracy wi thin the organization and a National Student Commi ttee entirely ap­

pointed by students. 121 



The "democratization" of the Student Commi ttees of the YMCA and 

YWCA stilled some of the complaints about the parent bodies, but the dis-

affection ran deep, and the structural changes were viewed as inadequate by 

many_ in this restless postwar generation. With their strong sense of inde­

pendence land 'pride, and a common ~~_t~:authoritari an and an ti - ins titu ti ona 1 
,,- --

spirit, the students viewed with suspicion or outright antagonism the guid-

ance and direction the YMCA and YWCA had tradi tionally given them. 

The desire for freedom and a return to the fundamentals of spirit­

ual ity made many students scornful of the YMCA's penchant for a multipl icity 

of committees, each with carefullY defined function and purpose, and exact-

ing attention to numbers and statistics. The structures buil t up over the 

past fifty years were assumed by many students to have been imposed by those 

outside the university and the parent YMCA was blamed. Certainly the Student 

YMCA's, and, to a lesser extent, the Student YWCA's, had become self-propa­

gating institutions. The institution and its rigid methodology had become 

more important than the purpose for which Hwas created, and the students 

b t h t · th . t' d t' f' . 1 122 egan 0 c arac en ze e organl za 10ns as smug an ar 1 1 Cl a • 

For young people who had come to doubt many of the central tenets 

of orthodox Christianity, and to be highly critical of the petty denomina­

tional squabbles of the Church, the membership bases of the Student YMCA and 

the Student YWCA were especially irksome (See Appendix 1). The Student YMCA 

demanded that all active members affirm their acceptance of Jesus Christ as 

Saviour and God, and their approval of the objects of the YMCA: to lead stu­

dents to become disciples of Christ as their Divine Lord and Saviour; to 

lead them to join the church; to promote growth in Christian faith and char-
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acter; and to enlist them in Christian service. A further stipulation re-

quired all office holders in the organization to also be members in good 

standing of evangelical Protestant churches. The Student YWCA offered two 

al tern ate membership basis. The first allowed membership to those "loyal" 

to Jesus Christ and sympathetic to the purposes of the YWCA, but insisted 

that two-thirds of the members of the cabinet of each local unit, including 

the president, be members of evangelical Protestant churches. The second 

membershi p bas is offered associ ate membershi p to those in sympa thy with the 

YWCA, and active membership to members of evangelical churches. Only active 

members could vote or hold office. Since individual churches or congrega­

tions might be more flexible in matters of membership, the YWCA membership 

basis could, in practice, be much more inclusive than that of the YMCA. The 

YMCA membership basis especially embodied much that this generation of stu-

dents had rejected, and many, while still adherents of Protestant churches, 
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had declined or resigned membership. Individual local units of the Student 

YMCA or Student YWCA occasionally chose to ignore or rewri te their member-

ship basis, but this was in violation of the National Committees' direct­

i ves. The con t i nued ex i s tence of the membershi p bases was a source of con­

siderable friction and frustration among the local units, especially of the 

Student YMCA. 123 

The editor of The Canadian Student recognized this ferment in 

March 1919, arguing, in an article entitled "Freedom", that it is the worst 

kind of tyranny to force belief on anyone. He went on to assert that it was 

not the business. of the Student Movements to segregate those who adhere to a 

particular form of religious belief, but rather to create an environment of 
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freedom where s tuden ts can di scover real rel i gious convic tions for them-

sel ves. Later in the year he picked up the topic again. Noting that many 

associations were reconsidering their membership basis, he suggested that 

membership should be based on allegiance to a purpose, not affirmation of a 

creed. He called for, "not an association of dogmatists organized to make 

dogma prevail, but an association of seekers and doers.,,124 

In terms of social and theological outlook, the leadership of the 

parent YMCA and YWCA moved in completely different worlds from this gener­

ation of students. These young students were quite willing to ask probing 

ques tions about the rel ationship between the Church and Canadian soci ety, 

and poverty, war and the industrial struggle. It was inevitable that they 

would 

men 

begin to be uncomfortable wi th organizations associated wi th business­

and conservative church leaders. 125 The Methodist Christian 

Guardian quoted a Victoria College student as saying that 

the Y.M.C.A. was a creature of business men and was used by them. It 
was definitely allied with their way of life, their inclinations and 
in teres ts. The bus i nes s 1 eaders who were also the 1 eaders of the 
Y.M.C.A. sougrz6 to direct younger minds into channels which were con­
sidered safe. 

Feel ings about the YMCA were exacerbated by the postwar changes of 

profiteering leveled against it. The Great War Veterans'Assoc.iation of ont-

ario publicly declared their distrust of the organization,and many news-

papers pri n ted an t i-YMCA ed itorital s, 1 et ters to the ed itor, and in tervi ews 

with veterans and chaplains. Regardless of whether these charges were justi-

fied, the veteran leaders of the Student YMCA's viewed their connection with 

the YMCA of Canada unhappily.127 



Duri ng the 1 as t surrmer of the war the men and women s tuden ts of the 

prairie West had begun meeting together for their annual surrmer conference 

at Lumsden Beach, Saskatchewan. The fo 11 owi ng fall and wi n ter there were 

further attempts made to bring together the Student YMCA's and Student 

YWCA'S at the local level. At Acadia University was formed an Intercollegi­

ate Advisory Council comprised of the presidents and vice-presidents of the 

University YMCA and YWCA, of the Acadia Seminary YWCA, the Acadia Academy 

YMCA and of the Student Vol unteer Band. Although the new council was purely 

advisory, it sought to coordinate all the activities of the various reli­

gious organizations. 128 At McGill University, the permanent Joint Commi t-

tee of the YMCA and YWCA, comprised of the presidents and secretaries of 

each organization (the SVM operated at McGill as a commi ttee of the YMCA), 

had jurisdiction over all matters which affected both bodies. 129 

A new leadership of independent veterans, a new quest for democracy 

and democratic control of their own organizations among the students, a 

ques t ion i ng of the membersh i p bases of the paren t bod i es, a rej ec t i on of the 

old programmes and methods and a suspicion or even outright repudiation of 

the YMCA and to a lesser extent the YWCA all pointed the students of the 

Canadia~ colleges and universities in one direction. Throughout their his-

tory, the Student YMCA's and Students YWCA's had been moving in the direct-

ion of greater autonomy. greater organization. greater national unity. and 

closer bonds between the two movements. After the war the stage was finally 

set for the last act to begin. 
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III 

At the Brome Lake Conference in the summer of 1918 the students of 

the YMCA's of the colleges of Toronto invited Dr. H.B. Sharman, the Bible 

teacher, to help them out for a semester or two. Henry Burton Sharman was a 

unique figure. After trouble over his very modern theology had forced his 

resignation from the Universi ty of Chicago almost a decade earlier, Sharman 

had del iberately set out to make himself of independent means so that he 

could devote himself to his one love: teaching students the life of Jesus 
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from the gospel records. Although an almost austere character, Sharman's 

controlled passion, his profound simplicity, and his single-minded demand 

for commitment and integrity from those who studied with him struck a respon­

sive cord in many of the students of Canada, and he was a very popular teach-

er much in demand for conferences. Sharman's studies, Records in the Life 

of Jesus, a special arrangement of the gospel accounts, and Jesus in the 

Records, a study guide to the gospels, were already almost the only work 

used in the Bible studies of the Student YMCA's and YWCA's of Canada. l3O 

Dr. Sharman had already declared himself in favour of a student in-

itiated and directed religious movement on Canadian campuses, and Sharman 

would have been especially pleased if such a movement was dedicated solely 

to an understanding of Jesus and an implementation of His principles and 

ideal s. To many churCh and YMCA leaders, Henry Burton Sharman was a highly 

suspect and controversial man, and some questioned the wisdom of allowing 

him free access to the students. 131 



In October 1918 H.B. Sharman arrived in Toronto to begin the Bible 

study classes. Sharman assumed twenty-two classes with over 325 students at 

the University of Toronto alone, plus classes at McMaster University, then 

in Toronto, and Ontario Agricultural College in Guelph. Three of his class-

es at the University of Toronto were for senior students and others who led 

another twenty classes in Jesus in the Records on campus. 132 

At the Uni versity of Toronto Sharman met and became fast friends 

with Samuel Hooke, Professor of Oriental Languages and Literature at Vic­

toria College since 1913 and another leader among the Student Associations. 

Hooke was a versatile scholar who taught Modern and Canadian Constitutional 

His tory on the side, had written the popular Christ and the Kingdom of 

God, and was a great athlete. 133 Professor Hooke was, as one former stu-

den t put it, "a storm cen tre at Victoria Coll ege in those days. ,,134 Al-

though Hooke taught Bible studies using the Sharman method and Jesus in the 

Records, he was not as single-minded as his friend. He tended to stress 

the concerns of the social gospel and social justice, and it was not un­

common for him to lapse into a kind of mystical evolutionary humanism. H.B. 

Sharman, always "Dr. Sharman", S.H. Hooke,. affectionately known as "Hookie", 

and Ernest Clarke, the National Student YMCA Secretary were perhaps the 

three most influential men among the Student Associations of Canada. Their 

coming together in Toronto after the war prepared the way for radical 

changes in the organization of religious movements on Canadian campuses. 

Both Sharman and Clarke, as well as many of the new veteran Student 

Secretaries of the YMCA were present at a fateful Brome Lake Conference in 
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June 1919. The week preceding the conference student and secretaries gather­

ed at McGi 11 Uni vers i ty to do in-depth study wi th Dr. Sharman on the 1 i fe of 

Jesus. At the conference the students passed the new constitution and devis-

ed a more democratic method of appointing the National Student Commi ttee. 

