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Through our five-year strategic vision, Change with Purpose, 
Acadia Divinity College is committed to addressing systemic 
racism in our structures and curriculum. We strive to equip 
and encourage clergy and faith communities to become 
advocates for justice and reconciliation in their churches  
and communities. We seek to transform past assumptions 
and injustices that the church either perpetuates or ignores. 
We are committed to the ministry of reconciliation.



1 United Nations Human Rights. Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights. OHCHR and the 
International Decade for People of African Descent, 
2015-2024. https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/ 
Racism/PAD.pdf

Through The Reverend Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen Oliver Chair of 
Community Leadership and Social Justice, Acadia Divinity College 
(ADC) will:

Honour the legacy of William and Pearleen Oliver

ADC recognizes the significance of these two outstanding leaders 
in African United Baptist and Atlantic Baptist circles, as well as their 
wider contribution to Nova Scotian communities. This Chair will 
ensure that their story – one that is rooted in justice, anti-racism, 
and education – continues to be told. 

Ensure representation of the African United Baptist  
Association of Nova Scotia (AUBA) on our faculty

ADC is committed to the representation of African Nova Scotians 
on our teaching faculty. Through this Chair, we formalize this 
intentional priority, now and for the future.

Teach a new generation of church leaders to engage  
in community transformation

ADC understands the central importance of the flow of leadership 
between the community and the pulpit. With this Chair, we 
strengthen our commitment to teaching our students to promote 
the active participation of church in community, to be leaders in 
both, and make beneficial connections between the two. 

Embed justice and equality in our curriculum 

ADC believes the principle of equality and the practice of justice 
are central to the Christian gospel. This Chair will reflect our 
commitment to the teaching, learning, and practice of justice, 
including anti-racism, as part of the ADC curriculum. Future church 
leaders will be equipped to practice these commitments in church 
and community.

Elevate the recruitment of next generation 
of African Nova Scotian leaders 

ADC sees a crisis of leadership emerging in Baptist churches in 
Atlantic Canada, including amongst the African United Baptist 
communities. Through this Chair, we will raise the profile of church 
and community leadership and make connections with young 
leaders, the next generation of those whom God is calling to serve 
the church today. 

Visit ACADIADIV.CA/OUR-VISION  
to learn more about our strategic vision

Honouring 
Their Legacy 

In the closing years of the United Nations 
International Decade for People of African 
Descent, 2015-2024, Acadia Divinity College 
joins our voice with those who recognize 
“the important contribution made by 
people of African descent to our societies 
and to propose concrete measures 
to promote equality and to combat 
discrimination of any kind.”1

Rev. Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen Oliver 
championed education as the pathway for 
communities to galvanize and effect change. 
We honour their model as a way forward.  
The Reverend Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen 
Oliver Chair of Community Leadership and 
Social Justice will embody Acadia Divinity 
College’s commitment to the teaching,  
learning, and practice of racial justice.
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Rev. Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen Oliver, two 
Christian activists and visionary community leaders 
who shared a dream of an enlightened future, 
worked tirelessly to advance social justice  
in education, employment, and community. 

They dedicated their lives to breaking down barriers 
and in efforts to end anti-Black systemic racism. 

When evening adult education classes were approved 
in over 50 Black communities in Nova Scotia but  
funding was denied to keep the lights and heat on, 
William lobbied the government for the money.

When a young Black woman arrived on their 
doorstep having been denied entrance to nursing 
school, Pearleen campaigned for ending the racial 
discrimination in the nursing field across Canada.

When Viola Desmond was arrested for refusing to 
relinquish her seat in a New Glasgow theatre, William 
and Pearleen rallied the community to her cause and 
raised funds for her legal appeal.

When systemic anti-Black racism eroded the 
acceptance and celebration of Black culture, William 
proposed the creation of a cultural education centre  

Rev. Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen Oliver 
Showing the Way

to protect, preserve, and promote Black culture.  
The Black Cultural Centre of Nova Scotia was born. 

William and Pearleen Oliver exemplify the actions and 
attitudes that Acadia Divinity College seeks to instill  
in future Christian leaders. We uphold the ministry  
of these two significant Christian leaders as a powerful 
example for today’s faith communities in the pursuit of 
social justice. We will honour their legacy through The 
Reverend Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen Oliver Chair 
of Community Leadership and Social Justice.

