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NEW ZEALAND 1890-1940 

WELFARE HISTORY in New Zealand has tended to concentrate on the 
expanding role of the state. Generally this expansion has been presented in 
progressive terms, although since the 1970s historians have become more 
ambivalent in their assessment of state benevolence.1 With the contraction of the 
welfare state and a return to residual notions of welfare since the late 1980s, the 
inevitability of state responsibility for community well-being has been more 
widely questioned. If not exactly an aberration in terms of welfare delivery, the 
welfare state inaugurated by the first Labour government is increasingly pre-
sented as just one mechanism — and not necessarily the best — for coping with 
social need. A British historian, Jane Lewis, has suggested that the concept of a 
'mixed economy of welfare' is more helpful in understanding modern shifts in 
welfare than the story of a 'simple shift from individualism to collectivism and 
ever increasing amounts of (benevolent) state intervention'.2 The changing 
balance between the market, the voluntary sector, the family and the state thus 
becomes the key to understanding social provision in the long term. 

In New Zealand historiography, even more than the British, voluntary welfare 
invites academic scrutiny.1 The diffuse and small scale of much voluntary 
welfare in the past suggests that this research will need to proceed at a micro 
level, rather than paralleling the broad sweep of most state-focused analysis. 
Two recent trends suggest that attention to the voluntary component in the mixed 
welfare economy may now be especially timely. First, although this sector has 
been expanding markedly since the 1960s, it has been boosted since the late 

1 I would like to thank Peter Lineham for comments on an earlier draft of this article. 
2 J. Lewis. 'Family Provision of Health and Welfare in the Mixed Economy of Care in the Late 

Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries', Social History of Medicine, 8, I (1995), p. I. See also J. Lewis. 
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Social History. 19, 1 (1994). pp.37-55. 

3 In British history the voluntary sector has been the subject of more extensive historical analysis 
than is the case in New Zealand. See in particular, F.K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in 
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1980s by the state sector's shedding, or 'contracting out', many functions. The 
churches, in particular, have found their welfare burden increasing. Second, as 
attacks have mounted on the notion that social problems can be solved through 
monetary expenditure and by governments increasing citizens' spending power, 
the importance of the personal social services has increased. Geared, in many 
instances, to helping people find personal, individualized solutions to difficul-
ties. this strand of welfare has long been claimed as the particular forte of the 
voluntary sector. The supposed superiority of personal ministrations over 
'impersonal officialdom' goes back to New Zealand's colonial past and was one 
part of the welfare inheritance from Britain. It is currently being reasserted from 
a number of quarters, including the political right, whose supporters advocate 
mentoring schemes for the poor and lament the loss of a voluntarism which, 
supposedly, 'was once an essential part of New Zealand's make-up'.4 

An article of this length cannot hope to capture the tangle of activities that 
constituted voluntary welfare in the past. Its focus is church welfare, most 
particularly the activities of a corps of women set apart since the late nineteenth 
century to provide material support, counselling and institutional care within the 
Protestant denominations. The greater part concentrates upon the social work of 
Methodist and Presbyterian sisters, though the broader welfare context of 
religious sisterhood is first examined. The personal element was vital to the 
deaconesses' mission — for 'mission' it was — and illustrates the role of 
evangelical commitment in the emergence of personal social services.5 The 
deaconess represented an early stage in the emergence of professional social 
work in New Zealand. In the era before Labour's welfare state, deaconesses were 
among those delivering services on a daily basis to the poor and distressed. Their 
interactions with clientele show the ambivalences which continue to character-
ize the personal social services. 

So who were deaconesses, and why their links with welfare structures? 
Reports on meetings of New Zealand welfare and reform organizations of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries contain references to 'Sister' this or 
that, shadowy figures who were obviously an important aspect of urban welfare 
networks, who ran women's institutions and orphanages, visited prisons, were 
used by the police to deal with problem cases, and whose views on social 
conditions were occasionally solicited by parliamentary inquiries. Generally 
speaking, these women were not Roman Catholic nuns: Mother Mary Joseph 
Aubert, founder of the Sisters of Compassion, was an outstanding and excep-
tional figure. The majority of Catholic sisters involved in welfare activities 
worked in institutions such as orphanages, which were an outgrowth of their 
early educational role.6Institutional welfare was also more in keeping with the 

4 D. Green. 'Charity Starts at Home, Not With Government', New Zealand Herald, 20 March 
1996, p.3. 

5 On the need for more attention to the role of women religious and to the links between religious 
faith and social and political activism, see J. Simpson, 'Women. Religion and Society in New 
Zealand: a Literature Review', Journal of Religious History, 18, 2 (1994), pp. 198—218. 

6 A series of articles by M.G. Goulter. backgrounding 'Our Convents", was published in the 
Catholic journal, the Month, in 1922. They give a useful summary of the background and work of 
the main orders in New Zealand. 
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conventual life of the Roman Catholic orders, and Aubert was unusual in her 
involvement with outside welfare organizations.7 In terms of the linking of 
'sisterhood' with social service, it is nonetheless significant that, as well as the 
Sisters of Compassion, who ran soup kitchens, engaged in district nursing and 
the institutional care of foundlings, derelicts and 'incurables', new Catholic 
orders were introduced to New Zealand in the late nineteenth century to engage 
in particular kinds of institutional welfare. In 1886, for example, the Sisters of 
the Good Shepherd commenced the rescue of prostitutes and morally endan-
gered women at Mt Magdala Asylum in Christchurch. The Little Sisters of the 
Poor, whose chosen work world-wide was care for the destitute elderly, opened 
a home in Auckland in 1888. These last two orders originated in France and, like 
Aubert, were strongly influenced by the longer-established Sisters of Charity 
and by an emphasis on action and mission in post-Napoleonic French religious 
experience.8 Protestant deaconesses were careful to distinguish themselves from 
Roman Catholic nuns, but they were part of a world-wide expansion of religious 
sisterhoods over the nineteenth century. These encompassed varying levels of 
involvement in the world and in welfare and mission work. 

Within nineteenth-century Europe, Protestant versions of sisterhood, like the 
newer French Catholic orders, owed much to the example of the Sisters of 
Charity. Protestant churchmen began to realize the resource provided by 
dedicated women religious working in urban industrial conditions of the nine-
teenth century, and pamphleteers pointed out the advantages of organizing 
women's labour in the service of the churches, of training women in 'those 
ministering functions which have their root in woman's own nature as the best 
of nurses, the gentlest of almsgivers, the tenderest of educators for the young of 
both sexes, the great trainer and moral reformer of her own' It was i n Germany 
in the 1830s that the modern deaconess movement was started by a local pastor, 
Theodor Fliedner. Fliedner had visited England where he had been impressed by 
the prison visiting work of Elizabeth Fry. The institute he established at 
Kaiserswerth eventually trained thousands of young women in nursing, child 
care, teaching and parish social service, and inspired similar ventures throughout 
Europe and the United States. In an influential British pamphlet advocating 
deaconesses. Dean J.S. Howson urged the need for a 'professional female 
agency' comprising women set apart for charitable and religious work as the 
business of their lives.10 Such women would not supplant well-meaning volun-
teers, but they would stiffen voluntarism and, as with Roman Catholic nuns, 
provide a continuous supply of workers for whom home life and family were not 

7 J. Munro. The Story of Suzanne Aubert, Auckland, 1996. p.265. comments on how unusual it 
was for a Catholic woman religious to participate in secular welfare organizations at the time. 