These resolutions led into the question of the meaning and purpose of the 

student movement itself. Students and secretaries discussed whether the 

broader object of the movement should be educational or inspirational, and 

whether the Associations should be institutional, departmental or distinct­

ive organizations. In a second meeting the consensus seemed to be that the 

Student YMCA would eventually become a separate movement on its own, al-

though many fel t that the time had not yet arrived for such a drastic 

change. The conference passed a motion proposed by J.G. McKay, McGill Stu­

dent Secretary, and seconded by L.S. Albright, Maritime Student Secretary, 

"That the transition to a distinctive Canadian Student Movement be kept be-

fore the students of the men's and women's organizations at conferences and 
135 in the co 11 eges. " 

At the same conference Ernest Clarke and L.S. Albright proposed a 

national gathering of Canadian students to discuss these and other resol u­

tions in conjunction with the upcoming quadrennial convention of the Student 

Volunteer Movement in Des Moines, Iowa in December. The SVM.Conventions had 

always been a chance for all of North America's student Christian organizat­

ions to meet in forum for discussion and fellowship. Plans were made for 

the Canadian delegates to meet for a day or two before or after the convent­

ion to reflect on their own unique problems and interests. The Council of 
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Canadian Student Movements was assigned the task of organizing these extra 

meetings. 136 

At a special ten day conference later in the summer for the new 

secretaries of the Student YMCA, more time was given to the purpose and ob­

jectives of the Canadian Student Associations. As well as studying wi th Dr. 

Sharman, the secretaries gathered wi th a few professors to rethink the whole 

student programme: organization, membership basis, student leadership, rela­

tions with the Churches, finances, social service, Bible study and missions 

t " " d 137 were scru lnlze . 

Early in the fall of 1919 a Canadian Student Volunteer Movement Com-

mit tee was finally established after years of lobbying by the Council of 

Canadian Student Movements. This paved the way for the possibility of the 

nationalization and unification of all Canadian student Christian movements. 

Ernest Clarke, already National Student Secretary of the YMCA and Secretary 

of the Council of Canadian Student Movements was elected Chairman of the new 

Committee, and the following year he was also made General Secretary.l38 

In the fall of 1919 the arrangements were finalized for the Des 

Moines Convention: the Canadian delegation, expected to be some four hund-

red s tron9, woul d meet on Tuesday, December 30, the day before the fi ve day 

Convention was to begin. In order to have the issue of the conference clear­

ly in the minds of the delegates, a questionnaire was circulated before 

hand, asking, essentially, "What would you consider to be an ideal purpose 

of a Student Christian Association [,] irrespective of name?,,139 
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The Des Moines Convention was a historic opportunity: it was the 

first time that student representatives from the colleges and universities 

of all nine provinces of Canada, both men and women, from some fifty-two in-

stitutions in all, would meet together in one place. The delegation includ-

ed el even S tuden t YMCA Secretari es, twenty-fi ve faculty members, and three 

hundred and fifty-nine students. They joined wi th six or seven thousand 

American students to examine the Christian missionary enterprise in the new 

140 
era. 

The SVM Quadrennial Conventions had always tended to attract the 

more conservative and evangel ical Chri s ti an students because of the very na­

ture of the organization. The students at this convention, however, were 

not at all pleased with the traditional programme. The evangelical mes-

sages, the stirring calls for volunteers for various mission fields, and the 

sentimental appeals for funds all moved many of the students, but a large 

minori ty found the themes and speeches meaningless. Students seethed over 

thei r treatmen t, and accused organi zers and leaders of emot iona I 

manipulation. 141 

For s tuden ts, ve terans, young people who had had, in many cases, 

the foundations of their faith shaken by the war, and this was especially 

true of the Canadian delegation, the real questions were basic and fundament-

al. S.H. Hooke explained later that: 

There is a growing sense that the failure of Western civilization cul­
minating in the great war has finally raised the issue as to whether 
we know what Christianity really is at all. The question is occupying 
the minds of many thoughtful students, whether the type of Christian­
ity which has failed to save Europe from the Great War and from the 
more terrible industrial and class war of modern times, can really re­
present the spirit of Chr1i.f!, or can be worth spending a lifetime in 
carrying to foreign lands. 
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Before volunteering as missionaries, students wanted to know if Christianity 

had anything to offer anyone. 

John R. Mott, senior statesman of the World Student Christian Feder­

ation, the American YMCA and the SVM, gave the keynote in a short speech on 

"The World Opportunity". He contrasted the optimism of the last convention 

with the bitterness and confusion of this, and challenged the students to 

build a new world. They would be the fresh leadership to apply the princi-

ples of Jesus to industry and commerce, national and international poli­

tics. 143 Other speakers at the convention picked up on Mott's new empha-

sis, and there seemed to be a tacit alteration of the SVM's slogan, "The 

Evangelization of the World in this Generation", to "The Evangelization 

and Christianization of the World in this Generation", thereby recogniz­

ing that simple evangelism was not adeQuate. 144 

Even this broader concept of missions did not serve to pacify the 

delegates at the Des Moines Convention. This generation did not have the 

patience or the trust in the Church and the SVM leaders to sit for endless 

hours of speeches. They did not want to listen at all; they wanted to hear 

the voices of their peers and discuss problems closer to home. This was 

their first major opportunity to talk to other students since the war, and 

they wanted to know if their brothers and sisters shared their concern for 

the social, economic and political issues that were unsettling them. They 

stated unhesitatingly that the slums of Chicago and the poverty of the 

prairie immigrant demanded more immediate action than the needs of the al­

ready long-civil ized Chinese. And this priori ty did not spring out of a 

postwar isolationism either; young people felt an abiding shame at the state 

107 



of western, so-called "Christian" civilization, and declined to impose their 

own problems on other cU1tures. 145 

The 1 eaders frank 1y admit ted from the platform that there was wi de­

spread criticism of the programme, but they reminded the students that Des 

Moines was a missionary convention, and questioned the Christian loyal ty of 

the dissenters. The critics, in response, created small conferences and dis· 

cussion groups on their own initiative which operated intermittently in the 

° ° to 146 remalnlng lme. 

Much of the resentment and cri ticism by the students was directed 

toward John Mott as the greatest representative of the previous generation. 

Mott resigned shortly after the Des Moines Convention, and the Student Vol un-

teer Movement went through a reorganization which resulted in a much greater 

voice for the students.
147 

Even before the ferment of the Des Moines SVM Convention had begun, 

the Canadian delegates arrived to discuss the purpose of the Student Christ­

ian Associations. The Canadian delegation stood out .among their American 

counterparts. They were older, more mature, more confident. They had been 

through the long tes ting of the war, and they were quicker to ques tion and 

more concerned with what they perceived as essentials. At the first meeting 

more than half of the men were seen weari ng the small brown emblem of those 

who had served overseas during the war. 148 

After an opening luncheon addressed by Charles Bishop, National Sec­

retary of the Canadian YMCA, on that Tuesday, December 30, the students re-

ti red to a local church to hear addresses by Ernes t Clarke, Margaret Lowe 
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and Professor S.H. Hooke. But the students had gathered to speak their 

minds, and they eventually turned to a discussion of the purpose of the Stu­

dent YMCA's and Student YWCA's. Once they were clear as to what their pur­

pose should be, they felt that they would have a criterion for considering 

programmes and organization. Two main lines of thought quickly emerged. 

Some argued that the chief object of the Associations should be the strength-

ening of the spiri tual lives of its members. Others, that the Associations 

should primarily be vehicles for the application of Christian principles to 

the problems of the world. Initially, the division seemed to be between the 

proponents of the social gospel and those of more traditional and evangel-

ical proclivities, but the students interested in social reform and service 

would soon gain the support of the moderates and religious liberals by recog­

nizing the importance of the person and teachings of Jesus in bringing in 

the Kingdom. This left only a vocal minority of more conservative and evan-

gelical students. The session was concluded by the appointment of a Find-

ings Commi ttee, chaired by "Mac" Omond, the Queen's University Student Secre­

tary and a former YMCA chapl ain overseas, to moni tor the discus·sions of the 

sessions of that evening and the next morning and to present a resolution 

later. 149 

No findings, however, were possible. Church and Canadian YMCA lead-

ers present were so incensed wi th the direction that the discussions seemed 

to be going that they took over the proceedings that evening, providing 

their own speakers, and the next morning held a church service. Ernest 

Clarke was threatened with firing for his part in initiating the meeting and 

discussions. Out of respect for the difficult position Clarke was in the 
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students coopera ted with the church offi ci a 1 s. But the frus tra t ion and i n­

dignation they fel t probably pushed many students toward a more radical 

stance regarding the formation of an independent Student Christian 

Movement.
1SO 

The students expanded the Findings Committee to include a represent-

ative from each universi ty centre, and each universi ty and college delega­

tion continued the discussions for short periods in small groups. To the 

dismay of the American leaders who were already trying to cope wi th defect-

ions and dissent, the Canadian delegates absented themselves from a number 

of meetings in order to gather informally and talk about their common needs 

and interests. lSI 

The consensus that emerged from these informal gatherings was, 

firstly, that the students themselves and no other group or organization, 

should be responsible for influencing their own student bodies for good. 

This they would do by study and by maintaining and encouraging a vigorous in­

tellectual ideal, to which Jesus was central. From the universi ty the stu­

dents resolved to move outward in unselfish service to the whole world. IS2 

On the second to last day of the convention, the Canadian delegates 

all gathered together and the Findings Commi ttee issued two statements as 

tentative expressions of the "Ideal Purpose" of a Student Association (See 

Appendix 1 0. The first was simply, "To seek to know God through Jesus 

Christ, and having discovered Him, to make Him known to the students of this 

Uni vers ity, and through them, to the worl d." Thi s purpose accented the evan-

ge 1 i ca 1 tendenc i es of the S tuden t Movemen ts. The second purpose was much 

longer, calling on the Associations to unite all who accept Jesus as "the 
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supreme revel ation of God, or who desire to understand and test the Christ­

ian fai th" and standards of conduct. It further directed that the Associa-

tions work to permeate the university with Christian ideals and to encourage 

all students to gi ve themsel ves to service. The second proposed purpose ob­

viously made room in the Student Associations for the doubters and seekers 

of the postwar student generation, and was an implicit rejection of the mem-

bership bases of the YMCA and YWCA. It also accented the responsibility 

that students felt for personally remaking the world. 153 

Discussion continued at that afternoon session after the two pur-

poses were presented. The Commmi ttee argued that no barriers for membership 

Should be established by the Associations except against "insincerity and 

prejudice", two of the greatest sins to a generation which stressed freedom 

and integrity. Those engaged in the same ques t, whether from within or out­

side of orthodox Christianity, had a rightful place in the movement. 154 

The next question taken up by the session was whether the present 

organizations were adequate for the purposes expressed. It quickly became 

clear that almost every college delegation was dissatisfied with the pro­

grammes and activities of the Student YMCA's and Student YWCA's. There was 

a general agreement that the present organizations would have to be changed 

or abandoned. 

