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Fine representatives of the


Dissenting Tradition




Those to whom evil is done


Do evil in return.


W. H. Auden, ‘September 1, 1939’


Christ … who, when he was reviled, reviled not again; when he suffered, he threatened not; but committed himself to him that judgeth righteously.


I Peter 2.23


Be not conformed to this world …
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The Church … is not the State’s spiritual auxiliary …
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FOREWORD


by Robert Runcie, former Archbishop of Canterbury


It is notoriously difficult for today’s historians to write about war in their own century without bias, haste or nostalgia. Yet Alan Wilkinson has managed admirably to do so. His account of the churches’ role is persuasive, yet never polemical; detailed yet never dull; evocative yet never sentimental.


It will encourage readers ‘to move away from the encapsulated and often idealized world of “church history” to the study of “the church in history” ’. For beneath the historical cameos (including the sectarian Liverpool of my own childhood), and the personalities, minds, and movements which the author so vividly describes, are embedded some vital messages.


One is the strength and continuity of Christian determination to ensure that, as one of my predecessors Randall Davidson put it, ‘God helping us, there shall be no “next time” ’. A second is the unassailable fact that war itself is no longer what, in 1916, a Nonconformist minister could call ‘a stupendous interlude … a tragic episode, separable from the main currents of human experience’. Instead it is now part of an apocalypse which demands no less than a global response from Christians everywhere.


Finally, for our British churches, today’s dissent – like yesterday’s – can have its creative edge blunted so easily by worldliness, respectability and Realpolitik. Such a message, like the book itself, is sobering, stirring and timely.


Robert Cantuar


November 1985


Remembrance Sunday





PREFACE


The overt theme of this book is how the English churches reacted to, and were affected by, the international crises of the first half of this century. (I have not attempted to describe the reactions of churches in other parts of the United Kingdom.) The underlying question is: ‘How can the church be a creatively dissenting community in the modern world?’ On the one hand, it is easy for the church to become a conforming community – as Martin Luther King put it, to become a thermometer registering the temperature of society rather than a thermostat seeking to alter it. In Britain, or at least in England, the consensual forces which begin to operate in church and state, immediately that dissent appears, are extremely subtle and powerful. On the other hand, it is fairly easy for at least groups within the churches to be uncreative dissenters – that is people who criticize those in power, but have no experience of exercising power, and have often neither the wish nor the ability to do so. Their natural attrait is opposition. By contrast with both the conformist and the uncreative dissenter, those who try to exercise a ministry of creative dissent are ready to be critical of political policies and social mores in order to be true to the subversive character of the biblical message – one thinks (for example) of Jeremiah, the Magnificat or the questions put against established authority by the fact that Jesus was crucified. But the creative dissenter knows at first hand what it means to exercise authority and power, what compromises and patient negotiations are necessary to produce change and where the levers of power are situated and how best to use them. The paradigm of creative religious dissent in England in the first half of the twentieth century was Bishop George Bell.


Nevertheless, as I hope to show, and as Edward Norman has frequently reminded us, dissent is usually a much more ambiguous phenomenon than the populist version of history inculcates. What looks like courageous dissent at the time, may turn out, in retrospect, to be itself a type of conformity, for example to the dominant ideology of the intelligentsia. And within the total dialectic, there is a role for the anarchic clown figure, who with some (but not total) justification can trace his ancestry back to Jesus himself. The clown’s laughter at the pretensions of the powerful is an eschatological sign, an anticipation of the hilarity of heaven. In part, Dick Sheppard fulfilled this role between the wars.


There are other sub-themes, for example: the interaction between various forms of liberalism and orthodoxy; the complex relationship between theological stance and political attitudes; the erosion of church allegiance and religious faith by secularization (which included the spread of leisure), modernity and pluralism; the failure of most church leaders to listen to the poets, unless (like Browning) they seemed to provide useful propaganda material. By 1945 it was clear that both the just war and pacifist traditions had been so battered since 1914 that they needed drastic redefinition, if either was to be of any use as a source of moral guidance about questions of war and peace. It was also after 1945 that the Christian basis of much anti-semitism was gradually realized, as anti-Judaism was traced, first back through the history of the church, and then to the New Testament itself. The painful process of recasting Christianity in the light of the holocaust has only really just begun, and no one can forecast where this may lead both Christianity and Judaism in the future.


‘Christ is literally in no man’s land’ wrote the poet Wilfred Owen, from France in May 1917.1 This was one of the most crucial theological discoveries of the twentieth century. If it were taken seriously it would drastically alter the whole perspective of the church’s structures, ministry and liturgy. What Wilfred Owen realized in 1917, Dietrich Bonhoeffer also discovered in his prison cell between 1943 and 1945. During this half century, the most authentic Christians were those who, in different ways, lived on the frontiers and found Christ there – Studdert Kennedy, George Bell, Dick Sheppard and Reinhold Niebuhr among them.


The first three chapters examine some of the features of English Nonconformity in the first quarter or so of this century. The Nonconformist attempt (and ultimate failure) to produce an ‘alternative society’ is of considerable religious and social importance, and has been neglected by Anglican and many secular historians. These chapters concentrate on how the Nonconformist churches – and particularly Primitive Methodism, the most radical of them – reacted to, and were affected by, the First World War. I have not in these chapters included material about the Church of England as I examined this in detail in my earlier book, The Church of England and the First World War (SPCK 1978). Thereafter, the focus shifts to the Church of England, though I include a good deal of evidence about both the Free Churches and the Roman Catholic Church. In any case, the most interesting conflicts between conformity and dissent after the First World War took place, not between the Free Churches and society, but within the Church of England itself. One of the many paradoxes of dissent throughout this period is that the hierarchical structures of the Church of England and the Roman Catholic church enabled them to participate more effectively in the decision-taking process of modern democratic government than the democratic structures of the Free Churches. Whereas in the episcopal churches Archbishop Temple, Bishop Bell and Cardinal Hinsley (for example) had plenty of time to get to know their jobs and to be known by the general public and by government departments, Free Church Presidents and Moderators, who held office for a year or two, were transitory figures, able to concentrate only on short-term aims, having to leave continuity in the hands of connectional departments. Thus Bishop Bell’s dissenting ministry was inseparable from his membership of the House of Lords and his familiarity with Government ministers and departments. In relation to the public, an Archbishop or a Cardinal is potentially better press-copy, because he and his office are more widely known than a President or Moderator whose name is probably unknown and whose office means little to the nation.


Inevitably my treatment of such a large area of religious, social and political history is selective, so this book can be read as a series of case studies on the themes already stated, and others to be discovered by the reader. Though some of the topics in this book have been previously examined by others, this is the first attempt to cover the whole ground in one book. Certain aspects have not, as far as I am aware, been written about before. Some of the source material has not been published before, like that from the papers of Archbishops Lang, Temple and Fisher which have only recently become available at Lambeth Palace Library. Undergirding the first three chapters is a good deal of contemporary newspaper material from Free Church journals and my father’s diaries and press-cuttings. The staple background material for the rest of the book is the weekly Anglican newspaper The Guardian (not to be confused with the Manchester Guardian) – an intelligent, middle-of-the-road journal. It has been supplemented at some points by the Church Times, then pugnaciously and waspishly Anglo-Catholic, The Times and other newspapers, popular as well as serious.


The plan of the book is chronological. But it does not progress along a straight line. Rather it is like a series of waves, each one of which recedes before the next wave moves forwards.


Except at intense crises, people have a lot of other things to think about and do, apart from attending to international events. For most people, including church leaders, these are pushed into the background by the ordinary demands and enjoyments of life and work. It is essential to remember this when we seek to understand how the people of this period thought about peace and war.


I am deeply grateful to the Archbishop for finding the time to read the typescript, and for his generous commendation. In July 1982, many were thankful (though some were angry) when he refused to make the Falklands service a nationalist celebration and said: ‘War is a sign of human failure and everything we say and do in this service must be in that context … People are mourning on both sides of this conflict.’


Throughout the last decade of research for this and my earlier book, I have been sustained by the encouragement and advice given to me by both the Rev. Dr F. W. Dillistone and Canon Dr Robert Winnett. I wish also to express my gratitude to Dr E. G. Bill, the Librarian of Lambeth Palace Library, for permission to consult and use material from the Lang, Temple and Fisher papers and from the Diaries of Dr A. C. Don. The Bishop of Ripon (the Rt Rev. David Young) kindly permitted me to use and quote from two 1939 files of correspondence belonging to the then Bishop. I am grateful to the Rev. Tony Shepherd, the Bishop’s Chaplain, for drawing my attention to these files.


To several people I am indebted for writing special material at my request. Mr Jackson Page wrote about some of his first war experiences which I have quoted in Chapter 3. Dr J. R. H. Moorman, formerly Bishop of Ripon, provided an account of his resignation from his parish in Manchester in 1942 in order to become a farm worker. This material is used in Chapter 9. My sister, Mrs H. M. Dormer, my brother, Dr J. L. Wilkinson and the late Rev. Frank Kelley kindly amplified my recollections of my father.


