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CALVIN ' S NOTION OF NATURAL LAW -

CONTRADICTION, COMPROMISE OR CATALYST 

BETWEEN HIS THEOLOGICAL AGENDA AND SOCIO­

POLITICAL ETHIC? 

NORMAN F. CORNETT 

l 

One discerns in Reformation scholarship a fund amental debat e 

as to the role of n atural l aw in Ca lvin' s s ocio-p olitic a l ethic. 

On one h a nd s ome schol a r s of Reforma tion Europe a n d of Ca lvin 

in particular, deny outright tha t na tura l law inf ormed Ca lvin' s 

socio- politica l ethic in any significant way . For example, 

August La ng baldly concludes in this regard, "na tural l aw plays 

no part in his judgment of legal a nd social conditions.
111 

Meanwhile others confess, with discernible malaise, a theolog ically 

awkward integr a tion of n a tural law in Calvin's socio-political 

ethic; a tenuous compromise as it were in the s ocio-p olitica l 

rea lm, between Ca lvin's biblical theology a nd natura l law. Such 

an inference i s duly expressed by Francois Wendel: 
' 

./ ,,,, ,,, ... 
Ca lvin a depense beaucoup d 1habilete a 
presenter une doctrine coherente de la loi 
n aturelle, en ess ayant de concilier les donnees 
pauliniennes et les definitions des juristes 
remains. Il ya , certes, partiellement reussi, 
en distinguant entre 1 1 application de l a loi 
naturelle dans le domaine politique et son role 
dans la conscience hwnaine. On ne peut cependant 
se defendre d'en ressentir la presence dans sa 
theologie comme celle d'un corp s etranger, 
difficilement ass imilable, et dont l'existen ce 
n'est qu 1 imparfaitement justifiee a cote de la 
Loi divine e xprimee par le Decalogue. Du moins en 
est-il ainsi p our tous ceux q ui ont pu avoir quelque 
connaissance de cette Loi revelee. 2 

On the other h and some g o the length an d proclaim natural law 

the predominant element in Calvin's socio- political ethic, the 

common denominator between the l a tter and his b iblical theology-­

indeed, the catalyst for their ultima te reconciliation. 
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Willem Balke enounces this line of thought: 

Ca lvin felt that the love comma nd in the Sermon on 
the Mount was wh olly consonant with the Decalogue. 
The Dec a logue , a l thoug h it is clea rer and deeper, 
i s ma terially not to be distinguished from the 
genera l, natural l aw that is crea ted within all 
people. Thus for Ca lvin, the love command , love 
for the n eighbor as well as love for enemies, ••• 
flowed from the g enera l idea of the unity of 
humanity ••• 

In this way Calvin refuted • • • An abaptist ethics, • •• 
He contended for an ethos that bound both the 
Christi an and the world by the same set of requirements, ••• 
In the backg round there was a lways Calvin's idea 
ab out the unshakable ordo naturae •• • so that the 
way of t h e Reformationdid4not result in a church 
segregated from the world . 

The purp ose of this article is to cla rify the role of 

natural l aw in Calv i n ' s s ocio-political ethic in the light of 

twentieth-century Reformation schol a rship and Calvin 's origina l 

exposition of the subjec t . This will be done with primary 

reference to the first interpreta tion mentioned above and 

second arily to the two which follow, t h rough their integr ation 

into the d i s cussion. 

The i n terpreta tion tha t n a tural l aw p l ays n o part in Calvin's 

socio-political ethic rest s on the fundamental supposition that 

there is an inevitable, n ay an inherent, contrad iction between 

natural l aw a nd Ca lvin' s bibl ical theology . It perceiv es the 

issue as a contest ultima tely between reas on and revelation i n 

Calvin' s the olog ic a l agenda . I n essence i t p osits a theological 

dilemma by assuming tha t i n order to preserve the integrity of 

revel a tion as div i ne , it must be i s ola ted from human rea son; 



3 

including natural law which is identified with the latter. Thence 

the intrinsic alienation theorized of revelation and reason 

adheres equally to natural law and revelation; a matter of guilt 

by association as it were. Jacques Ellul describes the dilemma: 

We are thrown back on the concept of divine 
law as opposed to that of natural law. A true 
understanding of creation can never admit the latter 
to be a germ of justice deposited by God . Nor can 
natural law be a perfect model to be imitated by human 
law. Neither of these two concepts agrees with 
God's disclosure of his creative activity. They only 
correspond to the philosophers ' idea of creation. 
This 'Christian' interpretation of natural law 
always appears as an adulteration of God's word 
by discoveries of human reason. Revelation is coupled 
either with the Aristotelian concept, as in Thomas 
Aquinas and more recently in Brunner, or with the 
Stoic concept, as partly in Calvin and partiaularly 
in the Calvinists of the eighteenth century. 

The position that maintains natural law was insignificant 

in Calvin's socio-political ethic correctly assigns the 

lion's share of Calvin's theological agenda to revelation, but 

erroneously equates natural law therein largely with reason . 

Thus, it does not discern Calvin's perspective of n a tural law as 

primarily divine revelation, nor the extent, consequently, to 

which it informed his socio-political ethic. This position's 

equation of natural law with rea son , and on this basis its 

supposed contradiction with Calvin's biblical theology , a nd 

subsequent exclus ion from his socio-p olitical ethic, is enuncia ted 

in Georges de Lagarde's comment s on Calvin ' s view of c ivil 

disobedience: " ••• Calvin rappelait 9ue les prescriptions 
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divines depassaient le droit n a turel. Il avait reconnu dans les 

premiers livres d e l'Institution que la raison naturelle repugnait 

a une obeissance sans condition , il y a v a it vu une preuve de 

l'infirmite de l a loi naturelle et de sa contradiction avec l a 

loi de Dieu. 11 5 

Ca lvin, however, clearly i dentif ied natura l l aw with divine 

revelation and contended forthright that i t was both analog ous to 

and congruent with biblic al revelation. In Calvin' s t heolog ica l 

agen da n atura l l aw i s the divine, unwritten correspondent to the 

written l aw of God . This is par ticularly true in the s ocio-

poli tica l s pheres as is evident in the tenor of Calvin 's e xposition 

of Roma~s 2 : 14 -15 : 

·There is no nation s o opposed to everything that i s 
human tha t it does not keep within the confines of 
some l aws . Since , therefore, a ll n a tions a re disposed 
to ma ke l aws for themselves of their own accord, and 
without being instruct ed to d o so, it is beyond 
a ll d oubt that they have certain i deas of justice 
and rectitude • •• which a re imp l anted by nature in the 
hearts of men . Therefore they h a ve a law, without 
the l aw, for a lthough they do not h ave the written 
l aw of Moses , they are by no means completely l acking 
in the knowledge of right and justice. They could not 
othe rwise distinguish between vice and virtue, the 
former of which they re s tra in by punishing it, while 
commending the latter, a nd s howing their approval 
of it, and honouring it with rewards. Paul contrasts 
n a ture with the written law, meaning tha t the Gentiles 
had the natural light of righteousness , which supplied 
the place of the law by which the Jew~ a re t a ught so 
tha t they were~ law unto themselves. 

Furthermore, for Calvin the p rimary referent of natural 

l aw, in relation to the human faculties, was not reas on but 



5 

conscience, as a ttests his comment on Romans 2 :1 5 " ••• The 

testimony of their own conscience, which is equivalent to a 

thousand witnesses , was the strongest pressure which he could 

bring to bear on them. Men a re susta ined and comf orted by their 

consciousness of good actions , but inwa rdly h a rassed and 

tormented when conscious of having done evil ••• There is, 

therefore, a certain natural knowledge of the l aw, which states 

that one action is good and worthy of being followed, while 

another is to be shunned with horror. 117 Calvin thereby 

effect ive l y identifies conscience with natural law. This is a 

premise of the theological agenda he develops in the Institutes 

Ef_ ~ Christian Religion wherein Calvin not on l y links natural 

l aw to conscience, but both to the Decalogue as well; so that 

n a tural l aw, conscience, and the Decalogue are portrayed as the 

ensemble of divine revelation of the law of God . Calvin affirms , 

''Now tha t inwa rd law, which we h a ve above described as written , 

even engraved , upon the hearts of a ll, in a sense assert s the 

very same thing s that a re to be lea rned from the two Tablets. 

For our conscience does not a llow us to sleep a perpetu~l insensib le 

sleep without being an i nner witness and monitor of which we 

owe God, ••. through thi s na tura l l aw The sum effect of 

n a tura l l aw' s ass ociat ion with divine revela tion was to i mpart 

the v a lid ity of the l aw of God to natural law in Calvin's s ocio­

p olitical ethic . So it is that in the Ins t i tutes Ca lvin 



6 

consistently sU1T1mons natural l a w to arbi trate in the socio­

political court; as ,John T. McNeill al ludes , "References to 

n~tur~l law in the Institutes are usually ••• , ass ociated with 

conscience, frequently also with civil positive law and equity, 

and the Chri fi tia n's duties to society. 119 

As a result of this position's e~uation of n a tural law with 

reas on it supposes an even more fund amental contradiction, i . e. 

between divine law and natural law; which is clear in the above 

sta tements of Ellul and Lagar de. This position rightly assumes 

the preeminence of divine law in Calvin's theological agenda , 

but wrongly surmises that he therein perceived natural law to be 

inimical to divine law . Quite the contrary i s true. This is 

readily apparent in the a bove affirmation of Calvin . As the 

warp and woof of divine revelation , natural law neatj,y fits 

into the fabric. of divine law in Calvin ' s theological scheme . 

