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The following is excerpted from Section II: “Where We Have Been?”
Churches:  Part of the Problem, Part of the Solution
Throughout history the Christian church has supported the belief that men were responsible for their wives, teaching that, as the head of the household, the husband was divinely sanctioned to maintain order. Just as adults were expected to punish children, so the husband was divinely sanctioned to punish his wife. For centuries, the church turned a blind eye to violence within the home.

Early feminists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Antony called for justice for women from the context of their strong Christian roots. Sojourner Truth, a black woman who had been enslaved, was one of the first activists who made the connection between slavery and violence against women. Sojourner Truth was motivated by her strong Christian faith to become an itinerant minister. She also challenged the sexism of the abolition movement, which was working to get the vote for black men, but not for black women: "There is a great deal of stir about colored men getting their rights but not a word about the colored women's theirs, you see, the colored man will be masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it was before. So I am for keeping the thing going while things are stirring, because if we wait 'till it is still, it will take a great while to get it going again."

In the early 1900s, women in North America were starting to organize on many levels. One of the most active spheres of organization was within Protestant churches. Women's groups met to send out missionaries, to build churches and to reform society. These women's groups supported women’s right to vote as a way of making society a better place. This included giving women property rights and the legal ability to have custody of their children. Theological movements, such as the Social Gospel movement, believed that it was the churches' responsibility to reform society. Improving the conditions that oppressed women was a part of that social agenda.
 

Not all sectors of the Christian church, however, were happy with these feminist reforms. From the turn of the century to the 1930s, leaders in the all-male Roman Catholic hierarchy in Quebec, for example, spoke out strongly against women’s rights, suggesting that women's God-ordained role was in the private, domestic sphere.
  

Some feminists were openly critical of the church, and its teaching of female submission. Other feminists chose to live sexually free lifestyles. These criticisms and rejection of church teaching on women shocked many Christians in the early part of the 20th century. Some churches distanced themselves from the feminist movement because they believed it challenged biblical values.   

The movement of feminist reform in Canadian churches was not always altruistically motivated. Some reforms were motivated, at least in part, by the belief in racial superiority of whites over immigrant, Aboriginal and Métis groups. British-Canadian culture was seen as vastly superior to that of others, such people of Eastern European or Aboriginal heritage. Issues of class were also critical, as more advantaged Christians patronized the poor, believing they knew what was best for them. 

The negative side of the reform movement is most clearly illustrated by the system of residential schools. At the very same time that Protestant reformers were championing change for women, Christian organizations were developing the federal government to develop the residential school system for Aboriginal peoples. Aboriginals were in a particularly vulnerable position due to political, economic and legal oppression. Residential school education was a system where native children were removed from their homes for lengthy periods of time and sent away, often over great distances, to boarding schools.  These schools were often run by Christian denominations. In the schools, children were isolated from their traditions and cultures. They were not allowed to speak their native language. With no one to advocate for them, children suffered neglect and abuse, both physical and sexual, from workers in the school.

The painful history of the treatment of native people in the residential school system is slowly being written, and the voices of those who had been neglected and abused are being heard. Many cases of abuse are being processed through the court system, and financial settlements are being awarded to the victims. Some churches have begun to explore the history of the residential schools and seek reconciliation with native communities.  

Black women who write history point out that they have a different story to tell than white feminist writers. White feminists have been critical of the church for hindering women’s freedom and preventing needed reforms, but black women have often experienced church differently. The exclusion of blacks from many white churches brought about the establishment of new churches led and populated by black people. Originating because of discrimination, these churches became a place where black culture and life could be cultivated. They have often been a place of empowerment.

The Christian church has, at times, been at the vanguard of reform that would alleviate violence against women, yet the church has also helped to perpetuate abuse. Further, the church has not always been comfortable with criticisms that feminists and others have mounted against its own patriarchal structures. For example, while many churches supported women's suffrage and women's right to hold political office, these same churches were often reluctant to ordain women to positions of leadership.
 


As we examine our churches and society, we can see how the patriarchal attitudes which influenced our history are still shaping the beliefs and culture of our world today. 
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