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Preface



People who have shaped the history of their times have often left their imprint clearly on the pages of history. Yet there are those who were most influential that have often been either ignored or relegated to lesser roles. Sir William Robertson Nicoll is an individual who usually worked behind headlines and this study has tried to look at the several planes of influence and interest that he had, although each one merits fuller treatment. The original plan was to let words of the subject of this biography come through its pages, but this proved a mammoth task. The original MS was almost twice as long and contained large amounts of material from the subject. Although this was a fair way of allowing the subject to speak for himself, it was also considered tedious and often only succeeded in getting bogged down in detail. Instead, there has been an emphasis on seeing the man himself, as well as giving a reasonable comprehensive over-view of his career. WRN accomplished so much and this biography seeks to acknowledge that – a life of undoubted brilliant achievement. He was caught up in social, theological, cultural, and political movements of his day and made his distinctive contribution to them all, enforcing or enhancing the lead of others.


Mainly the sources available to the writer have confirmed the mainlines of WRN’s life, which have been written over the years since his death in 1923, and this is an attempt to bring together all that has been written about him and to harmonise those comments and insights made about him. There has been an attempt to examine personal letters where they exist. This has generally proved a disappointment in the case of WRN. There have been discovered snippets of information about WRN’s relationships with individuals – which adds some colour, but there has been nothing discovered that challenges or changes the basic pattern and understanding of the subject’s life. However, it is now possible to appreciate and see WRN in his life-context and to be able to distinguish between what he attempted and what he actually achieved.


WRN was an extraordinary individual who confined himself to certain fields of life, ‘narrow’ constraints, but through methodical study, observation and much toil, he made himself a master of journalism. This achievement was all the more remarkable and enhanced by his having a severe disability, which would have finished most others’ careers – yet at times WRN’s disability acted as a spur for him in how he arranged his life and simply got on with life’s tasks and opportunities. He had to get on with life and do what he could, as thoroughly and as well as he could.


The author has tried to give a rounded study of the man in his times. Nicoll, or Robertson Nicoll, which he often used to distinguish himself from other ‘Nicolls’, or as he became known by his family, WRN, was an individual who is difficult to sum up completely. Commentators, even his authorised biography by T.H. Darlow, though they captured much, yet to others, who also knew the subject, felt there was much left out. T.H. Darlow published his official biography of WRN in 1925 and he did such a fine job that there has never been any subsequent attempt until now. WRN’s biography was written two years after WRN’s death, but in spite of being a long-time friend and of having access to letters, family and friends, there are areas that he missed and assessments that would have been impossible to make at that time. These are some of the missed emphases of WRN’s life, which mean that Darlow skewed the final picture. Such significant areas I have sought to rectify in this study. Biographical studies can become as conditioned by the author’s times as those of the subject, but my interest in WRN began with the patchiness I discovered in modern assessments of him. Historians, who appraised and assessed the period 1886 to 1920, seemed to have an extraordinary range of interest or lack of acknowledgement of Nicoll. There were appreciations which saw him as having considerable influence, such as Willis B. Glover’s Evangelical Nonconformists and Higher Criticism in the Nineteenth Century (1954), and James Munson’s The Nonconformists – in search of a lost culture (1991). However, there were those who ignored his role completely, such as John W. Grant’s Free Churchmanship in England 1870–1940 (N/D c1946), E.R. Norman’s Church and Society in England 1770–1970 (1976), David Bebbington’s Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (1989). Furthermore there were eulogies in the contemporary press, such as one quoted by Darlow, “For many years Sir William Robertson Nicoll has been the intellectual leader of Nonconformity – the chief exponent of its thought, and the most effective advocate of its causes in the press. Both as a speaker and writer he has been looked to for guidance by the Free Churches.”1 High appreciation was understandable in the days just after Nicoll’s death, but then Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd Jones, who ministered at Westminster Chapel, London, from 1938 to 1968, wrote as one who had lived through the latter period, when Nicoll’s influence was at its height. “I have always regarded W. Robertson Nicoll as one of the worst, because of the most subtle, influences in the decline of Nonconformity at the end of the last century and the beginning of the present century.”2 So was WRN too liberal for conservative Evangelicals and yet too conservative theologically for Liberals to remember him?


Then there were other questions I wanted to investigate and here WRN’s life was a rich basis in which to ask some more general questions:


What happened to the second generation of the Scottish Free Church to cause them to take the lead in accepting many of the conclusions of higher criticism?


What factors caused the considerable size and influence of the Nonconformist churches to decline, so that they failed to recover their prominent position?


What place was there for culture and sophistication as a cause of dampening spiritual zeal and evangelistic advance?


Can the Kingdom of God become mistaken for temporary political success?


These questions and others intrigued the author to investigate further. WRN was a dominant figure of the times and I felt that his life and work would help contribute to an understanding of his attitude and concerns during that stormy period from 1885 to 1920. Therefore, it was with the eventual hope of trying to write a biography that seeks to set him in his chronological context and so review the whole life and achievement of a remarkable man.


My study of William Robertson Nicoll has taken quite a few years. There have been different periods of intensity at times significant enough for my wife to speak of my ‘obsession’. I have successfully submitted a study for a Master of Theology degree, but further research has deepened my appreciation of WRN and some of my original conclusions have been modified. This is a biographical study and mainly concerned with the public side of the man. Strangely, for one who released much personal information in his writings, WRN remained a little distant, remote to many, but never to his close friends, and family.


I am very conscious and grateful to the kindness, generosity and help that I have received in getting to this stage. The staff of the libraries at New College, Edinburgh, the University of Aberdeen, St Andrews University, Birmingham University as well as the British Library, The Guildhall of London Record Office and the Evangelical Library, I owe my appreciation for their dedication and support in dealing with my requests. Various friends and colleagues have encouraged me and I am grateful to them all. Dr. David Bebbington of Stirling University has been most attentive and encouraging, even finding valuable time to read and re-read some of my writing. My indebtedness has been to so many, especially those who let me respond to their question, ‘Who is Nicoll?’


 


 


 


Additional material about WRN can be found at
http://www.keithshistories.com/extra-pages-to-wrn/
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Growing Up in Aberdeenshire
1851–1870


William Robertson Nicoll was born on 10 October 1851 at Kildrummy, the next parish to Auchindoir, deep in the valley of the river Don, in rural Aberdeenshire. The eldest son of the Reverend Harry Nicoll of Auchindoir and Jane Robertson, a pure Celt from a branch of the Macleod clan and descended on his mother’s side from the Robertsons of Struan – a heritage of which he was always intensely proud. Harry was born in 1812 on a farm near Lumsden, and not content with the simple life to which he seemed destined, instead undertook years of intense study towards qualification as a teacher at Aberdeen University. He was ultimately appointed the schoolmaster of his native parish of Auchindoir in 1834. Harry Nicoll did not, however, intend to long remain a schoolteacher: his true ambition was to become a minister in the Church. A further period of study saw him not only gain his licence to preach, but also a fascination with books and with theological scholarship that would last a lifetime, a fascination that he would ultimately bequeath to his son. Harry Nicoll found complete fulfilment and satisfaction as the minister of the Free Church in Lumsden, and he lived happily as pastor to his congregation until his death in 1891. Harry was, in his son’s words, content with




the honour he ever received … from his own people. He dwelt among them all his life, and was schoolmaster and minister in their midst for two generations. He loved them and the parish. During his ministry, he was not absent a week a year on an average from his own home. He knew every house, every tree, every flower, and every stone of the ‘primitive, russet, remote country’ in which he lived and died.1





WRN shared the same love of knowledge that had led his father from field to pulpit, but harboured a grand ambition that was very much his own.