I owe much to many others who have helped in various ways in the making of this book. Among them are: the Rev. A. M. Barton; Dr David Bebbington; the Rev. James Bentley; Professor Gunther Bornkamm; Dr Richard Byrn; Dr Martin Ceadel; former staff and students of Chichester Theological College; the Rev. Owen Conway; Mr Michael Foot MP; Dr M. P. Hornsby-Smith; Canon David Hutton; the Imperial War Museum; the Rev. and Mrs. T. Garnett Jones; the Rev. R. A. Jupp; Miss Elaine Kaye; Canon J. S. Kingsnorth; Dr Christopher Knight; the Rev. Kenneth Leech; the Ven. Lancelot Mason; the Rev. Peter Mayhew; the Rev. Peter Midwood; Professor Dennis Nineham; the Rev. C. W. Odling-Smee; ‘Pax Christi’; Mr John Peart-Binns; the Rev. M. C. Prescott; Lady Peggie Richardson; the Royal Army Chaplains Department Centre; Dr E. Royle; Dr Eric Southworth; the Rev. Dr A. R. Vidler.


I first explored the subject of this book in the Passiontide Lectures at Lincoln Theological College which I gave in 1981 under the title ‘Leaves from the Deciduous Cross’ (a phrase from ‘The Prayer’ by R. S. Thomas). I am grateful to Canon Henry Richmond, the Warden, for inviting me, to staff and students for stimulating comments and to the Bishop of Lincoln and Mrs Phipps for their generous hospitality. In 1982 I repeated the lectures at St Matthew’s Study Centre, Sheffield, by invitation of the vicar, the Rev. A. V. Longworth. Material now contained in Chapter 11 was also used for theological seminars for clergy of the Wakefield diocese and for a lecture at York Minster.


It is nearly forty years since, as a sixth-former, I first used the resources of the Manchester Central Reference Library and pondered the words from Proverbs 4 which encircle the great dome (‘Wisdom is the principal thing, therefore get wisdom …’). The Library staff there and also at the Methodist Archives of the John Rylands Library, Manchester have been unfailingly helpful.


Dr Haddon Willmer, of Leeds University, and the Rev. J. Munsey Turner, the Methodist church historian, read the first three chapters of this book and the Ven. Francis House read the whole manuscript. I greatly profited from their comments and suggestions, and express my deep thanks for all the help they have given so generously.


Through the long gestation of this book, my wife Fenella has not only been a constant source of support and judicious advice, but has also provided the peaceful atmosphere which enabled me to research and write. In the final stages of the preparation of this book she has been an invaluable collaborator, typing and checking the whole manuscript.






	

Darley Vicarage


Harrogate




	

A.W.
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PART I


THE FREE CHURCHES AND THE FIRST WORLD WAR





1


THE DILEMMAS OF DISSENT


‘Come out from among them and be ye separate, saith the Lord’ (II Cor. 6.17). ‘Not many mighty, not many noble, are called … God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty’ (I Cor. 1.26–27). ‘We ought to obey God rather than men’ (Acts 5.29). Texts such as these have been a constant inspiration to those Christians who have regarded Christianity as essentially a dissenting movement against the wiles of surrounding culture. Did not the prophets thunder against the rich for oppressing the poor? Was not Jesus a dissenter who was put to death by the religious and social establishment? Did not the birth of the church inevitably lead to a schism within Judaism? How otherwise could the church have maintained the purity of the gospel? The call of God is more important than the appeal to tradition, succession and office. Amos was not a prophet’s son, but ‘a simple herdsman’. Jesus was not a priest but ‘a simple carpenter’.‘Think not to say within yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham’ (Matt. 3.9). Dissenters have also often looked back longingly to the pre-Constantinian era when the church was a persecuted sect, and have denounced the Constantinian concordat between church and state as the beginning of a long process of the betrayal of the gospel by mainstream Christianity. Within this dissenting tradition we might include not only English Nonconformity, but also pristine monasticism, missionaries encouraging converts to reject ‘heathen’ customs, various sects, elements within Anglican conservative Evangelicalism and Anglo-Catholicism, Marxist Christians in South America, pietist Christians in Soviet Russia. In this sense we can see Don Cupitt as a modern Anglican dissenter, rejecting incarnation, and regarding Jesus as ‘world-denying’: ‘As eschatological prophet, he shows the true God because he stands spiritually at the end of the world, where everything but God has passed away.’1


But a second group has sought for an alignment of Christ with culture. In Christ (this group believes) all true human aspirations find their fulfilment. Coronations, Midnight Mass, carol services, ceremonies at war memorials, Commemoration of Benefactors (with the reading from Ecclesiasticus 44, ‘Let us now praise famous men …’) are some expressions of this tradition. Such Christians are often drawn to the more serene and affirmative Psalms (for example Ps. 19: ‘The heavens declare the glory of God …’); to Wisdom literature; to the comparatively untroubled and inward Jesus of the Fourth Gospel; to the ‘natural theology’ of Acts 17; to the cosmic Christ of Colossians and Ephesians. For such Christians, creation and incarnation rather than redemption are the starting points for theology. Yet Christians of this tradition, faced with a catastrophe like war or a violently anti-Christian regime, can be forced back to consider the apocalyptic and eschatological elements in the Bible which normally they neglect.2


The larger churches have learnt in recent times how to maintain within the same framework and in fruitful tension, both dissenting and affirmative elements. The Church of England, for example, has bishops in the House of Lords, but also monastic orders. By contrast with the churches, the sect includes only those who totally accept its particular programme of dissent. No other type of membership is possible.3 The English Nonconformist churches have never been sects in that strict sense, though they have displayed some sectarian features, partly because the comparatively small size of each church gave it a distinctive intimate family atmosphere, partly because Nonconformity was concentrated in a particular area of the class system, partly because many chapels lived an intensely local and congregational life. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Nonconformists were shedding some of these sectarian characteristics and were struggling to find a new identity as broader and more heterogeneous churches.


Or one can express these tensions within Christianity in another form. The church has been pulled this way and that between Jerusalem, Athens and Rome: Jerusalem standing for passionate, eschatological faith; Athens standing for the detached contemplation of the ideal and a certain elitism (though the Anglican public school attempts to teach the philosopher-king to descend the mountain to serve the world below); Rome standing for political power, law, order, organization, hierarchy.


As we begin to understand the sociology of knowledge, we discover the ways in which particular cultures have interacted with Christianity.4 We cannot, as did neo-orthodoxy, draw a simple distinction between a transcendent, unconditioned Word of God in the scriptures and the relativities of human cultures. We have not only discovered the dialectical element within scripture, but ways in which scripture itself is a product of interaction with surrounding culture. So we are impelled to move away from the encapsulated and often idealized world of ‘church history’ to the study of ‘the church in history’ and to try to understand the way in which the Word emerges through a complex dialectical process, both within the church itself, and between church and world.5 So (for example) the changed understanding of marriage and sexuality evident in the 1928 revision of the 1662 Prayer Book, can be largely explained, not by some shift in ‘pure’ theology, but by the impact of the feminist movement which won crucial public recognition during the First World War.6 The growth or decline of churches in Britain (we are told) is less determined by church policies, than by external forces such as secularization, industrialization, urbanization, trade fluctuations, political changes and war.7 Professor W. R. Ward considers that in the nineteenth century, ‘Bad years for business were almost always bad or indifferent years for Methodism’.8


In these first three chapters I want to outline and discuss the intensification during the twentieth century of the already strong external and internal pressures upon the Nonconformist churches towards a greater conformity with the attitudes of both English society and the Church of England. During the First World War, the pressures upon Nonconformity to conform were (as we shall see) particularly strong and crucial, and to a large measure Nonconformists succumbed to them. Though the story includes an element of oscillation between conformity and dissent, the pressures upon Nonconformity which prevailed during the whole period were those towards cultural, ethical, political and religious conformity. In short, the chapels became churches, and dissenters became Free Churchmen. The painful dilemmas which the Nonconformist tradition has faced in the last hundred years are not only an important aspect of the Free Church experience, they are also a particular version of tensions within Christianity and indeed within the Bible. For example, Old Testament scholarship in the nineteenth century identified the prophets as the creative source of true religion and set them in opposition to the priests and the cult: an antithesis once very congenial to Nonconformists, but now largely abandoned by modern biblical scholars. Nonconformists used the prophets as a prime but dangerous model for ministry. If the example of the prophets has often saved the church from pietism, uncritical recourse to the prophets sometimes has led church leaders to conclude that a truly prophetic ministry was chiefly characterized by an inexhaustible capacity for emotional denunciation.9


It is significant that the Labour Party (which until recently had strong links with Nonconformity) has experienced similar tensions – for example, between the moderate reformists who enjoy government and are prepared for the compromises that this involves, and the natural dissenters whose métier is perpetual opposition. Moderates are prepared to overcome their embarrassment and mouth ‘The Red Flag’ on platforms, even if they hardly know the words nor believe in them. But the dissenters not only know the words and believe in them, but are emotionally fixated by the period which produced them. The Free Churches, Anglo-Catholics and conservative Evangelicals all have their equivalents of the Militant Tendency and ‘The Red Flag’, and much of their emotional energy, like that of the Labour Party, is derived from the battles and martyrs of earlier eras.