8 For an interesting discussion, see ibid., pp.37-50. 
9 J. Ludlow. Women's Work in the Church, London. 1865, p.208. 
10 J.S. Howson. Deaconesses, Or, the Official Help of Women in Charitable Work and Charitable 

Institutions, London, 1862, p. 182. On the history of deaconess orders, see also A. Jameson. Sisters 
of Charity, Catholic and Protestant, Abroad and at Home, London. 1855. and J.M. Bancroft, 
Deaconesses In Europe and their Lessons for America, New York. 1890. Martha Vicinus, 
Independent Women. Work and Community for Single Women 1850-1920. London. 1985. ch.ii. 
gives a more recent account. 
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the primary concern. One of the first, and eventually one of the largest, British 
institutes training deaconesses was that started at Mildmay in 1860 for evangelicals 
within the Anglican church." By the late 1880s offshoots of the various British 
sisterhoods had been started in New South Wales and Victoria, and these 
Australian endeavours eventually spawned Methodist, Presbyterian and Angli-
can ventures in New Zealand. While the scale of deaconess activity in New 
Zealand was much less than in Britain, or even Australia, international links and 
a sense of belonging to a world-wide sisterhood remained very significant. 

Also important to the identity of deaconesses were links with a past diaconate. 
Anticipating accusations of popery, Protestant sisterhoods emphasized a return 
to women's role in the primitive Christian church. Invariably citing Paul's 
reference in Romans 16:1 to 'Phoebe, our sister, who is deaconess [sometimes 
translated as "servant"] of the church which is at Cenchrea' and 'succourer of 
many', supporters' narratives drew on evidence in the scriptures and in other 
early Christian writings for a female diaconate involved in a ministry of 
compassion and service.12 Facing sacerdotal jealousy, it was argued, the active 
diaconate had languished after the fifth century AD, to be supplanted by the 
cloistered life of the celibate religious. The revived office of deaconess would 
reinstate a chain of Catholic tradition which 'the Church of Rome had snapped', 
and would restore women to an active, recognized place within the church. It was 
to be free from 'the deadly dream of a special union with Christ as bridegroom', 
and would be unconstrained by the monastic principle, which tended to 'drive 
charity back to such as can be carried on within four walls'.13 In practice the 
distinction between Roman Catholic nuns and participants in the Protestant 
movement was not always so neat. Within the Anglican church, the Tractarian 
movement resulted in sisterhoods which did in many ways mirror the Roman 
Catholic conventual life, combining good works with a separate life of contem-
plation and prayer, under a mother superior. This strand of Anglican sisterhood 
was to be represented in New Zealand by Christchurch's Community of the 
Sacred Name, and the Sisters of the Good Shepherd in Auckland. The deacon-
esses associated with the non-conformist denominations and with low-church 
Anglicanism were less likely to live in religious communities and did not make 
vows of lifetime commitment, and it is on these women that the remainder of this 
article will focus. As one Methodist publication put it, deaconess orders would 
provide a vocation, but no vow; discipline without servility, and an association 
which did not exclude freedom.14 While emphasizing the importance of prayer, 
deaconesses put availability to the poor above time spent in regular contempla-
tion and ritual. Their stress was on service to the people, and on providing an 
open, accessible example of Christian life for others to follow. Even so, the 
balance between spirituality and works was always problematic. 

11 ibid., pp.58-59. On the spread of the deaconess movement, see Bancroft, pp. 145-220, and K. 
Bliss, The Status and Sen'iee of Women in the Churches, London, 1952, pp.79-94. 

12 Bancroft, pp.13—18; 30-32. 
13 Ludlow, pp.208, 216-17. 
14 T.B. Stephenson, Concerning Sisterhoods, London, 1890. cited in Wesley A. Chambers, Not 

Self— But Others. Wesley Historical Society, No. 48. August 1987, p. 14. 
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Protagonists of the deaconess movement stressed modern necessity as well as 
ancient precedent. This brought together two contemporary 'problems': the 
unchurched masses of expanding urban industrial centres, and, in Europe, the so-
called 'redundant women' problem. As Howson wrote in 1862, there were half 
a million more adult women in England than there were men: 'Has God made a 
mistake in the law of population, or do we make a mistake in not acting upon the 
hint which He has given us? . . . Suppose one-fiftieth part of the half-million were 
seriously engaged in [deaconess work]. How great would be the gain of our 
parishes, and how many would have found a life full of usefulness and 
happiness!'15 In Britain, those becoming sisters and deaconesses tended to be 
from the middle and upper classes, and were assumed to be women who could 
no longer count on marriage and motherhood to give purpose to their lives. 

In New Zealand, women's commitment to deaconess work was driven more 
by religious conviction than by demographic imperatives. While New Zealand 
in the late nineteenth century lacked this female surplus, a section of its women 
were certainly feeling the need for meaningful avenues of occupation and 
service. The office of deaconess provided a niche within certain churches for 
women otherwise excluded from a leadership role. The problematic status of 
deaconesses within Protestantism is a story in itself, but the movement has 
rightly been characterized as an attempt to incorporate talented women within 
the churches in a structured way that assisted, but did not challenge, male 
authority.16 As Ian Tyrell has pointed out, sisterhood in a nineteenth-century 
religious context involved not an assertion of independence or autonomy, but the 
sublimation of individual wills to the good of humanity.17 This was encapsulated 
in the mottos of the Presbyterian and Methodist deaconess orders, the two largest 
in New Zealand: they respectively translate as 'By Love Serve', and 'Not Self, 
But Others'. The sisterhood of deaconesses involved social service in the most 
literal sense of the term. 

