
  Bowman 1 

Kathy Bowman 
Born: 1951 
Interviewed:  August 23, 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 

New Frontiers 
 

For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.  
Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

~I Corinthians 13:11 (NIV)~ 
  
 
I was born in Edmonton in 1951. We grew up in Jasper Place, which was a separate town at 
that time, in a very much working-class neighbourhood, and working-class family. My 
mother had an Anglican background. My father, I guess, had a United Church background 
but not much of that. My dad was never a churchgoer, but that was okay. They were both 
born in Alberta, and they had both grown up on farms in Alberta. They got married after 
the war.   
 My father was a mechanic, a heavy-duty mechanic, but in many ways, he remained 
a farmer the rest of his life. My mom was a stay-at-home mom because everybody was 
then. She had worked in a government office before she got married. She had to quit when 
she got married. She did go back to work in a government office before she retired, just for 
a few years.   
 My parents were very fine people. My mother’s 100 years old. She’s in a nursing 
home now. My father died at age 98. So, they’re long-lived people. Very self-reliant. We 
always had a big garden; we always made our own stuff. But that’s what you did in those 
days.  
 Well, my mother started taking my brother and me to St. Barnabas Anglican Church 
when we were quite young. This was in the '50s. That’s when everyone was going to 
church, and the churches were just full of kids. St. Barnabas was in very much a blue-collar 
neighbourhood—a new neighbourhood, though, that was absolutely full of people and kids. 
In fact, they built the church when I was a child. I don’t remember the date, but it would 
have been about the mid-1950s.   

So, ours was not an exceedingly religious family, but it was part of the era that you 
went. And, in due course, I was confirmed, as everybody there was, at the end of grade 
seven. I stopped going by the time I was 14 or so. But there had also been a change of 
clergy, and the new one didn’t seem to function there that well, so a lot of people stopped 
going around that time.  

But after a few years, I went away to university, and university makes you think. I 
remember taking Anthropology 101 my very first year, all that conversation about religion 
and what that might be. Well, that made me start to think a little bit, but I didn’t go back 
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yet. Then I did a year in Québec City at Laval University in a program called French for 
non-Francophones, and I got to know a whole bunch of people, some of whom were 
evangelical Christians. They didn’t actually convert me, but they got me thinking, and got 
me saying, ‘Okay, I’m going to try this again.’  

My first day back happened Easter Sunday at the cathedral in Québec City. I did it, 
but I didn’t really do it all that well. But eventually, when I moved back to Edmonton, I 
started to go back to what was my home church. At that point I got a job, but I was still 
doing a course or two at U of A [University of Alberta], so I got to know the university 
chaplains, and they were very good. At that stage, the Anglican and United churches had a 
joint chaplaincy.   

So those two—my home church and the university chaplaincy—were formative 
places. I don’t know where I would have ended up if I hadn’t had some kind of church 
background. When I decided I needed to try out church as an adult, and figure out what 
faith is as an adult, well, the natural place to start was Anglican.   
 I had some questions to work through. I was 12 when I was confirmed. Well, none 
of us make adult decisions at age 12, and none of us think in an adult way at age 12. 
Confirmation classes were essentially an extension of Sunday school, except the rector got 
to do them instead of a nice lady. That’s where you do affirm your belief, and it was sincere 
at the time. We did believe. But a lot happens between age 13 and 20 in our culture, in our 
setting.   

As an adult I needed to say, ‘Okay, how can I read the Bible when I know I can’t 
take it literally?’ Because as a child, you just take it literally, because that’s what children 
do. And, you know, ‘What is there about prayer? What do I do that’s not really childlike?’ 
There’s more depth to it than I could have experienced when I was a child. Not that it 
wasn’t real; it’s just different. You know, how do I make sense of the parables and the 
miracles, and the epistles which are written in a kind of language that is not our language, 
and ways of thinking that aren’t quite contemporary? 

