
Page  8.1.1 

ECUMENICAL AND INTERFAITH RELATIONS COMMITTEE 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Consent Recommendations 
That Recommendation No. 1 (identified by the ►) be adopted by consent. 
 
► Recommendation No. 1 
That the prayer of the Commissioner’s Overture be answered by the above response. (see p. 8.1.6) 
 

REPORT 
 
To the Venerable, the 142nd General Assembly: 
 
The Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee met in Toronto in October 2015, and then by conference call in 
February 2016. Our agenda included the ongoing facilitation of relationships between The Presbyterian Church in 
Canada and various national and international ecumenical councils and interfaith groups, as well as preparing a 
response to a Commissioner’s Overture re public prayer and making a contribution to the denomination’s 
discernment around human sexuality. 
 
COMMISSIONER’S OVERTURE RE PUBLIC PRAYER (A&P 2015, p. 23) 
 
The Commissioner’s Overture re public prayer asks two things. It asks the committee to look into “the effects of the 
Supreme Court’s decision as it impacts city councils, government at all levels and our own public prayers.” 
Secondly, the overture asks that, “we enter into conversation with religious leaders of other faiths who share our 
belief that public prayer adds to civil society and the wellbeing of communities.”  
 
Firstly, the Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee would like to point out an important distinction between 
the case of public prayer in worship and the place of public prayers in government meetings. The preamble to the 
overture can be read that they are one and the same. This is, perhaps understandable as there seems to be a growing 
anxiety among some groups of Christians that, as our Canadian culture becomes more secularized, older community 
traditions of which familiar Christian traditions are a part, are challenged and changed. As that changing reality 
grows, so may the anxiety of losing what we once held as an essential part of our cultural and religious identity. 
Where will it stop? Might public worship one day be outlawed? 
 
The freedom of conscience and religion is protected under the Charter of Rights, a protection which extends to 
public worship. That raises the question of what happened in the City of Saguenay. The overture suggests that 
“prayers have been banned…”, but a review of the case will show that the practice of reciting a particular prayer 
before the council meetings performed by elected officials with the intent of showing preference for one religion 
over another was ruled discriminatory and a breach of state neutrality. The practice surrounding the prayer had to 
stop but that does not enable us to jump to the conclusion that public prayer was banned everywhere in the City of 
Saguenay. Nor does it mean that non-discriminatory prayers that do not breach the state’s neutrality are impossible. 
 
Two issues stand out. The Supreme Court’s decision is an attempt to apply and interpret the guarantee of the 
freedom of conscience and religion in our provincial and federal Charter. The issues of discrimination with respect 
to freedom of conscience and religion are important and have to be assessed within the context that the alleged 
discrimination occurred. Discrimination has to be proved.  
 
The Quebec Human Rights Tribunal is a specialized administrative tribunal whose expertise relates mainly to cases 
involving discrimination. It is not a court but acts like one and it has been empowered with the legal right to rule on 
matters of discrimination. The issue of deference to a specialized Tribunal’s ruling raises the question of which 
standard of review is appropriate to use. Should the Tribunal’s powers and abilities be respected and the standard of 
reasonableness be used or should the standard of correctness be applied to the Tribunal’s decision as if had the 
function of a lower court? The Supreme Court of Canada overruled the Quebec Court of Appeal on this question. 
 
The decision of the Supreme Court along with the underlying issues need to be understood in order to explore the 
effect the judgement has on the prayers written and used by Presbyterians and other levels of government in Canada. 
One must not separate the process from the final decision. Indeed, the case against the City of Saguenay and its 
journey from the municipal chambers where it began to the Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la 
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jeunesse, to the Quebec Human Rights Tribunal through the Quebec Court of Appeal ending up at the Supreme 
Court of Canada may prove to be an important study and example for Presbyterian communities in Canada when 
they expect to hear public prayers recited by publically elected officials or others in public places outside of their 
own places of worship. 
 
The Case 
 
The municipality of Saguenay resulted from an amalgamation of seven smaller communities in 2002. The current 
mayor had been mayor since that time. Prior to the amalgamation, not all the communities engaged in a prayer 
before a public meeting. The form and practice of prayer was introduced by its current mayor. From Facts cited in 
the Reasons for Judgement, it was recorded, 
 

At the start of each meeting, the mayor and councillors would be standing. The mayor, using a 
microphone, would then recite a prayer after making the sign of the cross while saying 
[translation] “[i]n the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit”. The prayer also ended with 
the sign of the cross and the same words. Other councillors and municipal officials would cross 
themselves at the beginning and end of the prayer as well. In the Chicoutimi council chamber, 
there was a Sacred Heart statue fitted with a red electric votive light. In the council chamber in La 
Baie, there was a crucifix hanging on the wall. 