By the 1880s New Zealand churchmen, like their overseas counterparts, were 
expressing concern about urban industrial life and those apparently untouched 
by the Christian message. Following world-wide trends, Protestant denomina-
tions here began to establish city missions. The function of these missions was 
primarily evangelical, transferring the notion of redemptive mission from the 
'heathen' overseas to the unchurched masses within white societies ('white 
people, with black hearts', as one churchman tellingly described them18). 
Increasingly, however, ministering to the body was seen as a way of reaching 
souls. After 1883 the Salvation Army's creed of 'soup, soap and salvation' 
provided a spur for other churches to develop their social service role in rivalry 
with the Army. In other denominations' commentaries on the need for church 

15 Howson, p.207. 
16 P. Grimshaw, 'In Pursuit of True Anglican Womanhood in Victoria, 1880-1914", Women's 

History Review, 2, 3 (1993), pp.331-47. 
17 I. Tyrrell, Woman's World, Woman's Empire. The Woman's Christian Temperance Union 

in International Perspective, Chapel Hill/London, 1991, p. 123. 
18 Rev. W.E. Gillam to 10th annual meeting of the Mission to the Streets and Lanes, Auckland, 

press cutting, New Zealand Herald [Nov. 1904], Scrapbook. 1893-1938. S6, Order of the Good 
Shepherd. Anglican Diocesan Archives, Auckland (AArch.). 
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social work, it is striking how the work of the Salvation Army provided a 
reference point and a spur to competition (and to this day, the higher public 
profile of the Army in a welfare role is sometimes resented by other church 
agencies). The Salvation Army women, with their distinctive uniforms and 
bonnets, provided a model of churchwomen dedicated to active social service in 
the community. 

Beyond the Salvation Army, Auckland Methodists were among the first to 
apply the concept of "mission' to religious and philanthropic work among 
Pakeha. A Freeman's Bay mission was active in the 1860s,19 and, after falling 
into abeyance, it was succeeded in 1885 by the Helping Hand Mission, a more 
sustained lay attempt to reach 'the great mass of toilers' resistant to conventional 
church activities. The mission replicated the Salvation Army technique of 
colourful services and inspiring music supplemented by a brass band. In 1890 it 
made what appears to have been the first appointment of a deaconess in New 
Zealand, when Sister Jane Blakeley began to visit the poor in the mission's 
vicinity. Her role was directly linked, in the mission's monthly magazine, with 
the work of the 'Sisters of the People', an organization initiated in London by the 
Reverend Hugh Price Hughes, and with the Forward Movement, an attempt to 
revive the early Methodist spirit of evangelism and adapt it to the demands of an 
industrializing world.2" While in competition with the Salvation Army, the 
Helping Hand Mission did co-operate with it in rescue work, expressing delight 
at the Army's establishment of a women's rescue home in Auckland in 1891.21 

During the 1890s and 1900s, Methodists in Dunedin, Christchurch and, later, 
Wellington, followed Auckland in appointing deaconesses. Mostly recruited 
from-Australia, where the deaconess movement was slightly more advanced, 
these women were either attached to the new city missions, or were employed 
by inner city congregations.22 The first Presbyterian deaconess was Christabel 
Duncan, who in 1901 came from the Deaconess Training Institute in Melbourne 
at the invitation of Dunedin's St Andrews Church. Its minister, the social 
reformer Rutherford Waddell, made a personal contribution towards Duncan's 
salary during her probationary year23 (and later married her — Duncan was 
neither the first nor the last deaconess to marry a minister with whom she had 
worked). While most of the early Presbyterian deaconesses were based in 
Dunedin, individual deaconesses were at work in Auckland, Wellington, 
Christchurch and Palmerston North by 1910.24 

19 W. Morley, The History of Methodism in New Zealand, Wellington, 1900, p.219. 
20 Helping Hand, August 1890, p.5, Wesleyan Central Mission. Auckland; on the Forward 

Movement see D. Wright, Mantle of Christ. A History of the Sydney Central Mission. Brisbane, 1984, 
pp.6-11. 

21 Helping Hand. June 1891, p. 136. 
22 Methodist Church of New Zealand. Methodist Deaconess Order, Jubilee Brochure 1907-

1957, Christchurch, 1957; W.A. Chambers, Not Self— But Others. The Story of the New Zealand 
Deaconess OrderTogether With an Index of Those Who Have Served in It, [N.P.], 1987; R. Fry, Out 
of the Silence. Methodist Women of Aotearoa 1822-1985, Christchurch. 1987, ch.ix. 

23 R.J. Eyles, 'Outreach; St. Andrew's Presbyterian Parish, Dunedin. 1880-1905". BDiv Thesis, 
Knox College, 1984, p.34. 

24 J.D. Salmond, By Love Serve. The Story of the Order of Deaconesses of the Presbyterian 
Church of New Zealand. Christchurch, 1962, pp.87-96. 
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The Anglican pattern was slightly different and, as indicated earlier, it led to 
the formation of communities living to a rule. Individual bishops, such as Harper 
and Julius in Christchurch and Cowie and Neligan in Auckland, became 
interested in the potential for women's ministry in hospitals, orphanages and 
women's homes, and pursued links with Anglican sisterhoods in England. 
Christchurch's three probationer deaconesses were dedicated in 1892 and a 
deaconess house opened in 1895. The little group eventually expanded into the 
Community of the Sacred Name, under a Mother Superior, and by 1914 its 
members had chosen to be known as 'Sisters' rather than 'deaconesses'. In 
Auckland, the Mission to the Streets and Lanes was established by Bishop and 
Mrs Cowie in 1894 to engage in work among 'fallen women', hospital and parish 
visiting, and social work among the destitute. Not without conflict at diocesan 
level, its members were professed as an order in 1905. Long-time Superior 
Hannah Dawson became well-known as a social worker around Auckland and 
the sisters' work eventually encompassed the running of a maternity home for 
single women, a creche, and an Anglican orphanage.25 The deaconess movement 
within the Anglican church was otherwise intermittent, characterized by short-
lived enterprises and conflict about the deaconesses' role and status. Unlike the 
Presbyterians, who started a deaconess training institute in 1903, and the 
Methodists who did likewise in 1908, Anglican activity lacked a national focus 
and denominational recognition. 

The majority of deaconesses in New Zealand belonged to the Methodist and 
Presbyterian denominations, and their institutes were significant. They promul-
gated a particular model of Christian womanhood, in which practical training, 
efficiency, system and skill combined with evangelical commitment and dedi-
cation to spreading the word of God. The term 'trained woman worker' crops up 
time and again in discussions of women's role in New Zealand churches during 
the early twentieth century. The language of professionalism began to infiltrate 
the churches — evangelical fervour and intuitive feminine sympathy, although 
important, were no longer enough for effective work among the poor and 
unchurched. The benevolent lady of nineteenth-century philanthropic causes 
had her twentieth-century counterpart, but volunteers increasingly needed 
stiffening up by full-time trained workers in the churches as well as in secular 
organizations. During the early twentieth century, attempts to attract recruits into 
the institutes emphasized deaconess work as an opportunity for girls and young 
women seeking a career who were 'strong, or growing strong in Christian 
character, rich in personality, and with talents well cultivated'. 'Are you looking 
for an outlet for all your powers — would you know one way of finding for 
yourself the joy of creating, redeeming, discovering, serving?', asked the 
Methodist Times in 1922. 'Are you preparing to be a doctor - a nurse - a teacher 

