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Report on Australian Church Women – PWA Annual Meeting 1964 

Early in 1963 we first heard of a new federal women’s inter-church group, an interim 

committee of which was set up by the Australian Council of Churches. 

After discussing the proposed structure of this new group it was felt we should know more 

about Australian Church Women, its beginnings and its aims and a public meeting was 

arranged in Scots Hall on October 1st last, at which Mrs Fred McKay – a Presbyterian 

representative from Sydney on the interim committee agreed to come and address the 

meeting.  Mrs McKay said that ACW was commenced to bridge at federal level the 

denominational barriers existing between the churches, and to incorporate Australian 

Christian women in the world wide mission of the church. (Text of address follows) 

After many hours of thought and discussion it was evident that PWA was not really in favour 

of ACW under its proposed structure, and Council appointed a sub-committee to submit a 

report.  The report which stated that we were not in favour of a separate women’s 

organisation, but rather, within the structure of the Australian Council of Churches, an 

organisation patterned upon the department of co-operation of men and women in church, 

family and society as exists in the World Council of Churches.  This report has been 

submitted to the interim committee and the Australian Council of Churches.  The latest 

information  we have received states that the interim committee has been asked to hold 

proceedings until after the various women’s organisations have discussed the matter at all 

levels.  To enable PWA to do this at the September conference Mrs Christie-Johnston has 

formulated questions and executive has asked the sub-committee to deal with them. 

 



Talk given by Mrs F McKay (Margaret) at PWA meeting Scots Hall Melbourne October 1963 

I have not come here today simply to write up on the wall Australian Church Women for ever 

and ever, Amen – but to try and share with you something of the adventure crossing our 

horizon as this new ecumenical planet swerves into our ken. 
 

Only fair to give you something of the background in the development.  ACC set up a 

committee to investigate women’s work in the churches – by invitation early meeting grew in 

numbers.  Consultations Mrs Faichney. 
 

We were convinced that there was a need to work across and to bridge denominational 

barriers.  We believe that there is a desire among many women in the churches to have a 

deeper bond of fellowship with Christian women of all denominations and to know the 

strength which comes from such unity. 
 

Christian unity has come to be widely recognised as an imperative for the effective work and 

witness of the Church in our times.  We have all known and benefitted from the fellowship 

and inspiration and ‘oneness’ which comes to us on Women’s World Day of Prayer.  But it is 

often quickly nullified by the stark realisation that this happens to us for but one hour of one 

day in one year.  There is no other channel whereby we can rise from our narrow local 

spheres of witness and service and find ourselves a part of the world scene – partners in the 

fellowship of the Church in the world. 
 

So the recommendation to the Annual Meeting of the Australian Council of Churches in 

February of this year was that there should be set up, within the Council’s Division of 

Ecumenical Promotion an organisation to be known as Australian Church Women. 

Its purpose is to unite Australian church women in their allegiance to their Lord and Saviour 

Jesus Christ: to provide opportunities for Christian worship, fellowship and service across 

denominational divisions; through the Australian Council of Churches to incorporate 

Christian women into the total life and mission of the church and to unite them for the 

building of a world Christian Community. 
 

The name was chosen because it creates an image and suggests a fellowship rather than 

yet another organisation.  We saw many openings for the influence of Australian church 

women, and movements such as Joint Action for Mission, Frontier of Mission, National 

Community Day come quickly to mind. 
 

All this thinking and belief is not unique in concept or in Australia. 
 

Lady Ibiam the wife of the Governor of East Nigeria who himself is a President of the World 

Council writing in the Reformed and Presbyterian World says: 
 

“For over so many years in Nigeria and in the rest of Africa, the dignity of womanhood had been 

looked down upon by the menfolk of our country and our continent.  But when women begin to 

organise themselves to protest against anything to which they strongly object, the men soon realise 

that there is force of strength and determination when the womenfolk are on the move. 

The advance of women today is largely due to the influence of the Church, through the effective 

service of missionary bodies of all denominations from America, Britain and Europe. 
 

The evidence of change is all around us.  Each day we read about and see creative ideas being put 

into action.  These ideas are necessary for us in order to face the very increasing complexities of life 



and this life does not exclude the Church.  If we have the proper motivation to be creative, are willing 

to be stimulated by other people and are ready to try new things in faith, much progress can be made. 
 