When the Findings Committee presented its final resol utions they 

met with unanimous approval of the students: 

1. That copies of these statements of the purpose of the 
S[tudent).C[hristian].A[ssociation]'s be sent out by the Council of 
Canadian Student Movements to all Canadian S.C.A's with a request for 
an expression of opinion on them before April 30th, 1920. 
2. That the various Canadian S.C. organizations be asked to consid­
er whether the time has not now come to take steps for the organiza­
tions of a distinctive Canadian Student Movement, having regard to 
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(a) the fact of our growing national consciousness and the 
conviction which is shared by many students that the Student 
Y.M.C.A and Y.M.C.A are not a natural expression of the rel i­
gious life of Canadian students. 
(b) the fact that our Canadi.an S.C. Associations in prac­
tice, if not by constitution, do not accept the Y.M.C.A 
basis of membership. 

3. That adequate opportuni ty for the discussion of these matters 
be provided in the Canadian Summer Conferences, that such discussion 
be carried on as far as possible by students, commissioned to express 
the convictions of the insti tutions they represent, and that, if at 
all practicable, a representative Conference of Canadian students be 
assembled at as early a date as possible. 
4. That meanwhile no obstacle be placed in the way of any associa­
tion desiring to take such steps as it may deem advisa~56 to adapt it­
self to the situation and needs of its own institution. 

These reso 1 u tions refl ec ted some of the curren ts of though t infl uenci ng the 

young people who came of age during or just after the Great War. The gather-

ing at Des Moines, even if on American soil, was the first truly national 

and representative gathering of the college and university students of Cana­

da. One of the exci ting realizations that. the discussions had produced was 

that of a new sense of national unity among these young people. Further was 

the recognition that their evangel ical heritage, as embodied in their con-

nection with the Young Men's and Young Women's Christian Associations, no 

longer had any re 1 ev ance to many of the s tuden ts. The s tuden ts dec 1 ared 

their intention to pursue an independent course from their parents and their 

pas t. 

"Mac" amond, when he reported the resul ts of the meetings to The 

Canadian Student, editorialized: 

In many hearts there is a great hope that these developments point to 
a new daY in the rel igious life of Canadian Students - that they ex­
press not only an earnes t concern for the things of the Spi rit and 
their appl ication to life, but a determination that they shall find in 
our Canadian Colleges a vital and natural manifestation through a move­
ment among the students themselves, a movement that is democratic and 
brotherly, broad and tolerant, and at the same time warmly enthusiast-
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ie. SuchlSll movement would be of inestimable value to the students and 
Coll eges. 

Students who had been at the Des Moines meetings assumed that a 

Canadian Student Christian Association was "practically an accomplished 

fact,,,lS8 and the editor of The Canadian Student announced that it was 

finally possible to speak of a real "Canadian Student Movement".159 

Students returned to the colleges and universities of Canada with a 

dynamism and enthusiasm for reorganizing their Student Associations as a pre-

liminary to rebuilding the world. The Student Secretaries toured the coun-
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try initiating and encouraging discussion of the Des Moines resolutions, esp­

ecially the aims and purposes of the Student Associations, and the advisabil-

ity of a break wi th the YMCA and YWCA. Each association held meetings, of-

ten coeducational, to give the students opportuni ty to express themselves 

and exchange opinion. Some associations assigned the resolutions to commi t-

tees or study groups who spent hours wres tl ing wi th the ques tions before 

them. 160 

For some associations these discussions were not enough. At McGill 

Universi ty, where there was already a high degree of cooperation between the 

YMCA, the YWCA and the Student Volunteer Band, the students issued a state­

ment that both associations looked forward to the inauguration of an indepen­

dant and united student movement. In anticipation of this, the McGill YMCA 

rewrote their constitution, reorganized the SVM on campus, and passed a new 

basis of membership. 

It is the purpose of the members of this Association to seek a person­
al knowledge of God, and understanding of His will f{)r themselves and 
others, and to work for the realization of the Kingdom of God in human 
society, accepting as a guide the teaching and example of Jesus, and 



mak~n~ t~tl student body of this Universi ty their special field of 
actlvlty. 

The McGill students echoed the desire for an organization of seekers who 

would realize the Kingdom of God on earth through the principles of Jesus. 

Organizationally, the students of the University of Toronto F_aculty 

of Education went even further. They dissolved the local uni ts of the YMCA 

and YWCA in early January and formed a coeducational Student Christian 

Union. They stated that the old organizations had not even touched the 

fringes of the task that should be theirs: that of bringing before all stu­

dents, and informing them on, "all the broad questions of the day.,,162 

Once the Des Moines resolutions reached the local units the stu-

den ts were swift to respond. The February and March 1920 issues of The 

Canadian Student contained many expressions of student opinion. Students re-

cognized that the purposes and membership bases of the YMCA and YWCA were in­

adequate for the par ti cul ar needs of uni vers ity s tuden ts, and many found 

that the names alone of the Y' s hampered their work on campus. The YMCA and 

YWCA must consider the good will and support of the cOlllllunity, Whereas, as 

one student noted, "I t is death to a student association if this considera­

tion hampers honest expression of opinion.,,163 A few voices called for re-

taining a relationship with the parent bodies, perhaps for financial rea-

sons, while changing the name, gaining more democratic control, and altering 

the purpose and membership bases. 164 

After the discussions of the spring of 192D the students and their 

leaders looked forward to the conferences of the summer where the resul ts of 

the local consul tations could be shared and decisions could be made. The 
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Canadian Student urged that all the delegates to the Des Moines Convention 

and the entire next year's executi.ve of each local uni t be present, along 

with "those who have seen something of the vision of the possibilities of a 

corporate student movement towards the bringing in of what we call' the King­

dom of GOd,.,,165 Those at the summer conferences should come having al-

ready discussed the Des Moines recommendations in their colleges, and they 

should be prepared to come to definite concl usions about an independent 

Chri s ti an movemen t among Canadi an Students. The brochures the S tuden t YWCA 

issued for the upcoming conferences advised the students that they would be 

making fundamental decisions regarding the future of student religious work 

in Canada during the summer. But the ambivalence of the Student YMCA, wi th 

a progressive leadership and an occasionally conservative membership, was 

shown in that, despi te the letter issued to the local uni ts of the YMCA ad­

vising them that they should discuss a Canadian student movement during the 

summer conferences, the brochures issued for the conferences made no mention 

of discussion or decision regarding a Student Christian Movement. 166 

Hanging over the discussions in the spring of 1920 like a pall were 

financial problems affecting both the YMCA and the YWCA. Both organizations 

had undergone massive expansion during the war as peopl e freely supported 

their work overseas. But postwar deflation and the failure of the 1919 fin­

ancial campaign meant the necessity of cut-backs for the YMCA, and near bank­

ruptcy for the YWCA. In January, 1920 the National Executive of the YMCA re­

fused the Student Commi ttee's request for an additional Student Secretary. 

Later in the spring, local boards of the Student YMCA began cut-backs, and 
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the student secretaries at Queen's University, at Ontario Agricultural Col­

lege and at the University of Alberta did not have their terms renewed. 16? 

The opening conference of the summer was a first in another way as 

well. For the first time the secretaries of the Student YMCA and the Stu-

dent YWCA met together. For ten days seventeen secretaries gathered at Co­

bourg, Ontario to study wi th H.B. Sharman .and to listen to addresses by S.H. 

Hooke and Davidson Ketchem. They spent much time in discussion of the aims 

of a Student Christian Movement, but they could not make any decisions for 

the students. 168 

There followed quickly two Student YMCA conferences, one at Cobourg 

and a second at Mount Allison University, Sackville, New Brunswick. The Co-

bourg conference studied wi th Dr. Sharman, and was addressed by Hooke, 

Ketchum, and a Christian socialist, J. Stitt Wilson, from the United States. 

The Maritime conference included study wi th Howard Bronson, a friend and 

"disciple" of H.B. Sharman, but it stressed missionary interests more. At 

both conferences opinion was generally that steps should be taken toward the 

formation of a united movement that was more or less independent, and the 

majority approved the calling ofa national gathering to make a final 

decision on the issue. The recently democratized Student YMCA Commi ttee was 

felt to be an adequate vehicle in the meantime.
16g 

It was at the Central Women's Conference in early June that the sit­

uation was radically al teredo The students of the YWCA, more deeply imbued 

wi th the concepts of the social gospel and less concerned wi th evangel ical 

values, had always had a different relationship wi th their parent organiza­

tion. Al though they had less voice in their Student Commi ttee than their 
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male counterparts, there was a sense of sisterhood between the city and stu-

dent associations not evident in the paternalistic YMCA. In addition, the 

smaller size of the YWCA had always forced the local units at the colleges 

and un i vers iti es to pursue a more i ndependen t course with less secretari a 1 

supervision. 

The women students gathered at Cobourg adopted a new membership 

basis without reference to the desires or interests of the YWCA: 

The Student Christian Association is an organization of students, 
based on the conviction that in the 1 He and teaching of Jesus are to 
be found the means to a full realization of life. The Association 
seeks by prayer, study and other means, an understanding of Jesus, and 
invites into its fellowship all students who are willing to t~,5 the 
validity of the conviction upon which this Association is based. 

The influence of Henry Burton Sharman, who was present at the conference, 

was clear in the new membership basis. The association would simply seek to 

understand the life and teachings of Jesus. All other concerns would spring 

out of a proper focus. And any who were seeking would be welcome to join in 

the study and the ques t. 

The women wen t beyond a new membersh i p bas is. They resolved· tha t, 

as the four-fold purpose of the YWCA was inappropriate for the university. 

And whereas the student branch exacts time, energy and money from the 
Dominion Council that could be provided by the students themselves, 
thus allowing' the Council freer scope for development in other 
branches,-
And whereas the accep tance of such respons i bi 1 i ty by the s tuden ts 
would foster a keener interest in the work, a spiri t of 
self-reliance,-
And whereas close cooperation between men and women students is most 
desirable, 
Therefore wEtiiecolMlend the formation of a Canadian Student Christian 
Movement .... 