My own rector at St. Barnabas was actually very good. I used to go over there and 
sit there and talk for a long time. But so was the university chaplaincy. The university 
chaplaincy had an informal sense of worship—as they do now—and conversation, and 
people my own age, whereas my home church had people my parents’ age.   
 So, I’d figured some of this out long before I went to seminary. I mean, Scripture 
101 is a shock for some people; it wasn’t for me. I’d been back to university in the 
meantime to get an MLS, a Master of Library Science. I’d been working at the library at 
MacEwan College, but I couldn’t go any further without the degree. So, I went back to get 
the degree. It was a two-year degree, and around Christmas of the second year, when I was 
three quarters of the way through, I thought, ‘This isn’t it, is it?’ I was quite involved in 
church then; I was quite involved at the university chaplaincy. I realised that I really felt 
called to pursue ordination.  

The year 1976 was the first ordination of a woman in Canada, but not in this diocese 
yet. So let me think about this. I graduated from library science in 1980. And I did work a 
little while, and I took a few courses at Newman College, just as a process of testing things 
out and going through the ordination process. I’m not saying there were no ordained 
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women in this diocese, but there were no women ordained in this diocese. A few came in 
from outside.   

One of them was Sister Rosemary Ann, from the Sisters of St. John the Divine. She 
was ordained in Toronto and sent by her community back to Edmonton. She was probably, 
in many ways, the pioneer. And she was a great pioneer because she was an older woman 
and very, very well respected and known to clergy. She was not in active parish ministry 
because she had this other role. So, she was here. And there was an Anglican woman at 
Inner City Pastoral Ministry (ICPM). I’m not exactly sure what year she came, but she 
came before I was ordained. She was there in the early years of my ordination. She’d been 
ordained in Montreal, I think.   

People here in the diocese were all over the place on the issue. Some people 
struggled. I think the rector of my parish struggled with the issue, though he was nice about 
it. And I think a lot of people did not see it in me; they didn’t see me as being suitable for 
ordination. Not just because of the ordination of women; they just didn’t see it in me. I was 
really quiet, I was really shy, and people didn’t see me standing up and talking in front of a 
crowd, and that kind of thing. But, of course, for all introverts, it’s all learned, isn’t it? 

But there was probably more resistance going on than I was aware of. I was 
blissfully unaware of a lot of stuff—really a lot of stuff. I was really just very innocent 
about all kinds of things. I didn’t understand how the church worked.  

I can’t really remember if there was a parish discernment. I think, I went to see the 
bishop for the first time. Oh, that was scary! And then they did the Examining Chaplaincy 
interview. And somebody told me afterwards they’d been trying to think of a nice way to 
turn me down, but then I did well in the interview. You learn these things.  

One thing that happened in the meantime was this project the bishop of the day, 
Kent Clarke, had going. Edmonton, as it always is, was growing really fast, and we had no 
churches on the outskirts of the city. So, Bishop Clarke had a project where he wanted 
young people to form a community and go out there and try to do mission on the outskirts.  
Well, the thing didn’t actually happen the way he envisioned it, but there was a year where 
three of us—then it got down to two of us—were in three or four different parishes, going 
door to door in outlying areas. And for someone who’s naturally shy to do something like 
that! Well, you know, you get used to talking to people, to strangers, and accepting 
whatever comes up. And that was very valuable because I got to be in parishes other than 
my home parish—a bit broader experience.   

Anyway, so I was accepted by the examining chaplains. And then I went off to 
ACPO, which was in Winnipeg, and there were very few women there. ACPO is the 
Advisory Committee on Postulants for Ordination. It’s where you go for interviews. It still 
exists; it’s held every year. You go through a whole bunch of interviews with people, and 
they assess you. And usually one person looks for spirituality, and one person looks for 
psychological issues, and one person assesses ministry abilities, that sort of thing. I 
remember that. And there were very few women there. I was accepted at that level, too, and 
then I went on to seminary at Trinity College.  

At that time all the examining chaplains and assessors were men. But I wasn’t that 
aware of needing courage and determination. This was the path God had chosen for me, so 
God was going to make it work. Now I think that was a pretty innocent way of looking at it.  
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You know, sometimes people are called, and others get in the way. But I didn’t see that. I 
just thought it would work. But I knew the fact I was female was an issue. I never was sure 
of ordination. When I went off to Trinity College, there were lots of guys who were 
absolutely sure. They’d gone through the process, and they were sure. But I knew it was 
never guaranteed.   