25 R. Fry, The Community of the Sacred Name. A Centennial History, Christchurch, 1993; J.M. 
White, 'The Love of Christ Constraineth Us. "Hannah and Her Sisters": A Critical Appraisal of the 
Anglican Order of the Good Shepherd 1895-1958', MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1989; 
G.M.R. Haworth, 'The Deaconess Revival of the I960's in the New Zealand Anglican Church', 
BTheol Research Assignment, St John's College, 1996, pp.5-12; Scrapbook 1893-1938, S6, Order 
of the Good Shepherd, AArch. 
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- a social worker - an organizer - are you thrilled by the possibility of youth - do 
you feel you have it in you to be a leader?' The Methodist Deaconess House was 
characterized as a 'power station' of women's work, sending its 'live wires' in 
many directions throughout New Zealand and the islands.26 

The dedicated, uniformed deaconess was to become the caring face of her 
church among those on its margins or outside it. It was frequently said that a 
deaconess could go into homes where a minister would not be welcome; her 
distinctive uniform meant that she, like the woman Salvation Army officer, 
could go into perilous social situations with an impunity denied other women. 
But this was only to occur after a two-year training period which came to include 
bible study, church history and literature, as well as practical experience of 
public addresses, youth work and group organization, home, hospital and 
institution visiting, and some basic nursing. 

As might be expected from a denomination which placed so much emphasis 
on a well-trained ministry, and which had lecturers from its theological college 
at hand, the Presbyterian training was more theological than the Methodist. 
However, Presbyterian students gained experience in 'social service and simple 
and practical nursing' by visiting with existing city deaconesses and a trained 
nurse associated with Knox Church.27 

Proximity to Christchurch's Nurse Maude District Nursing Association meant 
that Methodist trainees were able to go on placement there. Rita Snowden, who 
trained as a Methodist deaconess in the late 1920s, recounts work experience at 
the YWCA, the outpatients' department of the public hospital, the Phillipstown 
kindergarten, the Essex maternity home and the TB sanatorium, as well as with 
the Nurse Maude Association. She washed bedridden patients, gave injections, 
and laid out the dead (the latter being particularly useful knowledge for 
deaconesses, who spent many hours attending at death beds).28 As Alice 
Williams ('Sister Olive'), an early city deaconess and one-time superintendent 
of the Methodist Institute, noted, the training was primarily for the deaconesses' 
spiritual service, but the wider training 'gave them poise' when faced by unusual 
crises.29 

This training was soon to be criticized as inadequate for women who ended up 
working in fields as diverse as inner city slums, isolated Maori settlements and 
overseas missions, but it was a training, and a training of some length. It indicated 
that the deaconess was to be concerned with bodily as well as spiritual welfare, 
and was as close as New Zealand got to a practical training in social work before 
World War II. The nature of the training reflected contemporary linkages 
between physical and moral welfare, and the role of health and hygiene in 
achieving social order. Some churchwomen combined it with formal nursing or 

26 New Zealand Methodist Times, 23 Dec. 1922, p.6; p. 17. 
27 Report of Superintendent, Training Institute, Proceedings, General Assembly of Presbyterian 

Church of New Zealand (PA), 1935, p. 184. 
28 R. Snowden, The Sun is High, London, 1974, pp.52-54. 
29 Mrs W.J. Williams, 'Deaconess House', typescript, Methodist Church Archives, Christchurch. 
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midwifery training to prepare themselves either for the foreign mission field or 
for social work at home. Annie Tocker, one of the first state child welfare 
officers, went along this path, although she found deaconess training 'too holy 
for me!'30 While retaining deaconess status, she supplemented it with nursing 
training so that she could help troubled girls as a social worker. 

The role of the deaconess was often described as religious, educational (in 
terms of their Sunday school and youth work), pastoral and social. Those 
attached to congregations may have given more time to the religious and 
educational side of their work, and those working within city missions, to the 
social. However, pastoral visiting involved a fair amount of what today would 
be considered family counselling, and deaconesses working with Sunday 
schools and youth groups had affinities with the modern youth or community 
worker. In two particular periods their social work role was most consciously 
projected throughout the community: the 1890s and 1900s, when the first city 
deaconesses were promoted as a force against urban corruption and godlessness, 
and during the 1930s' depression, when the sheer scale of distress prompted 
some churches into new welfare initiatives and gave wider credence to ideals of 
'applied Christianity'. 

Three kinds of deaconesses' narratives give a sense of the actual work done by 
the sisters. Those in church publications were of the 'Day in a Sister's Life' 
variety, and usually gave laudatory accounts intended to elicit financial aid for 
the sisterhood's work. Memoirs and reminiscences were more likely than these 
to acknowledge failure as well as success, but it is a third source, a deaconess's 
diary from the 1900s which gives the most moving account of failure and doubt 
in these sisterly ministrations. 

All commentaries were quite clear about the evangelical basis of deaconess 
work. Jane Blakeley, the first Methodist deaconess, wrote effusively of her work 
with Auckland's Helping Hand Mission, and of the personal rewards she found: 

If any one has been enabled to carry food to the hungry, to clothe the nearly naked, to 
secure work for the honest toiler, and who has seen the smile of welcome, and heard the 
heartfelt words of gratitude, they will understand something of our feeling of joy, and 
drink in something of His spirit 'who went about doing good' . We have seen the tears start 
in a mother 's eye when a kindly word of sympathy has been expressed; the cloud of wild 
despair gradually fade on another face when we have brought assistance; a child dance 
for joy because father has work now through a helper 's influence . . . the children looked 
after while a mother gets to a meeting; the loan of a book to a tired father; some pleasant 
pastime arranged for a few children . . . these are things which brighten and cheer more 
than can be imagined, and Hearts are reached at once . . . . 

May God help us to 
Seek for those of evil behaviour, 
Bid them their ways to amend; 
Go point a lost world to a Saviour, 
And be to the friendless a friend . . . . 

30 A. Tocker, interviewed by M. Tennant, 7 September 1979. 
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In her first nine months of work during 1890 — a period of strike and recession 
— Blakeley reported making 1400 visits and receiving 1000 calls from persons 
seeking help of various kinds.31 

On her appointment to the Dunedin Methodist Sisters' Mission in 1900, Sister 
Olive Jeffrey, a 25-year-old Australian deaconess, told the Otago Daily Times 
that 'the main idea of the mission is to attend to the spiritual side of a person's 
wants, and in order to gain their end they proceed to work through the material 
side'. The work of the mission, she said, was 'practical benevolence': helping the 
poor in a practical way, obtaining situations, seeking homes for orphans, nursing 
the sick, helping bedridden people 'and doing the thousand and one acts which 
only a woman can do' ,32In a later memoir, Sister Olive, then Mrs Alice Williams 
and married to a minister, described the medical, spiritual and social work in 
which she had been involved as a deaconess. Writing in heroic mode, she gave 
examples of typical cases: 

Spent a cold night guarding a faithful little wife and her little children from the husband, 
who with a knife in his hand, had dragged his wife by the hair across the floor. I moved 
them and their meagre belongings to another house for which I paid 5 shillings per week. 
I barricaded the door and sat in the dark with a long handle shovel as a defensive weapon. 
Reported to the police next day. 
Part of my social work was to do with befriending of and arranging accommodation for 
girls who had entered motherhood by the wrong door. 
Also to attend court where children's interests were concerned, sometimes through their 
misconduct or through their being neglected . . . . There was no type of human depravity 
that did not merit the care of a deaconess. 