Recognizing the financial problems of the YWCA, and the need for student con-

tro 1 of the i r own organ i za t i on. as well as the wi despread des i re for a un it-
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ed movement, the students called for the establishment of the SCM. To faci1-

itate its formation, the women set up an Interim Committee to handle the de­

tails. The committee, chaired by Dr. Sharman, included S.H. Hooke, Margaret 

Wrong of the University of Toronto, and Dr. W.A. Gifford, a McGill Theology 

professor and a social gospel leader, as well as student representatives 

from the major universities of Central Canada. The women students recommend-

ed to the other conferences to be held later in the summer that they appoint 

further members to the committee. And finally, since the YWCA, in order to 

cut back on expenses, had given Berta Hamilton, Maritime Student Secretary, 

her notice, the students suggested that the first item of business for the 

Interim Committee be the raising of financial support for Miss 

H "It 172 aml on. 

The Dominion Council of the YWCA, embroiled as it was in a finan­

cial crisis which necessitated the resignation of one-thin! of the national 

staff and which threatened the seizure of their national headquarters build­

ing, gladly grasped the opportunity and turned over the entire Student Com­

mittee work, including finances and personnel, to the Interim Committee. 

The Interim Commi ttee assumed the support of Margaret Lowe, Ruth Spence and 

Berta Hamil ton, and the Dominion Council offered office space as long as 

they should own their building. In one quick move the Student YWCA was on 

its own and independent. 173 

Meanwhile, a series of special meetings of the National Executive 

of the YMCA resolved that as of September, they would have to eliminate the 

Maritime and Western Student Secretaries. This only tended to heighten the 

sense of urgency the student discussions were already experiencing. 174 
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The Maritime Student YWCA Conference in late June also decided to 

support a Student Christian Movement. They confirmed the actions and resol­

utions of their sisters at Cobourg, and appointed Maritime representatives 

to the Interim Committee. The students also appointed a regional committee 

to help administer their area. 175 

The Wes tern S tuden t Conference at Lumsden Beach, Saskatchewan in 

July was the only coeducational conference that summer after the Cobourg con­

ference estabished the Interim Committee. The men and women present both re­

sponded enthusiastically to the actions of the Central Women's Conference. 

The conference had been pl anned so that the men and women would meet separ­

ately for study groups and sports, but the students demanded that all activi-
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ties be mixed. Not only did the women endorse the recommendations of their 

eastern sisters and appoint members to the Interim Committee, but they also 

suggested, along with the men present, that the Interim Committee accept 

male delegates and be completely representative. In a resolution touched by 

the postwar nationalism and the stress on the person of Jesus, and spurred 

on by the latest cut-backs of the YMCA and YWCA, the students stated that, 

"Whereas the growth of a national student consciousness has created a bond 

for union sufficient to demand the ini tiation of a distinctive national stu-

dent movement; .•• We, the men and women students of Western Canada .•• re­

commend the formation of a student Christian Movement in Canada .••. 176 

The basis of membership proposed by the Lumsden Beach Conference was similar 

to that of the Cobourg Conference, recognizing the SCM as a fellowship of 

students convinced that Jesus' life and teachings embody the best conception 

of life known. 



With the complete approval of the women, and the qualified support 

of the men, the Student Christian Movement of Canada seemed to be almost est­

ablished. The Interim Committee now supervised all the work of the Student 

YWCA's of Canada, and had even elected to support L.S. Albright, the Mari­

time Student Secretary who had been released by the YMCA. H.B. Sharman ex­

ci tedly wrote his wife from Lumsden Beach that "The Canadian Student Christ-

ian Movement is now fully launched; there seems no possibility now of any 

going back .•.. l ?? The milestone had been passed. 

The Student Commi t tee of the YMCA responded to the events of the 

summer by declaring their appreciation of the drive for "democratic express­

ion" and "direct responsibility" in the movement, but cautioned that nothing 

good from the past should be discarded. The Committee greeted the efforts 

toward a new form of organization as logical and welcome. The Commi ttee re-

commended a national gathering Christmas week, 1920 to initiate the new Stu­

dent Christian Movement. 1?8 Despite the intention of the Des Moines dele-

gates that the summer conferences should help ini tiate the new movement, 

there was enough doub t and i ndec i s i on among the members of the S tuden t YMCA 

that the Student Committee wanted to move slowly and carefully. 

The Inter i m C ommi t tee and the S tuden t Vol un teer Commi t tee suppor ted 

the call for a national conference. The three organizations formed the 

Joint Committee of the Student Christian Movements of Canada, comprised of 

five representatives from the Interim Committee, five from the Student YMCA 

Commi ttee, and two from the SVM Commi ttee. The Interim Commi ttee represen­

tatives included H.B. Sharman, who chaired the new comm; ttee, Berta 
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Hami lton, Margaret Lowe and Margaret Wrong. The Student YMCA Committee re-

presentatives included Ernest Clarke, who served as secretary of the commit-

tee, Charles Bishop, National Secretary of the YMCA, and Profesor S.H. 

Hooke. And the Student Volunteer Committee representation included Velma 

Hamill, the former Senior Student Secretary of the YWCA. The Joint Commit­

tee took over the work of the Council of Canadian Student Movements, includ­

ing the publication of The Canadian Student magazine. The Joint Committee 

was assigned the further task of arranging the national gathering and draft­

ing a constitution for the new movement which could be submitted to the 

local Student Christian Associations as soon as possible. The Commi ttee 

would revise the draft in light of the comments and criticisms it recieved 

and present the revision to the national conference. 179 

The proposed constitution was quickly drafted and issued to the 

local units across the country of the Student YMCA, the former Student YWCA, 

the SVM, and to any new joint Student Christian Associations, as well as any 

other unaffiliated religious organizations of Canadian campuses. The aim 

and basis of the Student Christian Movement of Canada was to be a modific-

ation of the Coburg proposal: 

The Student Christian Movement of Canada is a fellowship of students 
based on the convic tion that in the 1 ife and teachi ng of Jesus Chri s t 
are found the supreme revelation of God and the means to the full real­
ization of life. 
The Movement seeks through study, prayer, service and other means to 
understand and to follow Jesus Christ and to unite in its fellowship 
all the students in the colleges of Canada who are will ing1SB test the 
truth of the conviction upon which the Movement is founded. 

Membership would be through local units which chose to adopt the aim and 

basis and affiliate with the SCM. The Movement was to be controlled by a 

General Committee composed solely of students: one from each university or 
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college, three from the theological colleges, plus three student volunteers. 

The General Committee would appoint all secretaries with the advice of the 

relevant consti tuency. The SVM in .Canada would be directed by a commi tttee 

under the general Commi ttee. Students were allowed the option of forming 

city or regional committees. And finances were to be controlled by a 

Finance Committee Chairman and a Treasurer, both "senior persons".18 

In the local uni ts that fall, especially those of the Student YMCA 

and the SVM, the discussion continued wi th a careful examination of the pro­

posed constitution. In some locations, notably in Toronto and Winnipeg, 

there were great differences of opinion. Once more the Student Secretaries 

fanned out across the nation, encouraging the local units to join or at 

least consider the SCM. 182 

After the summer conferences many of the uni ts of the Student YWCA 

had renamed themsel ves S tuden t Chr i s ti an Assoc i a ti ons or the S tuden t Chri s t-

ian Movement, and even the Student YMCA's of the University of Toronto adopt-

ed the name, "the Student Christian Association". A few local units made 

even more concrete steps towards amalgamation. At Victoria College, Toron­

to, the men's and women's organizations revised their membership basis to 

that proposed by the Central Women's Conference at Cobourg, began joint meet­

ings and elected to pool their finances. 183 

Meanwhile a minor revol t was going on in the Mari times. Berta 

Hamilton and loS. Albright, the two Marit.ime Secretaries, objected to the 

dominance of the Joint Committee by Ernest Clarke, who, they claimed, was 

not moving quickly enough. A conference of some of the Mari time Student 

Associations in October in Truro, Nova Scotia rejected the proposed constitu-
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tion. Some questioned whether an intensive rather than inclusive movement 

might be more appropriate, but most objected to the centralization of author­

ity and finances in the General Committee and in the executive officers 

largely resident in Toronto. Perhaps this rebellion stems from the history 

of regional autonomy. The YMCA Maritime Council had been running the Stu­

dent YMCA's without interference since 1916. 184 

The Maritime Student Secretaries were not alone in their criticism 

of Ernest Clarke, although most questioned his role for different reasons. 

The National Executive of the YMCA had been unaware of the trends of thought 

in the Student Association, and the Des Moines resolutions had taken them 

completely by surprise. To their consternation they found that they were 

the object of vocal and sometimes bitter criticism. Although from the mom-

ent he was hired seven years previously, Ernest Clarke had always asserted 

his bel ief in the desirability and the inevitabil ity of an independent stu­

dent movement, the National Executive felt that they had been let down and 

perhaps even used by him. Some of the students concurred that he had shown 

a poor sense of loyalty in accepting the support of the Student YMCA while 

organizing, in the SCM, what amounted to a "coup d'etat" against the 

YMCA. Even such long-time faculty supporters of the Student Associations as 

Dr. Howard Bronson of Dalhousie and President Klinck of the Universi ty of 

British Columbia held themselves aloof from the events of the fall of 1920 

because they felt that the students were repudiating all outside help and in­

fluence, whether for good or ill. 185 
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On the fi rs t of November, 1920 the Joi n t Commit tee of the S tuden t 

Christian Movements of Canada issued a "Call to an Assembly of Canadian Stu-

dent Representatives from all Sections of the Dominion". The long awaited 

national conference of Canadian students on Canadian soil would be held Dec-

ember 29, 1920 to January 2, 1921 in Guelph at the Ontario Agricultural Col­

lege. The object of the gathering would be "to initiate a Student Christian 

Movement in Canada." Present at the convention should be a representative 
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of the S tuden t YMCA and the former S tuden t YWCA from each co 11 ege, one re-

presentative from organizations of similar character, ten student volunteer 

representatives from across Canada, and all student secretaries. Each insti­

tution would also be allowed a senior representatives, a graduate or faculty 

member, with advisory powers only.186 

When the evening of the conference arrived over seventy-five stu­

dents, graduates, faculty members, secretari es and observers had arri ved in 

Guelph to discuss the founding of a Student Christian Movement of Canada. 

Present were many who had worked and hoped for a Canadian independent uni-

fi ed student re 1 i gi ous movemen t for years. Not only were Ernes t Cl arke and 

other secretaries there - L.S. Albright, Berta Hamilton, Margaret Lowe, J.G. 

McKay and Ruth Spence - but such leaders as Or. H.B. Sharman, Professor S.H. 