The first ordinations of women were in November 1976, and I think they were in 
Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver. It all depended on the bishop. First of all, bishops who 
were opposed were not forced to ordain; there was a conscience clause. Some bishops were 
more cautious because they wanted the person to be accepted, but they had resistant 
clergy—or so I suspect. This is me looking back. I wouldn’t ever have been conscious of 
that kind of thing then. Some bishops, I think, struggled with it. They maybe had a strong 
sense of justice, and no theological problems, but still struggled with it emotionally. That’s 
my understanding, my speculation.   

Kay Schmidt was the first to be ordained priest in the diocese of Edmonton. She 
was ordained priest, I think, a few months before I was ordained deacon. She had been 
ordained deacon a long time back. She was married to a priest named Ed Schmidt who was 
at that point working in the Synod Office as program director. I think Kay had taken a little 
break to have children, and then she did work a little bit here and there, and then she was 
ordained. And about the same time, I was ordained deacon, she became rector of St. 
Margaret’s, which at that point was meeting at Providence Centre. She was appointed by 
the bishop. 

I had gone through Trinity College with another woman named Kathy Turner. 
Kathy and I were ordained deacon together along with David Griffin in 1984. So, Kathy 
Turner was also a pioneer.   

The next year, March 1985, Kathy and I and Mary Rendell were ordained priests.  
Mary Rendell was an older lady who had gotten her theology degree way back in 1951 or 
something like that and had worked for the national WA (Women’s Auxiliary), and then 
had also worked as a librarian for the Edmonton Public system. And when she retired, she 
became something of a full-time volunteer at St. John’s. The bishop of the day was trying 
to ordain a few older people so we would have some options of people for interim ministry, 
and Mary was supposed to be one of those.   

So, the three of us were ordained priests together. But even after that, it took a while 
to catch on. I think the next year a couple of men were ordained. The year after that, there 
was a whole pile of men that included Neil Gordon. And then the next year, three years 
after I was ordained, Gwen Bright was ordained. She was the next woman.   
  
I’d been raised Anglican, but, certainly, I’d known people who were of an evangelical 
mindset: Alliance, Baptist, not Pentecostal so much, and I knew almost immediately, that 
wasn’t for me. That was probably because of the more conservative view of biblical 
understanding, and the kind of—well, it’s almost a regimen: ‘This is what you do.’ You go 
and you give your life to Jesus, and you go through the steps. And there were these stick-
figure diagrams that showed you how to do that. And I was kind of resistant to having 
people tell me exactly what I needed to do to be saved. I think the part of Anglicanism that 
was appealing was I could always ask questions. I could always sort it out. There were grey 
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areas, there was ambiguity. And that fit for me much better. The thought structure is much 
looser. 
 At the same time, and this is probably because of heritage as much as anything, I 
had an appreciation for sacraments and liturgy. But this I learned as an adult because as 
children in the ’50s, we weren’t in church. We were in Sunday school; we were in the 
basement. And children did not receive communion; children weren’t part of the service. If 
they were part of the service, it was in summertime when there was no Sunday school, but 
my mom didn’t take us then.   

So, I kind of discovered liturgy, sacraments, and these sorts of things a little more 
clearly as an adult. It was part of the heritage, but it was not experienced by children in the 
same way as now.   
 As a priest—and it took a while to figure this out—what I ended up being drawn to 
was just Sunday morning worship and pastoral care. Programming and things like that? I 
can do them, but I don’t really have a grand need to. Organizational stuff? I can do it, but I 
don’t feel a grand need to. It isn’t particularly inspiring. But, if it were just Sunday worship 
and pastoral care, it would be easy to keep on going past retirement age.   

And that was a surprise. I started out thinking I was liturgical, but I ended up in a 
place whereby the standards of the day, the liturgy, wasn’t exactly that good, and my job 
was, for the first two years, to do some things alongside the rector but, essentially, do these 
groups. And I learned a lot because I’d never been in these groups before. I learned how to 
do that, with a great deal of appreciation for the church secretary who helped me out.   