 
From 2002 to 2008 there was no by-law governing the prayer. At the time, the prayer read as 
follows: 

 
O God, eternal and almighty, from Whom all power and wisdom flow, we are 
assembled here in Your presence to ensure the good of our city and its prosperity. We 
beseech You to grant us the enlightenment and energy necessary for our deliberations 
to promote the honour and glory of Your holy name and the spiritual and material 
[well-being] of our city. Amen.  

 
In 2006, the mayor was approached by a resident of Saguenay who calls himself an atheist and who on account of 
his interest in municipal politics regularly attended the municipal council’s public meetings. He felt uncomfortable 
with the display which he considered religious and asked the mayor to stop the practice. When the mayor refused the 
complaint process began. A complaint was filed with the Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la 
jeunesse in 2007.  
 
Judicial History 
 
In May 2008, the Commission said, “that it considered the evidence with respect to the prayer to be sufficient to 
submit it to the Tribunal.”  
 
In the submission to the Tribunal, the appellant, “asked the Tribunal to order the City and its mayor to cease the 
recitation of the prayer and to remove all religious symbols from the chambers in which the council’s meetings were 
held.” Later that year the city adopted a by-law that regulated the recitation of the prayer. It changed the wording of 
the prayer and the official opening of council meetings. It also provided for a two-minute delay between the end of 
the prayer and the official opening of the council meetings. From the Facts cited in the Reasons for Judgement, it 
was recorded, 
 

WHEREAS there exists within the City of Saguenay a tradition to the effect that Council meetings 
are preceded by the recitation of a prayer, the text of which is reproduced below; 
WHEREAS the purpose of this tradition is to ensure decorum and highlight the importance of the 
work of the councilors; 
WHEREAS the members of Council, unanimously, want this tradition to continue and wish to 
pursue it on the basis of their individual rights and freedoms, in particular their rights to freedom 
of expression, conscience and religion; 
WHEREAS it is important to specify that the Council members and the public are in no way 
obligated to recite this prayer or attend its recitation; 
WHEREAS It is important to ensure that members of the Council and of the public who do not 
wish to attend the recitation of this prayer may nevertheless attend the Council session in its 
entirety; 
NOW THEREFORE, it is enacted as follows: 
SECTION 2 – Bylaw VS-2002-39 is amended to add section 16.1 which provides the following: 
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SECTION 16.1 – Once the chairperson of the meeting enters the Council deliberation room, 
the Council members who wish to do so may rise to recite the traditional prayer, the text of 
which is reproduced below. 

 
Almighty God, we thank you for the great blessings that You have given to Saguenay and 
its citizens, including freedom, opportunities for development and peace. Guide us in our 
deliberations as City Council members and help us to be aware of our duties and 
responsibilities. Grant us the wisdom, knowledge and understanding to allow us to 
preserve the benefits enjoyed by our City for all to enjoy so that we may make wise 
decisions. Amen. 

 
To allow Council members and the public who do not wish to attend the recitation of the 
prayer to take their places in the room, the chairperson of the meeting will declare the 
Council session open two minutes after the end of the recitation of the prayer. 

 
After the by-law was adopted, the complainants amended their motion to ask the Tribunal to “declare that the By-
law be inoperative….” 
 
The Supreme Court summary of the Case History records that the Tribunal “stated that the case ultimately raises 
three questions (para 193): 
 

 (1) Do the By-Law, the recitation of the prayer and the exhibiting of religious symbols interfere 
with the Appellant’s right to full and equal recognition and exercise of his freedom of conscience 
and religion without discrimination based on religion, contrary to ss 3,4,10,11,15 of the Quebec 
Charter? (2) If so, did the City and its mayor establish a defense consistent with the Quebec 
Charter? (3) If there are unjustified discriminatory interference, what remedies are appropriate? 

 
The Supreme Court summary noted that to answer these questions, the Tribunal “considered the right to equal 
exercise of freedom of conscience and religion, the purpose and scope of that freedom, and the state’s duty of 
neutrality that flows from it.”  
 
