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What is an artifact:

What is an artifact?  Broadly, an artifact (or artefact) is a material object with some sort of
importance to the story of our past.  Artifacts are everywhere in the United Church of Canada
– the tangible reminders of our history.  Church artifacts can range from common hymn books
to unique stained glass windows that secular international art historians once spent 15 years
trying to locate.  Church artifacts can also range from mass-produced communion sets to
intriguing hand-coloured projector slides used in Sunday School lessons.
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Is this artifact important?

Answering the question of whether an object from the past is important is complicated.   Many
people understand how a painting done by a famous painter might be important to preserve.
Many people understand how a particularly special stained glass window made by a famous
company might be important to keep.  Many people also understand it  is unpractical and
unnecessary to keep every copy of every hymn book ever used in the church.  

Other artifacts, however, may reflect significant moments in history that people today do not
remember.  Some artifacts have important stories of the past that are hidden to the modern
congregant.   Thus,  we  need  to  understand  something  about  an  artifact  belonging  to  a
community of faith in the United Church before we can judge where its importance lies and
decide what should be done with it.

As an example, let us consider early mass-produced communion
sets.  Today we might think: “Oh, its just an old communion set.”
But for  some of  the United Church's  denominational  ancestors
communion practices became a debate.  In the late 19 th and early
20th century, there was a debate on whether it was appropriate to
use individual cups for each person in communion.  Those who
were in  favour of individual cups argued it was more hygienic –
something we  understand the rationale behind today.  Those who
were  against  individual  cups  argued  that  individual  cups  went
against Christian doctrine.  Those opposed to individual cups also

argued that using sets with individual cups was just a way for factory owners to make money.
This debate was well known and strident enough that it was written up in newspapers at the
time.  The presence of early mass-produced communion sets with individual cups in several
communities of faith, therefore, shows that how we practice something as integral to our faith
as communion has changed. It also reflects the debates over doctrine and practice our church
has had in the past.

Why are artifacts important?

Learning the history artifacts reflect can be important for many reasons.  In addition, artifacts
reflect  the  complexities  of  our  past.   Some  artifacts  are  specifically  important  to  local
congregations/communities of faith.  Others are important to local churches but reflect trends
and events in the broader church or world.  Some artifacts might even have more value to
secular history than they do necessarily to the history of the United Church specifically.  The
history of  the church did not  happen in a vacuum  Artifacts help us remember that  local
congregations are unique, local congregations are connected to the broader church and that
the church and its various parts are part of the world as a whole.

Here are some reasons why knowing what the material objects your church has and what
they represent is important:



History: Filling in missing pieces.

Any historian or archivist will tell you that not all historical documents survive long enough to
get to a proper archives facility.  Sometimes documents were misplaced.  Sometimes they
were destroyed.  That often leaves gaps in the historical record.  Studying artifacts sometimes
helps fill in pieces of history that are not reflected in the historical documents we do have.

History: Social Justice

Many groups of people are underrepresented in the historical documents that survive today.
These groups include women, children, Indigenous peoples, LGBTQTS people,  people of
colour and people who had less education and less monetary means.  Moreover, as a result
of sexism, racism and other prejudice certain groups of people have rarely been able to tell
their own story from their own point of view.  Thus, in many historical documents there are
mistruths,  biases,  blatant  prejudice  and  outright  lies  about  people  and  groups  seen  as
different  by  those  who  had  the  privilege  to  record  the  written  documentation  of  history.
Studying artifacts and recording the history they represent allows us the opportunity to include
into our telling of history people forgotten or misrepresented by written records.  The history of
the church represented in its artifacts will not always put our church ancestors in a good light,
but it will allow us to understand where we came from more fully. In doing so we strive for a
church that is committed to social justice and do not ignore the sins of the past.

History: Reconciliation

As a denomination, we are still in a process of reconciliation with Indigenous peoples.  Part of
that includes acknowledging past interactions with Indigenous peoples.  Artifacts were part of
those historical interactions and, thus, need to be considered in a respectful and thoughtful
way.  Indigenous artifacts from more modern times may reflect the process of reconciliation,
but older artifacts may represent processes of colonization, cultural appropriation and racial
prejudice.   Thus,  to  work  towards true reconciliation we must  understand what  individual
Indigenous  artifacts  currently  held  by  various  church  bodies  represent  about  the  United
Church's history.  

For more information on how to work with Indigenous artifacts, see:

Ownership: Ethics 

Many museums today struggle with an issue of ethics when it comes to artifacts.  In the past,
artifacts were often collected from Indigenous people and from other countries by practices
that are today seen as unethical.  As a church we also need to think about this as well.  As a
church, we may have objects that  were taken from Indigenous communities without  their
consent.  We may also have objects that were brought back by overseas missionaries that
were not  taken from the communities of  their  creation in  ways we would today consider
appropriate.  Some artifacts were given in trade or in good faith.  If we are serious about
reconciliation and social justice, however, we need to at least examine what objects we have
and, if there is a question about circumstances in which something was obtained, have an



honest  and open discussion with the descendants of  the communities where these items
originated.