In fact, the essential unity of natural law and divine law was 

the cru~ of the socio-political ethic Calvin opposed t o that of 

the Anabaptists; which is indicated above by Balke. Ernst 

Troeltsch elaborates, "Calvin ' s one reply is to set against the 

views of the Anabaptists the statement that the Divine Law cannot 

be divided, that whether it be expressed in the Old Testament or in 

the New it is all one . He adds that in his opinion their demands are 

against common sense, since if they were rea lized they would do 

away with the Law of Nature as well. Calvin •• • takes for granted 

h t th 1 t . N t 1 L . D. . . t · t t · "l O ta ere a ive aura aw is a 1v1ne ins 1 u ion . 

It is imperative to ask why this position identifies natural law 

with re Pson , in view of the major conclusions it draws from this 
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determinative premi se as to the role of natural law in Calvin's socio­

politic Rl ethic . The answer is that this position ' s per spective 

of n a tural law is at one and the same time med ieval and modern. 

Medieval in that it ma i ntains with Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) 

tha t revelation perfec ts but does not repudiate the conclusions of 

rea son , and consequently through human reason a ll can apprehend 

general ethical principles by an appreciation of natural law. 

Modern in that it holds with Hugo Gr otius (1583-1645), the founder 

of the Modern theory of natural law, that the l aw of nature is 

intrinsic to the s ocial being of man , and that God cannot alter 

it, any more than l aws of number . Clearl y this is the understanding 

of natural law in that position which denies that the l atter 

signific antly influenced Calvin's soc io-political ethic. Lagarde 

concludes: 

Calvin refuse d ' admettre, ••• , que la volonte de Dieu 
ne soit regl ee p a r aucune loi, mais il enseigne avec 
force que l'on ne peut s ' autoriser d ' aucune des lois 
humainement connues pour juger l'action divine . Si 
Dieu agit en vertu d ' une loi veritable, celle - ci nous 
est inconnue. Toutes les lois que nous conna issons 
peuvent itre abolies p a r Dieu si tel est son bon 
plaisir . Il en est ain si de l'ordre de nature ••• 

Au regard de Dieu tout au moins, l a loi de nature 
n'est done pas une veritable loi . 

Au regard d~ l'homme, o~1 s 1 efforce de lui enlever 
tout car actere n a turel. 

It i s not surprisin g then tha t this position infers that 

natura l l aw played n o i mportant part in Ca lvin's socio-politic a l 

ethic , s ince it is axioma tic that Ca lvin would not admit a ny 

not ion of n a tura l l aw a s i n dependent of the will of God . Indeed 

such a concept was an a thema to Ca lvin's thought; a s Emile Doumerg ue 
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ter sely remarks, ''Calvin nie le droi t inde'pendan t, la morale 
/ ind enendan te . 

,,, ,,, l? 
Avec nuelle vehemence !" ' Moreover, this conclusion 

~ 

is seemingly all the more compelling in light of the equally 

axiomatic tenet of Calvin's theological agenda as to the 

sin - distorted reason of fallen humanity . 

Yet, this position ' s conception of natural law differs 

cri t i cally from that of ·Ca l v i n . Tt pos.its a fundamental, irrecon ­

ci l able dichotomy between God ' s sovere i gnty and the integrity of 

natural law . Quite understandably then , it perceives Calvin as 

having opted for the sover eign ty of God to the exclusion of natural' 

law. in his socio- political ethi c . This is evident in the inference 

of A.P. d ' Entreves, "The 'sovere i gnty of God' is the pivot of 

Calvin's theology and ethics .•• The Reformation marked a return to 

the rigid qlternatives which had been stressed by St. Augustine • •• 

The voluntari st bent of Protestant ethics may well afford an 

explanation of the comparative disparagement, among Protestant 

controversialists and political writers of natural law in favour of 

the divine law of the Bible ••• 111 3 However, Calvin's understanding 

of the s overeignty of God and the integrity of natural law was not 

that of a dichotomy, as i n the modern perspective; but rather a 

synthesis in accord with the holistic medieval world - view which 

was his . It is remembered that Calvin was importantly influenced 

by the Scholastics , and this was specifically the case in the 

socio- political sphere . 14 We are not surprised then, that in the 

Scholastic mode Ca l vin reconciles God a nd natural law by simul­

taneously affirming the sovereignty of the former and the integrity 

of t h e latter through the monistic motif of their essential unity . 

Doumergue aptly deduces , "Il y a done un Droit naturel, parce r: u e 
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Dieu en est l ' auteur, - 1 1 auteur de la nature, - e t le garant . 

L 1 Ruteur il le garant : ceci n ' est pas ffioins es s entiel 9ue cela , 

p~rce 9u 'il n ' y a pP.s plus de Droit naturel , s 'il est detruit, s 'il 

n ' existe plus , 9u ' il n ' y en aurait, s 'il n 1 avait pas e -,ciste.''1 5 

Moreover , with regard- to reas·on·, this posit ion does not 

adequately distinguish t he ciua lified validity which Calvin attri ­

bute s to hun1an reas on , expressly in the socio- politica l realm. 

Ca lvin asserts, "Men have s omewhat more understanding of the precepts 

of the Second Table (Ex . 20: 12ff) because these are More closely 

16 concerned with the preservation of civil s ociety aMong them . " 

This provi s o circumspect l y rehabilitates the role of reason in the 

socio- political province and thereby effectively secures a signifi­

c ant role for natural l aw in Calvin ' s socio- political schema . 

Here too the Scholastic influence is evident . A. J . Carlyle observes , 

"It is clear tha t s ubstantially Calvin was restating the principles 

of St . Thomas A9uinas , and other great medieval political writers, 

both with regRrn to the nature of positive law, and its relation 

to reas on, the mora l l aw, anc the natural l aw. 1117 

Importantly , it must be noted that Calvin concedes such a 

role to reason to the extent that it operates in conjunction 

with conscience i n the socio- political theatre . Thereby reas on 

and cons cie~ce not only serve a s checks and bal~~ces in Calvin's 

socio- political agenda , but a t the same time g ive it definition 

by their conf luence . Duncan B. Forrester comment s , "How i s the 

l aw of nature to be discovered and applied in specific s ituations? 

The l aw i s not inna te in man as such , but is an external 

objective standard se t up by God , discoverable, a t least 
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in part, by the use of rea son or , in Calvin , reason an d conscience 

6oop era ting ~-1118 In ·cal vin then , reason and cons cience in tandem 

are essentia l informants of his socio-political epistemologica l 

method . This p oint is crucia l b ecause the position which 

maintains that n a tura l law played no important role in Calvin's 

socio-p olitical ethic ultimately concludes tha t Calvin was a 

Bi b licist in h is socio-politic a l epistemology . Marc - Edouard 

Cheneviere affirms : 

Calvin proc l ame que le Decalogue , interprete au moy en 
des Saintes Ecritures , c onstitue pour le chretien l a 
regle uni que de moral e politique . 

Mentionnons ace propos l e r ole tres particulier des 
lois mosa"iques dans la pensee p oli tique de Calvin , • •• 

Pour Calvin , les loi s juives que nous connaissons g r a ce 
a l' Ancien Testament sont des lois inspirees par Dieu a 
son p eup le elu . Comme telles , elles nous donnent l'exemple 
instructif d ' une legislation en accord a vec l a volonte 
de Dieu • 

• •• il leur donnait comme un exemple unique cette legisl at ion 
consacree tout entiere a f a ire respecter l a volonte de 
Dieu ••• Ca lvin montre par de nombreux exemple s que 
le s lois juives ne faisaient en effet qu' appliquer les 
preceptes contenus dans le Decalogue • 

• • • Ce ne s ont done ni l e. r a ison , ni l a conscience qui 
c a racterisent l a pensee juridique de Ca l vin ; c'est le 
role du Decalogue et , par e x tension , celui des lois juives 
et de la Bible tout entiire ••• 

Pour Ca lvin , l a r a ison et l a con s c ien ce n' on t pas pour 
role d~ pose191e s fondements d'une ethique val a b le pour 
le chretien . 