Williams went on to describe arranging care and accommodation for discharged 
hospital patients and prisoners, visiting women in prison, seeking out laundry 
and factory work for women, visiting Chinese 'dens', and acting as a virtual 
district nurse: laying out the dead, assisting doctors in surgical work in homes, 
mopping up wounds after drunken brawls, and in one instance, pacifying a 
violent mental case while the police, who had sought her assistance, waited 
outside with a car to take him away.33 

In a later, more humorous account written when Williams was 88, she 
described the formation of clubs to help keep men from the hotels: 

We formed football and cricket clubs. They elected me as president. (No! I did not play, 
EVER). I applied to the council for the use of a ground for a practice. Unfortunately the 
Otago Daily Times reported that I had applied for ground for the use of some 'derelicts'. 
There was much concern as to what the term meant. When they found out the meaning 
of it the men were in high dudgeon. 

In the dark hours of the night. Sister Olive would walk drunken men home to 
prevent them being arrested; she organized 'hot pie and saveloy suppers' on 

3t Sister Blakeley, 'Leaves from my Notebook', Helping Hand, September 1890, p. 14. 
32 Otago Daily Times, 17 November 1900. p.3. 
33 Williams,'Deaconess House'. 
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Saturday nights, and ran meetings at Hudson's jam factory for underprivileged 
women and children. She might, in modern terms, be described as a community 
worker, directing the energies of disruptive social elements into more construc-
tive channels. But her aim was always conversion, and she reported with 
satisfaction the times when, 'under stress and strain and suffering', even the men 
most heavily represented in the 'seamy side' of her church's work 'would quietly 
ask for prayer' .34 

'Women's work for women' was considered the particular forte of deacon-
esses, and as Williams's accounts show, this drew them into work among 
morally endangered and domestically threatened women, and among children. 
Although most Methodist and Presbyterian deaconesses did this in the commu-
nity, rather than in an institutional context, Laura Francis, a Methodist deaconess 
from Sydney, initiated the undenominational Door of Hope Home in Auckland 
in 1896. Francis had been foundation deaconess at the Sydney Central Mission, 
where she had mainly engaged in rescue work among women. After working 
briefly with Auckland's Helping Hand Mission, she decided to devote herself to 
what was formally known as the 'Door of Hope Association for the Rescue of 
Friendless and Fallen Women'. Acting both as matron of the home and as active 
proselytizer, she energetically visited houses of ill-fame to persuade their 
occupants to 'abandon their lives of sin and shame'. Her involvement with the 
Door of Hope ended in 1903, after which she moved on to similar work in New 
York and in England.35 Her eventual replacement was not a deaconess, but, 
significantly, had Salvation Army connections. Generally speaking, churches 
were less enthusiastic about the rescue of prostitutes and fallen women in the 
1900s than they had been in the 1890s, finding the work unrewarding and poorly 
supported by church congregations. The opening of rescue and maternity homes 
by the Salvation Army was generally welcomed with relief by other non-
conformist Protestant churches, who directed appropriate cases to them. 

Children were seen as more impressionable than cases 'hardened in vice', and 
youth and club work as a more productive way of preventing later immorality. 
Within the Presbyterian church deaconesses led the way in orphanage work 
during the 1900s, while Methodist deaconesses followed suit in the second 
decade of the century. Australian-trained Sister Mary McQueen, and Sister 
Evelyn Mc Adam, a former teacher, helped found the Presbyterian Social Service 
Association (PSSA) in Dunedin in 1906. Soon after this, they began to take 
children into their George Street lodgings and, in July 1907, the first Presbyterian 
orphanage was opened with Mary McQueen as 'mother' ,36 Unlike some orphan-
age supervisors, McQueen seems to have been well suited to the role, her daily 
notes showing a cheerful empathy with the children, a willingness to look for the 

34 'Deaconess Work in 1900. A Letter from Sister Olive', Wesley Historical Society Journal, 
1984, pp.30-32. 

35 Door of Hope Association Minutes, 4 July 1898, 77/28 MSS 9/5 Auckland Institute and 
Museum Library; Wright, pp.54-57. 

36 S. Rae, From Relief to Social Service. A History of the Presbyterian Social Service Association 
Otago 1906-1981, Dunedin, 1981, pp.25-26. Rae's history is probably the best account of church 
welfare so far published in New Zealand. 
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best in each of them, and opposition to corporal punishment. Fondly-written pen 
portraits of orphanage children show McQueen's appreciation of their qualities 
as well as an understanding of their failings: 'Alec M. Mischievous, wilful, 
uncertain, kind, impulsive, selfish yet generous, forgiving & forgetting, unreli-
able'. 'ArthurM. Strong, smiling, genial, unpolished, willing, forgetful.' 'Leslie 
S. Tall, strong, fair, affectionate, straightforward, likes nice things to eat. kind & 
tender.' 'Arthur B. . . Soft & fat. Very backward in speech. Strong filial love, 
somewhat stubborn. Bronchitis periodically, faithful.'37 

In the expansion of church orphanages over the first three decades of the 
twentieth century, deaconesses played a significant role as church agents in 
recruiting children for the homes and as matrons, especially in institutions for 
girls and for younger children of both sexes. Not all appear to have been suited 
to matronships, although as orphanages expanded in size it was probably 
difficult for even the most well-meaning to replicate McQueen's humane 
regime. This was the area where the social work of Protestant sisters most closely 
paralleled that of Roman Catholic nuns, as sentiment and denominational rivalry 
drew the churches more and more into child care. 

Other aspects of deaconess 'women's work' were more controversial. Domes-
tic violence was an issue into which the deaconesses were drawn, sometimes 
unwillingly. Home visiting, intended to bring families into the churches, could 
reveal situations which many church members would rather not acknowledge. 
Deaconesses, nonetheless, did their best to assist in situations where women 
were ill-protected by the law and made physically vulnerable by their economic 
dependency. Doris Gordon's account of her days as a house-surgeon in the 
women's wards of Dunedin Hospital includes a description of an emergency call 
to a woman whom she had confined nine days earlier. In a scene reminiscent of 
Sister Olive standing guard with her shovel, she 'cantered down to the Dunedin 
flats to find a church deaconess sitting calmly on the double bed acting as a buffer 
between the terrified convalescent mother and her drunken husband. He was 
shouting round the house for his marital rights.'38 It was not surprising that city 
deaconesses worked closely with the Society for the Protection of Women and 
Children, but one of their key responses to domestic violence was the formation 
of mothers' clubs. As always, these had a mixed agenda. One Methodist sister 
reported in 1902 that she had found cases of 'real heroism' among the women 
of her mothers' meetings, many of whom had to endure great suffering through 
drunken husbands. Nonetheless, she went on to stress that 'Temperance teaching 
has been specially emphasized, and all the members have signed the pledge. The 
fruits of this are being seen already in improved appearances and tidier homes.'39 

Other mothers' meetings combined training in domestic skills with prayer and 
afternoon tea. While on one level they can be seen as encouraging mutual support 
and self-esteem, they implied that solutions to family violence were in women's 

37 'Daily Record of Presbyterian Children's Home and Orphanage Opened July 10 1907', 
Presbyterian Support Services, Dunedin. 