Nonconformist culture


I shall tell the story of the dilemmas and decline of the dissenting tradition of the Free Churches partly within a framework provided by the diaries, press cuttings and correspondence which belonged to my father, John Thomas Wilkinson (1893–1980), a Methodist minister. My parents’ lives spanned the whole of the period covered by this book. However much they changed, they continued authentically and movingly to the end to represent the values, aspirations and attitudes of the late Victorian dissenting tradition in which, as Primitive Methodists, they were reared. My father began his work as a minister in 1917. After many years in circuit ministry, from 1946 to 1959 he was a tutor, then Principal of Hartley Victoria College, Manchester, where he himself had been trained for the ministry. He was an authority on the seventeenth-century Puritans, particularly Richard Baxter, three of whose works he edited for the modern reader. He wrote biographies of the two founders of Primitive Methodism, Hugh Bourne and William Clowes, and a biography of his old tutor, A. S. Peake, the notable Primitive Methodist layman and biblical scholar. My father was regarded as one of the last great expository preachers.


Within my father’s life there was, as for other scholarly Free Churchmen, a constant, unresolved but creative tension between Jerusalem and Athens. As a young man he had experienced an evangelical conversion, yet he told a reporter in 1929:




I am always seeking to keep an open mind for the truth, and always seeking to teach the idea of the Bible as a record of the progressive revelation of God in human history and experience, and to make the idea the background of my preaching. I hold that the fundamental ground of religion is neither in the authority of the church, nor in the authority of an infallible book, but in the verdict of man’s own inward, personal experience. I think that there is a good deal of the Quaker strain in me.





This credo reflects the liberal protestant theology of the time. But it is interesting to note that the liberal Anglo-Catholic symposium Essays Catholic and Critical (1926) was also marked by a much greater emphasis upon the appeal to experience than had been usual in that tradition. Undoubtedly here my father was influenced by a passage in Baxter’s Autobiography in which he wrote that as he grew older he realized the supreme importance of ‘internal experience’ and ‘the witness of the indwelling Spirit’.10 Nevertheless, my father, who had been through the winnowing experience of biblical criticism, and who had read history as part of his university course, believed that the Christian faith could appeal to a solid substratum of historical fact beneath later (inauthentic) accretions. Like Charles Raven, the Anglican theologian whose friendship he greatly valued, he was drawn to thinkers whose main aim was synthesis and reconciliation – the Cambridge Platonists, John Ray and (later) Teilhard de Chardin. My father quoted Ruskin: ‘At every moment of our lives we should be trying to find out, not in what we differ from other people, but in what we agree with them.’11


It was this eirenic attitude to life which was the basis of his pacifism and ecumenism and the source of his unease about the strident elements in Nonconformity. The favourite text of the leader of the Cambridge Platonists, Benjamin Whichcote, was often on his lips: ‘The Spirit of a man is the candle of the Lord, lighted by God and lighting us to God.’ It was characteristic therefore of my father that what he most admired in Baxter was his endeavour for religious comprehension in the seventeenth century. When in 1962 he edited Baxter’s The Saint’s Everlasting Rest, he excluded most of Baxter’s vivid descriptions of the torments of hell ‘having in mind the changed theological concepts of our time’ (Preface). For he regarded those passages in the New Testament upon which Christians have based a doctrine of hell, as later, inauthentic additions to the original eirenic Jesus. My father believed that a minister could hardly commit a graver sin than to lose his temper. He was a life-long pacifist. Yet he admired Cromwell and was a dramatic, even aggressive, preacher. Early in his ministry, when preaching at a harvest festival, he made an emotional gesture with his fist and propelled one of the grapes on the pulpit on to a nearby wall. The tell-tale stain was there for some time, and was an object of awe and wonderment to visitors. Nevertheless, if pressed, he might have granted that he would have found the company of George Herbert (whom he deeply admired) temperamentally more congenial than that of Cromwell or Hugh Bourne (whose life he wrote). Hugh Bourne, the dour moorland carpenter and earnest itinerant preacher and co-founder of Primitive Methodism, represented the rock from which my father was hewn. But for my father, George Herbert represented a more adequate synthesis between Jerusalem and Athens. Indeed there were times in the middle of his ministry when my father talked of becoming a country parish priest in the Church of England. But to have accepted the re-ordination required, would have been a betrayal of his own and Baxter’s principles. To have been confined in worship to the Book of Common Prayer (which he loved, but chiefly as a quarry) would have been an intolerably restrictive yoke, for he always preferred to keep the design and conduct of services within his own hands. This was not only a reflection of his own temperament, but was also an expression of the Primitive Methodist tradition, which unlike Wesleyanism, was strongly aliturgical. He was uninterested in the Liturgical Movement, and was too much of a Quaker and a Platonist to regard the sacraments as having much more than an illustrative and marginal function. He agreed with his tutor, A. S. Peake: ‘I recognise the place of the two sacraments in the life of the Church. But I cannot concede the dominant position often claimed for them.’12


A vivid picture of many aspects of Nonconformity between 1912 and the early 1920s emerges from my father’s diaries. They reflect some of the tensions between Jerusalem and Athens in Free Church life. During my parents’ courtship (they were engaged in 1915) they gave each other copies of their favourite poets – Tennyson, Wordsworth, Keats and Browning. They listened to oratorios and visited exhibitions at the Art Gallery in Hull where they lived. But they were brought up to believe that theatres were dangerous to morality – even attendance at performances of Shakespeare was forbidden. They did not go to a play until they were in their early thirties. But in January 1914 they enjoyed a film of David Copperfield and in 1915 one about Scott of the Antarctic. A typical evening together included reading poetry to one another, discussing Ruskin or George Eliot, and ended round the piano singing hymns. When my father was nineteen, his mother died. He found lasting consolation in Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam’ – as also did many bereaved by the First World War. In consequence, throughout his life, he regularly lectured about the poem and quoted from it in sermons. His diaries contain many detailed descriptions of nature in a style owing much to Ruskin, Keats, Wordsworth and the moralizing use of literature and experience in the sermon tradition of the time. He was eighteen when he wrote the following in 1912 about a walk with Marian Elliott (whom he married in 1920):




Tonight Marian and I had a walk along the Cottingham Road. The evening – a typical spring dusk, with a slight mist from a fine day – was superb and as we stood and gazed through some thickets we were profoundly impressed by the stillness, the silence of all: indeed was not the Spirit of Beauty, that Element which forms so much of our lives, upon everything; and Marian and I fittingly turned our thoughts to the place of the Beautiful in our lives, feeling that so long as our lives are beautiful, then will they be great, for Beauty is greatness, culminating in the highest, in the divine Beauty. I told Marian of my intention of writing a paper on ‘The Beautiful – a Philosophical Study’, for some literary Society, and I asked her to accept the MSS when completed, in dedication. She graciously accepted. My prayer is that both of us shall … mould our lives, sculpture our natures to the pattern of the Divine Beauty.





In tune with the spirit of that passage was a quotation he cited from Ruskin on another occasion: ‘Do not think it wasted time to submit yourselves to any influence which may bring upon you any noble feeling.’13 The diary entry was also a romantic version of one of my father’s favourite texts from St Paul: ‘Whatsoever things are true … honest … just … pure … lovely … of good report … think on these things’ (Phil. 4.8). In the light of his romantic valuation of the role of beauty, it is not surprising that he sometimes felt ill at ease with the more graceless aspects of Nonconformist worship and architecture. Later he enjoyed making lantern slides to use in lectures to his congregations. When the subject was ‘Hymns’ or ‘The Pilgrim Fathers’ this was acceptable, but when he turned to ‘Cathedrals’ or ‘The Story of our English Monasteries’ some shook their heads and wondered whether he wasn’t more of an Anglican than a Nonconformist.


At the beginning of this century it was still possible to live almost the whole of one’s leisure life – personal, social and educational – through the chapels and churches. Both my parents ran classes for young people for the local chapel. In his late teens and early twenties, my father regularly spoke to meetings organized by the Band of Hope, Sons of Temperance and the Christian Endeavour. Five to six hundred children attended one Band of Hope meeting which he addressed. He spoke to young people on such topics as ‘Character in relation to our Friendships’, ‘The Great Principles of True Art’ and ‘The Thermometer’: to one adult group on ‘Militarism and Tyrannical Aristocracy’, to another on the evils of gambling. He attended a talk on ‘Alcohol and the Human Body’ and worked the lantern for a lecture on ‘Wandering in the Alps’. Sermons were both educational and religious events of considerable significance, and he recorded them in detail. Each time he preached, he carefully noted the feelings engendered in himself and the congregation. In the closing hour of 1913 he attended a watch-night service at which several signed the pledge. Early next year he went to a crowded meeting arranged by the Alliance of Honour, a purity organization: ‘the object was to secure purity of life and chivalry for womanhood. I became a member.’ Later in life my father was deeply indignant when biographies of Ruskin and his wife appeared which uncovered Ruskin’s infantile sexuality, for my father was greatly influenced by the celebration of ‘the stainless sceptre of womanhood’ in the writings of Ruskin and in the paintings of the pre-Raphaelites.14


The admiration for academic distinction by Victorian and Edwardian Nonconformity is revealed by this entry for 1912: ‘I attended a lecture at night by the Rev. F. Ballard M.A., D. D., B.Sc., F.R.M.S.’ Even today, the Free Church chapel is more likely to advertise the degrees of visiting preachers than is the parish church. A. S. Peake, as a boy, was given a story book with the title Learning Better Than Houses or Lands, which greatly impressed him. Peake’s father wrote frequent exhortatory letters to him while at Oxford giving practical hints about how to achieve academic success. Peake wrote to his father in 1891: ‘Our people (sc. Primitive Methodists) have failed to keep pace with the advance of the nation in education and general culture.’15 Peake was the first Nonconformist layman to be elected to a theological fellowship at Oxford, but he had a deep concern that Free Church ministers should be better trained. So, after a time, he gave up a promising career at Oxford to devote himself to the much less glamorous work of teaching Primitive Methodist ordinands at Hartley College, Manchester. The winning of academic recognition from the establishment was a particular expression of a widespread desire by Nonconformists to claim that they did or could wield considerable influence in every sphere of national life. Hugh Price Hughes, the Wesleyan minister and a fervent supporter of Empire, was constantly discovering beneficient Methodist influences in even the most unexpected places. He ascribed the glories of the monarchy to the fact that Queen Victoria’s nurse was ‘a godly Methodist’.16


By 1905, Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859) had sold over a quarter of a million copies. He taught the aspiring that it was not genius which transformed society but the energetic use of simple means and ordinary qualities. My father was the first generation of the family to go to university; he eagerly read the works of Smiles as a young man and was re-reading his Autobiography (1905) when he died in 1980.17 My father constantly strove for personal, religious and educational improvement. He had few keener pleasures than rummaging through second-hand bookshops. When he appeared through the door carrying a pile of sometimes bedraggled books which he had saved from pulping, the family would sing the then popular hymn: ‘Rescue the perishing’. When he first got to know his fiancée, he gave her Adam Bede, and wrote inside:




Great is the ministry of noble books,


Each line of which will surely add


That which will mould our lives.