I probably didn’t really understand what my strengths were until after I became the 
rector of a parish. I came in totally unprepared. I had the three-year degree from Trinity 
College. I had field placements for two years. And I knew so little. I didn’t even know the 
best place to ask for as a field placement. I didn’t know the place I should have gone to. In 
one of them, I essentially didn’t have a supervisor. The other one was with the Canadian 
Council of Churches. That was when I was in Toronto, and I knew I’d never have the 
chance to do something like that again. I realised afterward I should have been in a parish, 
but I didn’t know that at the time. Nobody gave me direction. I didn’t have a clue what I 
was doing. And I knew so little. I didn’t even know I didn’t have a clue!  
 So, I figured it out more by trial and error than anything. The rector of the day at St. 
John’s—whom I grew to love very deeply, actually; I came to appreciate him—was not a 
good supervisor. But I watched. I watched him do stuff, and I picked up things. And that’s 
basically what I did.   

People who are ordained now have a lot more experience in preaching, leading 
groups, interacting with children and youth. It depends a bit on the seminary, but there’s 
more of a conscious effort to get a person to do a summer internship somewhere. There’s 
more of a conscious effort to say, ‘Ah, better have a spiritual director.’ There’s a more 
conscious effort to do a few things like that at a diocesan level.   

And I think now, as I reflect, one of the hazards of being female in that day was you 
didn’t have strong mentors. You had no female mentors. And you discover things like, the 
bishop has all the theological students over for a barbecue. But not when you were a 
theological student. He didn’t do that. He’d have the guys over.   
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So, there were no mentors, but there was a fairly strong expectation. You were more 
in the spotlight as a woman, more visible, so the expectations were higher. But that’s not 
different from any other profession where women were new.   

 
So, I first served as a priest—as a curate—at St. John’s. I met David, my husband, there, 
and we started to go out. That wouldn’t be allowed under current standards. This was 
before there was a policy about these things. In fact, at St. John’s, they’d had a series of 
curates—assistants—two years each, and of the last four, three of them had married 
parishioners. The young guys would marry parishioners.  

David and I met at the eight o’clock service. He had grown up in the same parish I’d 
grown up in, but we did not know each other as children. The place was full of kids, and 
he’s four years younger than I am—just enough so that as a child you wouldn’t notice. But 
my mother remembers his family. He was finding his own way back as an adult at St. 
John’s about the same time I started. Eventually, David and I were married there, and our 
first daughter was born while I was there.   

There was no maternity policy. We didn’t know what to do. And there wasn’t one 
for ages, and ages, and ages after that because there weren’t any women priests with small 
children. The only ordained women were single or older. Maternity leave at that time was 
six months, so I took six months off. Either the diocese or the parish—probably the 
parish—continued to pay my benefits. One of the lay people, a lay reader who was active in 
the parish, did some things to fill in for me, part time. Later on, she was ordained. That was 
Marilyn McClung. She has since died, but Marilyn was actually a warden at St. John’s 
when I started, and that was considered revolutionary, to have a female warden at the time.   

Eventually, the rector of St. John’s parish retired. I’d been there for six years by 
then, and it was made fairly clear to me by the bishop who ordained me that somebody new 
would be starting, starting fresh. So, I stayed on in the interim period as part of a team, 
because it’s a big parish, and then when the new rector started, I left.   

There was no particular job available for me at that moment, but by that time I was 
expecting my second child anyway. So, I was home for a little while. Then after my second 
daughter was born, the bishop asked if I would do a part-time interim ministry. In fact, I did 
two, part-time interim ministries. My daughter was very, very little, but I knew somebody 
who could do a day-home who was flexible, so the kids went there. I did that for about a 
year and a half.   

