
Mary Wismer  
Mary Wismer, studying to be a 
dietitian at the Macdonald Institute 
in Guelph during the First World 
War, was questioning her choice of 
career.  

An instructor told the students that 50 military hospitals 
were expected to be opened after the war for returning 
disabled soldiers, and that “the coming years will demand 
women who can manage and provide” for their  care.  

 

In 1917, she wrote to Mennonite Bishop Samuel Coffman 
asking his advice on whether her Mennonite faith would 
permit her to work in a military hospital.   
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Bishop Samuel Coffman’s advice to Mary Wismer:  

There will no doubt be many such requests for such 

service, but there may be other openings just as useful 

and as much needed in which you would not be 

restricted as far as your Christian faith is concerned. We 

believe in being both loyal and useful to our country, 

but there are different ways of being such and we 

should choose 

what will be 

useful and 

unquestionable 

as regards to 

our faith. 
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Mary Wismer writes back to thank Bishop Coffman, and 

describes conversations with her classmates about the 

war:  

I can truthfully say [your 
letter] settled me more than 
anything has since I have 
been here. I read it...to a 
couple friends in the same 
box as myself and I think it 
was good for all of us.  

 

[After attending several 
churches in the city] really a 
person hardly knows what is 
the really right thing. Men 
with apparent spirituality in 

the pulpits urge the young men to go and even say 
“every shot you fire boys is for your God and your 
Country” and then pray God’s Blessing on the same. 

 

We have argued it over here but of course get no 
farther as one can not make the other take the same 
view point. But the dreadful war goes on without 
Mercy, as casualty reports come in some girl’s Brother 
some lovers having been killed casts a gloom over the 
school to a more or less extent as it is the World over. 
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