
Ecumenical Spirit: 
The Canadian Theological Students’ Conference 2008

One of the many gifts that came to me through 
Regis College was the opportunity to attend 
the Canadian Theological Students’ Conference  

(CTSC) in Vancouver in March this year. The conference 
has been organized annually by the Canadian Theological 
Students’ Association since 1954. It meets in different 
Canadian cities every year, bringing together for one week 
of workshops, prayer and theological reflection students of 
different Christian denominations from many theological 
schools across the country. The CTSC is a rich ecumenical 
experience of dialogue and praxis that brings together 
delegates of all ages and backgrounds.

I attended this year’s conference in Vancouver with Rachel 
Nazareth, Regis College’s official delegate. The organizing 
committee, drawn from members across the country, 
and the students and staff of the Vancouver School of 
Theology were exceptionally warm and welcoming. The 
conference site at the University of British Columbia 
provided a spectacular setting overlooking water and 
mountains and we even had sun almost every day! 

This year’s conference theme was “God in the City: Faces 
of Faith”. The keynote speaker was Dr. Matthias Ross, 
Director of the Institute of Advanced Christian Studies 
in Chennai, India. It was a pleasure to have the chance 
not only to listen to his lectures, but also to spend time 
with him at meals and on our excursions. He was eager 
to listen to our experience in Canada, and had a wealth of 
knowledge to share with us. 

In addition to the main events of the conference which 
included keynote addresses, small group discussions and 
academic papers presented by students, we visited the 
Benedictine monastery in Mission, B.C., and Vancouver’s 
Downtown East Side. The contrast between the bucolic 
rural valley and the gritty inner city was striking and put 
into perspective the issues faced by congregations serving 
people in the urban environment. We heard the struggles 
of an Anglo-Catholic parish to maintain a sacred space 
and liturgical life while ministering to people literally 
sleeping on their doorstep. Just blocks away we ate lunch 
and visited with the guests at a United Church that has 
closed its space to worship in order to better serve the 
physical and social needs of the people. We also took 
our own little tours of the neighbourhood to meet other 

people involved in a variety 
of ministries in the area.  For 
many of the students, this 
experience of being face-
to-face with suffering was 
powerful and coloured their 
reflections for the rest of the week.
 
Throughout the conference I was struck by the presence 
of Native persons and their spirituality. Native symbols 
and rituals played a prominent role in our opening prayer 
service, where we were reminded on whose land we 
were meeting. Mid-week we were privileged to meet a 
delegation of First Nations and church leaders involved 
in a cross-Canada tour in preparation for the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The TRC will provide 
an opportunity for the story of the Native Residential 
Schools to be told in a more complete way, and for all 
those involved to seek paths of healing and reconciliation 
together with all the Canadian public. In an emotional 
series of speeches and reflections, church leaders publicly 
apologized for the treatment of indigenous children in 
the residential school system and Native representatives 
responded.  It was a painful yet hopeful moment in 
Canadian history and we were very lucky to be there at 
just the right time.   

Most of all, the conference was a great opportunity to 
meet with other theology students and to seek together 
ways to put our common faith into action in the world.  
Our discussions revealed both our commonalities and 
our differences. We shared prayers and songs, meals and 
walks, ideas and questions, and lots of fun. My time with 
students from other denominations reminded me of the 
gift we have at TST and how we sometimes take it for 
granted.  Even though at TST we share our classes, we 
rarely talk about how our different traditions understand 
and respond to the questions of the day.  I came away 
from the conference even more convinced of the need 
for such ecumenical dialogue. Next year’s Canadian 
Theological Students’ Conference, which will be co-hosted 
by Emmanuel College and the Faculty of Theology of 
St. Michael’s College here at TST, will be an excellent 
opportunity to continue this dialogue. We need each 
other and can only benefit from every chance to share our 
faith!

Nona L. Macdonald  (MDiv 1994, STM/DSD 2008)
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