This inferenc e hinge s on t he assumpt i on that Calvin ' s 

s ocio- political ethic, like his t heolog ical agenda, claims a 

s ingular, s up reme referent , i . e. the Scriptures; and therefore 

ine xorably the c oncreti za tion of Calvin ' s socio-political agenda 

culminate s in bib l ica l literal ism . Onc e aga in, this p osition doe s 
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not sufficiently distingui s h the v ariants and nuances in Calvin's 

thought. It is remembered, as intima ted ~bove , that Calvin 

signific ~ntly differ entia ted the two 'Tables of the Law ' and 

tne corres-pona ing role s of rea~on, conscience , and the l aw of 

nature wi t h respect to each of these tables . Further, in light 

of this i mportant distinction between the •two tables', whil e 

the Scriptures may be the locus par excellence of Calvin's 

theological agend a , i t ~ oes not follow that they were e~clusively 

so, much less that they were necessarily so , in Calvin's socio­

political ethic . 

Most important l y , this conclusion betrays a conception of 

Calvin's perspect ive of the Decalogue, hence of the l aw of God, 

as essentially legalistic, i . e. a strict and literal adherence 

to the Law. However, Calvin's comprehension of the l aw of God 

was n ot nearly so constrictive, but r ather as e xpansive as the 

principles of love an d e9uity ( aequi tas) . This was specifica lly 

the case in the socio- politica l sphere; as enunciated in Calvin's 

statements on positive l aw: 

Equity, because it is natural , cannot but be the same 
for a ll, and therefore, this same purpose ought to app l y 
to all laws, whatever their object . Constitutions have 
certain circumstances upon which they in part depend. 
It therefore does not matter tha t t hey are different, 
provided a ll e1ually press toward the same g oal of 
e9.ui ty . 

It is a f act that the l aw of God which we call the 
~or a l law i s n othing else than a test i mony of natural 
l aw and of tha t conscience which God has engraved upon 
the minds of men . Consequently, the entire scheme of 
this equity of which we a re n ow speaking has been prescribed 
in it . Hence , this e~uity a bove must be the goa l 
and rule and limit of a ll l aws. 

Whatever l aws shall be framed to that rule, directed 
to that goal, bound by that limit , there i s no r eason 



12 

why we should disapprove of them, howsoever they
2
~ay 

differ from the Jewish law, or among themselves . 

Moreover, it is re adily evident that this pos ition does not 

ade1uatel y take into account the fact that Calvin clearly 

distinguished between moral, ceremonial, and judicial l aw . 

Failure to do so obscures the centrality of love and e~uity in 

Calvin's socio-political ethic . Thereby this position is subject 

to a myopic view a n d "cannot see the forest for the trees" in 

Calvin's socio-political ethic. Calvin, on the contrary, was 

limpid in this matter as he asserts: 

The moral law is conta ined under two heads, one of 
which simply commands us to worship God with pure 
faith and piety; the other, to embrace men with 
sincere affection . Accordingly, it is the true and 
eternal rule of righteousness, prescribed f or men 
of all nations and times, who wish to conform their 
lives to God's will . For it is his eternal a n d 
unchangeable will that he himself indeed be wor­
shiped by us a ll, and that we love one other. 

The ceremonial law was the tutelage of the Jews ••• 
yet could be distinguished from piety itself. In 
like manner, the form of their judicial laws , although 
it had no other intent than how best to preserve that 
very love which is enjoined by God's eternal law, 
had something dist inct from that precept of love. 
Therefore, as ceremonial laws could be abrogated while 
piety remained safe qnd unharmed, so too, when these 
judicial laws were taken away , the perpetual duties 
and precepts of love could still remain. 

But if this is true, surely every nation is l eft free to 
make such laws as it foresees to be profitable for itself. 
Yet these must be in conformity to that perpetual rule 
of love, so t~!t they indeed vary in form but have the 
same purpose . 

Furthermore , Calvin demonstrates an acute consciousness that 

a Christian socio- political agenda must be contextualized to its 

immediate milieu , and not stylized a la transitory expressions of 

the l aw of God . Thus , Calvin ' s ideal of a socio- political ethic 
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is one which fu s es the transcendent elements of the l aw of God, 

i . e. love a nd e~uity, with the s ocial, p olitical, cultura l et a l. 

cons ti tuents an d e x i gencies of a g iven context; resulting in 

a socio- p olitic a l agenda wh ich finds appropria te e ~pres s ion 

in the cons t itutiona l an o legal f a bric of a civic entity . Th a t 

thi s was indeed the c a se is borne out by the uniquely international 

character and succe s s of the ' Reformed' faith, as well a s the 

marked extent to which t h e latter informed and shaped socia l, 

political, and cultura l developments, in its many and sundry 

milieus, i.e. Switzerland, France, Holland, Scotland, Eng land 

and America, a s well as Germany et al. to a more limited extent . 

At the same time, this inference does not sufficiently 

recognize Calvin's express effort to circumvent the extreme 

implications of the An abaptist claim to a socio- political 

ethic integ r a l to the Scriptures through consistency with the 

letter thereof. Indeed, Ca lvin's appeal to the broad ethical 

principles of love and e1uity, as the essence of the l aw of God, 

and their apprehension and application in the socio-political 

re a lm through reason, conscience,and the law of n a ture, was an 

adroit proposal of a s ocio- political ethic which is eminently 

consonant with the intent of the biblical witness, y et avoids 

crippling conformity to the words thereof; and thus provides the 

l a titude re1uisite to a truly viable a nd practic a l Christian 

socio- p olitical ethic. Ca lvin a r g ues in reference to the 

Anab aptists: 

F or the s t a tement of some, that the law of God 
g iven through Mos es i s dishonored when it i s a brogated 



and new laws preferred to it, i s utterly vain. For 
others are not preferred to it when they are more 
approved, not by a simple comparison, but with regard 
to the condition of times , place , and nation; or when 
that law is abrogated which was never enacted for us. 
For the Lord through the hand of Moses did not give 
that law to be procl~~med among all nations and to be 
in force everywhere. 

In view of this obvious attempt on Calvin's part to eschew 

the biblical literalism of the Anabaptists in his socio- political 

agenda, such a conclusion is rather surprising in Calvin's regard . 

However, it is reaaily explained when it is realized that this 

position substantially perceives Calvi n's socio- poli tical ethic in 

the light of subsequent Reformed Scholasticism; as witnessed in 

Cheneviere 1 s inference, "C'est a Calvin, sans doute, que 1 1 on 

doit la grande importance des loi s juives dans les premieres 

societes puritaines."2 3 Such a perspective also accounts for this 

position's asslU1'lption that natural law is intrinsically foreign 

to Calvin ' s theological agenda since it is not commensurate with 

the biblical literalism which characterized the initial hardening 

of the Calvinist movement. It is the imposition of the latter's 

viewpoint on Calvin's theological agend a which leads this position 

to posit the termination of natural l aw's epistemological validity 

therein, and conse~uent exclusion from Calvin's soc io-~olitical 

ethic; since natural law is effaced by the literal law of God 

in such a viewpoint. Thus Cheneviere concludes , "Par conse9uent, 

la loi ecrite est plus 9ue le simple complement de la loi naturelle; 

pour le fid~le, elle la remplace v~ritabl~ment, ••• le role du 

Decal~gue est en uncertain sens tout i fait diff~rent du role 

de la loi naturelle . 1124 It must be said then that this position's 
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perspective of Calvin ' s socio- political ethic is significantly 

anachronistic and somewhat artificial l y causes it to interpret 

the l atter in terms of Reformed Scholast ici sm 1 s rigid epistemology 

of biblical literalism; rather than discernirg the more supp l e , 

expansive biblical epistemology of Calvin which provided for the 

normal integrat ion of natural law in his soc io-political ethic . 

In conclusion then , the interpretation which denies that 

natura l law significant l y informed Calvin ' s socio- politica l ethic, 

or a t best was an accomodat ion of a principle alien to his 

theol ogical agenda, rests on a dichotomous rationale wherein 

natural law i s effectively perceived as a foi l to bibl ical theology, 

revelation , and d ivine l aw , as well as God ' s sovereignty, and 

biblical epistemology. Thus it fails to discern the ultimate 

unity of the se components in Calvin ' s socio- political conception . 

The l atter was a corollary of Calvin ' s seamless world p icture 

wherein God and His law embrace the entirety of existence; as 

Robert D. Knudsen declares , 11 
••• For Calvin , al l of life , ••• is 

theonomous; that is, it has its being in its subjection to God 

and to His l aw . 11 2 5 This fact h as myriad ethical implications . 