The Tribunal found that the prayer was “when considered in light of its context, religious in nature (para. 228) and 
that the respondents, by having it recited, were showing a preference for one religion to the detriment of others. 
Such a practice was therefore in breach of the state’s duty of neutrality (para.250).” The Tribunal declared the by-
law “inoperative and invalid.” The respondents were ordered to cease the recitation of prayer and to remove all 
religious symbols from the rooms where the council meetings were held. 
 
The Quebec Court of Appeal ruled against the Tribunal. “The standard of review of correctness” was applied in 
reaching its decision. The appeal commented on the witness, the central question concerning the neutrality of the 
state and the prayer. In consideration of the expert witness the Court of Appeal found that the Tribunal had made “a 
palpable and overriding error” in accepting the expert’s opinion.  
 
It endorsed the idea of “benevolent neutrality: to comply with this duty, the state must neither encourage nor 
discourage any belief or non-belief.” Further, “the concept of neutrality does not require the state to abstain from 
involvement in religious matters.” And, “the duty of neutrality must be complied with in a manner that is consistent 
with the society’s heritage and traditions, and with the state’s duty to preserve its history.” Finally, “protection of the 
diversity of beliefs must be reconciled with the cultural reality of society, which includes its religious heritage.” 
 
Concerning the prayer, the Court of Appeal “found that the prayer expressed universal values and could not be 
identified with any particular religion.” And “the principle of the religious neutrality of the state is intended to promote 
tolerance and openness, not to exclude from a society all references to its religious history.” The Court ruled that the 
Appellant “had not been discriminated against on the ground of freedom of conscience and religion,” and that the 
irritants felt by him “did not amount to injuries that would be sufficient to offend the principle of substantive equality.”  
 
The Court of Appeal was clear that on the issue of the religious symbols, neither it nor the Tribunal could comment 
on them because they were not part of the Commission’s investigation. However, one opinion was expressed that 
“the Sacred Heart statue and the crucifix were works of art and were devoid of religious connotation and did not 
affect the state’s neutrality.” Opposite that view was the insistence that the Court of Appeal not rule on the matter 
but, “noted that it would still be open to the parties to bring an action in the Superior Court in order to obtain 
remedies that the Tribunal could not grant them.”  
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The Supreme Court Issue 
 
The main question raised by the appeal, “is whether the prayer cited at the start of the City’s public meeting and the by-
law regulating its recitation constituted interference with Mr S.’s freedom of conscience and religion, contrary to 
sections 3 and 10 of the Quebec Charter.” To answer that question, the Supreme Court needed to “identify the standard 
of review applicable on an appeal from a final decision of the Tribunal and to determine whether the Tribunal had 
jurisdiction to rule on the issue of religious symbols:” Additionally, it needed to “define the scope of the state’s duty of 
religious neutrality that flows from the freedom of conscience and religion protected by the Quebec Charter.” 
 
Concerning the standard of review, the Supreme Court felt that the Court of Appeal erred using a “confusing 
conceptual hybrid” standard in reviewing the Tribunal’s case. The standards used in reviewing the Tribunal’s 
decision were not consistent with the statute set out for use by the Court of Appeal. Though it supported the use of 
the correctness standard with respect to the Court of Appeals preference of the more nuanced idea of “benevolent 
neutrality” to neutrality, the Supreme Court concluded that the Tribunal was “entitled to deference” in relation to the 
decision of discrimination. “The Court of Appeal was required to show deference and could not therefore substitute 
its own opinion on the facts.” 
 
The Supreme Court agreed that it was not open for the Tribunal to consider the question of the religious symbols 
because the Tribunal’s jurisdiction is circumscribed by the work of the Commission. Further it felt that the Court of 
Appeal erred in speaking to the question of the religious symbols on account of the insistence of certain parties to do 
so. The contradiction in recognizing that the Tribunal lacked the jurisdiction and assuming that jurisdiction for the 
Court of appeal is, “difficult to justify.” However, the Tribunal could have admitted evidence that was useful and 
relevant to the determination of the case and the Supreme Court suggested that the presence of religious symbols 
formed part of that context. 
 