“In faith and with an openness to hope, Bill and Pearleen 
lived their lives in a posture of forgiveness, compassion, and 
understanding. If the next generation of seminary graduates 
carries this legacy into communities along with the Bible’s 
message of social justice, Nova Scotia, and ultimately 
Canada, will be a more tolerant and accepting place.”

~ The Honourable Dr. Donald H. Oliver, CM, ONS, QC
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The story of the African Nova Scotian community 
is one of faith, perseverance, and resilience. 

For nearly four centuries, people of African, Black,  
and Caribbean descent have experienced segregation, 
discrimination, and systemic anti-Black racism in 
all aspects of life in Atlantic Canada: in education, 
employment, housing, and on the streets. Faith 
communities have often been complicit or silent 
witnesses to the injustices of racism. 

Acadia has been historically at the forefront of inclusion 
in higher education. As the seminary of the Canadian 
Baptists of Atlantic Canada, Acadia Divinity College has 
enjoyed a long partnership with the African Nova Scotian 
community through the AUBA. While we are brothers 
and sisters in Christ, we recognize we have sometimes 
neglected our responsibilities and relationship; we have 
not always been attentive allies.

Call to Awareness 

“Race hatred continues to exist today. Until we can find a way of overcoming white privilege, 
anti-Black systemic racism in Canada is going to be very much alive and well, and hurtful.”

~ The Honourable Dr. Donald H. Oliver, CM, ONS, QC

Acadia Divinity College has prepared many African 
Nova Scotians for ministry, yet the voices of colour 
have often been overlooked in our curriculum and 
the wider theological discourse. Our graduates 
need a greater equipping to address racism and 
discrimination from a biblical perspective.

The Bible speaks of the justice of God as part of God’s 
character. God calls people to act with justice, mercy, 
and compassion. Jesus’ ministry was also one of 
love and justice, calling all who would follow Him to 
embrace a service of self-sacrifice, considering others 
better than ourselves, and taking up our cross to follow 
Him. As we follow Jesus, we embody the call to seek 
justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God. 

Scripture calls us to justice and equality. We aim to this 
higher call.

Visit OLIVERCHAIR.CA/RESOURCES 
for books, resources, and courses to learn more.
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From our roots in the beginning of the 19th century, Acadia Divinity 
College is built on the faith of countless individuals who have worked 
together to distinguish the College as a diverse, creative, and forward-
thinking seminary. Out of that tradition, we embrace a spirit of cultural 
engagement and innovation.

We are the seminary of the Canadian Baptists of Atlantic Canada and the 
Faculty of Theology for Acadia University. Through a ministry of justice and 
reconciliation, ADC aims to prepare strong, compassionate leaders to serve 
the mission of God in church and world with transformative action. 

About 
Acadia Divinity College

“Acadia Divinity College has 
a proud history of partnership 
with the African United Baptist 
Association of Nova Scotia. We 
are committed to strengthening 
our relationship as we equip a 
new generation of church leaders 
to minister in a spirit of justice 
and equality.”

~ Rev. Dr. Anna Robbins 
President, Acadia Divinity College 
Dean of Theology, Acadia University

To learn more about  
Acadia Divinity College, visit  
ACADIADIV.CA/OUR-STORY 
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ADC’s connection with the 
Black community is steeped 
in a rich and long history. The 
accomplishments of the following 
Black alumni mark significant 
firsts in our journey together.

While we celebrate the milestones 
these remarkable individuals 
represent, we recognize they faced 
systemic racism and overcame 
many obstacles. Acadia Divinity 
College strives to eradicate 
these barriers and forge greater 
educational opportunities in 
theology for the African Nova 
Scotian community. 

1889
MS. LALIA HALFKENNY of Dorchester, New Brunswick, 
was the only Black woman in the Acadia Ladies' Seminary 
Class of 1890. She was also the first Black woman to 
graduate from the Seminary. 

1892
REV. DR. EDWIN BORDEN, born and raised in Truro, 
was the first Nova Scotian of African descent to graduate 
with a Bachelor of Arts (1892) and Master of Arts (1896) 
from Acadia. He is also recognized as one of the first Black 
persons in Canada to achieve this level of education. 

1903
REV. DR. WILLIAM WHITE graduated with a Bachelor 
of Arts in 1903 and was ordained to Christian ministry that 
same year. Acadia University awarded Rev.  Dr. White an 
Honorary Doctor of Divinity in 1936, the first Black person  
in Canada to receive such a distinction. 