Harry Nicoll identified with the Free Church of Scotland from its formation following the ‘Disruption’ of 1843, that is, the exodus of 479 protesters, ministers and elders from the Church of Scotland General Assembly in Edinburgh that formed its own Assembly in the wake of the ‘Ten Years’ Conflict’.2 The ‘rebellious’ churchmen had attempted to end the power of patronage, whereby landowners could appoint ministers, sometimes in spite of the wishes of a particular congregation, but they were thwarted by the minority ‘Moderate’ party in the Assembly, who were supported by the distant and remote Parliament in London. Their gifted leader, Thomas Chalmers, organised the resulting Free Church of Scotland, which was both vigorous and spiritual. Many of the Evangelicals were Calvinistic in their view of the Church, much inspired by their historic past, particularly the achievements of John Knox and the Covenanters, but had been reawakened by the Evangelical Revival. Indeed, as Wright and Badcock put it, “For those who had gone out, the Disruption marked a new Reformation which would both restore the Scottish Church’s spiritual independence and purity of doctrine, and liberate Scottish moral and intellectual life from aristocratic patronage and state-supported privilege”.3 Harry Nicoll was caught up in the excitement and his son, using his father’s diary, quoted a comment from 1840 showing the strength of his father’s feelings: “It appears to me doubtful whether Christianity authorises any man or any body of men to compel me to contribute to its support.”4


Harry Nicoll’s decision to stand with the Free Church of Scotland was made in spite of the weak support for its cause in the predominantly agricultural community of Aberdeenshire, where many favoured the Established Kirk. 5 However, the national events took time to percolate through to Lumsden. Harry discusses the period in his diary:




This month has been passed in considerable anxiety regarding the state of the church and my own future prospects. I have been delighted at the firm and disinterested spirit shown by the ministers of the Free Church, and the secession has been nearly twice as large as I supposed it would be at first. I daily expected after the Disruption to be appointed to preach in Lumsden village, but the month passed away and no appointment came. I feared I would be directed to continue teaching until the law regarding schools should be determined. I would be most unwilling to agree to this. Cannot think I have any legal right to hold a school after leaving the Establishment, and have little pleasure in remaining here in such circumstances. Comforted by the words, ‘Cast your care upon Him, for He careth for you’.6





Harry Nicoll’s decision was a matter of conscience, but also an opportunity to realise a personal dream. By standing with the Free Church from its unpopular outset, he “became … the first Free Church minister of Auchindoir … [where] he preached to about a hundred people in a plain, barn-like building with whitewashed walls and bare deal pews”.7 His son later reflected on his father’s attitude to the events surrounding the culmination of the Disruption, for he saw that, although his father truly identified with the Free Church cause, at the same time this did not stir him to any violent or controversial position towards the Established Church. He wrote,




I have often heard the ministers who came out repudiating the word sacrifice in connection with their abandonment of State aid and privilege. In the Presbytery of Alford, to which my father belonged, no minister came out and no schoolmaster except himself. Feeling ran very high in those days, but my father continued on friendly terms with some ministers who remained in.8





The son, like his father, developed an inclusive and open approach to others from different backgrounds and viewpoints, though he knew where he stood and could defend that stance with knowledge and vigour, if required.


Harry Nicoll’s family consisted of three sons and two daughters (in order of descending age): William, Maria, Eliza, George and Henry.9 His wife died when WRN was a boy of eight. Recalling his mother later in life, WRN wrote that




My mother was a bright, warm-hearted, eager girl, exceedingly well educated for her time. Though she was sixteen years younger than her husband was, the marriage was one of perfect union. It was clouded early by her falling into consumption. This seemed even to strengthen the tie between husband and wife. From the first, she was associated with my father in his studies. His wedding gift to her was an Italian edition of Ariosto, and they read together regularly till her health broke down.10





WRN also wrote of the terrible blow the death of their mother was for all the family. “In spite of all that could be done my mother grew steadily weaker, and died eight years after her marriage, leaving four children.… I remember that on the night of her death my father announced the heavy tidings to the frightened little children huddled together in the kitchen. He told them with a smile, and we wondered why he smiled”.11 The “four little children were left to the care of the devoted maid Mary and the scholarly father who, with his much reading, and with gardening and carpentering besides, must have found his days assiduously filled”.12 This early loss was to prove formative, opening up in WRN an extraordinary capacity to empathise with those who suffered bereavement. At the time, however, the sad little family found that in their rural setting the comfort of human company was not abundant; diversion and solace was instead sought in their father’s library. The youngsters came to regard books in the way that other children might appreciate the costliest of toys, and the value of this youthful exposure to knowledge and the written word was far from lost on them. WRN later reflected, “The loneliness of those years I look back upon with gratitude”.13


WRN was a child of a country manse, a Scottish term given to the home of a minister, a fact which never ceased to exert influence upon his life. The family home was in Lumsden, situated in a rather remote and bleak part of the Aberdeenshire Highlands. WRN referred to the town as having the ‘strange, wasted beauty’ of a little hamlet on the edge of Lumsden Moor.14 The village was relatively young, having been built only in 1825 on the high road between Strathbogie and Strathdon, some thirty four miles from Aberdeen. Despite its youth, however, Lumsden’s rural character was strong, the distinctive cottages which comprised the village surrounded by the smell and smoke of the peat fires. As he followed his father into the church, so he also inherited rights to the manse in Lumsden after his father’s death, eventually he left it to his own family. His second wife wrote of his deep attachment to his native hills, and her husband loved George Macdonald’s reflections about living in Lumsden: “Many a night I had watched the moon shining down on the hills and the valley without being able to put in words the look she wore then – a look I could not see in other places.… It is not the same anywhere else … how true it is that we do not alter much! The externals change and the surroundings, but in our inmost souls we are what those early years and teachers made us.”15 It was to Lumsden that he returned for most of his summers, particularly after he had settled in London, a habit cultivated not least to keep him in touch with his roots.


Life in the manse was ordered around the seasons, and the summers seemed brief, the purple finery of fresh heather on the surrounding hills would fade all too soon. Lumsden was no place of grand beauty, but it managed to kindle a poet’s appreciation in the youthful WRN. Despite those short summers and their ephemeral charm, however, it was the long dark winters which defined life in the village. WRN later reflected upon these dreary times:
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Harry Nicoll, WRN’s father




Looking back, it is the winter that strikes me as the dominant influence of the region. It was very long and very rigorous. The countryside was famous for its snowstorms, the huge drifts they left behind them often impeding traffic for days. It was impossible to work out of doors during the dark, roaring nights and the scarcely brighter days. People were thus thrown upon their own resources, and were either made or marred by their use of the winter.16





WRN soon learnt to copy his father’s example, however, and found these long winter evenings to be just the thing for serious reading.