Hooke and Margaret Wrong. Student leaders wi th war experience, including 

Erroll Amaron of McGill, Larry MacKenzie of Dalhousie and Davidson Ketchum 

of Trinity College were also in evidence. Representatives from almost every 

major university and college in Canada were there at Guelph. If the repre-



sentation was heavily slanted towards the Student YMCA, it was still geo­

graphically broad. 18? 

The day before the Guel ph Conference convened, there was a has tily 

sUlll'l1oned special meeting of the Executive Commi ttee of the National Council 

of the YMCA. The Toronto and Winnipeg Student Associations had decided in 

favour of continuing wi th the YMCA, and they asked the National Counci 1 for 

help in maintaining their position. Ernest Clarke was chided for not provid­

ing the leadership expected of him in putting forward arguments in favour of 

a continued relationship wi th the YMCA. The Executive Committee had author-

ized the Guelph Conference for consideration of the question of a new move-

ment, not to initiate it. The Executive Committee ended its meeting by dele­

gating Charles Bishop, the YMCA National Secretary, to tell the Guelph con­

vention that the National Council did not want to give up the Student YMCA, 

that there was a possibility of realizing the desires of the students within 

their parent bodies, and that the National Council would continue to main­

tain and supervise any Student YMCA's which chose not to join the SCM.
188 

Chastened by the National Council, criticized by those still loyal 

to the YMCA, and attacked by the Maritime student movement, Ernest Clarke 

chose to take a back seat at the Guelph Conference the next day. In his 

stead, H.B. Sharman and J.G. McKay, the McGill Student Secretary, took the 

lead. At the opening session of the Conference, the evening of Wednesday, 

December 29, J .G. McKay took the chai r, and two s tuden ts addressed those 

gathered on "the Spirit of the Student Christian Movement." The third speak-

er of the evening was Margaret Wrong, Dean of Women at University College, 

Toronto, and a long-time Student Association supporter. She emphasized that 
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no organization or constitution could create life or fellowship. Instead 

the vital necessity was for a strong spiritual life, actively working to do 

God I swill. 189 

The Student Christian Movement can only exist in so far as students 
are wi 11 i ng to join with s tuden ts, colleges with colleges, in the 
search for the Kingdom of God, £§oieving that only by this discovery 
can the need of the world be met. 

The following morning Erro11 Amaron was elected Chairman of the Nat­

ional Assembly. Charles Bishop and Mrs. M.L. Angus, former Chairman of the 

YWCA Student Committee, gave histories of the student work under their organ­

izations and presented the budgets for the previous year. After H.B. Shar­

man had reported for the Joint Committee on the criticisms of the draft con-

stitution, the conference was turned over to the Assembly and was then 

thrown open to discussion. The result was a near chaos of disagreements, 

conflicts and questions. 191 

A few main concerns quickly emerged. The majority seemed to be in 

favour of a united and independent student movement, but the heavy financial 
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burden intimidated many, and there was still a vocal minority from Toronto 

and Winnipeg who opposed the movement outright. Dissenters argued that the 

YMCA was a valuable institution already willing to fund and organize the stu­

dents. The YMCA guaranteed local autonomy, and one could continue a rela­

tionship with the organization after graduation. The actions of the YWCA, 

however, seemed irreversible. Students wanted to be independent. Many stu-

den ts on campus di s trus ted the name and programmes of the YMCA and YWCA. 

And there was still the matter of the membership basis of the YMCA. 192 

In the midst of the discussion Charles Bishop was called upon to 

speak for the YMCA, and he del ivered the message of the National Counci 1 Ex- . 
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ecutive. He stated that the Council was willing to allow the men students 

more self-government, and could even make room for affiliation of the former 

Student YWCA with the Student YMCA. The one proviso was that the statement 

of the basis of membership would have to be maintained. It was not negoti-

able. The National Council's intransigence on the matter probably saved the 

Student Christian Movement of Canada. But Bishop's speech caused a minor up­

roar nonethel ess. Some of the S tuden t YMCA del ega tes from the Mar; times and 

Western Canada had been under the impression, because of the financial 

cut-backs, that the YMCA was voluntarily withdrawing from student work. 

Under the new ci rcums tances many del ega tes saw no reason for any 

193 change. 

The following morning the doctrinally more conservative Student Vol­

unteer delegates dropped their bombshell. They would not jOin the movement 

and imperil existin9 relationships with Church Mission Boards and their Amer-

ican parent body. They would, however, put the question of closer union 

with the Student Associations to the Student Vol unteers of Canada in the 

nex t year .194 

The result was deadlock. Many felt that that was the last straw. 

The Student Christian Movement was still-born. Finally Davidson Ketchum 

rose and gave an impassioned speech on the necessi ty and the power of fai tho 

This galvanized the assembly. First one, then another rose to speak, until 

finally there were five or six at a time clamoring for the attention of the 

Chairman. In the midst of the babble the chairman, Erroll Amaron of McGill, 

rose and called for a vote on one simple question: "Is this Assembly in 

favor of a uni ted Student Movement of some sort, not commi tting itself in 



any regard as to the form that Movement wi 11 take?" The answer was a unani-

195 mous yes. 

The vote made it clear that the difficulties were organizational 

and not fundamental. Discussion, and on occasion vociferous argument, con-

tinued. Finally matters were brought to a head by a motion that, "In the 

opinion of this conference the Student Christian Movement of Canada should 

take the form of a federation of local Christian bodies, preserving complete 

local autonomy as to both organization and activities and requiring only the 

simplest possible national organization for district fellowship if so desir­

ed." Many of the more radical leadership perceived this as a means of per-

petuating the status quo, and they put up stout opposition. But not only 

did it appease the sectional interests of the Maritime students, but it was 

for many students an affirmation of spirituality over organization. Central 

control, to the students themselves, meant a continuation of head-counts, in­

stitutional programmes, and religious life mediated by paid secretaries. To 

the discomfort of many of the senior friends and advisers the students pass­

ed the motion by a very large majority.196 

The students followed by passing that afternoon the name, basis and 

aim, and membership of the proposed constitution almost unchanged (See 

Appendix 1 DJ. Rather than a fellowship based on the conviction that in the 

life and teaching of Jesus was the supreme revelation of God, they opted for 

the slightly more conservative, "The Student Christian Movement of Canada is 

a fellowship of students based on the conviction that in Jesus Christ are 

found the supreme revel ation of God and the means to the full real ization of 

life." The basis of membership, to accomodate the decentralization the 
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students preferred, was to be only in the local unit, and each member of the 

local unit was to be ipso 

Movement of Canada.
197 

facto a member of the Student Christian 

The eveni ng of December 31, among the speakers arranged was Davi d-

son Ketchum. Ketchum wove together his war experiences as an inmate of 

Ruhleben Prison Camp with his own quest for faith and the parables of Jesus. 

Decades later men would speak of that talk as the greatest they had ever 

heard. The walk of faith became vividly real to many with war~numbed souls. 

This reawakened faith confirmed that the path to follow was not the 
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well~worn one, but the new one of independence and confident trust in~ 

GOd. 198 

New Year's Day, 1921, the delegates sat in a marathon session of 

twel ve hours. Long exhaus ti ng wrangl ing and compromise produced a cons ti tu-

tion by eleven o'clock in the evening. Local units would join in Regional 

Committees, and a General Committee of student representatives, evenly divid­

ed between men and women, would handle inter-regional and national affairs. 

A General Secretary would provide assistance. Finally the constitution was 

put to a vote, and it passed unanimously. A last minute addendum made the 

constitution provisional, to be reviewed in the light of experience at a 

later national conference. Born after a gruelling session of amendments, re­

sol uti ons and coun ter-proposa 1 s, it was never the 1 ess born, and the del ega tes 

appointed representatives to the General Commi ttee of the newly-formed Stu-" 

dent Christian Movement of Canada before wearily retiring199 

The fo 11 owi ng afternoon, after church. the General Commit tee an-

nounced the officers of the new movement. H.B. Sharman was appointed Chair-



man of the General Commi ttee and of the Finance Commi ttee, and Ernes t Clarke 

was appointed General Secretary. The delegates sent resolutions of thanks 

to the YMCA and YWCA, expressing the "hope that our future work wi 11 con-

tinue in harmony with theirs toward a common goal - the Kingdom of God among 

men. ,,200 

A student of Trinity College, Toronto, who had been very active at 

Guelph, later that month shared his impressions of the conference in The 

Canadian Student: 

[T]he significance of the Guelph Convention may ... be explained as be­
ing a revolt against a formal type of nominal Christianity, and a con­
sequent seeking after something which has been lacking. The search is 
only begun; it cannot be conducted along the old lines of suasion of 
various kinds which brought students - often-times unwillingly - to 
Bible classes and such like; it cannot be gauged in its progress or re­
trogression by such methods as counting heads, statistical data, and 
all the other abominations to which our modern organizations tend; it 
must be conducted quietly, in small groups, with no advertisement, by 
s tuden ts who are de termi ned to seek un til they fi nd tha t persona 1 and 
inward satisfaction ... Once found, their influence wi1l2B~cessarilY 
be a leavening force in the university life of the country. 

There was a complex combination of anger and disillusionment wi th 

an optimistic eagerness to remake the world after the Great War among the re-

ligious veterans who returned to Canadian colleges and universities, as well 

as among Christian young people who had come of age during or just after the 

war. They were very sensitive to new intellectual and social currents in 

society, and they had strong feelings of nationalism and a deep appreciation 

of the value of independence, freedom and democracy. 

The war had has tened many of the trends already ev i den tin Pro tes t­

ant Christianity, and had sufficiently shaken the foundations of the fai th 
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of many of these young people that they were challenged and changed. The 

war left a legacy of bitterness toward the Church and institutional religion 

which made the transformation in the religion of the students of Canada easi­

er. Under the influence of modern science students frequently doubted the 

miraculous, mystical and paradoxical elements of conservative Christianity. 

Influenced by an evolutionary humanism, many went on to question and even re­

ject almost every tenet of orthodox credal Christianity. Desiring spiri t­

uality but rejecting the Church, they conceived of themselves as part of a 

movement, a great following behind Jesus as leader, teacher and example. 