1934
REV. DR. WILLIAM PEARLY OLIVER graduated  
from Acadia University with a Bachelor of Arts, and with  
a Bachelor of Divinity in 1936, the first African Nova Scotian 
to earn this degree.

1949
MARION PREVOST SKINNER graduated from Acadia 
University with the Women’s Leadership Training 
Certificate and is believed to be the only African Nova 
Scotian to achieve this credential.

1996
REV. TRACEY GROSSE was the first Black woman  
to be ordained in the AUBA and the Canadian Baptists 
of Atlantic Canada, as well as the first ordained woman 
Moderator of the AUBA. 

2005
REV. DR. LIONEL MORIAH, born in Guyana, South 
America, became the first professor of African descent  
at ADC when he joined the faculty as the John Gladstone 
Associate Professor of Preaching and Worship.

2021
REV. DR. LENNETT ANDERSON is the first African 
Nova Scotian faculty member in the history of ADC.

Historical 
Firsts
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Born with a Call: A Biography  
of Dr. William Pearly Oliver, C.M.

By Colin A. Thompson, 1986

Rev. Dr. William Pearly Oliver 
(1912-1989)

Acadia University Bachelor of Arts 1934, Bachelor of Divinity 1936
University of King’s College Honorary Doctor of Civil Laws 1964
Acadia University Honorary Doctor of Civil Laws 1977

“Because prejudice expresses 
itself in different ways, it follows 
that there must be a variety 
of approaches to its solution …
among the several approaches, 
education … has been a means 
of bringing about a measure of 
equality and understanding.”

~ Rev. Dr. William Oliver

Born in Wolfville, Nova Scotia with roots in Lucasville, William began his 
ministry at Windsor Plains Church, where he was ordained in 1936. 

The following year Rev. Oliver was called to serve at Cornwallis Street Baptist 
Church in Halifax (now New Horizons Baptist Church), the youngest Christian 
leader to serve at the “Mother Church”. This ministry would last 25 years, the 
longest since that of the founder, Richard Preston. Rev. Oliver also pastored at 
Cobequid Road United Baptist Church and Beechville Baptist Church, where 
he continued to serve for more than 50 years.

Upon retirement from formal ministry, Rev. Oliver embarked on a second 
career with the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Rev. Oliver’s dedication 
to adult education has been honoured with investiture into the Order of 
Canada in 1985 and Honorary Doctorates from the University of King’s College 
and Acadia University.

Rev. Oliver served on the Board of Acadia University and in 1960 was elected 
President of the Atlantic United Baptist Convention (now Canadian Baptists 
of Atlantic Canada), the first African Nova Scotian to hold the position. Both 
William and his wife Pearleen were founding members of the Nova Scotia 
Association for the Advancement of Coloured People, the Nova Scotia 
Humans Rights Commission, the Black United Front, and the Black Cultural 
Centre. The Wall of Honour at the Centre is named for Rev. Oliver. 

Married in 1936, William and Pearleen Oliver ministered together for more 
than half a century, while raising five sons: William Jr., Philip, Leslie, Jules,  
and Steven.
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Pearleen Oliver: Canada’s Black 
Crusader for Civil Rights

Edited by Ronald Caplan, 2020

Dr. Althea “Pearleen” Oliver 
(née Borden) (1917-2008)

Saint Mary’s University Honorary Doctor of Letters 1990 
Mount Saint Vincent University Honorary Doctor of Humane Letters 1993

Born in Cooks Cove, Nova Scotia, Dr. Pearleen Oliver was the first Black 
person to graduate from New Glasgow High School. 

With her marriage to Rev. William Oliver, she became his partner in ministry 
and, for more than 60 years, fought fiercely to elevate the role of women in 
the church. Throughout her ministry, she mentored countless young women, 
helping them to recognize their abilities and follow their dreams. 

Dr. Oliver founded the Women’s Institute of the AUBA in 1953 and in 1976, 
became the first woman to moderate the AUBA. She served on boards, 
including the Maritime Religious Education Council and the Nova Scotia 
Training School for Girls and campaigned the Nova Scotia Department of 
Education to remove racially insensitive and offensive reading material, 
recommending they be replaced by works that told the story of Black history. 

In addition to Honorary Degrees from Mount Saint Vincent University 
and Saint Mary’s University, Dr. Oliver’s contributions to community were 
recognized in 2002 with a Queen Elizabeth II’s Golden Jubilee Medal. She 
was the first recipient of the YWCA Woman of the Year Award in 1981, which 
she was awarded again in 1991. 