WRN’s childhood in the village of Lumsden was hard – even austere. He had many things in common with a typical hero of one of the popular Scottish novels he would do much to popularise: For there was the early death of his mother, his father’s fanatical pursuit of his passion for collecting books, half-starving himself and his family so that precious volumes might be added to his library. Despite these difficult beginnings, however, WRN always maintained his loyalty to his home and had deep and highly personal reasons for his love of sentimental tales of rural Scotland. The roots of at least part of this attachment are found in the same year in which his mother died, when WRN entered the parish school of Auchindoir. In the village school, the schoolmaster had no assistant, only a pupil teacher, for as many as 130 pupils. “I was eight years old when I went to Mr Wilson’s school … in order to commence Latin and prepare myself for the University … the school was largely attended, particularly in the winter.”17 In recalling his teacher John Wilson, WRN noted that “Mr Wilson did us a rare service in bringing to our minds at that early and susceptible age a sense of the beauty and the glory of literature. He taught me that Homer and Virgil were poets to be read and enjoyed. Moreover he set us to think for ourselves, and he criticised what we were reading.”18 Despite the quality of Wilson as instructor, however, the fact remained that the local school was terrifically overcrowded, and the incentive to ensure his son an eventual place at university meant that Harry Nicoll thought it a good idea for his son to attend the Grammar School at Aberdeen for the final part of his preparation. WRN proved a strong student, winning some school prizes for Latin composition,19 and even began to contribute poetry to the local papers such as Free Press and the People’s Journal. Not only was this the beginning of his lifelong interest in poetry, but he also began his practice of using pseudonyms, in this case ‘Nicholas Maitland’.


For Harry Nicoll, books were the link to the idealised academic way of life of the scholar.20 In this he was not alone, for in the second half of the nineteenth century there developed a sense of distance between the minds of many ministers and their congregations, which has been attributed to an inordinate love of books. Books were tools of the trade for ministers and brought knowledge and inspiration from the rich heritage of the past. Yet they could also sharpen a sense of sophistication and love of learning in its own right, leading some ministers to dwell in a world apart, a world more interesting and predictable than that inhabited by so many of their parishioners. Harry Nicoll was very much a part of this intellectual cadre, and through growing up in the shadow of such a man, WRN gained more than just a love of books – he also gained an appreciation of good style, which would prove invaluable to him in his career as a journalist. In discussing the breadth of his father’s collection – and thus the range of texts he had at his disposal in his youth – WRN wrote that




My father possessed a library, as distinct from a mere collection of books. That is he aimed at accumulating the standard works in English Literature in every branch of it. He had theologians, philosophers, the biographers, the historians, the novelists, the poets, and to a certain extent the scientific writers. There was, perhaps, no really standard author who was not represented among his books.21





Alongside this desire for knowledge, Harry Nicoll also bequeathed to his son a lively scepticism and interest in debate which could only truly be satisfied by the achievement of a high degree of scholarly credibility, which required, of course, an openness to texts of all types.




We knew that he was profoundly religious – that religion was with him first and last. We learned our Psalms and chapters, and went to church and Sunday school, but my father never spoke directly to any of us about religion. On Sundays, we sat in a room where there were none but books concerning religion. Among them, however, were sceptical books side-by-side with the others … we were quite free to read any of these, and I read particularly some books of Francis Newman and was rather impressed by them. Walking one day with my father, I said tentatively, ‘There are great difficulties about the Old Testament’. ‘Oh yes, what have you been reading?’ I told him. ‘Yes’, he answered, ‘you know Francis Newman is always unfair, but there are great difficulties about the Old Testament.’ This was all that passed.22





Harry’s detached interest in all matters theological was undoubtedly a model for WRN, even if it was a model he didn’t follow completely. Indeed, the two men were quite different in this respect. Harry was consciously able to keep his individual ideas and influences out of his preaching. As his son observed, “Though he spent much time and pains on his sermons, he did not cut a channel between them and his reading … he never told anecdotes, very rarely used illustrations, made it a principle never to employ the first personal pronoun or to relate any experiences of his own. He had no poetical quotations, and he abhorred perorations. His sermons were clear, able, and deeply reverent expositions of evangelical theology.”23 WRN would cut a different path, learning to use, plunder and promote his latest reading to the full in his career as a journalist.


Within the realm of theology, however, the divide between father and son was far narrower. Harry’s ability to maintain the divide between his private reading and public preaching was developed with time into a scholarly skill of sorts, dedicated to keeping conflicting viewpoints suspended in his mind and living with the tensions without seeing the need to reconcile them. He became interested in the new views emerging in Germany concerning the Old Testament, but grew alarmed when similar views were applied to the New Testament. As he developed as preacher and thinker, WRN came to hold a very similar stance, as indeed did others. There was a kind of ‘intellectual schizophrenia’, or ‘believing criticism’ in which father and son were able to follow the latest findings of biblical criticism, yet at the same time retain a warm piety for preaching, prayer and devotional living.24 WRN was, like his father, able to hold ideas in suspended judgment, awaiting the ‘full’ truth to be revealed in due time. It was an attitude of detachment, often adopted by scholars to achieve objectivity, or for the more prosaic reason of survival within a conservative milieu under increasing pressure from developing theories. The inherent complexity of this stance, however, could lead many with non-academic minds to mistake this intentional detachment for substantial doubt.


In tracing the history of this development, some have reflected on the subtle move in Free Church seminaries in which the Reformation emphasis on the need for an ‘educated ministry’ became over-stressed to the degree of creating a ‘scholarly ministry’. This, understandably, tended to produce a breed of book-bound ministers so thoroughly trained in scholarship that they often failed to perceive the needs and interests of the new reading public. WRN was of the second generation of the Free Church following the Disruption, a body of men who, in their taste for more radical theology, “were not of the same mind as their fathers”.25 This difference between the ‘fathers’ and their ‘sons’ would grow increasingly marked during WRN’s lifetime, though his own father’s influence gave him a greater appreciation of past worthies than many of his contemporaries, as well as an insatiable desire to understand the latest views and ‘discoveries’ of the world of scholarship. The younger Nicoll greatly sympathised with many of the new views, yet he was also aware of the dilemmas and problems presented by scholastic insensitivity to the concerns of ordinary Church members, and so sought throughout his life to emulate the fine balance championed by his father.26 He could also reflect a sympathy that his father shared with the revival meetings. WRN remembered and said that he owed much to some meetings at Huntly in 1860, to which his father had taken him,27 where he was impressed by the experience.