Indeed it means that for Calvin the scope of ethical concern 

and cognition is synonymous wi th the gamut of God ' s creation and 

revelation . James M. Gustaf~on surmises: 

The ethics that derive from Calvin ' s position 
logically are theonomous . The proper actions are 
those that a re governed by the divine law. The 
divine law is present in the natural ordering of 
things, and thus action is to be in accordance 
with the natural l aw . The moral l aw of the Bi b le 
is not different from the l aw of nature •• • This is 
no ethics of autonomy . Actions a re to conf orm to 
Goct ' s will, and since God ' s providence is omnipotent , 
there _a:e no spheres of human acti~g that are outside 
the divine governance and purpose . · 
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Perhaps mos t imp ortantl y of all , however , it explicit l y imp lies 

that natural law i s part and parce l of the piety of John .Calvin; 

as Ronald S . Wallace asserts , "Submission to the natural order 

of things is not for Calvin a secondary or a lien aspect of 

our duty which must by performed merely as a suppl ement or 

additi on to the trul y Christian part of the life of the 

believer , but it is an essential part of Chr istian p iety and an 

integral element i n h i s new l ife in Chri st . 112 7 It is i n this 

vein one perceives that Calvin's notion of natur al law was 

not a compromise , much l ess a contr ad i ction, but a catal yst 

between his theol ogical agenda and concomitant soc i o- p olitical 

ethic. 
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RECOVERING THE REFORMATION DOCTRINE OF REVELATION: The 
Theological Contribution of Walter Williamson Bryden t o Post= 
Union Canadian Presbyterianism by J ohn A. Vissers 

INTRODUCTION 

A future historian who attempts t o understand 
and evaluate the devel o pment o f t h e 
Presbyterian Church in Canada in the half 
century f o llowing 1925 will find himself very 
c learly confronted with the fa c t o f Walter w. 
Bryden. He will no t find the name appearing 
o ften in the minutes o f the General Assembly 
no r among tho se serving o n impo rtant 
c ommittees which are suppo sed t o wield great 
po wer in the shaping o f the Church's life. But 
as he examines the convictio ns which have 
moved men t o actio n and asks why the ministry 
o f this Church has moved in certain directio ns 
and no t in others, he will c ome upon 
innumerable trails all leading back t o the 
classroom of this o ne man. It can be said that 
he has moved the Church at the level o f its 
faith and its deepest thinking as has no other 
man in its histo ry.! 

These wo rds by the late James D. Smart estimate, pe rh ap s 

better than any o thers, the sig nificance o f the life, ministry, 

and theo logy of Walter Williamson Bryden f or the Presbyter ian 

Churc h in Canada in the years immediately f o llowing 1925. As 

Pro fessor o f Church Histo ry and the Histo ry and Philo sophy o f 

Religion at Knox College in Toronto , Bryden shaped an entire 

generatio n o f theological students in preparatio n f o r the 

pasto ral ministry of the then Co ntinuing Presbyterian Church. In 

this context Bryden' s influenc e was considerable. J oseph C. 

McLelland asses s es that influence in these wo rds: 

The quarter-century and mo re during whi c h 
Bryden taught the theo logues o f Kn o x was the 
most critical in the histo ry o f the 
Presbyterian Church in Canada. Behind lay 
mixed motives and traditio ns, ahead an 
unc ertain future, no clear theological 
po sition emerging, but rather a struggle over 
the Chur ch's relatio nship t o its subo rdinate 
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stanrard, the Westminster Co nfession of Faith . 
This was Bryden's ho ur . Occupying one o f the 
highest and most influential educatio nal 
positions in the Church , he bro ught his 
c o nsiderable intellectual gifts to bear o n the 
practical issue of theological educatio n - the 
teaching of those "teaching elders" who must 
minister to a Church undergoing a crisis o f 
identity.2 

Fo r many students Bryden's influence was a personal o ne - the 

influence of a revered professor on the lives of those theologues 

who sat in his classroom week by week . But Bryden's leadership 

extended beyond his personal relationships with students to the 

substance of his theological thought . He taught a generation of 

ministers to think theologically and thereby contributed to a 

theological awakening in the Church . 

The substance of that theological thought, however , has never 

been thorou~hly and carefully examined . Bryden's theology is 

usually described as "Barthian" or "Nee- orthodox" witho ut any 

real comprehensive assessment o f his theological programme. Fo r 

example, in speaking of Bryden's significance for the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada in Enduring Witness John Moir says : 

Within Knox College and Presbyterian College 
the majority of fac u lty members were older men 
who showed little interest in theological 
trends a nd seemed content to repeat well-worn 
lectures despite student dissa t isfaction with 
such uninspiring material . The notable 
exception was W. W. Bryden of Kno x, whose own 
theology had been much influenced by Barth ' s 
conservative "nee-orthodoxy" , which Bryden 
said, had d r iven him back to the Bible . 
Through his classes and writing Bryden did 
much to shape and challenge a generation of 
younger ministers.3 

A similar description of Bryden ' s theology was given recently by 

N. Keith Clifford in his book The Resistance To Church Union in 

Canada 1904-1939 : 
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Thus they (ie. tho se who o pposed c hur c h union 
and constituted the Co ntinuing Presbyterian 
Churc h ) did not bind their c hurc h t o any 
theo ry of biblical inerrancy, premillenialism, 
o r di s pensatio nalism, and they did no t insist 
that their churc h adopt an anti - ecumenical 
stance. Consequently, after 1925 the 
Presbyterian Churc h in Canada was c ompletely 
free t o f o llow Walter Bryden, their new y oung 
theol ogian at Knox College, beyo nd mo dernism 
and fundamentalism t o neo-orthodo xy.4 

Mo ir and Cliffo rd represent the c ommo nly 

2; 

a c cepted 

interpretatio n of Bryden's theol ogy as "Barthian" or "Neo ­

o rthodo x" . Such a descriptio n is no t altogether inaccurate, but 

it is certainly inadequate. What is missing in the study o f the 

significance o f Walter Bryden f o r the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada after 1925 is a careful theological assessment o f the 

substance o f that s o-called Barthianism and neo-o rthodoxy. Suc h a 

study wi11· show that Bryden's theo l ogy, while certainly 

influenced by Barth and the emerging neo- o rthodo x theo l og i c al 

mo vement o f the day, wa s primarily the r esult o f Br yden's 

conscio us theo l ogical programme, that programme being the 

recovery o f the Reformation doctrine o f revelatio n , particularly 

Calvin's do c trine of the kno wledge of God, for the Presbyterian 

Chur c h in Canada after 1925. It is the purpose o f this paper 

t o give a preliminary theological analysis o f Bryden's theo l ogy 

in o rder t o r edres s this lacuna in the study o f Walte r Bryden and 

his signifi canc e f o r the Presbyterian Churc h in Canada. 

Our study o f Bryden's theology will take the f o llowing f o rm. 

First, we will sketch Bryden's theo l ogical development by setting 

f o rth his life and ministry, arguing that Bryden's theo logy was 

shaped in the Canadian context as much by Sco ttish liberal 
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evangelicalism as by Barth's theology. Second, we will survey the 

key themes of Bryden's doctrine of revelation, showing the extent 

to which Bryden is seeking to recover the Refo rmatio n doctrine of 

revelation. Third, we will set forth the implications of Bryden's 

doctrine of revelation for his ecclesiology - the doctrine of the 

church which emerged as the theological rationale for the 

post-Union Presbyterian Church in Canada. 

I. THE LIFE AND MINISTRY OF WALTER W. BRYDEN 

Walter Williamson Bryden was born on a farm near Galt, 
5 

Ontario on September 18, 1883. As a young boy he suffered a 

serious injury to his right arm, the result of a shooting 

accident near his home, whi c h was t o be a distinctive feature of 

his appearance throughout his life. The Bryden family attended 

Knox's Presbyterian Church, Galt , a congregation of the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada after 1875 which was experiencing 

much growth and activity in its life during the years Walter 

Bryden was associated with it as a child and teenager (1883-

1902). Also significant for his intellectual development was the 

dissenting heritage of Scottish Presbyterianism as it expressed 

itelf in the political arena by those in rural western Ontario 

who felt marginalized and alienated from the establishment . 

Walter Bryden's son, Kenneth Bryden, believes strongly that this 

background accounts for much of his father's later social and 
6 

political thinking. 

In 1901 Bryden graduated from the Galt Grammar School where 

he had received a classical education in preparation for 

university studies upon which he embarked in 1902. At the 



University of Toro nto he studied moderns in his first year, and 

philosophy and psychology in his second, third, and fourth years, 

graduating in 1906 in Honours Philosophy and Psychology. In 1907 

he presented a thesis for the Master of Arts degree in psychology 

called "A Verification of The Law of Weber, By The Method of Mean 

Gradations, With Reference To Great Differences of Light 
7 

Intensities", and was granted the degree with honours standing . 

During Bryden ' s study at the University of Toronto he was exposed 

to the school of philosophical idealism which had been espoused 

by George Paxton Young, although Young himself had died in 1889, 

long before Bryden's arrival on the campus. Nevertheless, Young's 

emphases on metaphysical idealism, the doctrine of free will, the 

ideal of self-realization through the use of reason which was 

understood as inner structure of all reality, were still very 

much at the centre of philosophical thinking during Bryden's 

years o f study at the University of Toronto. It was against this 

exalted view of human reason as the arbiter of all reality which 

had shaped Bryden ' s early philosophical and theological 

convictions, that Bryden later set forth his programme to recover 
8 

the Refo rmation doctrine of revelation . 