These students led a liberal revol t against the institutions which 

had nur tured reI i gi on on Canadi an campuses for fi fty years. Agai ns t organ i­

zation, programme and structure, against evangelical Protestantism, against 

business and Church they rebelled. Influenced by the social gospel, they 

sought a flexible vehicle to lead them into a new understanding of the teach­

ings of Jesus so that they could go forward after their studies to build the 

City of God on ear th. I nat temp t i ng th i s they founded one of the mos t i nf I u­

encial movements in Canadian Protestantism of the next fifty years: the 

Student Christian Movement of Canada. 
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Epilogue: 
The First Generation 

1921-1924 

I 

The founding of the Student Christian Movement of Canada initially 

made little difference in the activities of the local units of the Student 

YMCA's and the former Student YWCA'S. One student humourously listed some 

of these enterprises in a letter in The Canadian Student: 

"What is the S.C.M. doing?" Let me enumerate. It is organlzlng Bible 
study groups and religious meetings, holding endless discussions, mak­
ing a try at social service, publishing handbooks, worrying about fin­
ance, handling old clothes and second hand books, compiling lodging 
house directories, trying to look pleasant, sending out missionaries, 
running errands, holding conferences, arranging socials, disturbing 
people's minds, abandoning the faith, singing hymns, relieving dis­
tress in Europe, encouraging lovert, poisoning the student mind, and a 
has t of more or 1 ess worthy things. 

The writer continued by saying that slowly this whirlwind of activity was be­

ing left behind in the search for life and a way of life. 

New senses of independence and of responsibility were the most evi-

dent results of the formation of the SCM, manifesting themselves in an in­

creased involvement of the students. J.G. McKay's report to the principal 

of McGi 11 for the academi c year 1921- 22 commen ted on thi s: 

One on the principal effects of the change has been a new sense of pro­
prietorship and responsibility on the part of the students. We now 



feel that the Association is peculiarly our own and must stand or fall 
according to the strength or weakness of our faith and effort. There 
is also a growing sense of solidarity with the students of Canada and 
of other co un tri es throughou t the worl d. We feel no assurance tha t we 
have produced the BEST instrument through which the Christian spiri t 
of the University may find expression, but we have at least one which 
is c~pable of ready adjustment to the changing needs of student 
life. 

If the response of the Student Associations was slow and subtle, 

the reaction of some church leaders to the formation of the SCM was not. Dr. 

Day, the General Secretary of the Congregational Mission Board, declared in 

private that the students were bound for hell. 3 And some Methodist, Pres-

byterian, and Anglican leaders were no less disapproving. But something of 

the spiri t of the movement may be discerned from the fact that two strongly 

worded attacks on the SCM in the Toronto fundamental ist magazine, The Evan­

gelical Christian, in November and December 1921, were gleefully used as 

the basis for the SCM's most enduring song and the unofficial hymn of the 

movement. After a bad day, J. Davidson Ketchum visi ted the Sharmans in To-

ronto, where he saw the second editorial, "Poisoning the Students' Minds," 

which slurred Ketchum and his friend and mentor S.H. Hooke. Ketchum records 

in his diary that he was delighted by the article, and several months later 

he set "Poisoning the Student Mind" to music (See Appendix 2), wi th each suc­

cessive verse defaming a leader of the SCM. 4 

Many of the student secretaries and much of the organization of the 

Student YMCA and former Student YWCA continued on after Guelph. The Student 

YMCA secretaries at McGill, the University of Toronto and at Dalhousie Uni­

versity, since they were locally funded, stayed on. The Interim Committee 

continued its work until July 1921, supporting Maritime Secretaries Berta 

Hamilton and L.S. Albright, Western Secretary Margaret Lowe, and Toronto 
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Area Secretary Ruth Spence. When the Interim Committee finally turned over 

its charge to the SCM, Margaret Lowe was made Associate General Secretary of 

the SCM. 5 

A Maritime Oistrict Council established prior to the Guelph Conven-

tion continued to administer and support the work in the region. When Berta 

Hamil ton and loS. Albright left in the summer of 1921 the Council hired the 

part- time Dalhousie Secretary, Larry MacKenzie, as a part-time Mari time Sec-

retary as well. The Wes tern Area Counci 1 asked for and recei ved Margaret 

Lowe as Western Secretary, and after a year's hiatus a Toronto Women's Secr-

etary was also hired. Despite the worries over finances, almost a full com­

plement of secretaries could be supported by the SCM. 6 

Immediately after the Guelph Conference the SCM sent out letters in­

viting all Student YMCA's not represented to join the new organization. Un­

fortunately, the offer of the National Executive of the YMCA to continue to 

support the Student YMCA's encouraged dissent, and the process of amalgamat­

ing the Student YMCA's and the former Student YWCA's was a slow one. During 

the spring and fall of 1921 many gradually adopted the SCM basis and aim, 

and changed their names. Even organizations previously unaffiliated, such 

as the Student Missionary Society and the Women's Missionary Society of 

King's College, and the Missionary Society of Trinity College, joined. By 

1922 there were only a few hold-outs: the Universi ty of Alberta, McMaster 

University, Prince of Wales College and the UniverSity of New Brunswick. At 

the University of Toronto there was the anomalous situation of both a YMCA 

and an SCM affiliate on campus. Finally the summer of 1922 saw only two 
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groups left: the YMCA and the YWCA at McMaster, and the minority YMCA at 

the University of Toronto.? 

At McMaster University both the Student YMCA and the former Student 

YWCA resolved to join the Student Christian Movement in the spring of 1921. 

Because of faculty opposition, especially from conservatives in the Theology 

Department, the students continued discussions without concrete action. As 

the controversy surrounding T. T. Shields and McMaster, and the fundamental-

ists and modernists of the Baptist Convention, heated up, the new Chancellor 

became very sensitive about the association of the students with such a lib-

eral organization as the SCM. Finally, in exasperation, the YWCA, which was 

in an especially difficult position, petitioned the Faculty Association for 

permission to join the SCM. When this was turned down the president of the 

Student YWCA resigned in protest. In the end the Faculty imposed a "Christ­

ian Union" which joined the YMCA, the YWCA, and the SVB together. 8 

The Uni vers i ty of Toronto di ssenters, cen tred around the evange 1-

ical Anglicans at Wycliffe College, did not prove so difficult. After their 

bid to change the basis and aim of the movement failed at the First National 

Conference, held in Toronto just after Christmas, 1922, they entered prolong­

ed negotiations which finally issued in a settlement in March 1923. The 

last Student YMCA had joined the SCM. 9 

The Student Volunteer Movement was an entirely different matter. 

The Student Volunteers at the Guelph Assembly had called for discussion of a 

closer union wi th the SCM during 1921, suggesting some form of federation. 

Yet the ambivalence the Student Volunteers felt was clear in their next ac-
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tion. Within days the Student Volunteer Conunittee had removed Ernest Clarke 

from his positions as Chairman and General Secretary of the Commi ttee. In 

the course of the next year most of the Student Volunteer Bands in Canada, 

despite some suspicion of the theology of the SCM, acknowledged that it 

would be in the best interests of the two organizations and religion on Cana­

dian campuses in general if there was an amalgamation. lO 

The Student Volunteer Commi ttee dragged its feet after the year was 

up, and in the late spring of 1922 it defined the differences between the 

SCM and SVM. The SCM was to be primarily responsible for missionary educa­

tion in Canadian colleges, while the SVM would be responsible solely for the 

recruitment of foreign missionaries. While unable to see how such a separa-

tion of functions was possible, the SCM assumed the responsibili ties thrust 

. t 11 upon 1 • 

That summer the Student Volunteers reiterated their previous 

stance. The Central and Western Student Conferences called for the closest 

possible cooperation wi th the SCM, while the Eastern Student Conference cal­

led for a Canadian SVM as part of the SCM. Acting on the resolutions, the 

S tuden t Vol un teer Conuni t tee deci ded to form an independen t Student Vol un teer 

Movemen t of Canada. To fores ta 11 th i s move the Execu ti ve Conunittee of the 

SVM of North America urged a plebiscite of all Canadian Student Volunteers. 

The vote showed a substantial majority in favour of an independent Canadian 

movement, but opposition from Church Mission Boards and the Student Volun­

teers of Toronto and Winnipeg resulted in a vote for the status QUo in a 

meeting just before the First National Conference of the SCM began December 

28, 1922. 12 
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The following spring saw the resignation of several student members 

of the Student Volunteer Committee over this issue. Throughout 1923 and ear­

ly 1924 there was considerable infighting, and minor squabbles with the SCM. 

There followed several years of cool relations between the two organiza-

tions at the national level, and it was not until almost two decades later 

that the SVM was finally absorbed into the SCM. But the formation of the 

SCM had drawn away many of the best leaders, and the organization took over 

many of the activities of the missions movement, emasculating the SVM, which 

survived only as an anaemic shadow of its former self. 13 

The Student Christian Movement found itself in the summer confer-
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ences of 1921, an editorial in The Canadian Student said. 

In the conferences one fe1t himse1f in the presence of awakening life, 
life that was frank and free, intelligent, serious, emancipated from 
the bonds of ceremony, speaking from the heart. There was a freedom 
and fearlessness that may be traceable to a new sense of ownership, or 
partnershia, in the Movement, a sense that has grown noticeably during 
the year. 

That summer a pattern that would continue for years was established: an 

Eastern Student Conference in June, first at Pine Hill College, Halifax, and 

in later years at Deep Brook, Nova Scotia; a Western Student Conference at 

Carlyle Lake, Saskatchewan in July; and in September, at Elgin House in the 

Muskoka Lakes, Ontario, the Central Student Conference and the meeting of 

the General Committee. 

At that first Elgin House Conference Professor S.H. Hooke gave a 

powerful address which galvanized many of the students, catapul ting them in­

to the new idea of the movement. He spoke of the faith of Jesus, that "mad 



adventure" which required total commitment to its leader. The mystical fel-

lowship of those who followed not a worker of miracles, but a miracle Him­

self was realized there at Elgin House. 1S The normally reserved Dr. Shar-

man, who had been attending student conferences since 1886, wrote a friend 

that the 

Elgin House Conference .,. gathering made history •.. Nothing like 
Elgin House has ever been known to me in all my experience of Student 
Conferences ••• Every week since has brought new evidences of marked 
transformations wrought there ••. It marks an epoch in the history of 
religious work and life among students of the Central Provinces •.. 
The progress Nnce Guelph of the Christmas holidays is amazing beyond 
expectations. 