WRN moved from Aberdeen Grammar School to Aberdeen University in April 1866 at the age of fourteen. His father had intended his son to have a full year at the Grammar School, but WRN won a bursary that enabled him to matriculate sooner than expected, having sat an examination normally taken by boys a full year his senior. The bursary system of which he was beneficiary was, as WRN himself would later put it, “a link … provided in Aberdeenshire between the parish schools and the University, by which proficient scholars however humble their circumstances, could secure a college training”.28 On receiving the award he “returned to Lumsden in a mood of rapturous exultation, walking the eight miles that lay between the railway station and his home without ever giving thought to the distance”.29 Later in life, WRN reflected on the problems of entering university life so prematurely. He was too young to get the full benefit of his academic studies, as WRN wrote to his friend W. McRobbie : “I entirely agreed that we went too soon to college. We were too young to have a fair chance. The first two years I hardly understood what was going on. It was only in the third session that my mind woke. If I had been a couple of years older it would have been quite different and in every way better.”30 Despite the initial awkwardness brought on by his age, however, WRN soon settled in as a university student. He continued to strengthen the well-disciplined habits gained during a relatively impoverished youth, no doubt encouraged by the fact that, as he later remembered, “[t]he whole atmosphere was one of hard, steady labour. Most of the men were aware that they were having their one chance in life, and if they threw it away, they never could repair the loss. The great majority worked. Very few indulged in sports of any kind. I never remember hearing of any among my fellow students who was distinguished as an athlete”.31 Indeed, it was only by the severest economy that many students could hope to succeed in living on eight shillings a week, which had to cover their entire expenses for board and lodgings, the summers being spent at home.


Later WRN wrote, “[t]ruth to tell, we worked exceedingly hard, for in those days every Aberdeen student believed that the world might be conquered, but only by the sternest concentration of all energy”.32 He did well enough, taking his Master of Arts degree in March of 1870 at the age of eighteen, but achieved no particular prizes or honours in his university career.33 He had spent much of his time in what was considered ‘desultory’ reading, passing innumerable hours in the Mechanics’ Library acquainting himself with as much English literature as he could.


WRN idolised his father and followed a strikingly similar path through his developmental years (his education having been at Aberdeen, first the school and then the University). WRN skipped only his father’s stage as schoolteacher – though he tutored privately and wrote for various local periodicals34 – and proceeded directly into the Free Church College with the intention of becoming a Free Church Minister. This path was not a peculiar one amongst ‘sons of the manse’ at the time. Writing about his compatriot W.G. Elmslie, WRN noted that




[t]he sons of Free Church ministers in those days, however great their University successes might have been generally desired no higher position than that of their fathers. It was, no doubt, the wish of his parents that Elmslie should be a minister, and his inclination fell in with that.35





This narrow route trod by many young men seeking to better themselves has been criticised by T.C. Smout in his historical reflections on Scottish life. He wrote that




[t]he domination of the church was responsible for a large deflection of effort and talent away from the enrichment of secular life. The middle class in particular gave many of its best brains to the ministry, which, in later times, would have been spread more widely in other callings. While there still seemed to be a chance of achieving the Godly Commonwealth on earth there was no shortage of sacrifice of human effort, and what was not poured out to this end was regarded in some sense as profitless waste.36





This was a twentieth-century assessment, but the truth was that the Church had an increasingly difficult time recruiting its ministers as the call and opportunities of the secular world of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries became more attractive. For WRN, however, there was little doubt as to the desirability of the ministerial life, even though, growing up, he had not been shielded from criticism of the Church. His father had always




kept pace with the controversies of his time. I heard much of them at the meeting of the Presbytery, where I was allowed to sit quietly in the corner. The ministers of the district were nearly all scholarly men…. These men knew what was passing in the world of thought, and their intellectual interests were of the keenest.37





In some ways, throughout his life he remained the boy sitting ‘quietly in the corner’ and listening to the opinions, views and gossip of others, but he learned to take note and share what he gained. As a child of the second generation, WRN retained a veneration of the Free Church’s history and its great heroes. However, he always bonded with his own generation and moved with the attitudes and feelings of the day, which he came to express in his own unique way, always endeavouring to grasp and reflect the emotions and the aspirations of his own contemporaries. Even though, or perhaps because, WRN spent much of his adult life as a Scottish exile in London, he remained true to his inherited love of the Free Kirk, and always remained close to all happenings in his Church and his country.


To suggest that WRN is entirely defined by his father is an overstatement, but any attempt to examine his life without considering that of Harry Nicoll would be incomplete. The love of preaching and the ministry, the deep respect for scholarship and books, the delight in acquiring knowledge, the appreciation of style as well as content, and, above all, the insatiable appetite, termed by some an ‘obsession’, for the printed pages of books, newspapers and magazines – each of these is a recognisable trait in WRN, but each is also readily found in Harry. Still, WRN developed, in some ways, into a profoundly different man than his father – a man who rebelled, for example, against the strictures of his childhood poverty through striving towards a fiscally successful career. For all the influence of the one upon the other, their fundamental divisions are just as telling as their similarities. Harry was the epitome of the ‘eternal student’, interested in knowledge for its own sake, but always wary of putting what he had gained into positive action. WRN, by contrast, sought knowledge that he might use, not only for personal gain (though, as Donald Carswell reminds us, certainly for that as well),38 but for teaching purposes. As his friend, Annie Swan, wrote in posthumous remembrance, “from his own colossal and precious store he so much enriched the lives of others. In that respect he was one of the greatest givers I have ever known.”39


WRN always appreciated and respected his father, and admired the elder man’s contentedness with his life.40 They enjoyed a good relationship, but to cast it as built upon emotion rather than something far closer to master and pupil would be misleading. WRN once commented that “I always feel that I was defrauded of my youth – there was so little sunshine in it – far too little”.41 WRN belonged to a different generation, one that believed in progress and a world of new and ever-widening horizons. Harry Nicoll, by contrast, was too easily content with ministerial life in the backwaters of Aberdeenshire, combined with the leisurely perusal of his books and magazines. The world of a son not content with a small Scottish parish must certainly have baffled him, WRN’s ambitions having far outstripped his father’s limited vision before he had even completed his university training. All that followed must have left his father looking on and wondering, but he was always interested in and proud of his eldest son’s achievements, the foundation of which WRN would always acknowledge was to be found in the Scottish manse in Lumsden.
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Ministerial Training and Career
in the Free Church of Scotland
1870–1885


In March 1870, WRN was only eighteen as he stood amongst the other aspiring ministerial students ready to enter the Free Church Divinity Hall at Aberdeen. At that time, the colleges in Edinburgh and Glasgow overshadowed Aberdeen, meaning that it was hard for Aberdeen men to gain easy access to good ministerial appointments. Some graduates emigrated to Australia or Canada, where there were opportunities in the expanding colonies. At one time, even WRN entertained the idea of emigrating in response to a call from the congregation of the Chalmers Presbyterian Church in Adelaide, Australia, but his father’s distress at the possibility of his leaving was enough to dissuade him.1


WRN’s ministerial training course was to emphasise a thorough grounding in the Calvinism of the Westminster Confession of Faith. Despite this ostensibly conservative curriculum, however, he began his studies at a time of debate about the orthodox doctrine of the Church, particularly concerning the Bible. For the first sixty years of the nineteenth century, Scottish Free Church Presbyterianism, like many other Churches in Britain, resisted the newer theological perspectives emerging on the continent and were referred to, pejoratively, as ‘German rationalism’. This scholarship critiqued the Bible using literary and historical techniques that were already being applied to ancient non-biblical materials; the aim was to show that the Bible could be ‘objectively’ interpreted in its original context, and that the historical circumstances could be reconstructed by present-day knowledge and skills. Britain, however, had remained generally resistant to the novel ideas that were fermenting in Germany,2 at least up to 1860.