For more on how to work with Indigenous artifacts, see:

Ownership: Own or Loan

Provenance is a term museums and archives use to describe the history of an object or a
document.  Where did that object come from?  Who owned it?  If museums are not careful –
and  some  certainly  were  not  historically  --  accepting  an  object  without  knowing  the
provenance can lead to all sorts of legal and publicity trouble.  Like museums, however, many
churches have items from long ago that they now have no idea where they came from.  Some
of that cannot be corrected.  But it behooves communities of faith to try to establish where old
objects came from.  This is particularly true of unique items.  For example, one church who
was cataloguing their artifacts discovered they had a tapestry that was LOANED to the church
more than 70 years early.  In other words, the church in question did not technically own a
tapestry they thought they did.  Communities of faith need to know what they actually own if
they are considering donating, selling or otherwise disposing of items.

Memorials and Gifts: Faithful Remembrance

We need to remember that many church artifacts were given to congregations as memorials
or as an expression of someone's faith.  We cannot keep everything, but at the very least we
owe it to our forebears in the church to reflect on what should be done with items that were
given as memorials and gifts as an expression of faith.   We need to strike a balance between
moving forward yet being faithful in our remembrances

Historic Memorials and Gifts that Make Us Uncomfortable

In the past, many congregations have created memorials to different people, institutions and
events.  Today, we may view some of these commemorations with concern, hesitancy and
sometimes even outright dislike.   People and institutions are not perfect.  Many leave us with
mixed  legacies.   For  example,  Methodist  minister  Egerton  Ryerson  was  instrumental  in
bringing free and compulsory education to what is now Ontario, but he was also instrumental
in helping to create the framework for the Indian Residential Schools.  A Methodist Church
and  later  United  Church  member,  Nellie  McClung  was  instrumental  in  gaining  Canadian
women the right to vote, but she also supported the creation of laws which allowed the forced
sterilization of certain groups of people.   Because people and history are both complicated,
what is a faithful response to memorials of the past may also not be straightforward.

Social ideas and, yes, the doctrine and attitudes of the United Church have changed over
time.   We may need to address memorials that commemorate in someway something that
today we find questionable, concerning or, perhaps even, repugnant.   One might consider
creating  a  modern  response –  an educational  piece or  an  art  installation  –  to  a  historic
commemoration to show how the congregation's faith has changed over time.   In certain
cases, it  may be decided that  the faithful  decision is to take a particular commemoration



down.  If this is the decision, consider discussing a donation of the piece with a museum who
may have the ability and resources to use the piece as an educational tool to allow a fulsome
discussion of the complications of history.  At the very least, if the decision is made to remove
a questionable memorial, pictures should be taken and information recorded as to what the
object was and why it was removed.  We need to remember all our history – the wonderful
and the unfortunate.  Consider memorials a chance to understand the history of the United
Church and its people more fully and an opportunity to reflect on how we are striving to live
out a more just faith today. 

Avoiding Tax Trouble:

Many communities of faith have charitable status.  That means there are specific rules about
how property can leave a community of faith's possession.  This is particularly important for
pieces of  property  that  might  fetch  considerable  amounts  of  money on an open market.
Artifacts are property and some artifacts owned by communities of faith would be worth a lot
of money on the open market.  Charities can gift possessions to other charities and certain
other allowed recipients.  Charities cannot gift items to individuals.  If a church gives away
something to a person that actually could have been sold for a significant sum of money, then
the CRA might  object  to  the lack of  recompense the church received.   That could mean
trouble for the individual and various bodies within the church.

Please  consult  your  region's  property  manuals,  property  committee  or  working  group  or
someone familiar with charitable tax law before you gift away any of your community of faith's
possessions.

What is the problem with artifacts? 

We are at a point in the church's history where we cannot keep everything.  Churches are
closing, amalgamating or moving into smaller spaces.  Artifacts require different care than
historical  documents.   Moreover,  church  archives  simply  do  not  have  room for  artifacts.
Artifacts CANNOT be sent to archives. If  artifacts leave the church, however, we lose the
history represented in them.  In addition, as older generations are increasing no longer with
us and as younger generations are more mobile, we increasingly lose the knowledge about
the artifacts.

What can be done?

Cataloguing:

While we cannot keep every church artifact, we can keep pictures and information about 
them.  Take pictures of your community of faith's artifacts.  Record all and any information 
about them.  Send the information about and the pictures of the artifacts to the appropriated 
United Church Archives.  DO NOT send the artifacts themselves!



Please consult the Keys to Keeping Track of Material History guide for guidance on how to
catalogue your community of faith's artifacts and some basic artifact preservation tips.

Think Creatively:  If you are amalgamating two congregations or moving into a new space 
are their ways you can creatively incorporate artifacts into your new space.

Talk to the United Church Artifact Network:  Members of this network might have helpful 
suggestions you have not thought of.

Forge Relationships with Community Partners:  Museums will not take everything, but 
they will take special items that relate to what they are tasked with collecting.  It is worth 
investigating and communicating with museums and other heritage organizations in your 
community and in your province.  Far better for a particularly special artifact to stay in or near 
the community where it was used historically.

Methodist Love Feast dishes at the Bob Stewart Archives (PMRC) in 
Vancouver, BC