At the Committee on Women’s work at Kitwe, Northern Rhodesia, the need to unite women of all the 

Churches into a deeper understanding of their oneness in Christ and of their calling to participate 

actively as full members of the Body of Christ, was most felt.  It was therefore recommended that a 

Commission on Women’s responsibilities in Church, Family and Society be formed as a branch of the 

All Africa Church Conference during the Assembly in Kampala in April 1963. 
 

Such a Commission would be a body through which Christian women and women’s organisations 

could work together on matters of common concern, through consultation, pooling of resources of 

knowledge and of personnel,  and initiate projects of service and promote leadership training at all 

levels. 
 

It would represent the Christian women of Africa and also co-operate with international bodies such 

as the Department on Co-Operation of Men and Women of the World Council of Churches. 

Furthermore, it would help to promote the rethinking of the Christian faith particularly in the realms of 

marriage, family life and the status of women. 
 

I believe that there is a unique contribution which women can make and which has not yet been fully 

mobilised.  In Nigeria, there is an organisation called the United Church Women which embraces all 

denominations.  As an organisation made up of individuals, the United Church Women is unrivalled in 

its ability and capacity to reach into homes, industrial combines and civic groups.  What is necessary 

and desirable is that the individual woman across the country should proclaim unceasingly that 

Christians have a moral obligation to speak relevantly and courageously to the great issues of our 

time.  The United Church Women of Nigeria accepts the challenge to help solve problems of Home 

and Family Life, Church and Society, Youth and the aged. 
 

There is an urgent need today for the education of African mothers.  This will mean the existence of a 

sufficiently large number of African women potential leaders who can successfully cope with the 

taxing demands of this our twentieth century era.  The strength of dedicated leadership from women 

in the Church in all parts of the world is unrealised.  Nigeria still needs missionaries of the right type 

who understand the Africans and believe and respect their human rights and dignity, and that they are 

children of God our Father.”  Eudora O. Ibiam 
 

(Refer to United Church Women of America order of service for Community Day) 
 

Stress use of name in full – this is an initial happy world – if proud of it, name it.  We as 

Presbyterians are culprits too – only denomination which uses initials for its women’s 

organisations. 
 

However as Presbyterian women there are certain facts which confront us.  If the Uniting 

Church of Australia comes – and I for one sincerely pray it will – we are all automatically in a 

new ecumenical fellowship.  I think it is quite wrong for any of us to be satisfied and 

complacent about our present compartmented type of Christian witness and service.  God 

has been good to bless all the denominations in our own separate and sometimes arrogantly 

held divisions.  But we lose so much by standing apart.  Don’t we need a bridge to closer co-

operation with our Anglican women?  Don’t we need to embrace in our fellowship the women 

of the Orthodox churches too?  Don’t you think we need these other people of the Church 

and Family of God far more than they need us? 
 

So far as its working structure is concerned, however, Australian Church Women cannot yet 

be taken as an accomplished fact.  The word Interim has full significance and the documents 

which have been circulated are suggestions only for the formal structure.  The Interim 

Committee and the Australian Council of Churches are not unaware of some weaknesses in 



the suggested format.  But we have tried to plan with the future in mind.  For discussion to 

take place it was felt there must be something constructive to discuss. 
 

Let me now make statements which might help some of your concern: 

The Australian Council of Churches is as you know a Council whose members are churches 

and whose representatives are chosen by their denominational Federal Courts.  But the 

ACC directs its activities and its impact out to the field through the State Councils within its 

own framework and to these State Councils the churches at state level make appointments.  
 

Australian Church Women is part of the Division of Ecumenical Promotion in the Australian 

Council of Churches.  It is not separate in the sense of standing alone and unrelated.  It has 

its own identity because women’s organisations in the churches have their own identity. 
   

Australian Church Women seeks to work through them in the same way as the Australian 

Christian Youth Council seeks to work through youth groups.  The work of ACW therefore is 

to be seen not as something apart but as belonging to a larger whole. A local branch of ACW 

will be an integral part of a local inter church council where such exists and it will act as a 

spearhead for ecumenical action where it does not yet exist.  On the matter of study material 

the same principle applies.  Material produced by ACW will be part of the whole range of 

ecumenical literature made available by the ACC and will be produced in the light of what is 

available and what is not. 
 