In response to the appellant’s claim that the practice and the by-law interfered with Mr. S.’s freedom of conscience 
and religion under section 10 of the Quebec Charter, the respondents countered that “the authority for recitation of 
the prayer such as this at council meetings and for regulating it by means of the by-law lies in the right of the city’s 
officials to freedom of conscience and religion, and that Mr. S.’s right is therefore not impaired.” The Supreme 
Court ruled that the appellant’s claim must prevail. Some of the supporting reasons are summarized here. 
 
State neutrality means “that the state must neither encourage nor discourage any form of religious conviction 
whatever. If the state adheres to a form of religious expression under the guise of cultural or historical reality or 
heritage, it breaches its duty of neutrality. If that religious expression also creates distinction, exclusion or 
preference that has the effect of nullifying or impairing the right to full and equal recognition and exercise of 
freedom of conscience and religion, there is discrimination.” The court also pointed out there is provision under the 
Quebec Charter for the state to breach its duty of neutrality. It requires “1) that the legislative objective is of 
sufficient importance in the sense that it relates to pressing and substantial concerns and 2) that the means chosen to 
achieve the objective are proportional.” 
 
The position of each party was as follows. The appellants insisted that the words of the prayer and context in which 
the prayer was recited, the actions of the mayor and councillors, the religious symbols in the council chambers and 
the overall context contributed to the fact that the prayer was eminently religious. The respondents countered that 
the context should be dismissed because the appeal concerns only the prayer. They insisted that the prayer was non-
denominational and could be identified with no particular religion, though they conceded that a non-denominational 
prayer is religious in nature. They also submitted “that to prevent the city from expressing its belief would be to give 
atheism and agnosticism precedence over religions.” They add that a religious prayer “is valid because the theism of 
the Canadian state is entrenched in the Constitution by the reference to the supremacy of God in the preamble of the 
Canadian Charter. They also point out that the prayer in the by-law is copied from the one recited by the Speaker of 
the House of Commons before the body commences its meetings.” 
 
In considering the alleged discrimination, public statements from the mayor were quoted “revealing of the true 
function of the council’s practice: I am in this battle because I worship Christ. When I get to the hereafter, I’m going 
to be a little proud. I’ll be able to say to Him: ‘I fought for You; I even went to trial for You. There’s no better 
argument.” And “I said those things. It’s true we place much emphasis on that because we have faith. And because 
we want to show it. The entire municipal council is behind me. Of course, it isn’t a strictly personal fight. It’s the 
whole council. I am mandated.” The court concluded:  
 

These comments confirm that the recitation of the prayer at the council’s meetings was above all 
else a use by the council of public powers to manifest and profess one religion to the exclusion of 
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all others. It was much more than the simple expression of a cultural tradition. It was a practice by 
which the state, actively, and with full knowledge of what it was doing, professed a theistic faith. 
What the respondents are defending is not a tradition, but the municipality’s right to manifest its 
own faith. A sure sign of this is the respondent’s statement in this Court that the appellants were 
attempting to prevent the municipality ‘from expressing its belief.’ In my opinion, nothing could 
conflict more with the state’s neutrality. Tradition cannot be used to justify such a use of public 
powers. 

 
In considering the respondent’s submission that the city’s prayer is valid because it is similar to the one recited by 
the Speaker of the House of Commons, three things were noted. “First, there is no evidence before us on the purpose 
of the prayer of the House of Commons. Second, the circumstances of the recitation of the two prayers are different. 
Third, it is possible that the House’s prayer is subject to parliamentary privilege, as certain courts have suggested.” It 
was considered inappropriate for the Court to discuss the content of the prayer from the House of Commons without 
“detailed evidence” surrounding the details of its use, “or to use it for support that the city’s prayer is valid.” 
 
In relation to the supremacy of God mentioned in the preamble to the Charter, the respondents claimed that it 
established the “moral source” of the values that the Charter protects. “A prayer that refers to that same source 
cannot, in itself, interfere with anyone’s freedom of conscience and religion.” However, the Court noted to view it in 
this way is to “truncate” and “limit” the scope of freedom of conscience and religion. Quoting from Professor 
L. Sossi from “The ‘Supremacy of God”, Human Dignity and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms” (2003) 
 

The reference to the supremacy of God in the Charter should not be construed so as to suggest one 
religion is favoured over another in Canada, or that monotheism is more desirable than polytheism, 
nor that the God-fearing are entitled to greater rights and privileges than atheists or agnostics. Any of 
these interpretations would be at odds with the purpose and orientation of the Charter. 

