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We humans need our origin stories. When we look back on the 

past, we like to imagine our founders as heroic. As Unitarians, 

we may think we’ve outgrown tales of a burning bush, walking 

on water, riding to heaven on a winged horse. But ask yourself 

this: doesn’t a part of you want John Cordner to be a hero? 

 

John Cordner. Our first minister. The answer to the prayers of 

all those who’d been trying for a decade to build a Unitarian 

home in Montreal. An Irishman who led the Church of the 

Messiah, as it was then called, for 36 years: from 1843 right up 

to 1879. An obituary of the man struck a ringing note: “By the 

force of his personal character, the sincerity and elevation of 

his spirit, by unflagging and persistent effort and marked 

intellectual ability, he made a strong church.” 

 

That’s what Montreal Unitarians wanted to believe then, and 

I’m sure there was some truth in it. Isn’t it also what we want 

to believe now? But all those polysyllabic abstractions – 

sincerity, elevation, persistence, intellectual ability – what do 

they really say? 

 

Let me tell you a little more about John Cordner. No, I’m not 

going to expose some terrible scandal. But before I turn to 

what he said, let me tell you a few unheroic truths. 

 



He was, in the words of Edgar Andrew Collard, the author of 

this church’s official history, “sickly in body, cold in manner, 

austere in temperament, without the social instinct.” Many 

people, even in his own congregation, couldn’t stand him. He 

feuded bitterly, for many years, with the church’s founding 

president. As Collard put it, “Disagreement, attack, controversy, 

vituperation, insinuation, even undisguised hatred failed to 

shake John Cordner’s resolution. He was immune to injury 

from the opinions of others, because he had a sublime 

confidence in his own.”  

 

He did not like sharing his feelings with others and he 

remained, throughout his ministry, a silent and remote figure. 

In 1852, the recently appointed Unitarian minister in Toronto 

wrote: “Mr. Cordner is really peculiar in his constitutional 

coldness and taciturnity.” 

 

Should we overlook these aspects of our earliest minister’s 

character? Or should we make belated excuses for his coldness 

and his various peculiarities by pointing to his lifelong 

digestive troubles, the way his strong and singular mind 

flourished in a weak and troublesome body? 

 

I’ll let you decide. But I think the best way to celebrate John 

Cordner now is to listen to his own words. And so instead of 

saying any more about the man, I’ll invite you to listen to the 

man. I want to quote a few paragraphs, direct and uncensored. 

In 1868, when he had been serving this congregation for 25 

years, he published a book entitled Twenty Five Sermons. The 

following passage comes from an address entitled “Duty of the 



Rich to the Poor.” He delivered the sermon on March 1st, 1863, 

in the high-towered Church of the Messiah on Beacon Hall Hill. 

 

You may think the language is a little florid. And it’s certainly 

very masculine in tone. But I think you’ll find the substance of 

John Cordner’s vision to be just as valid for the age of Donald 

Trump as it was for the age of Queen Victoria. 

 

-- 

 

“What we have to deplore is the suffering of the weaker and 

the poorer classes, and the prevailing selfishness of the 

wealthier and stronger classes. It is a common saying that one 

half the world does not know how the other half lives. It is this 

prevailing separation, non-acquaintance and neglect which we 

have to deplore. Suffering is not necessarily connected with 

poverty any more than happiness is with wealth. But that there is 

an immense amount of suffering among the weaker and poorer 

classes in all civilized lands, none of us needs to be told. 

 

I would not exaggerate the perils of our own times, but I would 

keep them carefully in mind. If men nowadays are involved in a 

great heat of competition—greater than at any former time — it is 

because of the rapid progress in those branches of discovery and 

invention which facilitate human intercourse. A mine in Canada, 

California, or elsewhere, has now the whole world for an almost 

immediate market. The merchant here in Montreal can, within an 

hour’s time, commence and close a bargain with the merchant of 

Boston, New York or Chicago. The heat of competition in active 

society very frequently rises to a fever heat. Self and self-interest 



absorb all the living thought of multitudes.  

 

Onward they press, these strong-minded and strong-handed selfish 

men, jostling out of the way, or trampling underfoot their weaker 

and less capable brethren. Their fortunes swell, their purses are 

enlarged, grand houses are raised, amply furnished with purple and 

fine linen, and all the appliances of modern upholstery; luxuries for 

eye and ear and palate abound, and are enjoyed until enjoyment 

palls again. Meanwhile, within the sight of these grand houses and 

luxurious appliances, are the weak and poor languishing in want—

waging a lifelong war with grim misery, and harassed at every turn 

with the hard temptations of their lot.  

 

The privations endured by the weak, poor and ignorant, in the 

larger cities and central points of population, are beyond the 

conception of most of those who live in ease and luxury. That such 

should be the case, is a very dark blot upon our present civilization. 

That great masses of human beings should be without adequate 

food, raiment and shelter; perishing for lack of the first elements of 

helpful and saving knowledge; degraded and suffering through sin, 

without knowing the cause of their degradation and suffering; 

seeking leave to toil and not obtain the privilege, or if they do, 

should be compelled to ply a busy hand from an aching head and 

an empty stomach;—that great masses of our fellow-creatures 

should be suffering so sadly, and in so many ways, is, indeed, 

enough to move any heart not altogether stone, and arrest the 

attention of any mind not wholly hardened by the intensity of its 

selfishness.  

 



That all this poverty and want and crime and suffering should 

coexist side by side with so much superfluous wealth and 

ostentatious living, and under shadow, we may say, of large and 

costly institutions for the promotion of education and religion, is a 

matter very humiliating to those notions of advancement upon 

which this age is so apt to pride itself.”  

 

       - - - - -  