I was grateful for the day-home person I knew in the parish. She was quite willing 
to be flexible. My husband was a lawyer for the provincial government. It was a fairly high-
pressure job, but his hours were mostly regular, except sometimes he had to travel. If it 
worked out that my husband was out of town or something, and I couldn’t get back until 
evening, she could keep them. If I had a funeral and needed some extra time, she was 
willing to do that. So that was all right. Later, when the girls got into daycare, and when I 
became rector of St. George’s, I organised daycare for four days a week since I had 
Mondays off. I only had to break that occasionally for a funeral, but when that happened, 
the daycare was flexible. They were okay with that. I never took my babies with me to 
work. I didn't figure that would be acceptable.   
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 It was really strange for my parents when I became a priest, but in the end, they 
were quite proud. There were eight months where I was an interim priest at St. Matthias, 
and that had become their home parish—my mom’s home parish, because my dad didn’t 
go—after St. Barnabas closed. And they proudly—even my dad—proudly came to church, 
and they helped my husband with the kids (they were just toddlers at that point). In the end, 
they came around to being quite happy about it. But, I mean, it was totally weird for them. I 
mean, again, it’s a family where my brother and I both went to university, and so on, but it 
was never particularly expected. There was no pressure to go. It was not that kind of 
family.   
 So that worked out all right. Probably the most challenging part was trying to 
balance family life, after I had kids, and full-time ministry. The kids were just turning two 
and four when I started at St. George’s as rector. There were no other women rectors in the 
diocese at that time. Any women priests at the time were either single or did not have little 
kids.   
 So, I remember one of the questions they asked me at the interview was, ‘Well, 
what are you going to do if a child is sick?’   
 ‘What everybody else does who has a job. You stay home for a day, or you get your 
husband to stay home for a day. You make it work somehow. You use the grandparents.’   
 They nodded.   
 So, I think there was some nervousness about that. One person who was a warden 
actually quit because they hired me. But, you know, that’s okay. That place worked out all 
right. I was just really careful to present them with a professional kind of person, so I did 
not take my kids with me. They were there Sunday mornings. They learned that I used 
Sunday at coffee to visit with other people, not with them. I was careful to be seen as rector 
rather than as a mom.   
 And not so much working clergy but moms were a challenge. The older women of 
the parish of that time had all been stay-at-home moms. All very bright. All well-educated. 
But at an evening meeting, people would say, ‘Oh, is David babysitting?’   
 ‘No, he’s parenting.’   
 This was a generational difference of the time.   
 It's a position of authority, being a priest. But it’s also a position that tends to 
involve family life. Your family life is visible to the congregation, and yet you’re also a 
professional. I had a husband who was willing to commit to church, which was helpful.  
There are lots of clergy spouses who do not. So, the kids didn’t come with me, except to 
things like the church picnic.    
 
A lot has changed in the years that I've been a priest. There’s a big change in the presence 
of women. A huge change. It’s 50/50 as far as I can tell, and nobody bats an eye. Nobody 
comes to a parish says, ‘What do we call you?’ They don’t fuss about that; it’s not a 
novelty. They’re all used to it. So that’s a huge change. I almost forget what it used to be 
like, to have people who didn’t know what to make of you. Sometimes, doing something in 
a hospital, that still happens you might run into somebody, particularly of Roman Catholic 
background, who is really surprised to see a woman in a clergy collar and is taken aback, 
and doesn’t know what to do.  
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 Other things have changed, too. I’ve been through four bishops. Things change 
when the bishop changes: different personality, a different emphasis happens a bit.  
 And we’re certainly a little less established, I think. There’s no sense anymore of 
being the established church. Churches of all sizes are struggling with how to be in a very 
secular era, though it was very secular when I was ordained, too.   