In 1913 he attended a meeting on education addressed by Dr John Clifford, the Baptist and the Rev. A. T. Guttery, later President of the Primitive Methodist Conference. Both were prominent in the Campaign of Passive Resistance against the 1902 Education Act. In his speech Guttery expressed attitudes to society and education common among Nonconformist Liberals. He said that the squire, the parson and the socially ambitious wished to keep the masses in their place through religious and social control, thereby resisting ‘the onward march of democracy’. Control by priests must be replaced by ‘civic control of education’. We must vigorously oppose conscription, military training in schools, and the evils of apathy, vice and drink:




We plead that education is precious because of its ministry to character; it opens up the worlds where markets do not rule and dividends are not reckoned. It gives grace to the soul and vision to the spirit. We want to see England more than a workshop; we would have her to be the lighthouse and sanctuary of the world. In this faith we meet the ratepayer who regards money spent on education as wasted.18





My father loved the country, longed to live there and like Wordsworth, Ruskin, William Morris and other romantics, detested industrial life. Travelling up to Scotland by night train he saw the glare of the furnaces around Newcastle and wondered whether all the struggle and hardship of industrial life was really worthwhile.19 Going round Hull delivering boots and shoes to his father’s customers in 1913, he mused, echoing passages in Ruskin whom he so admired:




The thought occurred to me whilst out: how different from the classical Greek civilisation. No bricks and mortar and town terraces: the old alabaster pillars, temples of marble, statuary and vast gardens; people lovers of art and dressed in the beauty of simplicity; no women ‘hanging’ around terrace-ends in groups; no men loafing and smoking, swearing and drinking; no weaklings feeding an orange peel and fish heads. Truly the finest civilisation the world has ever known.20





Shortly after the outbreak of war in August 1914 my father went to Hartley College to train as a Primitive Methodist minister. He recorded taking his first Communion Service – the right of lay preachers to preside was a principle of Primitive Methodism. The war did not appear very often in his diary. But he described how the Principal (the Rev. H. J. Pickett) assured his students in chapel on 4 September that the war was in a righteous cause. Later my father was often worried about the safety of his family and his fiancée whenever the Zeppelins raided Hull. To the anger of pacifist students, a recruiting officer, who was also a layman at the local Primitive Methodist chapel, was allowed by the Principal to visit the college and to talk to groups of students. By the end of 1915 nearly thirty had left – most of them to join the RAMC, but two or three to become combatants. In 1915 my father became a pacifist and remained a pacifist for the rest of his life. He was troubled that his fiancée did not agree with his pacifism, but was grateful that she promised to stand by him if ever his pacifism led him into conflict with the state. She had two brothers at the front. He was an only son. He refused to stand for the National Anthem at this period, which distressed and baffled her. Early in 1916 he and other pacifists in college were deeply worried by the government’s measures for conscription. He met regularly with other members of the local branch of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (an inter-denominational pacifist organization formed in December 1914). It met at Dalton Hall (founded by Quakers) under the leadership of John Graham, its Principal. (Graham produced in 1922 Conscription and Conscience, a passionate, but one-sided account of the treatment of conscientious objectors during the war.21) ‘Tonight’, my father wrote in his diary, ‘we had a Pacifist Prayer Meeting in Frank’s den. [i.e. study] The cloud of compulsion is dark now, and our gathering strengthened us.’ Because it was uncertain whether ordinands would be exempt from conscription, he wondered whether to stay in college or to appeal to a tribunal. However, in March they heard that those training for the ministry were exempt, and the Principal celebrated a special Communion of rededication. When my father, visiting his home in Hull, saw a Zeppelin raid, watched the searchlights and heard the guns, he felt his commitment to pacifism strengthened. In October 1916 he attended a series of lectures in Manchester given by Bertrand Russell on ‘Social Reconstruction after the war’. The lecture on 30 October was raided by the police. (Russell had been deprived of his lectureship at Trinity College Cambridge in July after a conviction for prejudicing the recruitment and discipline of the forces).22 A strong force of military and police arrived and examined the papers of all men who appeared to be of military age. The operation went off quietly apart from a small group which began to sing ‘The Red Flag’. Five young men were arrested as deserters.23


In the diaries, religious and academic activities loomed much larger than the war. Each Sunday he summarized the sermons he preached, the atmosphere they created, and their length – forty, forty-five, even fifty minutes. Prayer meetings were still common after the evening service. At one such prayer meeting, after my father had preached, the chapel steward thanked God for ‘the feeble efforts of thy young and inexperienced servant’. Visiting preachers were usually expected to give a lecture during their weekend engagement. As a student, my father lectured on such subjects as Browning, Tennyson, George Eliot, Christina Rosetti and Leonardo da Vinci. One Sunday afternoon he spoke to a Ladies Class on Isaiah as a political prophet. He compared Isaiah with those two politicians beloved of Nonconformity, Cromwell and Gladstone. In those days, chapel people expected to be provided not only with a weighty religious diet, but also to receive culture, education and political guidance through the chapel. Chapel religion was closely interwoven with, and expressed through, Victorian culture and the political ideology of Liberalism. So closely were they interwoven, that when Victorian culture and Liberalism both ebbed, Nonconformity never recovered.


The influence of Browning on the churches and chapels at the turn of the century is a revealing example of this interweaving of religion and culture. Several books, many of them by preachers (and much used by other preachers) were published about Browning’s religious teaching. Some were based on lectures given to adult classes in churches and chapels. In addition, books about religion and literature often included a chapter on Browning – for example The Theology of Modern Literature (1899) by a Scottish Minister, the Rev. Dr S. Law Wilson. The cult of Browning the thinker and religious guide was at its height between about 1890 and the mid-1920s.24 William Temple, like Westcott, counted Browning as one of the three master influences on his thought, described ‘A Death in the Desert’ as the best commentary on the Fourth Gospel and regarded Browning as the greatest product of the nineteenth century. Hastings Rashdall, the Anglican theologian, considered Tennyson and Browning as two of the greatest theological teachers of their generation.


Why were the devout so attracted to Browning? Whereas they detested what they regarded as the pessimism, fatalism and sensuality of Hardy’s novels, Browning’s optimism and his celebration of married love were deeply reassuring for preachers, believers and seekers. The Rev. Dr John Hutton, Editor of the Free Church British Weekly from 1925–1946, wrote that Browning proved to be of the greatest value when ‘something bitter has befallen us, and we are on the point of angrily blowing out our light. He is a real friend to any one who has been defeated, or who has been left behind in the race … When you would like “to curse God”, Browning can break in upon your narrow passion, with a strong, hopeful word; and behold the narrow walls fall flat as did the walls of Jericho, and you see the things that compensate.’25 A reviewer (quoted on an end-paper) described it as ‘The kind of book to take up with confidence in Bible-class work’. Browning spoke to believers and searchers during this period because he gave expression to doubts which Christians would hardly have dared to articulate in their own strength. Because he seemed to wrestle with the doubts of the age he was able to speak authentically with the accents of hard-won faith. So Law Wilson asserted that more than anyone else Browning had helped to turn the tide back to religion and away from rationalism and scepticism. Browning’s appeal to the heart and to the authority of personal experience was attractive to evangelicals, and his impatience with dogma and ecclesiasticism was congenial to romantics, platonists and liberal protestants. When simple appeals to biblical authority were being undermined by biblical criticism and science, preachers were grateful to be able to appeal to the writings of a contemporary figure whose importance was everywhere acknowledged. Browning’s assurance that evil was only apparent and temporary was welcome news to all believers in progress. Optimistic preachers of the period often quoted such passages as this:




There shall never be one lost good! What was, shall live as before;


The evil is null, is nought, is silence implying sound;


What was good shall be good, with, for evil, so much good more;


On earth the broken arcs; in the heaven, a perfect round.