In 1906 Bryden also began studies in theology at Knox 

College, Toronto in preparation for pastoral ministry in the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada. With the death of Principal 

Caven in 1904 the college was in a period of theolog ical 

transition and institutional reorganization . The faculty 

represented a variety of emphases within the Reformed traditio n, 

reflecting both the decline of post-Reformation o rthodox theology 

in the form of Presbyterian creedalism, and the rise of liberal 
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Protestantism which was sweeping in from continental Europe, 

largely mediated by British scholars. Bryden studied Old 

Testament under John McFadyen who taught his students the newest 

insights of the developing historical-critical method of biblical 

interpretation. At the same time he studied Reformed theology 

under the Principal William MacLaren who represented the mo re 

conservative nineteenth century Princeton approach to theology. 

Bryden's later theological work was an attempt to recover what he 

considered t o be the best of each tradition, a Reformed theology 

which reached back beyond the period of post-Reformation 

scholasticism to the Reformation itself, and an enlightened 

critical approach to biblical interpretation adequate to provide 
9 

the basis of a post-Enlightenment theological epistemology. 

Bryden spent his second year of theological study (1907 -1908) 

at the United Free Church College in Glasgow, an experience which 

was to have a decisive impa c t on his theological development. 

He studied under the direction of James Denney, T.M. Lindsay, 

James Orr, and George Adam Smith, being exposed in varying 

degrees to the Scottish liberal evangelical theo logy being set 

forth in response to both classical Reformed theology and the 

rising tide o f Ritschlian theology. It was James Denney 

especially who figured prominently in Bryden's theological 

devel opment. Bryden later referred t o Denney as "the prince o f 

Scottish theol ogians" whose "terse observations , as the years go 
10 

by, seem to become ever more pregnant with meaning". Denney 

helped point Bryden t o a theology which could be preached, and 

helped him understand that the knowledge of God which issues from 
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faith in Christ is a p a rado x. 
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Bryden became convinced that the 

r elatio ns hip between the finite and the infinite could o nly be 

addressed in t e rms o f the incarnation and atonement even tho ugh 

this parado x could never be ratio nally or ethically c omprehended . 

Further , he began t o see the importance of the testimony of the 

Ho ly Spirit as an essential element in a Reformed doctrine o f 
12 

revelatio n which would be adequate t o the contemporary c o ntext. 

Bryden was also influenced by T .M. Lindsay , making reference t o 

"the things I learned in Principal Li ndsay ' s classro om while a 
13 

student at Glasgow". Lindsay persuaded Bryden that the 

doctrine o f revelati o n and Scripture espoused by post-Refo rmation 

scho lasticism, especially in its expression o f the nineteenth 

century Princeto n schoo l, was no t the doctrine taught by Calvin 
14 

and the Refo rmers . Denney and Lindsay , together with James Orr , 

George Adam Smith, and later the British theologians P.T . Fo rsyth 

and John Oman, helped Bryden t o see the possibility of developing 

a Refo rmed theo logy which might weave a mediating positio n 

between liberal Prot estantism and evangelical orthodoxy. 

Bryden returned to Canada to complete his final year o f 

theo l ogical study (1908-1909) , and after graduatio n he was 

o rdained to the ministry of Word and Sacrament in the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada , taking up an appointment as the 

minister o f St . Andrew ' s Church in Lethbridge, Alberta. Bryden 

referred t o this ministry as "spade work in western Canada" as he 

was involved in the establishment of a new congregation in the 
15 

northern part o f the town . In Lethbridge Bryden came into 

co ntac t with the miners struggling to o rganize the labour 

movement in western Canada. Coming into c o ntact with the Wester n 
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Miner's Federation and the Industrial Workers o f the World , 

Bryden recognized the c hallenge o f Marxism t o the Christian 

traditio n, and he was f o rced to rethink his understanding of the 

New Testament . Politically and eco nomically Bryden's sympathies 

lay with the soc ialists, although he could not accept what he saw 

as the reductionist and domesticated message of the Social 

Gospel . Nevertheless, throughout his life Bryden f ound himself on 

the moderate left o f the political spectrum, and a faithful 
16 

supporter of the C.C . F. after its inception in the 1930's. 

In September 1910 Bryden married Violet Nasmith Bannatyne, 

whom he had met in Scotland . Their first son William Bannatyne 

Bryden was born o n August 10 , 1911 in Lethbridge and died on 

August 25 , 1925 in Woodvi lle, Ontario. Their second s o n, and 

only surviving child, is Walter Kenneth Bryden, Pro fesso r 
17 

Emeritus o f Political Eco nomy at the University of Toront o . 

In 1912 Walter Bryden was called t o be the minister of Knox 

Presbyterian Church, Woodville, Ontario, a position he held until 

1921. He later referred to this experience as ministry in "a 
18 

quiet little village in the heart of Ontario". In 1921 the 

Bryden family moved t o Melfort , Saskatechewan where Bryden 

succeeded W.A. Cameron as the pastor o f St. James Church . Most of 

his first book , The Spirit o f Jesus in St. Paul (1925), was 

written during this pastorate whic h ended in 1924 with Bryden's 

resignatio n due t o the ill health of his wife . From Melfo rt they 

moved back to the Bryden family farm in Galt and Walter Bryden 

served as supply preacher in Kirkland Lake and other places, 

spending much of his time with colleagues discussing the issue of 



church union in preparation for the vote which was to take place 

at the 1925 General Assembly. In the aftermath of the June 1925 

Assembly, Bryden accepted a call from the cont inuing 
19 

Presbyterians in Woodville to once again be their minister. 

Significant for Bryden's theological development throughout this 

period was the fact that his struggle to articulate a Reformed 

doctrine of revelation occurred in the midst of his own pastoral 

ministries, a nd more specifically in the context of the church 

union controversy . Bryden's theology was the theology of a 

preacher, pastor, and churchman who was much concerned for the 

life of the church and the furtherance of the gospel in Canada. 

In 1927 he wrote a pamphlet called The Christian Ministry in 

which he set forth the theological rationale for Reformed 

ministry in an effort to enlist new pastors for the continuing 

Presbyterian Church. In an address t o the convocation of 

Presbyterian College , Mo ntreal in 1929 Bryden reflected upon his 

own theological and pastoral pilgrimmage: 

.•• I have to confess that my particular 
ministry has been a fairly limited and modest 
one and perhaps a little unusual. I have never 
for instance had the privilege of being the 
minister of what is known as an influential 
city pulpit. Fo r nearly half of the sixteen or 
seventeen years I spent in active 
congregat i o nal work , I was employed in what 
they call "spade work" in western Canada. The 
other portion was spent in a quiet little 
village in the heart of Old Ontario . I am 
persuaded, however, that this kind of 
ministerial career has its advantages and 
compensations . You get to know real life as 
other men do not know it, and your o wn life is 
tested by the inwardness of things rather than 
by the outwardness of conventions which after 
all do not matter. Besides, you are not so 
likely to be e ncompassed by exacting church 
duties and if you have the will, you may train 
your mind and heart on those far greater 



things. As I see it now, my true student days 
began after I left the college halls; and had 
I to do it all over again, I surely would 
c hoose the same kind o f ministry.20 

Like his teacher James Denney, and in parallel t o the experience 

o f Karl Barth , Bryden wo rked out his theological programm~ in the 

context o f the church , for the chur ch. What makes Bryden's 

experience especially unique, however, was that his theology was 

forged in the context o f a church undergoing a natio nal cr isis. 

And as painful as the decision was for Bryden, he was not 

persuaded t o enter the new United Church of Canada o n the basis 

of the arguments advanced in its favour. In particular, Bryden 

was not convinced that the United Church's theological basis was 

grounded firmly enough in the Reformation doctrines of the 

revelation and grace o f God in a Christ-centred gospel, and 

therefore that it wo uld never provide a witness f or the Reformed 

faith adequate t o address the needs o f the contemporary Canadian 
21 

context. 

In 1925 Bryden was invited t o lecture on church history at 

Knox College o n a part-time basis while he continued his ministry 

in Woodville. This he did for one year, but in 1926 the family 

moved to Toronto, and in 1927 Bryden was appointed to the two 

chairs of Church History and the History and Philosophy of 

Religio n by the General Assembly. Bryden taught church history , 

the histo ry of religion, and the philosophy of religion as a 

church theolog ian, introducing his students both to the Reformed 

tradition and the latest theological thinking. During the 

academic year 1937-1938 Bryden even taught sys t ematic theology. 

On April 12, 1928 the degree Doctor of Divinity (honoris causa) 
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was conferred upon Bryden by Presbyterian College, Montreal. In 

1945 Bryden assumed the principalship of Knox College which he 

held until his death in March 1952. 