Diana Butler Bass said there was a marked change after 9/11 because people began 
to associate religion and violence, and it doesn’t matter whether it’s Christian or Muslim. 
And I think there was a marked change with scandals around sexual abuse. And the 
everlasting ongoing debates around gender/sexuality have not been very helpful.   
 But people are trying to do good things, and Bishop Jane [Alexander] is very good 
in terms of mission. That was needed. We all needed to be pushed to get out of our little 
church-world. Because, of course, that’s one of the hazards for clergy: you live and breathe 
in church-world all the time, and you forget that the rest of the world isn’t in there. So, I 
think that’s useful, and we need to do that.   
 At the same time, I still think there is a place—I don’t really know how to do this—
there is a place to say, ‘Welcome to all of you who have questions about life. We don’t 
have the answers for you, but we’ll journey with you on them.’ But I don’t know how you 
express that; I don’t know how you get that out there. 
 Another thing that's changed is that you cannot assume that anybody has any church 
background. If somebody comes for marriage, or if somebody comes to get their child 
baptised, one of those partners may have some childhood connection with church, and the 
other one may not have anything. So, there’s no reference point, there’s nothing to draw on. 
You go off to visit a family to do baptism preparation, and you realise they don’t have a 
clue. So how do you do it? You learn those things, but it’s hard. And if you’ve got to learn 
them on your own somewhere, then you’ve just got to learn them on your own somewhere. 
I think it’s become more and more of an issue. You can’t assume any knowledge.   
 And we’re also in a very diverse, very multi-cultural society, so you can’t assume 
that anybody’s Christian knowledge comes from the same direction. If you’ve ever had to 
explain baptism to a family whose first language isn’t English, you suddenly realise you’ve 
got to frame things differently. And if people have come from strong Christian backgrounds 
but from places where they don’t speak English, the language of the BAS [Book of 
Alternative Services], which is much easier than the old prayer book, is still not that easy.  
Or if you have to explain something to someone with intellectual disabilities.   
 So, I think we need to keep learning new languages—how to talk of faith in a way 
that’s real, that’s got depth, that’s not Mickey Mouse, but in a language that people with 
absolutely no faith connection can start to resonate with. And I think that is an ongoing 
struggle. 
 One of the most interesting things that happened once—I was at St. George’s right 
across from the university—a student came into church, the eight o'clock service because 
she had a job to prevent her going to the ten o’clock one, and she was from China, and she 
said, ‘I want to be baptised.’ Well, you’re trying to explain that to someone whose first 
language is not English, who has had a totally secular upbringing, no Christian reference 
points, even culturally, and doesn’t think symbolically, and then you suddenly realise how 
much of our religious language is symbolic and metaphorical. So, there I was. I was 
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struggling away with this. Eventually, I ended up doing it with a group of parishioners, so it 
was okay, and she was indeed baptised.   
 You might even have to vary your language from parish to parish. How I might talk 
at St. George’s, which prided itself on being intellectual, and cultural, and the university 
parish, was different from how I might talk when I went to St. Patrick’s, Mill Woods. And 
it wasn’t that the St. Patrick’s Mill Woods people were unintelligent, or inexperienced 
Christians. They were doing great. But how you frame something for a community that is 
academic has to be different than how you frame something for a community that is not. 
And then, at St. George’s, students would come in—international students—and sometimes 
their Christian experience was African and was much more charismatic. It’s a different 
language. And I always felt badly for them because everything is different here. Absolutely 
everything. The school system, the weather, everything. And they’d come to church where 
maybe there’s some stability, but it wasn’t the same for them. Because St. George’s could 
not be charismatic. It never would be. And if they were to go to a church that was 
charismatic, they didn’t have cars, they didn’t have transportation, they didn’t know where 
to go. 
 That really made me think we have different religious languages, and somehow, 
when I talked to international students, to some international students, particularly those 
from charismatic backgrounds, I had to be the translator, and I’d have to say, ‘Yeah, we 
don’t do it this way.’ I remember a girl when she first came, saying, ‘But, but you don’t 
have a singsong before the service!’ And she had no idea there were parishes that didn’t 
have a singsong before the service. Because her home parish, where she was from—and she 
was 18, just out of high school—always did that.    
 I think parishes have personalities. And when the clergy change and some of the 
people change, some of those personality traits remain.  Sometimes things change with the 
clergy who come, especially if they’re there a long time. They confer their customs on a 
generation of people who then pass that down after the clergy change. Some places are 
rambunctious, some places are terrified of conflict, some places are very hesitant to 
volunteer for things. Some places pride themselves on being liturgical, but when you talk to 
them you realise they really aren’t, they just have this image of themselves.   
 Seminary doesn't necessarily prepare you for these things. Often people complain 
that students come out of seminary totally unprepared for actual life in the church, and 
that’s true, but I don’t know what else a seminary could do. And I think the academic 
understanding of theology is important. I loved that stuff. Now, after I got out there, in 
ministry, I stopped reading the academic books, but I’m still really grateful that I had that. I 
think it's very necessary. 
 And there is always, at all seminaries now, an attempt to do some practical things.  
Students have field placements and so on, and I think there’s more of an attempt to make 
sure they’re relevant and meaningful to the student. But the other thing is, of course, that 
there are some limits to what seminaries can do on a practical basis because parishes vary 
across the country and across dioceses. I was from a small parish in Edmonton (St. 
Barnabas), and that was very different from Toronto. The things they were teaching in 
Toronto just came out of a different ethos. And then after I was ordained and went to St. 
John’s, I found something different again.   
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 There are just tons and tons and tons of little things that nobody tells you about, that 
you pick up.  Each parish has its own little traditions, and even little things like, “Oh, parish 
statistics are due.” What are they?  What do I do?  How do I count these people? I mean, I 
don’t know!  Actually, because I was a curate in a bigger parish, I did get to know a few of 
those kinds of traditions. But, you know, ‘what do we do in this parish for Ash Wednesday 
or Good Friday?’ Because it’s different in that parish. Or, ‘how independently do the 
musicians function?’ Those sorts of things are really variable.  
 You learn a lot by being an assistant in a parish; you pick it up. But then when 
you’re off on your own to a much smaller parish, suddenly, it’s different. You might go 
from a church where there are a lot of programs in place to a church where there are no 
programs in place, but everybody knows each other really well.   
 For some time, there was the practice—and it didn’t always work—that the newly- 
ordained person would go to one of the bigger parishes, spend two years there, and then go 
on to rural Alberta. And unless they had some of that in their own background and were 
able to adapt, the young, urban clergy person was lost. But there’s a little bit more wisdom 
now about thinking that out, and not assuming everyone understands these country ways of 
being a parish.  
 