(‘Abt Vogler’, ix)





To those struggling with doubt, Browning brought a release from guilt:




With me, faith means perpetual unbelief


Kept quiet like the snake ’neath Michael’s foot


Who stands calm just because he feels it writhe …


No, when the fight begins within himself,


A man’s worth something …


(‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’)





‘Just when we are safest, there’s a sunset touch’ from the same poem was used by preachers to remind congregations of human insecurity. The Anglican symposium Foundations (1912) cited Browning no less than eighteen times. But if he was constantly quoted by Anglicans, Free Churchmen felt positively proprietorial towards him. R. F. Horton (Chairman of the Congregational Union in 1903) wrote that Browning’s ‘rejection of forms and externals in favour of the inner kernel of religion … untroubled by what the world says, or what as a matter of convention the world does’ – this is the essence of Browning and dissent alike.26


Here was the paradox of dissent: a deep conviction that the true Christian must be a dissenter from the world, combined with a compulsive need to seek and win approval from the powerful and famous. Hugh Price Hughes in his presidential address to the first meeting of the National Council of Evangelical Free Churches in 1896 quoted this often cited and consolingly all-inclusive declaration from the one he called ‘our own great Nonconformist poet’.27




I say, the acknowledgment of God in Christ


Accepted by the reason, solves for thee


All questions in the earth and out of it …


(‘A Death in the Desert’)





Since Browning’s writings were thought to demand intellectual effort this quietened the consciences of puritans who could not justify literature as relaxation or entertainment. Law Wilson believed that Browning deepened belief in the divinity of Christ. Temple asserted that for Browning the incarnation was the climax of history. ‘Browning’s conception of heaven is very beautiful and encouraging’ the Wesleyan Methodist Magazine told its readers in December 1882.


But Browning was also attractive to those who could not express their faith through allegiance to institutional Christianity. One of the leading Browningites, Dr Edward Berdoe, had trained for the dissenting ministry, lost his faith and been reconverted to Christianity by hearing a lecture on ‘Paracelsus’ at a Unitarian chapel. This led him not to attend chapel, but the meetings of the London Browning Society through which he expressed his veneration of the one he called his ‘Master’. By 1887 nearly every meeting of the Society had become a pitched battle between believers and agnostics, both claiming Browning as their own.28 The density of Browning’s thought ensured that he could be construed by a wide variety of people as supporting their quite contradictory positions.29


During the First World War, even in the trenches and the officers’ mess, Browning was avidly read. Bishop Stephen Neill writes that the poems which helped people most during the war were those like ‘Abt Vogler’ ‘with their firm conviction that good must prevail, and that God is in charge’.30 Towards the end of the war J. H. Shakespeare, Secretary of the Baptist Union, quoted these comforting words from the end of ‘Paracelsus’:31




If I stoop


Into a dark tremendous sea of cloud,


It is but for a time; I press God’s lamp


Close to my breast – its splendour, soon or late,


Will pierce the gloom: I shall emerge one day!





F. R. Leavis’ dismissive judgment – ‘Browning would have been less robust if he had been more sensitive and intelligent’ – seems wholly just to many of my generation; ‘the characteristic corrugation of his surface is merely superficial, and not the expression of a complex sensibility’ he added.32 Complexity, ambivalence and a suspicion of rhetoric were virtues for many in the post-1918 period, because they were convinced that millions had gone to their deaths deluded by the naive, romantic grandiloquence of the leaders of church and state.33 But as early as 1881, Gerard Manley Hopkins had written about Browning:




Now he has got a great deal of what came in with Kingsley and the Broad Church school, a way of talking (and making his people talk) with the air and spirit of a man bounding up from table with his mouth full of bread and cheese and saying that he meant to stand no blasted nonsense.34





Browning’s combativeness, self-assurance, sweeping generalizations and emotional optimism had a particular appeal to rhetorical Free Church preachers, who (as we shall see) engaged zestfully in organized campaigns of fervent denunciation which came to their climax in the hysterical diatribes against Germany voiced by those Nonconformists who were desperately anxious to prove their patriotism during the First World War.


The Nonconformist Conscience


Religious dissent has been politically influential during two periods of English history – the period of Cromwell (whose example was frequently evoked by nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Free Churchmen) and the period between the Reform Act of 1867 and the Franchise Act of 1918. The former Act opened the political system to organized pressures by groups like chapel-goers; the latter enfranchised the unskilled workers whose allegiance to the churches was particularly weak.35


The phenomenon known as the ‘Nonconformist Conscience’ has been subjected to a good deal of critical scrutiny by Free Churchmen in recent years. ‘Was the conscience of Nonconformity chiefly a way of stating and fighting for social objectives, a form in fact, of social aggression rather than of outraged morality?’ asks John Kent.36 Henry Rack discusses Hugh Price Hughes’ implicit decision to give the destruction of Parnell a higher priority than the support of Gladstone’s efforts for an Irish settlement, Hughes’ imperialism and his rabble-rousing campaigns against church schools (in which concern for education seemed to take second place to his desire to take a swipe at the established church). Rack concludes that the moral quality of the Nonconformist Conscience was ‘poor and narrowly conceived’.37 Nevertheless the Nonconformist Conscience did represent a deeper sensitivity to social need and an awareness (which had Anglican parallels) that voluntary effort was by itself inadequate to solve social problems. Thus the arch apostles of voluntaryism were pushed towards a more positive attitude to the state. D. W. Bebbington points out that the moral crusades of late Victorian and early twentieth-century Nonconformity were in a tradition which dated back to the anti-slavery campaigns. This tradition expressed itself in a great variety of campaigns in the nineteenth century – ranging from those against the toleration of idolatry in British India and against Sunday railway travel, to those against atrocities in Bulgaria and Armenia.


Inevitably the most effective way to whip up mass indignation was to present every issue in simple antitheses. So Hughes denounced the Irish Coercion Bill in the Methodist Times on 7 April 1887 in self-indulgent aggressive language modelled on the less desirable features of Old Testament prophecy. It was he said a religious controversy ‘in which we must take part or sacrifice all claim to be thoroughgoing disciples of JESUS CHRIST … O that GOD would send some brave ELIJAH to awaken the national conscience! Shall we worship JEHOVAH OR BAAL?’ Bebbington makes a number of telling criticisms of the methods adopted. The technique of mass indignation was quite unsuited to the aim of affecting the legislative processes at Westminster. Those running the campaigns were usually better at emotional denunciation than at suggesting carefully thought-out, practical alternative policies. Not more than one issue could be kept at white heat at any one time, so sometimes one issue was dropped when another appeared. No wonder that politicians soon learned that they could safely ride each storm as it arose or (as in the case of Lloyd George) manipulate it to their own advantage. To their own detriment, Nonconformists seemed perpetually cast in a negative role. ‘Compromise was essential if Nonconformists were to gain the substance of their aims, but the whole inspiration for Nonconformist political effort was the belief that with unrighteous policies there could be no compromise. The resulting tension was a fatal flaw in the politics of the chapels.’38


Significantly, Nonconformist opinion over the Boer War was divided. Though the majority of Free Churchmen vigorously led by Hughes, supported the war, a notable (though fairly small) minority led by John Clifford, the Baptist campaigner for many causes, protested against it so noisily that it was widely believed that Nonconformist opinion was more hostile to the war than was actually the case. When Clifford’s church was threatened by a mob which smashed the nearby Liberal and Radical Club, he wrote: ‘I can enter into the heart-anguish of Jeremiah as I never could before.’ Though 5,270 ministers signed a manifesto against the war it was expressed in vague and mild language. Clifford’s ‘Stop the War Committee’ formed in January 1900, drawing on Quaker and socialist support, was a forerunner of many similar organizations in Britain in the twentieth century. Its moral absolutism was an authentic expression of the traditional campaigns of dissent.39


The divisions about the Boer War reflected the growing identification of an important section of Nonconformity with the moral argument for imperialism. Missionary societies believed that beneficent British imperialism enabled the gospel to be preached, and races still in their ‘childhood’ would be given the opportunity to mature under the benefits of Christian civilization. The radical change from the 1870s when Free Churchmen were among the most severe critics of Empire, to the Edwardian period when the majority had become moral imperialists, is another example of the way in which Free Churchmen felt more and more able to assent to, rather than dissent from, the norms of British society. This shift in opinion was accompanied by the development of a version of the Nonconformist Conscience for application to international affairs. Though Nonconformists remained lovers of peace, there were several campaigns advocating British intervention when Christian minorities were persecuted by Muslim powers. Atrocity stories similar to those circulated about the Germans in the First World War, seemed to justify force because they enabled the enemy to be depicted as the enemy of Christianity.40 The Free Church Council in 1896 expressed its unanimous detestation of Turkish treatment of Armenians in a resolution proposed by Dr Charles Berry, the ex-President. The seconder, Dr Bowman Stephenson, exclaimed ‘Oh, for one hour of Cromwell’s might’. He argued that if the fleet could be used solely for the righting of wrongs and the protection of life, the money spent on it would be amply justified.41


If Nonconformists were divided about the Boer War, the Education Act of 1902 (which gave financial assistance to church schools through the rates) seemed to provide a traditional set of enemies against which they could unite. (The Wesleyans, the most conservative of the Methodist groups, however refused to commit themselves officially to the cause.) The agitation against the Act known as Passive Resistance, mobilized all the aggressive instincts of Nonconformity which always came to the surface when it believed itself fighting for the weak against the mighty. In the years up to 1914, thousands received summons for refusing to pay rates; some were fined, others suffered distraint of goods or imprisonment. It was exhilarating to fight a just war on behalf of oppressed children against the forces of reaction represented by peers, bishops and clergy (the latter usually called ‘priests’ to add a dash of ‘No Popery’ to heighten the fervour). Clifford led the campaign. ‘It seemed to take one back to the days of Bunyan, Baxter and Fox’ exulted his biographer. Clifford wrote in 1906: ‘It is the eternal fight between the intolerant and grasping holders of privilege and the incalculable human soul that is at stake …’42 He always travelled third class to remind himself of his working class origins. With the outbreak of the First World War, the movement virtually came to an end, when after momentary but agonized hesitations, the majority of Free Churchmen gave enthusiastic support to the war. So, like the suffragettes and the Liberation Society (dedicated to the overthrow of the Anglican establishment), Nonconformists abandoned dissent for the sake of national unity. However, Clifford went on protesting against the Education Act, an isolated representative of a tradition of dissent that seemed increasingly anachronistic. In 1922, the year before he died, he appeared before the magistrates for the fifty-seventh time.