38 D. Gordon, Backblocks Baby Doctor, London, 1955, p.94. 
39 Advocate, 1 March 1902, pp.28-29. 
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own hands, in their ability to achieve an orderly home. A 1908 entry in the 
personal diary of Presbyterian sister Mabel Cartwright illustrates the point: 
having previously described a bruised and crying woman whose story of abuse 
by a drunken husband 'fairly made my flesh shiver', she noted that the woman 
had a 'rather bad looking face', was 'Gospel hardened', and herself drank. This 
woman she contrasted with another whose husband was also a drunkard, but who 
by prayer, faith and practical effort, was breaking him from his indulgence. This 
second woman had gone out to work, stuck by her husband and kept the family 
together. Most commendably, her children were all connected with the church, 
and had been taught some genteel accomplishments. Cartwright concluded: 

One has known & practically trusted God. The other one who has fought & lived without 

One has a home wh [sic] will soon be her own, probably, husband being won, children 
honourable & converted, furniture, & in fact feels the joy of God ' s peace & triumphant 
victory. The other says she is going mad. [Lives] in dread of husband returning. Issued 
warrant for his arrest. Has no home, no food, no clothing, no character, & feels quite 
desperate and defeated.40 

Cartwright's diary gives a striking insight into the uncertainties of the 
deaconesses' role and the ambiguities surrounding relationships with their 
clientele. Mabel Cartwright constantly lamented her own awkwardness with the 
people she worked among, her lack of sympathy, charity and zeal, and her sense 
of inferiority to the more experienced Dunedin deaconesses. Her clientele she 
found 'rather monotonous' in conversation, glib in religious matters, and brazen 
in deceit: a woman who was 'practically... living together' with an elderly male 
boarder 'Appeared to have had beer. Told her I could smell it but she said it was 
stewed rabbit led smell. Did not contradict her but I knew she had been drinking.' 
The 'self confident, familiar way' of the South Dunedinites made Cartwright 
yearn for an area where the congregation was 'more refined'.41 Despite the 
uplifting influence of an intimate deaconess friend, she felt oppressed and 
personally contaminated by the work and eventually left to train as a nurse: 

One has to listen to so much evil, & to know so much evil; & yet God means us to be so 
perfectly pure in thought & imagination even in the midst of it all One longs to be more 
like Jesus in his disposition & love; but oh one is constantly reminded of one 's earthy 
connection & proneness to evil.42 

Physically and mentally the social work of deaconesses was taxing, but 
Cartwright's diary reminds us that it challenged religious zeal. Not all of those 
drawn to the work were blessed with the necessary combination of personality, 
physical vigour and unshakeable religious conviction needed to sustain the work 

40 Mabel Cartwright, Private Diary, 12, 14 February 1908, MSS 3/279, Presbyterian Church 
Archives, Knox College, Dunedin. 

41 ibid., 12 December 1907, 16, 31 January, 12 March 1908. 
42 ibid., 2 November 1909. 
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over time. Breakdowns in health and retirements into marriage or an alternative 
career may have signalled what, in today's terms, would be regarded as basic 
burnout. When hard work among the ungrateful was not followed by the 
salvation of souls, the foundations of religious social work were challenged. 
However much they provided individual support and counsel, as a force against 
urban godlessness the deaconesses were less than successful. 

Many of this first generation of New Zealand deaconesses were, nonetheless, 
formidable characters whose work crossed national boundaries and involved a 
leadership role in new local initiatives. A later superintendent of Methodist 
Deaconess House described her predecessors as 'outstanding women — practi-
cal in hour of need — attractive and winsome in personality, and consecrated to 
God and His service, and the church that possessed them was rich indeed' ,43 As 
the deaconess orders became more formalized, and as a later, home-grown 
generation came through the training institutes, the potential for initiative was 
less. Overseas mission work was sometimes seen as less constraining (and more 
exotic) than work among New Zealand's urban poor or within Maori communi-
ties, the other major avenue of service. As early as 1909, Cartwright complained 
that a new posting to St John's in Wellington had resulted in closer scrutiny by 
women of the parish compared with Dunedin, where she had been trusted to work 
alone. 'Put to work under Dorcas Society which I hate', she wrote: 'Hate having 
to speak to those women of people requiring assistance' .'"At least one deaconess 
came into conflict with the Methodist church and broke away to institute an 
independent mission, under her own control. Sister Esther Charles had been 
working with the Auckland Homeless Mission when a rift in the late 1900s led 
to the formation of 'Sister Esther's Mission', run for many years from her home 
in Picton Street. The mission became an institution in the Auckland area, and in 
1930 it joined forces with what is now Presbyterian Support Services. Esther 
Charles herself was awarded an MBE in 1919, became one of the first women 
Justices of the Peace in 1932, and worked in the venture she founded until her 
retirement in 1941.45 Few deaconesses gained this kind of independence and 
public profile, and many capable sisters probably found, like Cartwright, that 
parish demands and politics constricted their work and stifled their enthusiasm. 

By the mid-1920s, the Methodist and Presbyterian churches were lamenting 
the lack of recognition given by congregations to the activities of deaconesses 
and the limited number of recruits to the training institutions. Between 1903 and 
1924,89 students had passed through the Presbyterian Training Institute, though 
not all became ordained Presbyterian deaconesses. Methodist numbers were 
fewer than this.46 A constant problem was that the poorest parishes and circuits, 
those which had greatest need of their services, were least able to support the 

43 Methodist Times, 16 August 1924, p.4. 
44 Mabel Cartwright, Private Diary, 14 July 1909. 
45 New Zealand Herald, 6, 9 June 1919; Franklin Times, 18 August 1958; G. Bean, 'Church 
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46 Presbyterian Women's Training Institute 1903-24, Dunedin, 1924, p.7; Chambers, 'Deacon-
ess Index of the Methodist Church of New Zealand'. 
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work financially. Women who had trained at personal cost to themselves could 
not rely on employment, and during the depression of the 1930s, some deaconess 
positions were lost. In early 1933 there were 13 Presbyterian deaconesses 
working in parishes, five of them in Dunedin, and at least two others working for 
the PSS A, along with a number of unordained women workers.47 Two years later, 
the Methodist church had only five deaconesses employed in city missions and 
circuits, with a further nine attached to the Maori and Home missions and 
working mainly in isolated rural districts.48 Nonetheless, the depression did 
underline the social service role of church sisters, and it prompted reassessments 
of deaconess training. 