 
The Court’s Conclusion 
 
“None of the arguments advanced by the respondents can refute the inescapable conclusion that, in the instant case, 
the By-Law and the City’s practice with respect to the prayer are incompatible with the state’s duty of neutrality. 
The Tribunal’s findings of fact on the religious and discriminatory nature of the By-law and of the practice were not 
unreasonable; quite the contrary.” The Court held up the Tribunal’s decisions, that the by-law was declared 
inoperative and invalid and that the respondents be ordered to cease the recitation of the prayer in the chambers 
where the council meets. They were also ordered to pay compensatory and punitive damages to the appellant. 
 
What we learned 
 
1. That members of The Presbyterian Church in Canada should understand more clearly the freedom of 

religion and conscience which is protected for everyone under the Charter of Rights. It ensures that we 
have the right to public places of worship where our religious practices are of our own design. Transferring 
those practices to the public sphere, however, like prayer at the beginning of a municipal meeting, have a 
different context and reality. In the public sphere where we may encounter people of other faiths or of no 
faith, the use of particular religious practices that could be viewed as preferential could be challenging. 
Awareness should lead to dialogue. 

 
2. That this case is about a violation of an individual’s right to “equal exercise of freedom of conscience and 

religion” and about the kind of discrimination that may arise when a group in power feels the scales of 
equality tip in their favour. It must be recognized how difficult it is to be objective about the provisions of, 
in this case, the Quebec Charter of Rights when issues of identity, like religious practices, are involved. The 
Canadian Charter of Rights, also, protects an individual’s legal right to pray publicly. Under the Charter of 
Rights, Canadians have the freedom of conscience and religion. Under the right of freedom of religion falls 
the right to do things like assemble, worship, print and disseminate literature and to pray. Public prayer 
generally cannot and has not been outlawed.  

 
3. On account of the fact that this case is about a violation of that freedom of conscience and religion, the 

content of the prayer is less of an issue that the context in which the prayer was used and/or imposed on 
those present. From the Reasons Concurring in Part One of the Justices noted that state neutrality is about 
what the role of the state is in protecting freedom of religion, part of the inquiry into freedom of religion 
necessarily engages the question of state neutrality.” Moreover, “as the majority reasons themselves state, 
the duty of state religious neutrality ‘flows from freedom of conscience and religion’. Like freedom of 
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conscience and religion, its application depends on the context.” The importance of context underlines the 
need for individuals and groups within communities to engage their councillors in dialogue about the place 
of public prayer if that is an issue for them. 

 
4. That an elected public official should not be encouraged or expected to lead a prayer at public meetings. 

Perhaps that means the door is open for the wider faith community to dialogue concerning what appropriate 
interfaith support of the common good and civil well-being entails. Some of the members of the 
Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee have been engaged in these conversations. The support for 
public displays of religious practice range from the total separation of church and state to the development 
and inclusion of some appropriate non-discriminatory practices. 

 
5. That discernment and negotiation of what can and cannot be done in public meetings needs to happen in the 

communities where this is a concern. Those moved and passionate for the ways that prayer adds to civil 
society and the well-being of communities should join with other passionate citizens and religious leaders 
along with civic leaders in their community to talk about and discern practices that are not felt as an 
infringement of an individual’s rights under the Charter and that are not discriminatory. 

 
The effects of the Supreme Court’s decision on prayers in Presbyterian churches 
 
As noted at the beginning, the Supreme Court’s decision against the City of Saguenay has no implication or effect 
on the prayers in public worship in The Presbyterian Church in Canada. It remains with the presbytery to ensure that 
the form of worship is decent and in order. 
 
When it comes to public prayers in government meetings, care must be taken to ensure that rights protected under 
the Charter of Rights are not violated. It may mean that municipalities do not legislate the form and content of 
prayer or that there will be no prayer. It may mean that publicly elected officials are the wrong people to recite 
prayer whatever form it takes. It does mean that openness and dialogue are required which address the second 
request of the overture. 
  
The Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee would like to encourage the members and leaders of The 
Presbyterian Church in Canada to engage in ecumenical and interfaith dialogue with people of other faiths and of no 
faith in their communities. 
 

Recommendation No. 1 Adopted/Defeated/Amended 
That the prayer of the Commissioner’s Overture be answered by the above response. 