Passive Resistance was the last great battle of dissent. The movement had several important consequences. It kept alive the language of sweeping denunciation so that it was immediately to hand for use against the Kaiser and the Germans during the war. Paradoxically it also provided a recent model for the Free Church pacifists who used it to argue that defiance of the state was the traditional stance of dissent. Initially it cemented relations between the Free Churches and the Liberal Party. But, as Bebbington argues, various efforts by the Liberal Government to amend the 1902 Act came to nothing, largely because Free Church leaders found denunciation more congenial than the painstaking processes of negotiation that would have been necessary to produce a settlement. ‘When nonconformity to present conditions and an aspiration to new and better things are not determined rationally nor translated into constant resolute action, they will be a devouring fever, not a life-giving warmth. Sterile turbulence, like a sluggish somnolence is a disease of the will.’43 Nonconformists discovered to their chagrin that they possessed less leverage with the Liberals than they had imagined. As early as 1910 there was a steady seepage of Free Churchmen into the Labour and Conservative parties. Whereas the Free Church Council in 1906 openly ran campaigns in support of Liberal candidates, in 1910 its political activity was more muted. Passive Resistance gave Lloyd George his first opportunity to ally himself with radical Nonconformists and established him as someone (whom they supposed) they could trust, a position which he used to the full during the First World War when he unmercifully manipulated the often naive leaders of the Free Churches for his own ends.44 ‘Politics are one of the organs and instruments by which true Christians hasten the coming of the Kingdom of God’ wrote Clifford in 1894.45 But effective political action demanded a degree of sophistication that was beyond the capabilities and contrary to the moral tradition of dissent.





2


DISSENT AND THE FIRST WORLD WAR


‘Was the Edwardian period an era of successive crisis or a golden age?’ asks Professor Donald Read. Taking his clue from Philip Larkin’s poem ‘MCMXIV’, with its line ‘never such innocence again’, he concludes that while it would be too sweeping to call it an age of innocence, it was a period in which innocence could still be enjoyed, even if it was being painfully disturbed.1 Certainly there was a good deal of innocent optimism about the prospects for peace among Christians, particularly among those Free Churchmen who saw history as a pageant of human progress. The various peace groups of the period drew much of their support from the Free Churches, Quakers and socialists. These societies were peace-loving rather than strictly pacifist, though they included some pacifists.2 Many Christians preached the ideal of a new internationalism derived from missionary expansion, moral imperialism and Christian and socialist visions of world brotherhood. The adoption of arbitration by the nations was surely the next stage in human progress towards a more rational and brotherly world society organized on federal principles. So Hughes urged arbitration for disputes, both international and industrial, at the first National Council of Free Churches in 1896.3 W. T. Stead, Congregational layman and editor of the Pall Mall Gazette from 1883 to 1889, attained notoriety when in 1885, in order to publicize his campaign against juvenile prostitution, he disguised himself as a potential procurer, and went to prison. In 1898 he launched an International Crusade of Peace and founded and edited a weekly with the characteristically belligerent title of War Against War. He wrote to Clifford in 1900: ‘what we wish to do is to create a fertile propaganda in favour of the principle of Arbitration, and to vindicate and popularise the Hague Conference among the masses of the population who know nothing at all about it.’4 The Lambeth Conference of 1908, ‘while frankly acknowledging the moral gains sometimes won by war’, rejoiced in ‘the growth of higher ethical perceptions which is evidenced by the increasing willingness to settle difficulties among nations by peaceful methods’, and expressed its ‘deep appreciation’ of the work of the Hague conferences.5 Free Churchmen wholeheartedly joined in the inter-denominational exchanges between German and British churchmen in 1908 and 1909 which resulted in the creation of ‘The Associated Councils of Churches in the British and German Empires for Fostering Friendly Relations between the Two Peoples’ in 1910.6 Apart from the Anglo-German exchanges, there were few ecumenical contacts across the frontiers of Europe. On the other hand, the widely quoted watchword ‘The Evangelization of the World in this Generation’ (adopted by the Student Volunteer Movement in 1896), reflected the optimism of the churches about their prospects. But it was not until 2 August 1914, with the first meeting at Constance of what became known as the ‘World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches’ that an enduring ecumenical organization was created which drew European churchmen together. Only half the delegates arrived. Those who managed to reach Constance had to disperse on 3 August as frontiers were closing. Clifford was only able to buy a German sausage and a piece of bread during the journey in a packed train from Constance to Cologne, and reached the frontier between Holland and Germany on 4 August.


Optimism about the prospects for peace among English Christians between the end of the Boer War and August 1914 was reflected in and promoted by the Anglo-German exchange visits, and by such books as The Great Illusion (1910) by Norman Angell, and The Passing of War (1912) by Canon W. L. Grane of the Church of England Peace League. The dominance of the incarnation in theology and the notion of progressive revelation both undergirded the belief that the human race was gradually climbing upwards to the point where all would accept that war was now an anachronism. In the months leading up to the war, the Free Churches became more fervent for peace than for twenty years. They felt buoyant because at last they seemed to be numerically equal in committed membership to the established church. They had also been immensely heartened by the Welsh Revival of 1904–5. One hundred and eighty Nonconformist MPs had been elected in 1906. Free Churchmen believed that the progress towards freedom and democracy in England was largely their own work. So we can only account for the volte-face of most Free Church leaders at the outbreak of war, if we see their pacific stance in the preceding decade or so as a temporary phenomenon. The militant temper adopted by most Free Churchmen in the early days of the war was a reversion to the belief that force was justified in the support of the weak and down-trodden. In the 1890s it was the Sultan and the Turks who were the object of Nonconformist aggressive crusades. From August 1914, the crusading temper of Nonconformity was turned against the Kaiser and Germany.


The outbreak of war


We now look more closely at Free Church attitudes to the outbreak of the First World War. The case of John Clifford is particularly instructive, because he represented the older dissenting tradition. In Emerson’s essay on ‘Self Reliance’, given to him by his Sunday School teacher, he underlined the aphorism, ‘Whoso would be a man must be a Nonconformist’. His faith was deeply nourished by the optimism of Browning, his favourite poet, and expressed itself in an evolutionary view of history in which the Free Churches represented the progressive forces in religion and politics. In 1911 he wrote: ‘though progress, if viewed for the year and the day, seems unutterably slow, yet looked at in decades and even wider spaces, it is rejoicingly fast and solid’. But it was clear that progress could only be secured by a strenuous struggle with the forces of reaction. So he described the battle of 1910 with the House of Lords as ‘Armageddon’ and their powers of veto as ‘murderous’.7 Though he refused to stand for Parliament, his constant speaking from platforms influenced his preaching style, as happened with other Free Church leaders. In his boyhood, his father had bidden him emulate the Chartists whose battles had surrounded his youth. His New Year’s message to his congregation in January 1914 was euphoric: ‘A new era is coming nearer and nearer every year … Militarism belongs to the dark ages; it is not fit for our time. It must go. It is going. Priestism … is a waning force.’ Nationalism and imperialism ‘must broaden into internationalism and through that into brotherhood’.8 Soon after the outbreak of war, he told his congregation that he had framed a letter for the press advocating neutrality, but when he read a newspaper at Holborn Viaduct on his return from Constance, he could not send it. ‘War is anti-Christian’, but this was a fight between ‘the forces of freedom and those of slavery … The progress of humanity in my judgement hinges upon this war … We were forced into it.’ There were murmurs of ‘Hear. Hear’ from every part of the chapel.9 Soon after, he joined the jingoistic Bishop of London (Winnington Ingram) and others in contributing to a collection of essays entitled Kaiser or Christ?. On 11 September, together with representatives of the parties (Winston Churchill, F. E. Smith and Will Crooks), he addressed a great recruiting rally at the London Opera House. Crooks (a Labour MP) declared that ‘he would rather see every living soul blotted off the face of the earth than see the Kaiser supreme anywhere’. Clifford’s entry was greeted with applause by the Tories who had hitherto regarded him as their foe. War is ‘the Great Uniter’ commented the Baptist Times.10 To Baptists, including Clifford, the social and military establishment had been particularly antipathetic. Yet the Council of the Baptist Union asserted in September: ‘We believe the call of God has come to Britain to spare neither blood nor treasure in the struggle to shatter a great anti-Christian attempt to destroy the fabric of Christian civilisation.’ But it also called for national repentance, warned against a vengeful spirit, pleaded for a Christian treatment of aliens and gratefully recalled links with Christians in Austria and Germany. ‘We rejoice that many of the young men of our Churches have dedicated themselves, with the consent of their parents, to the service of their country, and have been among the foremost to offer themselves for the defence of the liberties of Europe.’11 We note that when so much that Baptists held dear was being swept away, deference to parents remained unshaken! Thus Baptist leaders, like those of other Free Churches, reacted to the crisis with a few distinctively Christian insights. But much of the Baptist statement was expressed in the hyperbolic political rhetoric which Free Churchmen had become accustomed to employ against those identified by the Nonconformist Conscience as enemies to be fought to the death.