During the first twenty years after church union Knox College 

was in considerable turmoil as an institution as it struggled to 

provide theological education for the Continuing Presbyterian 

Church in Canada. Nevertheless, in addition to his teaching 

and administrative responsibilities Bryden wrote Why I Am A 

Presbyterian (1934), "The Presbyterian Conception of the Word of 

God" (1935), The Christian's Knowledge of God (1940), and The 

Significance of the Westminster Confession of Faith (1943), as 

well as a variety of articles and book reviews for both academic 

journals and more popular Christian papers. It was also during 

the period from the late 1920's through to the 1940's that his 

engagement with the theology of Karl Barth began , whom he 

referred to as "the stern, new prophet of Europe" and "the modern 

scion of the Reformation spirit", and whose theology he referred 
22 

to as "real Calvinism in a modern dress". The theology of Karl 

Barth pointed Bryden back to the Bible and his old teacher James 

Denney, and it provided Bryden with the categories to explicate 

more fully the recovery of the Reformation doctrine of revelation 

which he had been struggling to articulate in the Canadian 

Presbyterian context . The mediating path of 1 iberal 

evangelicalism in the Reformed tradition turned into a Reformed 

nee-orthodoxy for Bryden. In sum, our survey of Bryden's life, 

ministry, and intellectual development leads us to conclude that 

Bryden's neo-orthodoxy must be understood in terms of his own 

theological development along the lines of liberal evangelicalism 
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parallel to but apart from the theology of Karl Barth (Barth's 

theology providing a later influence enabling Bryden to 

articulate more fully his position) , and the unique Canadian 

Presbyterian context in which he worked out his theological 

programme. Moreover, the material aspect of that theological 

programme was the attempted recovery of the Reformation doctrine 

of revelation , especially in the theology of Calvin, for the new 

Enlightenment context of the Presbyterian Church in Canada . 

I I . THE DOCTRINE OF REVELATION I N THE THEOLOGY OF WALTER W. BRYDEN 

The concept of revelation and the knowledge of God is the 

question addressed by Bryden throughout his theological writings. 

Already in his first book The Spirit of Jesus in St. Paul Bryden 

notes that what one means by the knowledge of God is the most 

difficult and yet important question that may be asked of a 
23 

religious person. In The Christian's Knowledge of God he argues 

that a genuine knowledge of God in the modern church has been 

lost because of the loss of a Reformation understanding of 
24 

revelation. Revelation, Bryden contends, is not to be 

identified merely with a general human religious experience, 

human reasoning about that religious experience, human ethical 

ideals, or with culture or history . But revelation is not to be 

identified as a series of propositional eternal truths set forth 

in the Bible either . Revelation , according to Bryden, is the 

gracious act of God in which a genuine knowledge of God by faith 

breaks upon the individual soul of the Christian. God is both the 

object of such knowledge for the human soul and the means whereby 

such knowledge is apprehended. God is mediated only by God . 
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The l ocus o f this revelatio n and the knowledge o f God f o r 

Bryden i s th e Wo rd o f God , and it is this reco very o f a 

Refo rma tio n theo l ogy o f the Wo rd which f o rms the centre o f 

his theo l ogi c al programme . Bryden expli c itly affirms that it is a 

s ixteenth c entury c o nc eptio n of the Word o f God which has t o be 

recovered by the Presbyterian Church in Canad a afte r 19 25. "It is 

no t t oo much t o ho ld'' , Bryden argues, that it wa s a " c omplete ly 

fresh and living apprehension o f the Wo rd o f God which 

co nstituted the primal inspiratio n of the Refo rmatio n movement as 
25 

a who le ", and especial ly for Calvin . Bryden recognized that 

while it was impossible , in any literal way , t o g o back t o 

Calvin , it was imperative that Presbyterianism, if it was t o 

remain true t o its distinctive features , had t o get back t o 

s omething o f that understanding of the Word o f God which c rea ted 
26 

Calvin and the Refo rmed faith . 

Bryden ' s rec overy o f Calvin ' s Refo rmatio n doc trine o f 

revelation is c harac teiized by a dialectica l c hristocentric 

reco nstructio n o f the doctrine of the Wo rd o f God . For Bryden, 

the Wo rd o f Go d is the Judging-Saving Wo rd o f God in Jes us 

Christ . The Wo rd of God " is Jesus Christ , and Him c rucified , with 
27 

n o thing t o be added o r subtracted from simply that" . Jesus 

Chri s t i s the mediato r o f revelatio n and reco nciliatio n , and 

these two aspe c ts o f the Christian faith cann o t be separate d in 

Calvin' s Refo rmatio n c o nception o f the Wo rd o f God . This Wo rd 

o f Go d in Jesus Christ enco unters human beings in utter negatio n, 

a s s omething which c ompletely disillusions them by c alling 

into question their independent human existenc e and their 

attempts t o domesticate the divine reality . This is the judgment 
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of the Word of God. But the Word of God is also a Word which 

encounters us in grace and therefore affirms human existence in 
29 

Jesus Christ. This is the salvation of the Word of God. This 

Judging-Saving Word of God in Jesus Christ is an exclusive, 

unique, and absolute revelation o f God, without which genuine 
30 

knowledge of God is not possible. One might ask at this point 

whether Bryden is not as much indebted to Kierkegaard and Buber 

and their conception of truth as subjective encounter, as he is 

to Calvin's conception of the Wo rd of God. 

In setting forth this interpretation of the Reformation 

doctrine of the Word of God, Bryden is rejecting what he 

considers to be the inadequate interpretation of a rational 

orthodoxy or fundamentalism which identifies the Word of God 

simply with the written Holy Scripture, in its wholeness: this 

Scripture to be interpreted literally because it is verbally 
31 

inerrant and plenarily inspired. It is Bryden's contention that 

such a view does not find its source in Calvin and the 

Reformation, but that its origin is in the Protestant 

scholasticism of the post-Reformation o rthodox period. Moreover, 

this interpretation fails to account adequately for Calvin's 

doctrine of the testimonium Spiritus sancti internum in which the 

aut hority of Holy Scripture is self-authenticating and grounded 

not in human reason , but in the work of the Holy Spirit 

testifying to the Word. And it makes faith an assent to certain 

propositional truths rather than an experience of trust in the 

grace of God. One might well ask whether Bryden, in his strong 

critique of rational orthodoxy , has himse l f provided a full 
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recovery of Calvin's doctrine of Holy Scripture, a doctrine of 

Scripture complete enough t o sustain his own theological 

epistemology. 

In setting forth his recovery o f Calvin's Reformation 

doctrine of the Word o f God Bryden also rejects the 

interpretation o f nineteenth century liberal Protestantism. This 

position Bryden describes as a theology of revelation in which 

the Word of God has been reduced to a religious-ethical ideal, a 
32 

rational philosophical ideal, and a cultural-historical ideal. 

Liberalism means primarily by the Word of God ••• 

••• those supreme moral and religious values 
which find unique expression in the Old 
Testament and especially in the New Testament 
- but which exist preeminently in the 
teachings of Jesus especially as these are 
embraced and find vital expression in the 
unique perfection of Jesus' life and 
personality. 3 3 

This position, Bryden argues, owes its insights not to Calvin and 

the Reformation but t o the Enlightenment philosophy to which it 

accomodated. One might ask whether Bryden's extensive polemic 

against the high view of reason emanating from the Enlightenment 

has not left him susceptible to the charge of fideism, or even 

the charge o f being an "irratio nal enthusiast" as was made by 

F.H. Anderson in a critical review of The Christian's Knowledge 

of God in The University of Toronto Quarterly. Further, nowhere 

does Bryden give an adequate explication of Calvin 's doctrine of 

revelation in the o pera Dei thereby addressing the question of 

the possibility of a natural knowledge o f God, which is a cruc ial 

issue for a post-Enlightenment theological epistemology. Is the 

negative pole of the dialectic, Bryden's strong judgment of "No !" 
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to rational orthodoxy and liberal Protestantism not operating 

magisterially and preventing the full reconstruction of a 

Reformed dogmatic theology of revelation adequate to the need of 

his context? 