Imnediately after Elgin House 1921, a number of recent graduates of 

Victoria College who had been at the conference met and formed a graduate 

group of the SCM. Organized to support the SCM, maintain the fellowship, 

and renew a vision of the Kingdom of God among those in the working world, 

the Graduate Committee expanded, and held summer conferences from 1922 to 

1924, and operated intermittently thereafter. 17 

In the sumner of 1923 was established the conference wi th the great­

est continuity in the history of the Canadian Movement. Dr. H.B. Sharman 

established his Iota Sigma (for the first and last letters of Jesus in 

Greek) Semi nars to gi ve more dep th, s tabil i ty and permanence to the s tuden t 

rel igious movements of Canada, the United States and other countries. In 

1923 at Bon Echo, Ontario, and then from 1925 to 1946 in Algonquin Park, Ont­

ario, Dr. Sharman gathered students, facul ty and student leaders for four or 

six weeks of in-depth study of Jesus and the gospel records. Those present 

at the first seminar included Dr. H.L. Bronson of Dalhousie, Margaret Lowe, 

the Western Student Secretary, Helen Nichol, the Toronto Women's Secretary, 
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N.A.M. MacKenzie, the Dalhousie and Maritime Student Secretaries, Jean 

Moriarity, former president of the Dalhousie YWCA and later McGill Women's 

S"Cretary, and Gertrude Rutherford, Associate General Secretary from 1923 to 

1934. 18 

II 

To enable the final unanimous passage of the new constitution at 

Guelph on New Year's day, 1921, an addendum had been added which called for 

a later conference to review the consti tution and make it permanent. When 

the movement finally decided to hold this Legislative Assembly, they planned 

a national conference of all students to consider unique Canadian problems 

at the same time. 

The Canadian students as a group have never really faced up to their 
national responsibility, considering the contribution Canada, as a na­
tion, should make to the bringing in of the Kingdom of God. Nor have 
we ever considered our united contribution to the industrial, rural or 
frontier problems of Canada both in relation to our new and our native 
born Canadians. This conference will help us see more clearly what 
sort of people we ought to be and what l~rt of life we should live 
through college days and after graduation. 

When the call was issued for "the First National Conference of Canadian ·Stu-

dents" to be held December 28, 1922 to January 3, 1923 in Toronto, it was to 

all students, whether members of the SCM or not, 
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for the purpose of seeing clearly and uni tedly something of the pre­
sent situation in Canada and in the world and of discovering the part 
that the students of Canada should play in it; in other words, we aim 
to face the gravest questions of our time 21f the light of our deepest 
experience of Christ, and do this together. 



The conference would be the greatest expression of the social gospel the SCM 

ever produced, and perhaps its last important one for several student 

generations. 

The Legislative Assembly held December 27 and 28, 1922 saw the last 

of the conservative revolts against the SCM until the introduction of the 

Inter-Varsi ty Christian Fellowship to Canada in 1928. After rejecting the 

radical Davidson Ketchum as Chairman, the Assembly compromised on a veteran, 

James Endicott, who was a Student Volunteer with social gospel leanings. 

Those who had led the objections to the formation of the SCM at Guelph, the 

delegates from the University of Manitoba and from Wyc1iffe College, were 

joined by a new conservative group from the University of Western Ontario 

and from Huron College, another Anglican college, in London. Each delega­

tion had adjustments to make to the basis and aim: the University of Mani­

toba group, that the call and claim of the Church on the students' lives be 

added; the Western-Huron delegation, that Jesus Christ as manifested in Holy 

Scripture should be "accepted" by members; and the Wyc1iffe College dele­

gates, that only those who had accepted Jesus Christ as Personal Saviour, 

who were desirous of winning other students to Christ, and who believed that 

all Scripture was the inspired revelation of God should be allowed to join 

the SCM. The Find i ngs Commi t tee of· the Assembly rej ec ted all three mo t ions 

without putting them to a vote. 21 The constitution was made permanent 

wi th only minor organizational changes. The Wycliffe College YMCA Joined 

the SCM a few months later. But the Universi ty of Western Ontario - Huron 
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College men's group remained weak for many years, most of the conservatives 

opting to join the SVB rather than the SCM. 

In the fall of 1922 a study book had been issued by the SCM in pre­

paration for the First National Conference of Canadian Students: Some Cana­

dian Questions. The booklet listed statements, questions and bibliography 

for the use of the study groups of the SCM. S tuden ts across the coun try 

spent time reflecting on and arguing about the farmers' movements and rural 

problems, industry and industrial conflict, the problems of immigrants, in-

ternationa1 i sm and war, and the forei gn mi ssionary enterprise. The sugges t­

ions and statements, while not radical, were humane and deeply infused wi th 

the social gospe1. 22 

When the conference fi na 11 y convened on the even i ng of December 28, 

there were present some seven hundred delegates and over a thousand visitors 

and observers. Speakers had been arranged for each morning, but the after­

noons and evenings were to be given over to the opinions and shared exper­

iences of students alone. Students heard addresses on "the Industrial Sit-

uation in Canada"; on "the Rural Situation in Canada", by LC. Drury, Pre-

mier of the United Farmers of Ontario government in Ontario; on Eng­

lish-French relations, by Senator Belcourt; on the problems of immigrants, 

by Principal LH. Oliver of St. Andrew's College, Saskatoon; on the problems 

of religion in Canadian life, by the Welsh-born pacifist and social gospel 

leader, Richard Roberts of Montreal; on the rel ations between men and women; 

on the problems of the Jews in Canada; on "Canada's International Responsibi-

lity", by Newton Rowell, one of Canada's delegates to the League of N.ations; 
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and on the present si tuations in Africa, China and India. All of the sub­

jects addressed by the speakers and by Some Canadian Questions would rem-

ain of interest to the SCM for decades, and the students would continue to 

hear experts and social gospel leaders at their conferences. 23 

Throughou t the Firs t National Conference there were addresses by 

Dr. A. Herbert Gray of Glasgow, who attempted to tie together all of the con­

cerns of the conference in a series on the Kingdom of God. 24 The confer­

ence commi ttee issued a prayer leaflet for the conference, containing pray­

ers, confessions and resolutions appropriate for the concerns discussed or 

addressed each day. Each day began with the declaration, adapted from the 

Epistle to the Hebrews, that "We look for a City which hath foundations, 

whose Builder and Maker is God." After confession, the booklet listed a 

series of resolutions for the students each day, so "That the City of God 

may be buil t.,,25 When the conference was over, the addresses were publish-

ed in a book entitled Building the City of God. "The Kingdom of God" and 

"the City of God" would continue to be used as expressions of the desired 

new world order shaped around the principles of Jesus. But by the First Na-

tional Conference the phrase was already beginning to lose some of its opti­

mistic, almost apocalyptic, overtones. The eagerness to remake the world of 

that first postwar generation of students was being tempered, and the City 

of God, it was slowly conceded, would not be built in a day. 
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III 

The first postwar generation of students entered university or col-

lege in the autumn of 1918 or 1919. By the summer of 1923 some had al ready 

graduated. Davidson Ketchum noted all the new faces at the 1923 Elgin House 

Conference in his diary, and remarked on a different feel to that confer-

ence; the students were less a uni ty and more concerned wi th the 

, d' 'd I 26 lnlVlua. 

At that same Elgin House Conference the McGill Universi ty student 

delegation arrived wearing black armbands. Their beloved J.G. McKay had 

died abruptly a month before of the wounds he had sustained as a YMCA Chap­

lain overseas. 27 That same summer saw the departure of Margaret Lowe, the 

radical Western Student Secretary, and veteran Larry MacKenzie, secretary of 

Dalhousie University and the Maritimes. They were replaced by Gertrude 

Rutherford,a recent graduate of Victoria College, who kept her posi tion as 

Associate General Secretary for over a decade. 28 

Over the next few years the "famil iar faces" which had helped to 

. establish the Student Christian Movement of Canada moved on. In the spring 

. of 1924 Professor S.H. Hooke was dismissed from Victoria College for his 

radical theology.29 In the summer of 1925, Ernest Clarke resigned as 

G"neral Secretary, al though he did not leave until a replacement was found 

for him in 1927. 30 And in the late summer of 1926 Dr. H.B. Sharman, who 

had come to Toron to to he 1 p ou t the s tuden t movemen t for a semes ter in 1 918, 

finally left the city to take up a position as a lecturer at Yenching 



U · . t P k' 31 nlVerSl y, e lng. By 1926, almost all those who had been instrument-

al in founding the Student Christian Movement of Canada had picked up other 

tasks, and the spirit of the movement had changed. 

Perhaps the turning point can be located in the summer of 1924, 

when the last of those who had enrolled at university just after the Great 

War graduated. At the 1924 Elgin House Conference, Davidson Ketchum fel t 

"like a perfect stranger among the new crowd of students.,,32 The leader-

ship had a hard time adjusting to an SCM membership made up largely of stu­

den ts who had been ei gh t or ten years old a t the ou tbreak of the war. The 

editor of The Canadian Student, in October 1924, remarked extensively on 

this new generation: 

The beginning of another college year should remind us that the gener­
ation now growing up is a new one in more than the usual narrow sense 
of the word. It is clear from conversations wi th members of other 
movements that the departure of the last of the postwar generation 
from the colleges has made everywhere more difference than· was general­
ly expected, and that their successors are of quite another stamp. 
The opinion of that sanguine and impatient crowd who entered college 
from the army is hardly likely to be entirely just to those who come 
after; it is, however, interesting enough to be worth listening to. 
The new generation, we hear, is singularly unmoved by anything outside 
its somewhat conventional range of interests; it has no burning sense 
of the great problems in the world and takes no responsibility for try­
ing to settle them. It is extremely frank in stating its own opin­
ions, but these when heard are far from reassuring to those who look 
for a renaissance of thought and action deep-rooted in belief. It is 
a little cynical, a little egoistic, not at all anxious to be disturb­
ed. It is, finally, exceedingly young, and grows up with remarkable 
slowness. And the last sentence, we might add sums up and explains all 
the rest. 
The texture of the Canadian Student Movement was greatly al tered in 
the last two years, and this should be a matter for unmixed rejoicing. 
No previous generation succeeded in bringing in a new heaven and a new 
earth, and unceasing growth and change is the ground of our hope for 
the future •.. Granting all this, however, friends who came to some 
of our summer conferences this summer have sti 11 not been able to re­
press a slight feeling of uneasiness about the attitude of the stu­
dents who composed them. There was, as we all know, an atmosphere of 

159 



contentment and good-fellowship, an easy cheerfulness about life, 
which was very pleasant to live wi th and which we would be very sorry 
to see disappear. But life, unfortunately, is still a tragedy for 
some, whil e it has not yet become really simpl e for any; and the one 
thing which the older generation has a right to ask of its successors 
is that they be inwardly eager to answer life's deepest question. 
They wi 11 approach it from their own new angle and come to grips with 
it in their own unique way; the demand is only that they do approach 
it and do not try to sl ip around it. The greates t weakness of Ameri­
can ci vi 1 i zation is its tendency to gloss over the hard and puzz1 i ng 
facts of life with a cheap and superficial optimism; a movement which 
yie1 ds t~3 this tendency will have ceased to be a true student 
movement. 