Many were suspicious of them, and saw them as intellectual rationalism, potentially leading to deism, as similar rationalism had in the mid-eighteenth century amongst the English Presbyterians. Others, influenced by the Enlightenment and Romanticism, took an increasingly hostile stance in their attitude to the traditional doctrinal orthodoxy of the Bible and the Confession, and the Evangelical Revival put renewed vigour into re-emphasising traditional orthodox doctrine. Theological debate was moving in a more liberal direction, spurred on most particularly by the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of the Species in 1859, and the publication the following year of a collection of exploratory writings by members of the Church of England’s clergy, called Essays and Reviews. WRN witnessed the intensification of the debate between orthodoxy and liberalism, which began to produce drastic changes in the theological climate in Britain. This intellectual and spiritual dispute caused a very stormy and controversial atmosphere for WRN’s generation of Church leaders, although WRN himself was ballasted by his father’s influence and attitude and so never seemed to experience any dramatic crisis of doubt, neither in his student days nor in his subsequent ministry. He, alongside many men of his age, felt there was a need to modify their traditional views in the light of ‘modern knowledge’. These modifications increasingly seemed to depict the older generation of Evangelical leaders as simplistic, naïve, and lacking the ability to come to terms with ‘the modern mind’. Amidst this brewing conflict of generations, WRN combined a genuine regard for those leaders with a desire to see the Church move on.


At the same time as this debate was taking place throughout the British Isles, a very particular crisis was waiting to happen in Scotland. The influence of German universities was made apparent via the policy of sending many of Scotland’s best students to study at a German or Dutch university. There was a perception that English universities were second-rate and tainted by episcopacy (‘prelacy’), even leading WRN to use a Scottish prejudicial quip “As ignorant as a bishop”. In England Mark Pattison, surveying the state of theology in Europe in 1857, wrote “It is now in Germany alone that the vital questions of Religion are discussed with the full and free application of all the resources of learning and criticism which our age has at its command.”3 The German Universities “attained something nearer to academic detachment than the English [and Scottish], and contained more chairs of divinity. German professors made many of the important advances. Most of them were free of any desire to defend verbal inspiration, which they saw to be indefensible.”4 In many fields of knowledge, particularly in science and technology, critical study was an advantage and resulted in progress. When applied to theology, however, this enlightened and rational approach could lead to reinterpretations of and a shrinkage in the body of accepted religious truth. Could the divinely revealed veracity of God’s Word be established by reason, without recourse to simple acceptance of its truths by faith? The new rationalism and the growth of empirical knowledge seemed to detract from the usefulness and authority of religion in society. Sophisticated hostility began to develop in opposition to simple faith. Skirmishes became commonplace between the ‘Modernists’ (Liberals) and the ‘Traditionalists’ (Orthodox), which would become bitter and damaging to the perception of Christianity in the early twentieth century.


The climate of seminary life for students such as WRN was increasingly influenced by the flux of ideas coming from the Continent. The German universities played a key role in the change and perception of religion amongst the educated and growing middle classes, many of whom committed their young men to ministerial training. WRN already had a deep veneration of scholarship which he had inherited from his father, and although he did not go to Germany to study, his father bought the books of the leading German scholars, including those brought out by T. & T. Clark of Edinburgh. WRN paid several visits to the continent, meeting the scholars Kuenen, Delitzsch and Wellhausen, from which he gained a more personal experience of the German theological climate.5 With his admiration for academicians and his ‘youthful’ desire for development, WRN was perhaps an ideal student of this new body of thought, and, as a direct result of the atmosphere and concerns in the theological climate of WRN’s college days and early ministry, he soon found his Evangelical convictions about the place of the Scriptures in Christianity challenged.


WRN enjoyed his four years at the Free Church College. Although his career was relatively undistinguished, he was a good and conscientious student. Familiar with Aberdeen, he continued the same routine of self-sufficiency that he had established at the University. He secured a bursary and supplemented this with writing and several teaching engagements. For the duration of WRN’s theological studies, he was able to write as a regular member of the staff of the Aberdeen Journal, producing a weekly column, and contributed frequently to other journals.6 There were reviews and a column of general notes, and some of his poetry was not only published but won prizes.7 By these means WRN’s income increased to “about a hundred [pounds] a year, and from that time his tuition never cost his father ‘a penny piece’ ”.8 The dutiful son did not want to impinge on his father’s ability to enlarge his book collection! Maintaining such a range of commitments, however, meant WRN’s programme for the week was arduous: “He started every morning in time to take his English Literature class in a boarding school at nine o’clock. A class in another school followed at ten and a third at eleven. At twelve, he went to the college, where he attended lectures until three. Returning to his lodgings, he dined, and soon afterwards started out for another round of private teaching which continued till six or eight o’clock.”9 Still, he persevered, and was soon able to look forward with confidence to the prospect of a ministerial career and a good supplementary income from journalism.


Throughout this period WRN developed his gift of establishing friendships, his ability to cultivate and maintain which would later be termed ‘genius’. His alliance with two local men from University, who both became ministers, lasted through to the end of his life. These were Alexander Rust of Arbroath and William McRobbie of Premnay.10 Alexander Rust supplied an impression of WRN at this time:




My home was at Aberdeen, and I met Nicoll for the first time at the Grammar School. I remember that, although he was only fourteen, the English master, Mr Rattray, used to praise his essays warmly. Nicoll devoted much time to ‘miscellaneous’ reading, although he always managed to come out well in his classes, he seemed to us to devote amazingly little time to the subjects prescribed … but when essays had to be written, Nicoll far outstripped the others.11





As this remembrance suggests, WRN possessed a talent for writing, which was also recognised in his winning the Lumsden Scholarship for New Testament Theology. Even as he trained for the ministry, his interest in all forms of knowledge continued to display itself. He was deeply interested in philosophy, and gained several prizes for essays on such subjects as the ‘Control of the Will over the Emotions’ and the ethics of Spinoza.12 He was always methodical in his studies and paid great attention to his intellectual development, studying many of the masters of philosophy and ethics as part of a course of his own devising. WRN also learned German in a class conducted by Robertson Smith.13 He was particularly fond of debates and reading essays at the Students’ Association: “Many were the glorious evenings I spent in little attic rooms, discussing and hearing discussions on endless things.”14 WRN’s time at both University and the Theological College was far more than preparation for the ministry – his education was wide. He studied not only what seemed necessary but what was interesting, and emerged a well-read individual.
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William Robertson Smith


WRN’s student years in seminary saw the Free Church College play host to a body of faculty who would, collectively and individually, play significant roles in the greater theological drama of the day. In contrast to the representatives of his father’s generation, including Principal Lumsden and David Brown, for whom WRN was always respectful, he gained much knowledge and inspiration from the newest member of the faculty, when in 1870, at twenty-four years of age, William Robertson Smith was appointed as a member of the staff at Aberdeen College, with special responsibility for teaching Hebrew and the Old Testament. Smith was a prodigy of learning and much was expected from him. He had successively taken academic honours at Aberdeen University and New College, Edinburgh. However, though he had interests in both mathematics and science, it was the influence of A.B. Davidson, and periods of study in Germany, that brought him to take up his life work as an Old Testament scholar and orientalist. Robertson Smith became a major influence on WRN. Indeed, WRN had likely been aware of Smith’s work from a young age – they were not only neighbours,15 but also distant relatives. WRN’s relationship with his tutor, however, was far from straightforward. He remembered Smith thusly:




Smith’s business was to teach the Hebrew language, and to lecture on the contents and message of the Old Testament. In both branches, he excelled.… He was constantly writing new lectures, and these lectures were full of depth, freshness, and learning.16





WRN further recalled that “[h]e taught us above most things to go to the original authorities, and not to accept second-hand compilations. His favourite theologian and expositor was Calvin, who was always quoted when any difficulty arose.”17 Smith was a great influence not only on WRN, but also on many others of the second generation of the Free Church, the sons of the Disruption Fathers, so much so that the ‘William Robertson Smith phenomenon’ merits discussion. WRN appreciated Smith from his first public lecture: “His astonishing range of knowledge, his masterly intellect, and his frank accessible nature [which] won him general admiration and good will”18. Smith taught a modified approach to the Old Testament Scriptures known among Evangelicals as ‘Believing Criticism’. Though the real pioneer of this approach was A.B. Davidson, of New College, Edinburgh, it was through Smith that it was refined and passed on to WRN. Indeed, Smith came to be not only an exponent of the ‘New’ thinking about the Old Testament he gained from Davidson, but extended the approach by also accepting the more radical thinking coming out of Germany. He ultimately developed during his years at Aberdeen Free Church College into an outspoken advocate of the new perspectives being propounded by continental writers. Smith, however, prided himself on his efforts to combine this new critical approach with a pious acceptance of the supernatural, and a full Evangelical adherence to the standards of the Westminster Confession of Faith. An American contemporary reader of Smith’s publications reflected that it seemed necessary to




Warn him that few who adopt his principles of criticism will think that they can consistently stop where he stops. The Germans whom he follows do not think so. Their first principle is that the supernatural is incredible. The very aim of their policy in adopting a method so rash is, to be able thereby to eliminate this supernatural out of the Scriptures. And such will be the tendency wherever such methods are used. The result towards which they incline is virtual infidelity.19





Many in the Free Church felt the same, but they tended to belong to the old Evangelical orthodoxy with whom Smith was increasingly ready to clash.


The controversy over Smith and his views started with some articles he wrote for the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1875. In his article on the ‘Bible’, Smith openly displayed his acceptance of the documentary hypothesis for the origins of the Pentateuch, the late date for Deuteronomy, the non-Davidic authorship of almost all the Psalms, the non-predictive role of prophecy and the non-apostolic writers of the Gospels. In contextualising this as an issue, N.L. Walker20 explained that




To appreciate the condition of things, it is necessary to remember that at this time the Free Church had the reputation of being perhaps the most orthodox communion in Christendom…. It need cause no surprise, then, that a violent commotion was produced when a professor wrote an article in which no reference was made to the supernatural origin of the Bible….21





Most leaders thought that Smith’s new views were obviously out of step with the position of the Founding Fathers of the Free Church, but a substantial number thought that one of the ‘brightest sons of the Church’ should in his scholarship have freedom to explore for apologetic purposes. It was in pursuing this freedom that Smith became embroiled in controversy from 1875 to 1881, with both secular and religious newspapers stoking the argument.


A major cause for the growing trouble was that Smith not only advocated the new views on the Scriptures, but also began to attack those defending a conservative position in the Free Church. Smith maintained that, “all theology must advance, if only because the Christ of the gospels so far transcends the theology of any age that to cling to an unchangeable dogma is really to cease to look to Him whom we must ever seek to comprehend more fully, to love more singly, to follow more devotedly.”22 Smith battled with such ferocity that even Principal Rainy’s biographer, Carnegie Simpson, was compelled to admit that “In pure theology, he taught his hearers the doctrine of inspiration from the great divines as few had taught it before … in sheer dialectic he was irresistible…. The Church was trying him but he was educating the Church.”23 The contrary and aggressive elements of his intellectual onslaught did not, however, go entirely unnoticed. WRN was later to observe that “Though Smith showed the most brilliant ability in the controversy, it must be admitted that it did not call out what was best in his nature. He was as keen and sharp as a sword; he was constantly debating with men who, whatever their ability, were not competent to meet him on his own ground, and very frequently he was unable to hide his contempt”.24 Smith thus became a representative for the ‘believing critics’, who were pulling away from what they considered the rigid and untenable belief in the plenary and inerrant view of the inspiration of Scripture. They tended to concentrate on a personal and subjective experience of God, which authenticated for them the truth in the Scriptural Revelation. Their view was presented as a personal, warm and devotional adherence to Scripture, but the increasing vehemence of the intellectual assault with which they paired this emotive belief soon brought the inherent dissonance of their position to the fore.


With the controversy increasing, various committees at Smith’s presbytery in Aberdeen and at the Assembly felt compelled to deliberate, but the unwieldy efforts were more than anything a demonstration of the inability of their cumbersome processes to handle the problem.25 Excitement reached fever pitch and revealed the gap of the division between Smith’s supporters and his opposition. However, in May 1880 the Assembly narrowly opted for a guarded acceptance of Smith, although with an admonishment from the moderator for ‘disturbing the churches’. In the midst of his supporter’s euphoric celebrations, Smith responded contritely: “I feel that in the providence of God, this is a very weighty lesson to one placed as I am in the position of a teacher and I hope that by His grace I shall not fail to profit by it.”26 Within days of the decision, however, a further volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica was published, including his article on ‘Hebrew Language and Literature’, which reopened the controversy. In May 1881, at the General Assembly, Principal Rainy of New College, who had originally sought to ‘save’ Smith but by now had come to regard him as “an impossibility”, ‘sacrificed’ him in order to safeguard the right of colleges to examine and study the latest materials, from whatever source. WRN voted for Rainy’s motion, which was carried by 423 votes to 245. Smith was sacked from his position at Aberdeen, but he remained a minister of the Church. He worked at editing the Encyclopaedia Britannica and then moved to Cambridge and the Chair of Arabic Studies. Smith was regarded and indeed saw himself as ‘a martyr of higher criticism’, bitter about being deprived of his first love, serving the Free Church of Scotland.