In sum, Bryden's recovery of Calvin's Reformation doctrine of 

revelation is characterized by a dialectical christocentric 

reconstruction of the Word of God in the conception of the 

Judging-Saving Word of God in Jesus Christ; a recovery of the 

Reformed doctrine of Word and Spirit in revelation; a union of 

revelation and reconciliation in the Word of God in Jesus Christ; 

and a conception of faith as personal encounter and trust rather 

than assent to propositional truths . His rejection of rational 

orthodoxy and liberal Protestantism is shaped by a desire t o 

recover genuine Reformation theology after the Enlightenment, 

and in this sense Bryden's theology is, as we have already seen, 

influenced by both Scottish liberal evangelicalism and the 

emerging nee-orthodoxy, but may perhaps best be characterized as 

a "nee-Reformation" theology. While we have at points called into 

question Bryden's interpretation of Calvin's theology and the 

adequacy of Bryden's formulations as a post-Enlightenment 

theological epistemology, there can be no question that such a 

recovery and restatement for the Presbyterian Church in Canada 

after 1925 was the explicit programme of Bryden's theology. It 

remains for us now to examine the implications o f this 

theo logical programme for Bryden's ecclesiology. 
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III. REVELATION AND THE CHURCH I N THE THEOLOGY OF WALTER W. BRYDEN 

Bryden' s a ttempted r e covery o f Calvin ' s Refo rmatio n do ctr i ne 

o f r evelat io n a ft e r the Enlightenment had direct implicatio ns f o r 

his ecc l e s io l ogy and his po sition on the churc h union 

co ntroversy. Thro ugho ut his writings the relatio nship between 

this understanding o f revelatio n and the church is develo ped . In 

The Spirit o f Jesus in St. Paul (1925) , a psychological study o f 

Paul ' s religio u s experience based upo n the 

c o rrespo ndence , Bryden attempts • .• 

.•• t o study the " soul o f Paul " as his inner 
tho ughts and feelings, his ethical 
appreciatio ns and spiritual aspiratio ns reveal 
themselves in these two letters . There is also 
the ho pe o n the part o f the writer that such a 
po r t rayal o f the life o f the great apostle may 
have s ome prac tical significance in the 
understanding o f the perplexities of our own 
mo dern Churc h life , and in lending guidan c e i n 
the discharg e o f o ur impo rtant and difficult 
wo rk.34 

Co rinthian 

In hi s book Why f Am~ Presbyterian (1934) , a series o f l ectures 

g iven at Kno x College and the University o f To r o nto , Bryden 

a ttempt s t o expl a i n his perso nal decisio n t o remain with the 

Pre sbyte rian Churc h in 1925 , arguing tha t g enuine unity must be 

g r o und ed in the Gospel o f grac e g iven in the revelatio n o f the 
35 

Wo rd o f Go d . In his essay "The Presbyterian Co nceptio n o f the 

Wo rd of God " (19 35) Bryden argues tha t esse ntial Presbyterianism 

h a s t o do with the c o nceptio n o f revela tio n and the Wo rd o f God 

in the Refo rmatio n rathe r than a f o rm o f o rder and ministry whi c h 
36 

eme r ged in Sco tland. In The Christian ' s Knowledge o f Go d (1940) 

Bryden discus ses the n a ture o f the c h urch and its relatio nship t o 

s o cie t y at great length as it is s o closely related t o his 
37 

e xpositio n o f the doc trine o f revelatio n . The Significance of 
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the Westmins ter Co nfessio n o f Faith (1943) addresses the n a tur e 

of the confessio nal and confessing c hurch in the Ref o rmed 
38 

tradition . While Bryden does no t devel op a full d ogmatic 

ecclesiology in any one o f his writ i ngs , it is no t t oo much t o 

suggest that in his c o nstruction of the d o ctrine o f revelatio n 

the church f o rms an integral part . 

First , Bryden argues that the churc h is a c reature of the 

Word o f Go d . The c hurch, he says , must " s t r i ve t o rediscover the 

Word o f God - that Wo rd , I me an , which in the beginning gave rise 

to Holy Scripture , and wh ich a l o ne gave existence t o the Churc h 
39 

of God , a nd apart from wh ich that Church canno t s tand" . 

Accordi ng to Bryden , " there is a very definite and necessary 

relation between the New Testament c o nception o f revelatio n and 
4 0 

t h e New Testament c o nceptio n o f the Church". Fo r Bryden , "the 

Wo rd o f Go d is prio r t o and transce nds both the Scripture and the 

Church and we may add it is prio r t o and tra nsce nds creatio n a s 

wel l. Briefly , the Word o f Go d is the raiso n d'etre o f all 
41 

three" . The Wo rd o f Go d gives fai t h t o men and wome n, a faith 
42 

whi c h has given existence t o the Chur c h o f God itself . 

" Reve l atio n , therefore , a nd t h e Church are inte rdependent 

existences , so t o speak . The l a tter , at least , po s s e sses no 
43 

s ignific ant meaning except f o r the f o rmer". In sum , the churc h 

is c o nstituted by the Wo rd o f God . It i s a c reature o f the Wo r d 

and a fell owship of the Ho l y Spi r it . This is the very nature o f 

its existence . 

Seco nd , the church i s called t o c o nfes s the Word o f God. Suc h 

confessio n , Bryde n argue s , emana tes from a living c hurc h unde r 
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the c o nstraint of God ' s Wo rd . In a 1941 article in The Unite d 

Chur c h Observer entitled "Co ntinental Mo vement s and The 

Theo l ogi c al Tho ught o f Tomo rrow" Bryden distinguishes between a 

s tatement o f faith and a c o nfessio n o f faith: 

It is easy t o make statements o f o ur faith, 
but co nfessio ns are wrung from men who have 
been o n their knees . A theo logy whi c h may be 
acquired objectively is no t Christian 
theo l ogy; the latter appears o nly when men are 
under the power and c o nstraint o f God's 
Wo rd.44 

A church whic h has been c rea ted by the revelatio n o f the Wo rd o f 

God, and whi c h is continually enco untered by that Wo rd in its 

life , is a c hurch which must confess its faith. In his b o ok The 

Significance o f the Westminster Co nfessio n o f Faith, a revised 

and ex panded versio n o f an address delivered t o the sixty-ninth 

Gener a l Assembly o f the Presbyterian Church in Canada in 1943 o n 

the occasio n o f the tercentenary o f the Westminster Co nfessio n o f 

Faith, Bryden argues that the subordinate standard must be t a ken 

serio usly by the Church as an essential part o f its Refo rmed 

witness . The Westminster Confessio n o f Faith is no t an o utmo ded 

expressio n o f Christian tho ught no longer having any but an 

hi s t or i c interest, but it is also no t an abso lute no rm f o r 

Christian do ctrine. Bryden rejected b oth an histo ri cal 

r e lativisa tio n and a literalistic interpretatio n o f the 

Westminster Co nfessio n o f Faith. James D. Smart summarizes 

Bryden' s contribution t o the Presbyterian Churc h in Canada o n 

this po int in these words: 

He did two things that are no t likely t o have 
to be done again; he c ommanded an interest and 
a respect f o r the faith which speaks in the 
Westminster Confessio n and he destroyed every 
pretext in o ur traditio n f o r a literalis tic 
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confessional ism that would make the 
Westminster Confession not a guide to faith 
but an iron-bound shackle upon the faith of 
the church.45 

In sum, the church ' s confession emanates from its encounter with 

God's revelation in the Judging-Saving Word of God. 

Third, the pastoral ministry and leadership of the church 

consists of those who have been called to proclaim God's Judging­

Saving Word in Jesus Christ because they themselves have been 

encountered by this Word at the very heart of their existence. In 

his 1927 tract The Christian Ministry Bryden sets forth his 

understanding of the Reformed doctrine of ministry in the context 

of issuing an appeal to the youth of the Church to consider 
46 

ministry within the Presbyterian Church in Canada . The Church 

needs those, he says, who in their encounter with God's Word know 

the inner reality of Christian experience and the sense of a 

divine call . In his convocation address to Presbyterian College 

in 1929 he speaks about the nature of Reformed preaching . True 

preaching, he says, "may be described as the unveiling of one ' s 

soul as that soul in the course of life is being touched by 
47 

God". Preaching , Bryden argues , is a kind of incarnation which 
48 

is particularly auspicious for this age. In sum , the revelation 

of God ' s Judging-Saving Word creates and sustains the preaching 

ministry of the church . 

Fourth, the church ' s creation by and encounter with God ' s 

Judging-Saving Word has tremendous implications for the church's 

relations with the social, economic, and political powers. As the 

church stands under the judgment of the Word of God, so that Word 

judges the self-righteousness and injustices of the world . Only 
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organized national church in Canada, rather than from a desire 

for the unity of the church which came from its creation as a 

fellowship o f the Spirit by the Judging- Saving Word o f God . This 

concern for external organization , he argues, was not a 

sufficient basis for church union since its considerations were 

primarily sentimental, expedient , utilitarian, and humanitarian, 
51 

rather than ecclesiastical and theological. The maintenance o f 

a Scottish presbyterian ecclesiastical system o r a rational 

orthodox theology, the rationale used by many o f those who 
52 

opposed church union were insufficient reasons. The o nly reaso n 

sufficient to oppose church union was the Gospel itself . For 

Bryden, the knowledge of God revealed in the Judging- Saving Word 

of God in Jesus Christ , witnessed to in the Scriptures , giving 

life to the church and its confession and ministry in the world, 

was the only genuine basis for church union. Such a church, he 

concludes, being conscious of the Gospel and the missionary 
53 

mandate , is truly catholic. This is, at its heart, the 

theological contribution of Walter Williamso n Bryden to post­

Union Canadian Presbyterianism. 