Dr. Oliver wrote and published extensively on Black history and the church 
in Nova Scotia: Song of the Spirit: An Historical Narrative on the History of 
the Beechville United Baptist Church 1844-1994 (1994); From Generation 
to Generation: Bi-Centennial of the Black Church in Nova Scotia, 1785-1985 
(1985); A Root and a Name (1977); A Brief History of the Coloured Baptists  
of Nova Scotia, 1782-1953 (1953).

“We were crusaders. We were 
born for this … I think of the gain. 
And I think of the loss. And I 
know, given the chance, I would 
not have done anything different 
... I was following God.”
~ Dr. Pearleen Oliver 
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IMAGE CREDITS: Historical images generously provided by the Acadia Archives and the Oliver family. 
Photos of The Honourable Dr. Donald H. Oliver, CM, ONS, QC by Nicole Lapierre.

If you have any questions or would like to 
speak to us personally, please contact us:

Rev. John Campbell, 
Director of Advancement 
john.campbell@acadiau.ca 
902-585-2218

GIVE

You can give in a number of ways:

· Online at oliverchair.ca
· By cheque made payable to “Acadia Divinity

College” noting ‘Oliver Chair’ in the memo
· By transfer of publicly-listed securities such

as gifts of shares, capital stocks, units of
Canadian mutual funds

· By eTransfer to adc.donations@acadiau.ca

“Social justice is an intrinsic part of the Bible and of Christian witness. 
Their faith called Bill and Pearleen to be compassionate and care for those 
who were disenfranchised, oppressed, or in need of help. Their social justice 
agenda flowed from the pulpit and out to people in their communities.  
There’s a very strong place for the Christian church to make a difference.” 
~ The Honourable Dr. Donald H. Oliver, CM, ONS, QC 

To discover giving options, please visit OLIVERCHAIR.CA

You can help Acadia Divinity College honour the legacy  
of William and Pearleen Oliver and be part of making their 
dream a reality. By supporting The Reverend Dr. William and 
Dr. Pearleen Oliver Chair of Community Leadership and Social 
Justice, you will join in their vision of a future free of anti-Black 
racism and social injustice. 

To fully fund an academic chair, Acadia Divinity College requires 
an investment of $3 million. All donations, large or small, are 
meaningful and are eligible for a tax receipt in accordance with 
Canada Revenue Agency regulations.
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“As William Oliver’s brother and as a graduate 
of Acadia University, I have a deep and personal 
connection to this chair.

I invite you, and the whole community, 
to participate in funding The Reverend 
Dr. William and Dr. Pearleen Oliver Chair  
of Community Leadership and Social Justice. 

It is imperative that this Chair be fully endowed 
to ensure their work of social justice continues 
and grows in perpetuity. Your support is not only 
participating in the legacy of Bill and Pearleen 
Oliver, it is also taking a stand against injustice  
and making a difference for all.”

~ The Honourable Dr. Donald H. Oliver, CM, ONS, QC
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To discover giving options, please visit OLIVERCHAIR.CA

ACADIADIV.CA

ACADIA DIVINITY COLLEGE
15 University Avenue
Wolfville, NS • B4P 2R6 • Canada

toll-free: 1-866-875-8975
local: 902-585-2210
secure fax: 902-585-2232
email: adcinfo@acadiau.ca

acadiadivinitycollege

acadiadivinity

acadiadiv

acadiadivinitycollege

But let justice roll 
out like waters, 

And righteousness like  
an ever-flowing stream.

~ AMOS 5:24 NASB

Acadia Divinity College is a 
certified member of the Canadian 
Centre for Christian Charities. 
Spending of funds is confined 
to board-approved programs 
and projects. Each restricted 
contribution designated towards a 
board-approved program or project 
will be used as designated, with the 
understanding that when the need 
for such a program or project has 
been met or cannot be completed 
for any reason determined by the 
board, the remaining restricted 
contributions designated for such 
program or project will be used 
where needed most.

Acadia Divinity College is 
located in Mi’kma’ki, the 
ancestral and unceded territory 
of the Mi’kmaw people. We are 
the seminary of the Canadian 
Baptists of Atlantic Canada  
and the Faculty of Theology  
for Acadia University.

Charitable Registration Number: 
118776723 RR 0001