The movement for ACW does not separate women from men any more than already 

happens in the churches.  In fact it will seek to relate men and women by taking the initiative 

to develop work in Australia on the cooperation of men and women in church, family and 

society. (Madeleine BAROT) 
 

There is a very challenging story which came out of the first East Asian Christian Conference 

held four years ago in Kuala Lumpur at which Australian delegates were present.  Unity and 

Mission were the keynotes of that conference and on the first morning when all delegates 

gathered for Holy Communion this new and strange thing happened.  Six Asian women in 

their national dress carried in the elements in the procession of clergy and handed them to 

the Bishop at the Holy Table.  The service was conducted according to the usage of the 

Church of South India, Episcopal and free church members all partaking together. 
 

The point I stop to emphasise is this. These Asian Christians showed this revolutionary 

example to the world of women by asking to be the bearers of the elements into the church.  

That is all they did.  They carried with quiet reverence the wine and the bread and then they 

took their place in the congregation.  They had prepared the elements with the love and care 

which are part of woman and they laid them on the Lord’s Table as seemed most beatifically 

the part that woman was by very nature and by very hand able to do. 
 

Am I right in saying that these Asian Christians are showing the way to the older churches.  

To me that very act, shattering the ecclesiastical form of the centuries where women took 

just that significant part in the service of Holy Communion is the perfect symbol of the 

togetherness of women with men in the life of the church.  Strange irony is it not that out of 

Asia where woman traditionally has always been a chattel this revolutionary thing should 

come.  My plain and simple question is ‘How can a woman be a worker together in the 

Kingdom of God unless she has the opportunity of exercising side by side with men the very 

capacities which make her a woman?’ 
 

Maybe the day is not so far distant when ACW can seek out and provide these opportunities. 



May I say at this point how grateful we are, as an Interim Committee, that the Victorian Inter 

Church Council has accepted the invitation to become the State Unit here.  As such their 

suggestions and reactions about future organisational structures will be valuable when we 

come to the point at a national level where we discuss the proposals already submitted to 

you all. 
 

But any National Council which would be set up could not have on it only representation 

from State Women’s Inter Church Councils.  As the Australian Council members are 

Churches, likewise Australian Church Women must have in its membership the women’s 

organisations of the Church.  The development of State WICCs is too uneven to be able to 

rely on it.  All State Inter Church ladies are at present differently constituted.  They do not 

even all bear the same name and Tasmania, as yet, has none at all.   
 

Promotional work requires membership of both Church and Inter Church organisations 

because promotion means penetrating denominational programmes as well as developing 

inter church programmes. 
 

Hence we must have Church representation and this must be from Federal bodies in the 

same way as are appointments to the Australian Council of Churches. 
 

Denominational women’s organisations at state level will make appointments to state 

women’s inter church councils in much the same way as church courts – assemblies, 

conferences, synods, etc. – make appointments to state councils within the ACC. 
 

My final word I say in utter charity and humility – and born out of an ecumenical conviction. 
 

We all need to see ourselves not as what we are in the service of our Lord and of His 

Church but as what through God’s spirit and by His will we can become.  Are we being as 

courageous, as vital, as effective as we might be.  Are we really in earnest about our desire 

to lose our souls in order to find them, to lose our identity in something bigger than 

ourselves?  If this is not so then we are compelled with the same compulsion as Simon of 

Cyrene was compelled to bear the Cross, to rethink our way through we have just got to let 

ourselves be challenged, be disturbed into action, be involved in the rising tide of unity, 

ecumenicity and mission. 
 

Let us all be quite sure that we never close up a channel whereby God’s spirit can work 

through us to make something finer and more effective for all the activity, capacity and 

service which we as women can give to Christ and His Church. 
 

We must use every endeavour to educate for the future, to give to the younger women and 

to the isolated woman a new awareness and vision of the magnitude of the Church’s task 

and mission.  Are we ready to be committed, in all the totality of our personalities, and with 

all our diversified talents, to this challenge of God’s spirit in our midst? Do we cherish more 

dearly our membership in the world wide church of the Risen Lord? 
 

If we fail, or go not forward, we do shame not only to ourselves, but to our common calling in 

Christ Jesus and to the whole meaning of Calvary where let us not forget there were present 

women whose hearts throbbed with a sense of togetherness with the Crucified One and 

whose blinding tears were later turned to joy. 