Robertson Nicoll, editor from 1886–1923 of the British Weekly, the leading Free Church journal, had supported the Boer War and Passive Resistance. A minister of the Free Church of Scotland, he was recommended for a knighthood in 1909 by Asquith as a recognition of his services to literature and the Liberal Party. On 30 July 1914, the British Weekly argued that ‘the quarrel in no way concerns us and we are fortunately unbound by any engagements that would require us to intervene … It is believed that the Kaiser is using his great influence on the side of peace.’ But on 6 August under a banner headline, Nicoll declaimed ‘United We Stand’. The Free Churches had worked for disarmament, but Sir Edward Grey’s sober and lucid speech now demonstrated that there was no honourable course for Britain except war. Others may disagree, but only ‘very grave reasons could justify the breaking of national unity when the nation is fighting for its life’. We love Germany, but she has changed and now wants to subjugate Europe. The Kaiser now resembles Napoleon. The nation must be united in a common sacrificial spirit, but must forswear jingoism. Already the war has united Britain and Ireland, Ulstermen and Catholics. Employers must be content to live on very little rather than dismiss employees. ‘We must draw together as a family …’On 3 September Nicoll invoked the two of the most sacred names in the Nonconformist martyrology – Bunyan and Cromwell – in a leader headed ‘Set Down My Name, Sir’, a fervent appeal to Nonconformists to join the colours. (The title of the article evoked the incident in Pilgrim’s Progress when ‘a man of very stout contenance’ asked for his name to be entered in the book, and then rushing upon the armed men, ‘fell to cutting and hacking most fiercely’.) Cromwell was ‘perhaps the greatest man of the English race’. ‘It was Cromwell and his like who protected both culture and religion in the hour of their direst need.’ He went on to laud both Kitchener and French and paid tribute to British soldiers (‘the best in the world’) as well as to ‘our magnificent Navy’. Recruiting must be enthusiastically promoted (in this women must play their part) otherwise conscription will be necessary. The second part of the article recapitulated a paper commissioned from him by the War Office, explaining why young men, particularly Nonconformists, should volunteer. ‘The war was thrust upon us’ because we must be true to our sacred obligations. The Kaiser is a ‘tyrant’ whose whole life is a lie. We are fighting against him and against all who have been ‘baptised into the same communion of corruption’. He is brutally arrogant, a war god whose ‘egotism’ is ‘hardly compatible with sanity’. It is a war for the common people, for democracy, for our children, for ‘our glorious Empire’. Robertson Nicoll thus established himself as the super-patriot of Nonconformity, the Free Church equivalent of Winnington Ingram.12


Dr Campbell Morgan was the leading expository preacher of the period, and Congregational minister at Westminster Chapel 1904–17, with a congregation of 2,500. On Sunday 2 August he prayed earnestly that if the nation could be only purged and redeemed by suffering, that God would grant ‘a quietness and resignation of spirit that shall make us strong in the hour of our chastisement’. Applause (almost unknown in that chapel) broke out when he declared that anyone in Europe who wanted war was ‘accursed’. A week later, he told his people that war was the result of man’s wickedness, but that it could result in ‘the renewal of moral consciousness and the re-birth of the soul’. He had preached peace for years, but not to have intervened would have disregarded ‘the obligations of national morality’. The congregation broke into cheers. In other sermons at that time he said: ‘Never again must a handful of men be able to speak the word that will involve the slaughter of millions’; he believed that ‘the sign of the Cross is on every man that marches to his death’, but reminded his congregation that our enemies are also our fellow-men. Yet this was the pacifist who would not even allow toy soldiers in the nursery. The strain of the war broke his health.13


Nonconformists felt that they could trust a Liberal Government, especially as it included Lloyd George. Surely, argued the British Weekly on 13 August, pacifists must have been convinced of the justice of the cause by the publication of the State Papers. The Rev. Thomas Phillips of Bloomsbury Baptist Church, a great admirer of Lloyd George, praised Nicoll’s recruiting appeal in the letter columns on 10 September. He was proud that fifty of his ‘young fellows’ had enlisted. The Rev. S. F. Collier, Wesleyan minister at the Manchester and Salford Mission, reported that scores from the Mission had volunteered, including three of his own sons. Readers were informed that a Congregationalist football club was unable to play because eight of the team had volunteered. The Methodist Times, organ of Wesleyanism, edited by Scott Lidgett, founder of the Bermondsey Settlement, in a leader of 20 August expressed delight that so many Wesleyan Methodists had enlisted: ‘those who bear the name of Wesley have always exhibited a loyalty to King and Country equal to that of their founder’ it added proudly. Leyton Richards, a pacifist, was the Congregational minister at Bowdon Downs, near Manchester from 1914 to 1916. The church had 296 communicants. During the war, 160 men from chapel and institute served in the forces.14 As one would expect, many Anglican clergy, particularly evangelicals, were also enthusiastic recruiting agents. The Rev. Arthur Sinker, evangelical vicar of St George’s, Newcastle-under-Lyme, ran a league table for the streets of his parish to publicize those with the highest (and lowest) number of enrolments.15


Lloyd George played an important role in the manipulation of Free Church opinion towards whole-hearted support of the war effort. On 10 November 1914 three thousand Free Church people crowded into the City Temple, the ‘cathedral’ of Nonconformity, to hear him address a meeting organized by the National Free Church Council. His speech, said the Manchester Guardian was ‘an appeal to Nonconformists to show their sympathy with the cause of justice and the small nationalities in the recruiting offices’. It reported that 60,000 Free Churchmen had already volunteered. The audience rose to cheer the leader of whom they were so proud, and frequently punctuated his speech with applause. He arrived with the Chief Whip and was flanked by Nonconformist leaders – Dr Scott Lidgett (Wesleyan), Dr John Clifford (Baptist) and the Rev. R. J. Campbell (Congregationalist). Robertson Nicoll declared from the chair: ‘If we had not been Christians, we should not have been in this War. It is Christ … Who has taught us to care for small nations and to protect the rights of the weak, over whom He has flung his shield … The devil would have counselled neutrality, but Christ has put His sword into our hands.’


Lloyd George showed that he knew instinctively how to twist a Nonconformist audience round his little finger. What a ‘wrench’ it was (he said) for him and for his hearers to be supporting war when they had detested militarism all their lives. He recalled addressing a meeting ‘with my good friend Dr Clifford’ against the Boer War. He paid tribute to the sufferings of genuine pacifists, but spoke with ‘scalding scorn’ about shirkers and cowards who were prepared to let others make the sacrifices. Biblical allusions laced his speech. Belgium was ‘that little country bleeding on the roadside’ (implying that Britain was the Good Samaritan). He thumped the pulpit cushion as he declared ‘as the Lord liveth we had entered into no conspiracy against Germany … We are in the war from motives of purest chivalry to defend the weak.’ He appealed for sacrifice, renunciation, self-denial. He quoted a French General who had described the Kaiser as having ‘the soul of the devil’. ‘Hear, Hear’ greeted his claim that he had never read ‘a saying of the Master’s which would condemn a man for striking a blow for right, justice, or the protection of the weak … We are all looking forward to the time when swords shall be beaten into ploughshares …’ The brave men who have died need not fear judgment, because it is our faith that ‘sacrifice is ever the surest road to redemption.’ (Cheers.) He reminded his audience of their own fight against persecution, quoted Cromwell and celebrated the voluntaryism of the army. To those who argued that war was never justified, he retorted that this was not the attitude of either their Puritan forefathers or of the Christian faith. Belgium was ‘a poor little neighbour whose home was broken into by a hulking bully’ (echoes of Luke 12.39 and Ahab’s seizure of Naboth’s vineyard). He so roused his audience by his scornful denunciations of Turkey, the traditional enemy of Free Churchmen, that there were cries of ‘Let ’em have it’. Afterwards Nicoll was elated. He reported to the editor of the Tory Spectator (an Anglican) his relief that the demonstration ‘showed a far more militant spirit in English Nonconformity than I had dared to hope for. No name was cheered louder and longer than the name of Lord Kitchener. Dr Clifford, our Grand Old Man, who was a keen pro-Boer, appeared as a Cromwell Ironside, taunting the shirkers and urging that the War should be pursued with our whole force and brought to an end as soon as possible.’16