Much has been written about the conservatism and the self-centred 

individualism of the youth of the nineteen-twenties. 34 While this stereo­

type would never be completely applicable to the SCM, the membership which 

dominated the organization from 1924 to 1928 came closest to that measure 

than any in the first decade of the movement. University observers speak of 

a "new spirit of dignity on the campus ... ,,,35 and the editor of The 

canadian Student, in December 1924, elaborated on the previous editorial by 

noting that "To-day we are watching the subsidence of the tide of idealism 

and emancipation that followed the war.... Those who know the world well, 

say that a wave of conservatism of thought is sweeping over the present stu­

dent generation.,,36 

This new generation of students felt less bitterness about the war, 

which had been accepted as part of the childhood environment, and less anti­

pathy to the Church. But at the same time, social concerns and social vi­

sion waned. They were replaced by intense personal and group studies of 

Jesus, which preempted the place of even the social expressions of Jesus' 

teachings, to the detriment of social service. Social gospel leaders were 

still invited to student summer conferences, but the burning vision of 
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remaking the world, the passion for a Christian social order, for "Building 

the City of God on ear th", was gone. 
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Appendix 1 

A. Purpose and Membership of the Student YWCA of Canada 

Purpose: 
(a) To call the women s tuden ts of Canada to the knowl edge of God 

in Christ Jesus, and to His discipleship in every department of conduct. 
(b) To promote among them regular habits of Bible Study and of 

Prayer. 
(c) To lead them into fellowship and service of the Christian 

Church. 
(d) To keep before them the importance and 

evangelisation, the Christian solution of social 
urgency of wor 1 dwi de 

prob 1 ems, and the 
permeation of public life with Christian ideals. 

Obj ec t: 
The object of this Association shall be to unite the women of this 

institution in loyalty to Jesus Christ; to help to develop and maintain in 
the institution a positive moral and religious atmosphere; and to help to 
interpret and carry out the general purpose of the Student Young Women's 
Christian Associations of Canada, as stated above. 

Membership Basis: 
Alternative A or B (one or other to be incorporated in all student 

Constitutions). 

/lA." So-called Personal Membership Basis 
Section 1. - The membership of the Association shall consist of 

those women students who sign the membership card which reads as follows: 
"I wish to declare my loyal ty to Jesus Christ, and to express my sympathy 
with the purpose of this Association by uniting with others in its work in 
this college./I 

Section 2. - The whole Cabinet Shall be sympathetic with Protestant 
Evangelical principles, and two-thirds of its members, including the 
President, shall be members of Protestant Evangelical churches. 

liB." So-called Church Membership Basis 
Section 1. - The membership of the Association shall be of two 

kinds: Associate members, who are in sympathy with the purpose of the Asso­
ciation; and Active members, who are also members of Protestant Evangelical 
churches, and thereby commi tted to the fulfi lment of the purpose of the 
organization. 

Section 2. - Office-holding and voting power are limi ted to active 
members. 

[Adapted from "Aim and Basis," Canadian Student II, 6 (Mar. 1920): 33-34.] 
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B. Active Membership in the Student YMCA of Canada and the United States 

S tuden ts and members of the faculty who are either members of 
evangel ical churches or who accept Jesus Christ as He is offered in the Holy 
Scriptures as their God and Saviour and who approve the objects of the 
Association which are as follows: to lead students to become disciples of 
Jesus Chri s t as their Oi vine Lord and Saviour, to lead them to joi n the 
church, to promote growth in Christian faith and character, and to enlist 
them in Christian service. Only active members of Student Associations 
shall have the right to vote, and only active members who are members of 
evangelical churches shall be eligible for office. 

[Adapted from "Aim and Basis," Canadian Student II, 6 (Mar. 1920): 34-35.] 
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C. Proposed Purpose of the Student Christian Associations, Des Moines, Iowa 
January 1920. 

Two S ta temen ts 

l. To seek to know God through Jesus Christ, and having discovered 
Him, to make Him known to the students of this University, and through them, 
to the worl d. 

2. To serve as a bond of union and a means of maintaining and 
deepening their spiritual life for all students of the college/universi ty 
who accept Jesus Christ as the supreme revelation of God, or who desire to 
understand and test the Christian faith and the Christian standards of 
conduct and society. 

To bring the influence of this Association to bear upon the 
student body with a view to permeating the whole student life with Christian 
ideals of conduct and service. 

To insist on the obligation resting on all students to 
consecrate themsel ves to 1 i ves of unselfish service in whatever vocations 
they may follow; to emphasize the special need of workers in the various 
social and misSionary enterprises of the church; and to provide, as far as 
possible, opportunities for definite service on the part of the students 
themselves. 

[From UCA/SCM, "Purpose of the Student Christian Association."] 
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D. Basis, Aim, and Membership of the Student Christian Movement of Canada, 
1921. 

Basis and Aim: The Student Christian Movement of Canada is a 
fellowship of students based on the conviction that in Jesus Christ are 
found the supreme revelation of God and the means to the full realization of 
1 ife. 

The Movement seeks through study, prayer, service and other means 
to understand and follow Jesus Christ and to uni te in its fellowship all 
students in the colleges of Canada who share the above conviction, together 
with all students who are willin9 to test the truth of the conviction upon 
which the Movement is founded. 

Membership: Any Christian Society, in any university, or any 
place of hi9her learning in Canada, whose aims are in harmony with the aims 
of the Movement and which shall insert in its constitution the words: 

"The ..•.. (name of society) in .... , (name of institution) shall 
be a Local Unit in the Student Christian Movement of Canada, which 
is a fellowship of students, based on the conviction that in Jesus 
Christ are found the supreme revelation of God and the means to the 
full realization of life." 

shall become a Local Uni t of the Student Christian Movement of Canada, and 
any member of such society shall be ipso facto a member of the Student 
Christian Movement of Canada. 

[Adapted from UCA/SCM, Printed Materials Book, 1921-1934, p. 4, "Student 
Christian Movement of Canada Constitution," Clauses II and III.) 
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Refrain: 

Appendix 2 

"Poisoning the Student Mind" 

The SCM has found its true vocation, 
It is poisoning the student mind; 

Its leaders, by astute manipulation, 
Are all poisoning the student mind. 

And you, young friends, I'm certain that you'll go 
To toast your toes at furnaces below 

If you give ear to leaders who, I know, 
Are bent on pOisoning the student mind. 

Poisoning the student mind, Poisoning the student mind, 
Bad men, bold men, villains double-dyed, 
'Neath their smiling countenances hide 
Spiritual arsenic, moral cyanide, 
For poisoning the student, poisoning the student, 
POisoning the student mind. 

Now Ernest Clarke is rapt in deep enjoyment 
When he's poisoning the student mind; 

His one, exclusive, only, sole employment 
is in poisoning the student mind. 

I've heard him to a study group suggest 
That David's morals were not of the best; 

This fact alone would make it manifest 
That he is poisoning the student mind. 

Now old Prof. Hooke may seem a harmless crittur, 
But he's poisoning the student mind. 

Within that pipe he brews a potion bitter, 
Just for poisoning the student mind. 

With views extreme his victim he'll beguile, 
And tell them with a supercilious smile, 

That Noah marched his stock in single file. 
Oh, yes, he's poisoning the student mind. 
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Doc. Sherman's [sic] much the worst of all the beggars 
Who are poisoning the student mind; 

He heads the gang of biblical bootleggers 
Who are poisoning the student mind; 

By subtlest questions doubts he can instill 
Of Job's interpretation of the will, 

And whether Jonah's fish possessed a gill. 
Oh, yes, he's poisoning the student mind. 

And then Miss Wrong: of course its quite notorious 
That she's poisoning the student mind; 

In her own way, peculiarly uproarious, 
She is poisoning the student mind. 

With flashing eyes she stamps upon the floor 
And tears to shreds all we've believed before, 

Then thumps the desk and bounces ou t the door. 
Oh, yes, she's poisoning the student mind. 

Now, Dr. Thomas may be quite unconscious 
That he's poisoning the student mind; 

But still those mighty verbal avalanches 
Are all poisoning the stUdent mind. 

He quotes concrete examples to his class, 
And charms the girls with "Yes, my little lass," 

But all the time a deadly form of gas 
Is slowly pOisoning the student mind. 

Now, who would think that sweet girl, Helen Nichol, 
Could be poisoning the student mind; 

But in the jam pot there's a sour pick Ie 
Which is poisoning the student mind. 

She gives a fine dramatic rendering 
Of servant girls who cannot have their fling, 

And all the while the moral of the thing 
Is simply poisoning the student mind. 

And then, all those who summarize discussions 
Are just poisoning the student mind; 

I class them all as Bolsheviki Russians 
Bnnt on poisoning the student mind. 

With serpent skill and cunning of the fox 
They emphasize the heretic who mocks, 

And carefully suppress the orthodox; 
They're simply poisoning the student mind. 
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There's still one more to whom I've not alluded, 
Who is poisoning the student mind: 

I fear Miss Rutherford must be included, 
For she's poisoning the student mind. 

For chairing she's inherited a gene, 
She sits on all and sundry as a queen; 

Such style, such poise, such - you know what I mean; 
She's simply poisoning the student mind. 

There's just one thing I forgot to mention: 
The student hasn't got a mind, 

And so its safe to hold this big convention, 
Because the student hasn't got a mind. 

But if our leaders heard the awful news, 
There is no doubt their senses they would loose, 

So let them imagine, if they choose, 
That they're poisoning the student mind. 

[ Adapted from Ernest A. Dale, Twent;t-One Years A-Building (Toronto: Stu­
dent Christian Movement of Canada, 194 ), pp. 46-48.] 
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