During the years of the dispute – those following his own graduation from the seminary – WRN ministered at Dufftown and then Kelso. He was not personally involved in the argument, particularly as the ‘Smith debate’ grew both “fierce and bitter”.27 Smith attempted to clear his name and win the right to speak and publish as a member of the Free Church. This conflict ensured that higher critical ideas were publicised widely, in Scotland and beyond. Some regarded this as an education for the masses, as Smith not only wrote about his case, but also took it to the people in a series of public lectures in Edinburgh and Glasgow. Despite a support for such openness amongst theology students, however, many ordinary church members were perplexed and disillusioned by the controversy. WRN, as a pastor, was one of those who disliked disturbing the Churches, particularly with radical views beyond the grasp of the average parishioner. As a minister he developed a good understanding of the needs and concerns of ordinary church members, and although he eventually came to accept much of what Smith stood for, he was always concerned about how ‘new knowledge and findings’ were presented to the church at large. Though WRN was, at this stage, doubtful of Smith’s trenchant advocacy of his ‘believing criticism’, he would with time come to largely agree with Smith. It was not, however, to be a sudden conversion – for WRN it was the weight of evidence, the influence of the considerable number of books, and the arguments of individuals such as Marcus Dods, W.G. Elmslie, G. Adam Smith, and James Denney which confirmed his position. WRN later described his stance to A.S. Peake in 1907: “I do not think there is a serious difference between us. I am convinced of the truth of the analysis of the Pentateuch by the converging lines of evidence. It might not be easy to establish it on one line, but the lines converge in an extraordinary manner. I am also nearly convinced that Wellhausen is right in his arrangement, though I easily perceive difficulties.”28 When faced with Smith’s far more explosive effort to spread the new doctrine, however, WRN was unable to support his former tutor – he had cast his vote against Smith on two decisive occasions. Smith never forgave WRN and never wrote for any of his former student’s publications. Peake remembered that “Nicoll said to me, ‘The darkest thing about Robertson Smith is that he won’t forgive’ He was, I believe, not referring to his general attitude towards those who had deposed him. He was implacable enough there, but towards Nicoll he cherished a peculiar grudge.”29 The ‘grudge’ was deepened further by what Smith interpreted as another act of disloyalty. In July 1881, WRN went on a tour of Europe and visited Leipzig, where he met Franz Delitzsch and then spent a few days at Greifswald in order to see Wellhausen. His visit to Wellhausen was described in detail to his wife.30 Their discussions included Smith:




I said that Smith held the Bible to be inspired and historically true, along with Wellhausen’s views, and that he held to the truth of miracles. Wellhausen shook his head and said that while he did not deny that miracles were possible, there was no historical proof for them and that Smith’s position was ‘sehr sonderbar’,31 but he had no reason to suspect his good faith. … Smith, he said, was not a good scholar, but clever at presenting other men’s theories: scholars were often stupid, but Smith was not stupid at all.32





Apparently, Smith got to hear of this report,33 and wrote to Wellhausen. He received a letter in which Wellhausen tried to explain what he had said to WRN.




It was almost impossible for me, faced with the insistent questions of my inquisitor, to express myself with necessary distinction and reserve.… In such a situation that is obviously fatal when one has to deal with a man who tries to get statements out of one that suit him.34





Since the letter from Wellhausen is undated and WRN was not in any editorial position until 1884 or 1886 to publish the material, it remains a puzzle as to how he had disseminated Wellhausen’s comments about Smith sufficiently that Smith might be upset by them. Ministerial ‘bush-telegraph’, an unknown article by WRN, or Assembly-talk is the nearest that research can currently suggest as a solution.


Regardless of how the information was spread, the trouble over Wellhausen’s remarks certainly accounts for the cold resentfulness in Smith’s approach towards WRN, for Smith regarded WRN as hostile. However, WRN wrote appreciatively of Smith later, in April 1894, after his early death: “We hazard very little in saying that Professor Smith, in the depth and range of his knowledge, had no equal among living men…. As a Biblical scholar he stood amongst the foremost. He played the chief part in a great revolution of theological thought…. He was, in truth, a very precious and uncommon mind.”35 WRN was nevertheless a disciple of Smith’s thinking. He became increasingly convinced by Smith’s arguments as a believing critic, though as a pastor, he had reservations about the ways in which Smith had put his case. Were there other reasons for WRN’s distancing himself from his tutor? The fact of being neighbouring families could well have stimulated a sense of rivalry in his mind.


The Smith controversy was an important watershed for the Church in Scotland, and for the rest of Britain. It brought an edge of bitterness and a sense of embattlement, which increasingly led to a division of the Church into two hostile camps. There were the liberals or progressives, many of whom sat increasingly light on the doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture, and the conservatives or orthodox, who sought to maintain a high view of the inspiration of Scripture as God’s Word. This was the climate in which WRN forged his career, and, although his heart identified with the conservatives, his policy was to try to hold a central position. Even so, his head took an increasingly ‘believing critical’ stance. WRN would help it to become a dominant position during his lifetime. This policy meant that he perpetuated Smith’s legacy in the popular press, in that he appeared to hold a traditional view of Scripture, but at the same time tried to see where the latest research findings would lead. A.S. Peake commented on Smith’s influence on WRN: “He [Nicoll] said that if ever I was an editor I should probably have two or three shelves kept for books to which I should often refer. And we went to his own shelves specially devoted for this purpose, and he took down Robertson Smith’s Answer to the Form of Libel and his Additional Answer to the Libel.”36 WRN was aware of the attacks on the old view of Scripture and its place in the Church, but for him the preacher’s new understanding of the Bible meant that though it was still the Word of God, it was only so indirectly. For the Bible was also the word of man, and as such was appropriated as a human book. There seems at best an attitude of disingenuousness on the part of the ‘believing critics’ for they claimed confidence in the use and preaching of the Old Testament Scriptures, but that this was tenable was doubtful. More accurately, the sense of respect shown towards the Bible had been dealt a powerful blow, and this was slowly beginning to reach the churchgoing public.


Both Smith and WRN were committed to the idea of progress and the need to bring the Church into the modern age, and they were far from alone. However, many came to feel that the Old Testament belonged to the experts, with their knowledge of ancient languages and texts. Others tried to understand it, but could not, and for many Smith’s arguments undermined their trust in the Scriptures. It will be demonstrated that WRN’s colleagues, who wrote in his journals, thought the same way as he did. This was a significant way in which the Church lost much credibility, because there appeared to be a weakening over the foundation of Scripture and its role as the Word of God for acceptance and obedience. The ‘believing critical’ position, at best, appeared as a sophisticated gloss that many failed to appreciate. WRN and his associates genuinely thought they could have the cake of a high view and dependence on the Scriptures and at the same time eat it, in allowing the ideas of errors, doubtful authenticity, and questionable origins to be generally accepted. This was part of a slow decline in the life and vitality of the Church which WRN would be called to struggle with, a pilot in troubled waters.


In 1874, WRN left Aberdeen for the pastorate of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. He was ‘licensed to preach’ in 1872 by the Presbytery of Alford, where his father was a member and clerk. “On 12 May in the mission hall of Kinnoir, near Huntly, he delivered his first sermon. Several months later he preached for the first time in a church – it was the Free Church at Braemar – the text being Psalm 110:1 and the subject ‘God behind Christ’”.37 WRN spent the summer of 1874 in Rayne, where he was supplying the pulpit, when he heard of his ‘call’ to two possible churches: Rhynie or Dufftown.38 He entered fully into the ministry of the Free Church of Scotland and in November 1874 settled in Dufftown. He continued his avid reading habits, but found writing and publishing were becoming as much a passion as his preaching, although he would not have admitted this. Principal Brown of Aberdeen spoke for him at his induction, stating WRN “stood alone among all the other students throughout his course in general comprehension, vigour, intelligence and force of character. I noticed also his extraordinary acquaintance with literature in each of its varied branches and an acquaintance such as I have not found in any other young man and seldom in anybody.”39 WRN’s career was gathering momentum; many considered him to have a successful and popular ministry ahead of him.