 
HUMAN SEXUALITY 
 
The Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee discussed the issue of human sexuality currently under 
consideration in The Presbyterian Church in Canada at both of our meetings. Not only was the study document, 
Body, Mind and Soul referred to all the standing committees of the General Assembly, but our committee believes 
that these issues have significant implications for our relationships with other Christian churches, other faith groups, 
and unity of The Presbyterian Church in Canada itself. 
 
The committee encourages the church to consider whether and how a change in the policy of The Presbyterian 
Church in Canada regarding the ordination of LGBTQ individuals (who have not chosen to remain celibate) and/or 
same-sex marriage might affect our relationships with other Christian churches with whom we are in multi-lateral or 
bilateral relationships. Openness with our partner churches regarding our current discussion and discernment will be 
important for maintaining good relationships, and may also provide us with the opportunity to learn from other 
churches’ experiences of grappling with the same questions. Members of our committee have taken the opportunity 
to share about our church’s current deliberations with our dialogue partners in the Christian Reformed Church in 
America, as well as with the Governing Board of the Canadian Council of Churches. 
 
The Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee is concerned not only with our church’s growing unity with other 
Christian churches, but also with our own internal unity. It has been widely acknowledged that issues related to human 
sexuality are divisive within our church, and a great concern has been expressed across the church that whatever 
decision we make, a large portion of our members and congregations might consider leaving the denomination. Our 
committee was encouraged by the section of Body, Mind and Soul that acknowledged the fact that it is extremely 
unlikely that the whole church will come to agreement, and invited us to think creatively about how we might stay 
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together in spite of differing convictions on this issue. If we cannot come to agreement, we must move away from 
strategies of argument and debate towards determined efforts to maintain unity in spite of disagreement. 
 
GLOBAL AND NATIONAL COMMUNIONS 
 
The Presbyterian Church in Canada is a church that connects ecumenically both in Canada and around the globe. 
The Rev. Stephen Kendall represents the denomination as our ecumenical officer, along with a number of 
committed volunteers who serve on various councils, commissions and committees.  
 
World Council of Churches (WCC) 
 
The World Council of Churches is a worldwide fellowship of churches seeking unity, a common witness, and 
Christian service. The website, oikoumene.org, contains information about the council’s ongoing work along with 
reports and numerous resources, such as the Ecumenical Prayer Cycle. This website also contains all of the official 
WCC documents and statements. 
 
Since the 10th Assembly, held in Busan, South Korea in 2013, the work of the WCC has been organized around a 
strategic plan that focuses on the theme of “Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace”. This is an initiative for the WCC 
member churches “to work together in a common quest, renewing the true vocation of the church through 
collaborative engagement with the most important issues of justice and peace, healing a world filled with conflict, 
injustice and pain.” It calls on all people of good will to engage their God given gifts in transformative actions. 
Katherine Masterton and Stephen Allen of Justice Ministries have gathered material that reflects The Presbyterian 
Church in Canada’s involvement with this pilgrimage. (See pilgrimage of justice and peace at presbyterian.ca/eirc.)  
 
Two important documents from The World Council of Churches have been circulated throughout our church for 
study and comment over the last two years: The Church: Towards a Common Vision was prepared by the Faith and 
Order Commission and is the fruit of many years of work ecumenically on ecclesiology, and Together Towards Life: 
Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes is the product of a similarly broad ecumenical and global 
initiative. Our committee is grateful to the presbyteries, sessions and individuals who took time to review the 
documents and send us their responses. We prepared and submitted a summary of the responses to the WCC in 
2015, but hope that our churches will continue to study and make use of these documents in the coming years. Study 
guides, prepared by the Rev. Dr. Ron Wallace, will assist congregations in using these documents for special 
studies, workshops, or events. They can be found at presbyterian.ca/2014/10/24/two-new-study-guides/. We 
encourage Presbyterians to consider getting together with other Christian churches in your neighbourhoods to 
discuss what it means to be the church and/or our call to mission and evangelism in changing landscapes. 
 
World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC) 
 
The World Communion of Reformed Churches is comprised of 80 million Christians in Congregational, 
Presbyterian, Reformed, United, Uniting and Waldensian churches. The WCRC, working with its 225+ member 
churches, is active in supporting theology, justice, church unity and mission in over 100 countries. Information 
about the council’s work may be found at wcrc.ch.  
 