What is it, then, that makes Anglicans Anglican? It’s supposed to be scripture, tradition, 
and reason, the three legs of the stool. But you have to have all three in balance with each 
other. Now, that’s kind of a simple answer because scripture can be one thing to one 
person, and something different to another person. Tradition? It depends on what tradition 
you’re looking for.   
 But there is, I think, a kind of a relationship with a tradition of the church as it 
evolved in England, the Anglican tradition. Knowing that as we spread through the world 
we have changed, we’ve adapted, gotten a lot of variety—of course in England there is 
too—but there’s still a relationship. So maybe that’s what it’s about. Because there’s no 
confession of faith apart from the historic creeds. There’s no one central authority. The 
bishop has more authority than anybody else. But there is, as I say, a relationship that 
happens.   
 And we have a what on paper looks like a totally ungovernable church because we 
have this combination of synods, where people are elected to make decisions, and bishops, 
who have authority. And they’re always held in tension with each other, held in balance, 
and I don’t know why it works. I mean, it’s one of these things that shouldn't work, in 
theory, but somehow it does seem to.   
 And one of the differences, I think, from the evangelical denominations is that we 
live with a lot of differences amongst ourselves. And we say we still belong together in 
Christ even if we disagree on some things which to some people seem fairly central. But we 
still belong to Christ, and I don’t know quite how we do that.   
 I don't think it's because people think about the sacrament of baptism, about how 
we're all baptised into the same church. I don't think people think about it that much. I 
suspect, though, that that may be underlying it, and then it gets reinforced by communion: 
you’re sharing bread with your neighbour; you’re a community whether you like that 
person or not or agree with that person or not. There’s always something that points you to 
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the bigger picture.  You know, if you’re in a church where you don’t especially like the 
rector, or the rector preaches a sermon that you don’t agree with, but you go up there and 
share communion, well that person is still your brother or sister in Christ, even if you 
disagree. And exchanging the peace reinforces that. 
 So, I think sacraments do actually make that happen because they are not just the 
symbol of a unity; they also create the unity.   
 
As I look back, it's hard to remember what my faith was when I began. I found that God 
was always bigger than I figured, and I think that is continuous, and I think that’s probably 
a common thing. When you start out you’re trying to get a handle on it: ‘Well, God is like 
this or is like that.’ But you realise from a lot of experience that God is always more. I find 
God in very unexpected places, or in unexpected people. So, faith becomes much broader. 
For example, if you’re keen on church, you always put God in the church, and you figure 
everyone outside the church isn’t much of a Christian, or they’re just a token Christian. But 
after a while, you get to know a person or two, and you realise there are people who are 
very, very active Christians who have no connection with the church. And you think, 
‘Okay, there’s a broader picture here than I know.’ 
 So, I think God is bigger than we often give God credit for. And I’d also say, again, 
that part of it is because our culture here is much more diverse and interfaith than it ever 
has been. Certainly, more so than when I grew up in Edmonton. You begin to realise God 
may not be confined to Christian experience. Certainly, I’m a priest in the context of 
Christianity, and a believer in the context of Christianity. I live in that world. So, my 
experience of God is framed by Christian theology, but, as I say, at some point there’s a 
realisation that that’s not the only experience. But that’s the only experience I can speak of. 
 A hundred years ago, “mission” meant converting people to Christianity. And it still 
may mean converting people to Christianity, but from what? We’re probably not making a 
conscious effort—in the Anglican church, anyway—to convert people who have other 
faiths. If one happens to come along and says, ‘I want to be Christian,’ we would accept 
that. But I think here the evangelism is helping people with no faith understand something 
of Christianity or something of an experience of Christianity or name their own personal 
experiences as in a Christian context. Being able to name what they experience of life and 
put that in a framework which is Christian. And that might be more what we are aiming to 
do. And to make sense of things that happen in life, like illnesses and that sort of thing, too.  
We do that for people whether or not they’ve got much faith background. I think maybe 
that’s more what evangelism is now. 
 