WRN continued to write articles for The Examiner and The Scotsman. He later boasted that he had never had an article rejected, for he had a ‘strategy’: “He was careful to send to each paper only such manuscripts as were almost certain to be welcome.”40 In other words, he did his research before submitting his work. A more substantial literary effort, at this time, was a pamphlet entitled Reasons for belonging to the Free Church, published in Aberdeen, which spoke of his sense of privilege at being a minister in the Free Church, discussing in particular its beliefs and pedigree. WRN remained, for all the disputation of the period, a ‘Free Church man’. The Free Church of Scotland was formed in 1843 and for about twenty years was prosperous and strong, under the initial leadership of Chalmers and his colleagues. Subsequently, however, there was an inability to sustain the same rate of advance. In spite of its amazing skill at building and maintaining its distinctive witness, it had the problem with which strongly held beliefs are confronted: pride in its achievements and a desire to defend the future from views different to its own.
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WRN at twenty-one


Growing into maturity in the decade following those first twenty years, WRN was part of the second generation who believed they needed to reassess the place of the Church to suit the modern situation. The Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) was the basic standard of belief for the Free Church, its ministers subscribing to it on their ordination, but circumstances had changed between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. The Fathers of the Disruption sought to safeguard the standard of orthodoxy with a high view of doctrine and Scripture. Now the second generation of Free Church ministers were feeling pressure to modify their Calvinistic patterns of belief, a move that they believed was the path to strengthening the Church. The ‘Fathers’ gave their lectures and wrote their books about the necessary standards of orthodoxy. This was particularly true regarding the doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture where the very pronouncements of the Doctors of the Church, such as Cunningham, Candlish, and Bannerman 41, which were intended to form a bastion for orthodoxy, actually gave definitions to be attacked. R.A. Reisen expressed this dilemma of the Disruption Fathers: “Defending the doctrine of plenary inspiration was a much more sophisticated operation than simply believing it, more mined with complication and subtlety than even the staunchest proponents in the middle of the [nineteenth] century could have known.”42 In a fuller discussion of the tension between criticism and faith in the Free Church, Reisen ponders the responsibility of the church’s Fathers in stirring up troubles by their very defence of a high view of the inspiration to Scripture.43


The doctrinal beliefs of the Disruption Fathers were based on an appreciation of the lofty place to be given to the Scriptures, but from 1860, the theological climate changed dramatically. There was a new atmosphere of reassessment and progress, because Disruption Calvinism was perceived to have “been based on an uncritical interpretation of the Bible…. Part of the explanation of the decline of Calvinism must … be sought in the philosophy classrooms of the Scottish Universities. Men were uncomfortably aware of the need for a rational defence of the faith independent of Scripture.”44 The Disruption Fathers tried to meet the new challenges. According to Reisen, they deployed two tactics. They could simply repudiate the hostile views and argue that the battle was pre-eminently spiritual, that the truth could be seen only by the eye of faith. Alternatively, they could engage the new views contesting every issue on its own ground, and sometimes allowing their position to be vulnerable or even modifiable in order to secure the Bible’s defence.45 WRN responded in both ways, but particularly the latter, which he would pursue in the pages of the British Weekly as he and his associates expounded their conception of orthodoxy. This amounted to resolute defences of traditional doctrine, but with a weakened view of the authority of Scripture.


An early ‘competitive’ attitude led the Free Church to seek to play the part of Protestant Schoolmen, holding their heads up with the best of the academies of Holland and in particular those of Germany. They wanted to perpetuate the standards of belief which were their traditions, and thought a Church equipped with educated ministers would best achieve this. However, a subtle change took place and the necessity of an educated minister slowly morphed into the veneration of the scholarly minister. This meant that the ‘scholars’, rather than the ministerial, pastoral-orientated workers of the parishes, increasingly drove the Church. Of course, there were attempts to combine the two roles, which were in keeping with the tradition of the Calvinistic ideal of the scholar-preacher,46 but there was little doubt as to which role dominated, particularly as questions of biblical criticism became increasingly complex. A later explanation for the decline of the Free Church has been put bluntly: “Not content with opening three colleges, in Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen, but her theological students would not deem their course complete, or their standing in the Church assured, without a postgraduate course of one or more years in one of the more famous Colleges in Germany. From that folly, the product of spiritual pride, the Free Church was to reap a bitter harvest.”47 The writer was R.A. Finlayson,48 a member of a group who broke away from the Free Church, becoming known as the ‘Wee Frees’. Harry Nicoll, as recorded by his son, gives some partial confirmation. “But there was one class of men for whom he really cared, and whom he treated with profound respect. These were scholars … the scholar was my father’s hero and when he had a scholar in his company he unconsciously behaved as one who had to make the very best of an opportunity that would soon pass, and learn as much as possible.”49 WRN and many of his generation were not far behind his father in his attitude towards the ‘scholar’.


WRN was aware of these tensions and felt that resolution was only to be had through action, particularly the evangelistic preaching of the Gospel, for although he was a liberal progressive, he was always concerned about the value and importance of the preaching responsibility of the Church. At the time he began his ministerial career, the situation was partially helped by the evangelistic campaigns of Moody and Sankey50 that began in 1874. These not only succeeded in starting a new trend amongst the Evangelicals, but also stimulated the ordinary church life of Scotland, which had begun to lag, particularly in the Free Church. D.L. Moody had his own homely and vivid style of preaching, and this appealed to most Christians as something fresh and vital in contrast to the rather dry, academic and passionless sermons of many of the clergy. Carnegie Simpson, in his biography of Principal Rainy, pays Moody a sustained appreciation. “He refreshed in Scotland the religious essentials of the Gospel – the love of God, the freeness of forgiveness, the power for holiness and, it should be added, the Christian call to righteousness and even philanthropy.”51 WRN appreciated Moody as “the most capable, honest, and unselfish evangelist of the last generation”.52 This positive impression came from six months’ probation, which he spent at Rayne. “He found spiritual interest strangely quickened all through the countryside. The scattered population gathered eagerly to special evangelistic services, while enduring results were produced in numbers of human lives.”53 This was a reinvigoration of the life of the Church, which Scotland and other parts of Britain experienced from time to time in the nineteenth century. Whilst at Dufftown, WRN published Calls to Christ, which began as a series of articles for The Christian, an enthusiastic support paper of the revivalist meetings of D.L. Moody. He wrote these articles to seek to “promote personal revival”.54 This action showed that he was impressed by Moody’s early campaigns, and that his ministry was broadly evangelistic with an emphasis on an experience of Jesus Christ as a personal Saviour. WRN was one of many who saw the liveliness of faith excited by the evangelists: “The glow and ardour of these experiences left a permanent impress on Nicoll himself.”55 In a preparatory note he declared, “An effort has been made to secure some freshness in the themes and treatment, but there is no novelty in the doctrines taught.”56 WRN’s book impressed the publishers Hodder & Stoughton, for he was perceived to be a strong supporter of an orthodox view of doctrine, including the Scriptures.57 He was an individual with good future prospects, as well as a preacher who would champion orthodox beliefs. Being conservatively minded, he was at home with the publisher’s outlook, but his reading and the pressure of circumstances would not allow him to rest there.
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