In 2015, the Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee was pleased to note correspondence from our 
denomination to the WCRC to inform the Communion of our 2015 General Assembly’s decision to welcome 
ministers of Reformed churches to celebrate communion in our churches. We would like to encourage Presbyterian 
congregations to take opportunities to pray and worship together with other Christian churches, and to share in the 
Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper where possible. A list of denominations that are members of the WCRC is located 
on its website: wcrc.ch/members. 
 
The 26th General Council of the World Communion of Reformed Churches will be held in Leipzig, Germany from 
June 29 to July 7, 2017. The WCRC is returning to the birthplace of the 16th-century Reformation to demonstrate 
that this event belongs to Christians around the world. This marks the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s posting 
of his 95 theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. Wittenberg, along with other historic 
Reformation sites, will play an important part in the General Council, and the theme will be: Living God, renew and 
transform us. Thanks to those presbyteries that made excellent nominations for our three delegates to attend the 
General Council. Hilary Hagar, Robert Murray, and Stephen Kendall will be our delegates, with Susan Mattinson as 
an alternate.  
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The Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee is very excited to report that the WCRC is currently engaged in 
a process of affirming our fundamental doctrinal agreement with the teaching expressed in the Joint Declaration on 
the Doctrine of Justification. The WCRC’s draft statement affirming the Joint Declaration begins with this helpful 
explanation:  
 

By way of a new ecumenical consensus, the doctrine of justification by faith represents the heart 
of the Gospel. Agreement about what the doctrine means is therefore of the highest importance…. 
In 1999, after many years of painstaking dialogue, The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 
Justification was signed by the Catholics and the Lutherans. It was then ratified by the Methodists 
in 2006. The mutual anathemas of the 16th century, while still accepted as salutary warnings, have 
been laid aside as not applying to the present. We, the Reformed Churches of the World 
Communion of Reformed Churches, are ready to join in this ecumenical concord. We express our 
joy and gratitude for the great gains that have been made…. 

 
Our committee reviewed the draft statement from the WCRC, and offered some comments for consideration as the 
final text of the statement is developed. 
 
The Rev. Mary Fontaine of Vancouver is a member of the WCRC Executive Committee.  
 
Canadian Council of Churches (CCC) 
 
The Canadian Council of Churches is the broadest and most inclusive ecumenical body in Canada, bringing together 
representatives from Anglican, Evangelical, Free Church, Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox, Protestant, and 
Catholic member denominations. The purpose of the CCC is to serve God’s mission in the world, to give expression 
to the unity which is offered to the world through Jesus Christ, to witness to the continuing renewal of the Church by 
the Holy Spirit, to promote the growth of ecumenical and missionary obedience among all Christians, and to 
facilitate common action by the member churches.  
 
In 2015, the CCC welcomed a new President, Canon Dr. Alyson Barnett-Cowan of the Anglican Church of Canada. 
Barnett-Cowan has set two presidential priorities for her term which are to visit each denominational head office, and 
to support member denominations in responding to the Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
 
At the November 2015 meeting of the Governing Board of the CCC, representatives of the member churches shared 
the practices, commonalities and tensions experienced in the areas of mission, evangelism and culture in a session 
led by the Canadian Churches’ Forum, and then compared the insights of three documents on these topics: 
Capetown Commitment (Lausanne), Together Towards Life (WCC), and Evangelii Gaudium (Pope Francis).  
 
The November meeting included praying together in the Anglican, Baptist, and Mar Thoma Christian traditions, and 
experiencing for the first time the 2016 Week of Prayer for Christian Unity theme of Called to Proclaim the Mighty 
Acts of God, prepared this year by the churches of Latvia. Members of the Governing Board engaged with the latest 
news and experiences in Canada of the Middle East Refugee crisis, and sent a pastoral letter to all member 
denominations on welcoming refugees, particularly Syrians, to Canada. They also wrote to Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau to request the Supreme Court of Canada to extend for a reasonable period of time the suspension of the 
implementation of its ruling in Carter v. Canada on physician assisted death in order to allow for a full and thorough 
public discussion. 
 
The Canadian Council of Churches uses the “Forum” model of ecumenical engagement and cooperation. This 
means that decisions of the CCC are not made through motions, debate and vote. Instead, the forum enables and 
facilitates the churches in sharing and exchanging, in understanding better each other’s perspectives and, if there is 
consensus in such sharing and exchange, in searching for appropriate ways to witness in common to the unity we 
already share, while also identifying ways to deepen that unity. This year, the Governing Board spent some time 
deeply reflecting together on “Forum” and the Lund Principle of ecumenism (doing everything together except that 
which conscious requires that we do separately). 
 