The 1920s and 1930s saw the revival of Protestant city missions under the 
leadership of churchmen whose names were to become household words in their 
communities — most notably the Anglicans Jasper Calder in Auckland and 
Thomas Fielden Taylor in Wellington; the Methodists Colin Scrimgeour and 
Everil Orr in Auckland, and Leslie Neale in Dunedin. Under these individuals, 
with their sometimes unorthodox methods, the city missions expanded their 
activities to encompass medical and dental services, legal aid, libraries, clothing 
and grocery depots, health camps, radio work and film shows, as well as the more 
usual youth groups, mothers' clubs, sewing guilds, prison chaplaincies, hospital 
visiting and evangelistic services. Behind the high profile city missioners (some 
of whom were, as one former deaconess put it, 'individualistic' characters; not 
always easy to work with49) were a raft of voluntary workers and, in most cases, 
one or two deaconesses. The male missioners were typically involved in fund 
raising for the mission, prison and hospital visiting and organizing activities for 
unemployed men. The deaconesses' role was more directed at women, children 
and the elderly: it was they who were more likely to go out into the community 
to 'deal with dirt' and personal care in a hands-on way.50To them came mothers 
with daughters of a 'difficult age', in search of advice; single women, isolated 
and alone in the city; and the wives of drunkards, desperate for material and 
emotional aid. Their counselling role clearly became critical as unemployment 
placed more and more families under stress. 

But it was not only the missions' clientele who were under pressure. Reports 
to church conferences and assemblies mention staff who worked months on end 
with barely a day's relaxation, and who were besieged at all hours by calls for 
assistance. Sister Rita Snowden, who in 1931 transferred reluctantly from a rural 
Home Mission position to the Methodist Central Mission in Auckland, described 
the pain, tragedy and 'human stupidity' which were her constant companions 
there: 

Hours and hours daily I spent interviewing those who came wanting a patient listener to 
their story of hardship, a meal-ticket, or an old coat. I heard of things so sordid, so 
desperate, that, added to my court and prison work, all desire in me to read 'murder stories' 

47 PA, 1932, p.xxii, p. 115, p.256. Nine other deaconesses were working as Maori missionaries. 
48 Minutes, Annual Conference of the Methodist Church of New Zealand (MC), 1934, p. 145. 
49 M. Baker interviewed by M. Tennant, 23 January 1996. 
50 ibid. 
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dried up. A ci ty-wide e f for t was made by phone and index-system, be tween the various 
missions and benevolent societies, to c o m b out imposters. It was of ten hard to keep one ' s 
faith in humanity.5 1 

She agonized over the difficulty of giving material aid to people without 
damaging their self-esteem, and found especially hateful the weekly jumble 
sales with their raggle-taggle assortment of discarded clothing, spectacles, 
dentures and wheelchairs, the pushing and shoving, and the humiliating need to 
stand guard against those who left with stolen goods in their bloomer legs. In 
addition, she shared the regular preaching with the missioner, led a young 
people's adventure group, organized the mothers' meetings, directed the chil-
dren's library and in the evening arranged work for the sewing guild and half-
soled shoes for the jumble sale. Not surprisingly, her own health suffered, and 
within a couple of years she was on sick leave.52 

As a number of historians have noted, the depression nudged church leaders 
of many denominations into a position critical of government and the existing 
social order. At a lower level, Snowden claimed that 'the truth of the social 
gospel hammered at our hearts: "Any present-day theology that has not a 
revolutionary sociology as part of its implicit logic is not truly Christian'".53 But 
her account of mission social work suggests that the engagement of deaconesses 
and other lower-level church workers with broader political issues was actually 
very limited. During the depression most were unable to lift their view above the 
daily drain upon their time and energies to reflect upon the broader picture. 
Publications such as the Auckland Methodist Mission's In Your Midst still 
focused upon the need to recast individual lives rather than social reconstruction 
and, while the churches' welfare response was more imaginative and more 
extensive than in the past, its basic premises were altered little by depression. 
Signalling his move towards greater public commentary, Scrimgeour resigned 
as City Missioner and told the Methodist Conference that 'our energies must be 
directed to those channels of service that give more lasting results than the bread 
that perisheth, important though that work has been'.54 Few church social 
workers seem to have replicated his conclusions. 

The advent of Labour's welfare state altered the context of church social work. 
If one thinks in terms of Lewis's 'mixed economy of welfare', the balance shifted 
at this time towards the state. Churches were faced with a government critical of 
charity and committed to the revitalization of the economy, the provision of work 
and the payment of benefits at a generous level as a right of citizenship. Macro-
level social and economic adjustments, rather than individual change, were seen 
as the route to social well-being. This was a government which had comman-
deered the language of the churches in its references to 'applied Christianity' and 
which was to claim, in the 1940s, to have done all the social work that needed 

51 Snowden, p.70. 
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doing in New Zealand.55 The churches positioned themselves in relation to this 
new welfare economy by stressing the personal, individualized nature of the 
services they supplied, contrasting it with impersonal officialdom and bureau-
cratic inflexibility of state welfare. The Auckland Methodist Central Mission 
stressed, for example, that there were some who would leave all philanthropic 
work to the state, but experience proved that, over time, state welfare simply 
became a job to those administering it, instead of an opportunity for doing good.56 

The Wellington PSS A took the analysis further, pointing to gaps and anomalies 
in the Social Security Act of 1938: 

[this] demonstrates how impossible it is for any legislative enactment to meet the mass 
of complicated circumstances that form the background of great tribulation from which 
the majority of the children in our care come . . . to be really effective no social welfare 
organization or department should be relentlessly tied down to narrow or constricting 
rules, and that such is peculiar to all State departments demonstrates more clearly than 
ever that there will always be a real need for the work and service of private philanthropic 
organizations with constitutions wide enough to cover all cases of need. Furthermore, the 
capacity of a Christian ministry to meet the human as well as the economic needs of the 
moment is unquestionably one of the most important factors in all social service.57 

In similar vein, Auckland PSS A deaconess Esther Charles had warned in 1938 
that 'Social justice does not eliminate social evil. Sickness, want and discord will 
always exist. Calamity overtakes people with alarming suddenness.'58 She and 
other church workers soon found themselves helping beneficiaries negotiate 
their way around an increasingly complex social security system, sometimes 
having to wean them off charitable 'handouts' first. Their pastoral and counsel-
ling role was encapsulated in such new developments as the Dunedin Methodist 
Central Mission's 'Trouble Clinic', initiated in 1938 to provide 'counsel in 
distress, confidence in hours of fear and spiritual illumination in a time of 
unprecedented suffering, sex debacle and physical upheaval' ,59 Wartime disrup-
tion and the extension of new housing areas provided opportunities for the 
personal support that was a speciality of both parish and city mission deacon-
esses. 'More and more is the urgency of the need for more deaconess work 
pressing itself upon our generation' stated a 1940 article in the Outlook, noting 
that 'every consecrated woman is a spiritual mother', often able to give guidance 
and advice on subjects impossible to discuss with a male minister.60 

At the same time, tensions within the deaconess' role were exacerbated by the 
advent of the welfare state and by the churches' need to stake a claim to the 
personal social services. Was the deaconess a social worker, or was she more 

55 J.R. McCreary, 'The School of Social Science Part One - The Martians', New Zealand Social 
Worker, 7, 1 (1971), p.l 1. Peter Fraser is supposed to have rejected funding a school of social work 
with a statement to this effect. 