____________ 
Notes 
 
In 1976, the dioceses of Cariboo, New Westminster, Huron, and Niagara became the first to ordain 
women to the priesthood in the Anglican Church of Canada.  
 
“I’m not saying there were no ordained women in this diocese, but there were no women 
ordained in this diocese.”  My Zen friend, Fred Meissner, who read all these interview-narratives, 
thought this statement sounded wonderfully paradoxical.  To Anglicans, however, Kathy’s meaning 
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is probably more straightforward: a few women who had been ordained in other dioceses came to 
work in the Diocese of Edmonton before any women of this diocese were ordained by the bishop 
here.   
 
Sister Rosemary Ann and the Sisterhood of St. John the Divine 
The Sisterhood of St. John the Divine (SSJD) was a Canadian order founded in Toronto by the 
widow Hannah Grier Coome in 1884. Following a rule derived from the Order of St. Benedict, 
wherever chapters of the SSJD sprang up across Canada they ministered to the poor, the 
handicapped, the elderly, and to women and children in need of shelter.   
 In 1936, Edward Arthur Burgett, second bishop of the Diocese of Edmonton, asked the 
Community to establish a shelter for unmarried mothers in a house on diocesan property. In 
response, Sisters Aquila, Lilias, and Isabel founded St. John’s House, a home principally for 
unmarried mothers, on 92 Street and 117 Avenue. St. John’s remained their central focus for 30 
years. From 1946 to 1959, the Sisters also ran Elizabeth House, a small home for elderly women. In 
1967 they realised that fewer unwed mothers were seeking residential care, so they closed St. 
John’s house and left Edmonton. But the following year, Bishop Gerald Burch invited them back, 
saying that their presence and prayer life was of great value in itself. So, they returned in 1968 and 
renovated St. John’s House, re-opening it with a new name—St. John’s Priory—and a new purpose: 
to provide hospitality for guests and a new centre for the Sisterhood and their Associates in the 
West.   
 In 1975, St. John’s Priory moved from 92 to 93 Street (and 117 Avenue), and Elizabeth 
House was closed as a residence for the elderly. In 1977, the Priory’s Sister-in-Charge, Rosemary 
Ann Benwell, returned to the Convent in the Diocese of Toronto. There, in 1978, she was ordained 
a priest. In 1980 she returned to St. John’s Priory in Edmonton and took up additional 
responsibilities as a priest in the Diocese of Edmonton. After 1980, the Priory became a centre from 
which the sisters ministered in various ways to the inner city and the broader Anglican community.   
 For more information, see the booklet The Sisterhood of Saint John the Divine, 1884-1984 
(1984), available through Pilgrim Reader Books (pilgrimreaderbooks.com) as well as A Journey 
Just Begun: The Story of an Anglican Sisterhood, by the Sisterhood of St. John the Divine (Toronto: 
Dundurn Press, 2015).   
 
Kent Clarke served as Edmonton’s bishop from 1980 to 1987. For a complete list of Edmonton’s 
bishops, see the history page on the Diocese of Edmonton website at  
<https://edmonton.anglican.ca/about-us/pages/history>.  At the bottom of that webpage, you will 
find a link to “In Their Footsteps,” a document which provides a profile of each of Edmonton’s first 
nine bishops.  
 
Diana Butler Bass (PhD., Duke University) is a writer, speaker, and independent scholar in the 
field of American religion and culture. She is the author of nine books on Christianity, including 
Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church Is Transforming the Faith and A 
People’s History of Christianity: The Other Side of the Story. She visited the Diocese of Edmonton 
as a guest speaker during our centennial celebrations.  
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