The May meeting of the CCC Governing Board will be in Ottawa, and the agenda will include attendance at the 51st 
Annual National Prayer Breakfast, an ecumenical gathering by Speakers of the Senate and the House of Commons 
to be held on May 19 at Westin Ottawa Hotel. The Rev. Amanda Currie and the Rev. Stephen Kendall are our 
representatives on the Governing Board, with Stephen serving as one of the vice-presidents for this triennium 
(2015–2018). 
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The Presbyterian Church in Canada has representatives on a various CCC committees including the Rev. Dr. 
Andrew Johnston who is our new representative on the Interfaith Reference Group, and Mr. Stephen Allen who 
serves on the Commission on Justice and Peace. 
 
Evangelical Fellowship of Canada (EFC) 
 
The “Council of Presidents” of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada met in Winnipeg on October 22, 2015 with a 
Denominational Leaders meeting on the following day. The Presbyterian Church in Canada has observer status in 
the EFC, and our representative, the Rev. Dr. Dan Scott, was in attendance. A new mission statement has been 
adopted: “Uniting evangelicals to bless Canada in the name of Jesus,” and the meeting included discussion of a 
proposed statement on “The Church in Mission.” A practical outworking of this statement is a new discipleship 
training initiative of the EFC for young people entitled, “The Love Movement” that uses social media to engage 
youth. The annual meeting also included an excellent panel presentation on the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Recommendations to Faith Groups. More information about the EFC may be found at 
evangelicalfellowship.ca. 
 
DIALOGUES 
 
Canadian Christian-Jewish Consultation  
 
The Canadian Christian-Jewish Consultation continues to be in abeyance because the Centre for Israel and Jewish 
Affairs had withdrawn from the consultation due to a resolution adopted by the United Church of Canada. The 
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) is meeting bi-laterally with the Canadian Centre for Israel and 
Jewish Affairs (CCIJA). 
 
Christian Reformed Church of North America – The Presbyterian Church in Canada 
 
The Christian Reformed Church of North America and The Presbyterian Church in Canada met twice this past year. 
Some items being addressed by the dialogue include: a joint presbytery-classis event in Southern Alberta, 
cooperative initiatives such as sharing web-based resources, connecting with Reformed Churches in Quebec, and an 
invitation to attend the CRC annual Synod. A joint project to prepare worship resources for the 500th anniversary of 
the Reformation has been slow in getting started in coordination with the CRC, but the intention is to prepared 
worship resources for marking the 500th Anniversary in 2017. 
 
PARLIAMENT OF THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS 
 
The Parliament of the World’s Religions met in Salt Lake City from October 15–29, 2015, and one of our committee 
members, the Rev. Mark Tremblay, was able to attend. The theme of the Parliament was Reclaiming the Heart of 
our Humanity: Working together for a world of compassion, peace, justice, and sustainability. There were over 
9,500 participants from over 70 countries, representing 50 different religious and spiritual traditions. In addition to 
six plenary addresses, there were 1,200 workshops on the six main themes: focus on women; spotlight on emerging 
leaders; spotlight on income inequality; focus on war, violence, and hate speech; focus on climate change; and 
spotlight on Indigenous Peoples.  
 
Our committee was interested to learn about the 1993 declaration, Toward a Global Ethic, which invites all people 
to affirm the common core of our religious beliefs and work together for human dignity, compassion, equality, non-
violence, just economics, and care of the earth. We encourage congregations and individuals within The 
Presbyterian Church in Canada to read and consider it at parliamentofreligions.org.  
 
The Parliament also gives various awards that recognize the promotion of compassion and interfaith work in 
different communities. This year the Ahimsa award was given to the Charter for Compassion. (Ahimsa in Indic 
languages means non-violence.) The Charter for Compassion was a project that grew out of a financial award to 
Karen Armstrong in 2008. It brought together individuals from around the globe to produce a statement based on the 
golden rule, which is found in all religious traditions. Both individuals and communities have been supporting the 
charter and working to make their lives and communities more compassionate. The charter, the video, and its 
program of compassionate cities can be found at charterforcompassion.org. 
 
Amanda Currie 
Convener 
 