Free Churchmen were proud to have an acknowledged Nonconformist in high office, and later celebrated him as the first Nonconformist Prime Minister. In 1906 it was Lloyd George who unveiled the portrait of Clifford presented by the Baptist Union. My father remembered hearing A. T. Guttery, the Primitive Methodist leader, preach during the war about Lloyd George from II Samuel 5.10: ‘And David went on, and grew great, and the Lord God of hosts was with him.’ During 1915–16, Nicoll campaigned for Lloyd George to replace Asquith as Prime Minister. In 1915, Lloyd George by his vehement denunciations of intemperance as damaging to the war effort, by his legislation to restrict the supply of alcohol and his enrolment of the King’s support for war-time abstinence, strengthened his hold on Nonconformity and largely assuaged their wrath about the postponement of the disestablishment of the Welsh church. Ironically (in fact) the King on doctor’s orders continued to drink his normal amount of alcohol, though in private. Lloyd George admitted to a colleague that shortages of shells and ships were due, not to intemperance, but to government mismanagement.17 Some Anglicans disliked the use of the war by temperance campaigners to further their ends, but there were others like Sinker, evangelical vicar of St George’s Newcastle-under-Lyme, who saw a commitment to the King’s Pledge as a ‘sacrament, an outward and visible sign, that is, of an inward readiness for self-sacrifice’. For prosperity had sapped the nation’s virility, and we were in danger of becoming ‘a lesser breed than that of the men of Waterloo’.18


Lloyd George knew how to flatter Free Church leaders. Sensing their waning confidence, in 1917 he invited one hundred of them to breakfast on 26 October. Clifford noted in his diary that they still trusted him, but were afraid of the influence of Conservatives on him and disapproved strongly of his acceptance of the scheme for state purchase of the drink trade. They found him ‘keen and bright, and as usual, a master of strategy’. He reminded them that never before had that room contained so many Nonconformists, insisted that the majority of the War Cabinet were Nonconformists, and eulogized at great length the contribution of Nonconformity to the war.19 In January 1918, Free Churchmen were suitably rewarded in the New Year’s Honours List.


But of course it was not only Nonconformists who dramatically changed their minds at the outbreak of war. So did Gilbert Murray and such Anglican neutralists as Bishop Edward Hicks of Lincoln and Bishop John Percival of Hereford.20 But the Church of England had not been so identified in the public mind with peace movements as had the Free Churches. Those who rejoiced to be called ‘Nonconformist’ and ‘Dissenter’ had thereby identified themselves as opponents of the religious and social establishment, however much they had become part of the Liberal establishment in recent years. The volte-face of the Free Churches was more comparable with that of Trade Union leaders. Keir Hardie’s hopes for international socialism were shattered when most Labour supporters in both countries showed a more instinctive solidarity with nationalism than with the working class of Europe.


Primitive Methodism and the war


The attitudes of Primitive Methodism to the war have a special significance. With 206,000 members in 1910, it was larger than the United Methodist Church, but less than half the size of the Wesleyan Methodists. (The three bodies united in 1932.) The society of Primitive Methodists was created in 1812 as the result of expulsions by Wesleyans of those who had participated in revivalist camp meetings, which were suspected of religious excesses. Wesleyans, in the early nineteenth century, responded to charges of being subversive, by annual declarations of loyalty to the Crown. The Primitive Methodists’ corybantic enthusiasm seemed liable to undermine all the efforts of Wesleyans to achieve recognition as loyal and reliable subjects. Thus Primitive Methodism was a dissenting body twice over. It is not therefore surprising that it produced more political radicals than the other Free Churches. Despite being one of the smaller churches, more Primitive Methodists went to prison for Passive Resistance between 1902 and 1907 than any other Nonconformists. Apart from the Quakers, Primitive Methodism up to 1914 thought itself the most pacifist or peace-loving of all the denominations. Yet by the end of the war it claimed that 150,000 of its men had joined the forces. Therefore the fact that the majority of Primitive Methodists supported the war is obviously of much greater significance than the support given to it by Wesleyans. That such a quintessentially dissenting group, proud of its working class origins, should so easily succumb to the prevailing pressures of the period, reveals the persuasive power which English society can exercise on various types of dissenter.


The career of the Rev. Arthur Thomas Guttery (1862–1920), the Primitive Methodist leader, was dominated by large scale campaigns which he described in grandiloquent language. So he told the Primitive Methodist Conference in June 1914 that he would not accept its Presidency because he would soon be involved in a campaign ‘that would involve the changing of the face of rural England’!21 His father, also a Primitive Methodist minister, had once declared to applause: ‘I derive my orders, as Paul did, straight from Christ, not from the fat palm of a bishop’s hand.’ Note here the identification of Nonconformity with St Paul’s efforts to establish his right to be an apostle and also the implication that bishops lived lives of sensual ease (‘fat palm’). A. T. Guttery was trained for the ministry on the job, not in a college. He was keenly aware that few, if any, Primitive Methodist ministers had achieved a national reputation and set himself to breaking that barrier. In his earlier days, Gladstone was his hero, and he lectured all over the country for the Liberal cause. The ‘foe of all privilege’ he ‘hated landlordism and priestcraft, the drink traffic and the sweater’. He regarded himself as a prophet called by God to denounce abuses and to stir up a healthy discontent. ‘I was born to declaim. Declamation is the breath of my nostrils.’ Naturally he became a Passive Resister and was fined many times, though others paid his fines. Lloyd George (who wrote the preface to his biography) regarded him as one of the most gripping orators of the day, and the Times wrote of his ability to arouse and inflame an audience. But he was also a devoted minister. He declined invitations to stand for Parliament. He was President of the Primitive Methodist Conference 1916–17.22 But some worried that he was liable to confuse the pulpit with the platform.23


In his New Year message for 1914 (printed in the Primitive Methodist Leader on 1 January) Guttery celebrated the progress achieved in 1913 with the rhetoric of the platform. The prestige of Islam has been shattered and is now open to ‘victorious evangelism’ by Christianity. The virtues of free trade are everywhere being recognized, militarism is abashed, science is ceasing to be materialistic. True, there is industrial unrest, but this is better than industrial stagnation. There is a new conscience towards the needy. ‘Our audiences grow tired of wild appeals to hate the foreigner or insular pride.’


On Sunday 2 August 1914 Guttery gave a characteristically hyperemotional address in the Winter Gardens, Blackpool. The Leader reprinted it on its front page on 6 August under the headline ‘The Madness of Europe’. We are being urged to ‘wreck our commerce, endanger our Empire, and to abandon all our dreams of social progress that the Slav may conquer the Teuton and Russia may dominate the Continent …It is the policy of Bedlam and it is the statecraft of hell.’ We must not be deceived by the ‘loathsome press’ which is used by armament manufacturers to increase their dividends. How could we ally ourselves with Russia ‘the most barbarous and selfish of the Great Powers’ against Germany that ‘great Protestant nation which is nearest to us in blood and faith and all the ideals of human progress?’ The duty of the church is plain – brotherhood and peace. We must ‘refuse to share an international infamy’, and be neutral. A week later in the Leader, under the significant headline ‘The Duty of the Empire’, Guttery was beginning to employ the same type of rhetoric in support of the war. Teutonic civilization is preferable to that of the Slav, but we cannot stand aside when small nationalities are crushed to powder. The ‘defeat of the Kaiser’s ambition is the first step to securing the peace and progress of mankind’. The nation is now united in its duty to Belgium. The English government strove for peace to the last moment. We must curb our passions and ‘have faith in our imperial resources’. Fortunately our servicemen are volunteers and Britain is not ‘cursed by the servility of conscription’. We must pray and regain the faith and, if need be, ‘the fanaticism of our Puritan sires’, together with the Ironsides’ conviction of God’s presence. Autocrats are doomed by the advance of democracy and socialism. The government now controls the economy, a responsibility which must never be returned to private enterprise.


On 3 September he charged Germany with Napoleonism. But Britain must be ‘loyal to the meek and lowly Nazarene’. By 17 September he was ‘thrilled’ by the British victories: ‘the smashing of Prussian militarism will be the redemption of the German people’. ‘Amazing Conversions’ a week later was not a celebration of an evangelistic campaign, but about the ways in which the war was turning attitudes upside down. A Liberal government promotes war on the continent. Lloyd George becomes ‘an evangelist of war’. Belfast is peaceful. Party feuds are forgotten. A united nation is resolved to ‘smash pan-Germanism in the dust’. Labour, with a few exceptions is enthusiastic for the war. The churches, especially the Free Churches, are united in approval. On 8 October Guttery published a rabble-rousing polemic against the Kaiser entitled ‘The Balaam of Berlin’. ‘His ideal is that of the swaggering, brutal and lustful super-man who will tread opposition to powder and sweep the poor and feeble from his path. His memory is covered in blood …’ On 22 October he praised Sir John French for both his military achievements and his sense of humour. On 5 November he declared that the Kaiser was not only mad, ‘the poor victim of a tainted ancestry’, but also a lover of Romanism and a would-be-prophet for Islam. On 10 December he replied to those who criticized him for his abrupt change. ‘I believed a world-war was impossible two thousand years after Bethlehem.’ But he never dreamt that ‘an imperial lunatic could upset the world by his madness’ and that a great nation would follow him. War is still hateful, but now he honours ‘the daring and devotion of our gallant lads, who have gone to battle with no lust for blood’. He still believes in ‘the final victory of Christmas over Corsica’.24 On Christmas Eve, after the bombardment of the north-east coast, Guttery decided that the Kaiser should be tried. If found mad, he should be confined. If not, he should be hung. On 18 March 1915 he called for prohibition in war-time and gleefully quoted Lloyd George on the sapping of the war effort by alcohol. On 25 November he celebrated ‘The Glory of our Empire’ with its ‘sublimely unselfish’ care of other peoples. The war had ‘forced imperial thinking upon us’, he declared.
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