56 In Your Midst, July 1938, p . l . 
57 PA, 1939, p.253. 
58 Auckland PSSA Annual Report, 1938, p. 16. 
59 MC, 1938, p.140. 
60 Outlook, 24 December 1940. 



20 MARGARET TENNANT 

properly a parish assistant, religious educator or preacher? Could she be all these 
things and how adequately was she any of them? The Presbyterian Social Service 
Association, by then extending its activities well beyond the original orphanage 
work, increasingly criticized Presbyterian deaconess training as too theological. 
Statements such as that contained in its 1940 report brought it into conflict with 
the Women's Work Committee, which saw deaconesses as needing preparation 
for widely differing spheres of usefulness: 

. . . we are convinced of the need of having women workers trained specifically for social 
service, who shall be recognized as ordained deaconesses, and we believe that the Church 
should encourage her young women to undertake such work and should provide them 
with a course of training at once worthy and practical.61 

The question of the deaconess's proper role was never resolved, and was still 
being debated within the Presbyterian and Methodist churches 30 years later. In 
1975 the Presbyterian order was terminated, and in 1979 the Methodist order also 
ended. By this time women were able to enter the Ministry of Word and 
Sacraments in both churches, and many deaconesses did, in fact, become full 
ministers.62 

The activities of church deaconesses illustrate the contribution of churches to 
the development of social services during the early twentieth century. They also 
shed light on the emergence of social work as a profession in New Zealand. 
Overseas studies have examined early twentieth-century conflict between 
evangelicals and a new generation which identified as professional social 
workers. The latter espoused educational credentials, specialized skills, objec-
tivity and 'scientific' casework against female evangelical workers' supposed 
emotionalism, piety and sisterly identification with their clientele.63 In both the 
United States and Great Britain secular forms of training for social work were in 
place by the 1920s, many of them in tertiary institutions.64 New Zealand did not 
have such a course until 1950, when the School of Social Science was established 
at Victoria University. Prior to this, aspiring social workers trained in such other 
professions as nursing or teaching or simply honed their skills on the job, hoping 
that 'experience of life' would compensate for other deficiencies. A small 
number went overseas for training. Some women with a religious commitment 
saw deaconess training as another path to social service or combined it with other 
forms of training. The deaconess consequently represented an intermediate step 
between untrained womanly benevolence and the emergence of professional 
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social work in New Zealand. Her commitment was unquestionably evangelical 
and her concern the salvation of souls. Her qualities of womanly caring and 
sympathy were endorsed: the term 'sister', combined with a first name, had 
resonances of mutual personal involvement and familial concern, although it 
also set her apart. But the deaconess was trained under the supervision of 
experienced church workers — her womanly compassion was not let loose 
undirected. Unlike many earlier church workers, she was not a volunteer, but was 
paid a small salary and was employed by the parish or social service agency 
where she worked. She had a recognized place, albeit a lowly one, within church 
structures. She was part of an attempt within some churches to prepare their 
women workers, to meet the secularizing trends of the age head-on with 
personnel who were (in theory, if not in practice) prepared, informed and focused 
models of modern Christian life. There was, of course, a certain irony where 
these modern 'trained women workers' were also members of orders which 
looked back 2000 years, but the ideal of dedicated service by unattached women 
was one which churches found useful well into the twentieth century. 

The outreach of deaconesses went beyond their denominations, and they 
helped fill a void in more secular social service contexts. Many worked in 
association with other welfare bodies as part of their deaconess duties: it was 
common for them to serve on such municipal charities as the various 'mayor's 
coal and blanket' funds, and, as we have seen, they co-operated with the police, 
hospital and charitable aid boards and prison authorities. Some were pioneers in 
other agencies: among the Presbyterians, for example, Sister Constance Shaw 
served the YWCA in 1910; in the 1920s Sister Nora Dick worked first for the 
Patients' and Prisoners' Aid Society and then became secretary-visitor of the 
Dunedin Society for the Protection of Women and Children (she was also one of 
the first women JPs); and in the 1930s Sister Janet Harper became first welfare 
officer for the Crippled Children Society of Southland.65 Jean Begg, long-time 
secretary of the YWCA, trained and worked in both secular and religious 
contexts. She was one of the first graduates of the Presbyterian Training Institute, 
and although she did not become a deaconess, she served as a missionary in 
Samoa before undertaking study at the New York School of Social Work and 
returning to New Zealand in 1924.66 Perhaps the most obvious example of 
deaconess influence within a secular agency was that of Methodist Sister Annie 
Tocker, whose training as a nurse and deaconess has already been mentioned. 
Tocker retained deaconess status when, in 1926, she became one of New 
Zealand's first child welfare officers. At this time the Child Welfare Branch of 
the Education Department was exceptional in the state sector for its employment 
of social workers and its emphasis on case work. Tocker rose to a senior position 
and by the 1940s was responsible for training a subsequent generation of female 
welfare officers. One of Tocker's seniors commented on how she retained a 
strong but controlled sense of religious mission, and was 'virtually idolised' by 
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the women officers of the Child Welfare Division.67 Hers was an important 
influence within the early state sector social work, but it was an influence 
grounded in evangelical commitment and church welfare services. It is too much 
to say that evangelical influence permeated secular organizations, but it re-
mained a force in the emergence of the social work profession during the second 
part of the century. It meshed with that strand of social case work which 
prioritized individual change over social reform. 

Within New Zealand's welfare economy the voluntary sector always had an 
important place, complementing rather than rivalling the more extensive role of 
the state. The churches played an increasingly important role within this sector 
from the 1880s, developing city missions, building institutions, first for children 
and, later, for the elderly, and forming social service associations in an attempt 
to co-ordinate their varied activities. Deaconesses and other church personnel 
saw their special role as one of personal support and mentoring, supplemented 
by limited material aid. In the case of the deaconesses, this approach was 
underwritten by a centuries-old ideal of Christian service, although personal 
narratives suggest ambivalence about the day-to-day reality of sisterly ministra-
tions in the less agreeable areas of work. Today, a Christian commitment is not 
necessarily required for work in church social services, and some argue that such 
agencies have become too far separated from the other concerns of the churches.68 

The deaconesses represented a distinctive phase in the emergence of religious 
social work, along with an ideal of service and self-abnegation unsustainable in 
more recent times. 
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