CONCLUSION 

Why has the Presbyterian Church in Canada moved in certain 

directions and no t in others since 1925? Certainly a great deal 

of the answer t o that question has t o do with the significance o f 

the influence o f Walter Williamson Bryden . We have tried t o 

demonstrate in this paper that this influence must be understood 

theologically as well as personally . We have argued that Bryden's 

theology ought to be interpreted formally as a "Nee -Reformation" 
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theology seeking t o weave a path between liberal Protestantism 

and what Bryde n saw as a ratio nal fundamentali s t o rthodo xy. We 

have tried t o s how that Bryden owes as much t o Sco ttish liberal 

evangelicalism a s t o the later influence of Karl Barth and neo­

o rtho doxy , and that his theo logical development must be 

We have interpreted within the c o ntext o f the Canadian church. 

argued that Bryden's theo l ogy o ught t o be understood materially 

doctrine o f as a n attempt t o rec over Calvin's Refo rmatio n 

revelation and the knowledge of God in the Wo rd o f God after the 

Enlightenment, and that this do ctrine is charac terized by a 

dialectical christo centric reco nstruction o f the Wo rd o f God; a 

rec o very o f the Refo rmed doctrine of Wo rd and Spirit; a union o f 

revelatio n and reco ncili a tio n in the Wo rd o f Go d in Jesus Chri s t; 

a c o ncepti o n o f faith as personal encounter rather than assent t o 

propo sitio na l truths; and an understanding o f the church as a 

c reatur e o f the Word o f God and a fellowship o f the Ho ly Spirit 

who s e confessio n and ministry t ook a certain shape in thew wo rld. 

It was this concepti o n o f revelatio n and its implicatio ns f o r 

e c cles i o l ogy in Canada which f o rmed the he art o f Bryden's 

theol ogical c o ntributio n t o and significance f o r the Presbyter ian 

Churc h in Ca nada after 1925 . As a pre liminary study, this paper 

has o nly intro duced themes which require further expositio n from 

the t ex t s o f Bryden , and further c ritica l analysis in light o f 

contempo r a ry theo l o gy and the histo ry o f the Presbyterian Churc h 

in Canada since 1925. It is o ur ho pe that this study will prov i de 

the framewo rk f o r that further study o f the Refo rmed theo l o gy o f 

Walter Williamso n Bryden and its significance f o r the Canadian 

c hur ch. Tha t thi s i s the r ight direc tio n in whi c h t o proceed is 
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summed up by Bryden himself in a letter written to Alan Farris in 

19 4 5 : 

" I stand firmly by the Refo rmed faith, subject 
to Scripture whi c h I believe cradles God ' s 
living Word f o r those who have ears to hear 
it . That about sums me up - whatever lies 
before . 54 
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"Sencling the Gospel":
The Developnent of the

Knox College Student llissionary Society, 7845-1925

bv

Peter Bush

r'1uch of our success as a Chureh, in the expansion of Home
Missions work, is due to the labours of our students during
the summer months, and to the sustained occupancy by the
Stu'Cents' Missionary Societies, of fields beyond the reach
of tf," regul-ar missionary....The rapid increase of preaching
stations in the North-West Teritories and in the Muskoka
field,is alnost, if not entirely du2 to the self-rlenying
labours of s tudents :in,1 c at =-'i -i - . r

Th.is higir pr aise came ircn the F.everend Will-iam Cochrane, Convenor

,ri the l{ome hfissicns Corninitt.e of the Fresbyterian Chu:ch in CanaCa

in 1-8?,5. By fa: the l-:rgest ci thr: Stu.lents' lnlissionary Societies
'rias the lne at Knox Co1lege, which in 19Clr lvas a.b1e +,o supnort over

forty 3un*er rnlssion:rries j-n fiel,ls stret:hing irom Washago in
Onta: ic to Penti:toi:, tsr'itj-,;h Ccl:nbia, and cver the course cf the

wi rtor the 3o: i ety :ir.lp-1i ed iive

?hese a:r,-i si:nilar enCeavcurs ;vere

cha: ges j-n and arcund Toronto.

ii nzinc e,l 'h r,r r n r.ocFAqq i rro iunti-'- J

raisinr and nublici tv carnpaigi-, anong the establ_ished presbyter.ian

cl'ii.l"'ihes ' which had the a.dditionzil result of educating scuthern

Ontario churches r.o the needs of the fr^ontier arezls cf Cana,la.2

Fron :37) to \9I5, the p:irnary iocus of the Knox Coliege Student
lriissionary Society was sentiing the gospei to the .1reas of CanzlCai

where there vras no Presby*"erian rlinistry. This was Ccne by sen,iing

Knox students, both theolog;,' and arts s'budents, to the frontier
,rreas oi the country. In 

"37) 
the frontier w:is the i{us}oka region,

while b;r i9C5, the ircntier had rno."'ed 're..;i as far as the Okanagan

'faliey" linox was by no mi--ij-ns the only F:esb.rborian Coll-ege to

have such a societ)r; Presbrlterian 3o11ege-Montr.eal r Queen's , and

later Mani toba Ccllege and !{or.in College had si"ni}ar societies.



It is impo-tant to noto_, at +,his lcin+, that althor,:gh the present

'la'; lv1&T Sociot)r stands fcr iv'iissicnar;7 and Theological, in ihe peririi
r;n1er '-iisel;ss i on the 'i&T Ass o,: ia lt cn rias the l,ietaph','sicaI zrnd Thec-

l-osical Association lvhil-e tire iiCJllS (K:rox -olloge Studeat liission-
arv Societlr) was an organizatiorr indepentlent of i{&T.J

This pap^r bri^iiy etarninos the ei:rly historlr of the Society
.rr'rd then trtrns r.o loor:tt the strueture oi the organizatica:rs it
existerl .iu-infl lis hovdaV (lggO-i91C). A critical faetor in the

Socio t)r os exis:ance lay in its rel-ati,:nshlp with the ]{orne l,'lissicns

Com".itteo of the Presbybe:lian Church, and therefor.e a large sec-

tion cf tho itanor wl1i exanine tnat connecticn. The paner will
concl';1e with sone nr ovisional con-ents about lhe resr.:1ts of
bureaucratizaticn anri rationalization as seen in this casie, the

s:ignificance cf the KCSi'{S, and sone sugrestions f or further research.

The KCSI4S tracod its roots back lio the Sturlent l,'iissionary

Societr.'cf I'levr Co1'ege, Iidinburgh; for just as Knox Co11^ge was

create,l in ini-tation of New College and the Great Disruntion of

1841, sc the sturlents of Knox College initate,l the stuients of New

College and in 1845 astabtisheC er Viisslonary Society. The purpose

of the S oc i etir was ,

to gain inforrnation with respe.t to those mighty novements
which are going on in the l,'lissionary FielC; and so far as in
us lies to join.our fe^ble co-cperation, and unite cur humble
endeavcur in helping on the fl1:r1eps cause.4

In rrder to reaeh these goals, papefs cn miss':ionar1"r topics were

given on a reflrrlar basis and a mis-ionary reading room was

establishod; as weil a collection box was set up anri its proceeds

were forwarrled to bhe New College Missionary Soc iety f or a mi-ssion

to the Jews. rnrthe spring of r1a7, however, the students at
Knox rieciCed that they wanted the donated funrls to stay in Canaria
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and to be used to;ard mission work arnong the French-Canadians.

To this endr in 1847, the Societlr hired John tslack, then a stu,fent

at Knox, to be its first missicnary. 3ut it vras nct until 18lr? that
Flack was able to go to the chosen field, i{etis, Canada East,

2OO niles rlown-river from Quebec Cit.,r.5

Things went sm6othly enoush betwecn r?st anc L855, despite the

death of two cf the Society's missionaries, and the gosFel seened

to be having an impact in'{etis. Hovgtrel, the Society was not will-
ing to make the financial conr-itrnant of buil-ding their" own school-

house and mission horner prefBrring to rent buiidings. in retro-
spect this rvas a wise rlecision, but the nissionaries on the field
qot the feeling that their well-being was not the Society,s top-
priority. These unr esolved probloms led ':o 3 crisis in 1855-6
which resulted in the societ)r moving its nissicn to the Essex-

Kent resicn cf Ontario anC the decisicn to train a French-

Canadian at Knox college to be the Socie+,;/'s rnissionary. working

with non-Canadian missionaries had be-on extremely frustratirg,
and it was honed that this switch would alleviate the problem.

It did not. Two men were selected, Oiiver Labelle and M. Paquette;

Labelle was particr.rlarly hard to handle. When Labelle left the

S oc i ety 's elnploy i n 1854, hp re fus ed to pay bac k the money the

Society hari put out for his educatior,.6 As Donalri MacGillvary, a

student at Knox, said in his 1BB/ review of the Societlr's history,
ft may safely be said that the experiment of the Society had
not proved a success, and we seem fron the history of the
Society's French work to be forced-to the conclusion that it
was too ciifficult for such a body.7

But the Society held on to the bel-ief that it could make a go of

the French-Canadian mission until well after T,abelle's decarture

in 1864.

In IB47 the Home Missions Comnittee of the Free Synod of the
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Fresbyterian church of canada was ,:harged by the synod with the

care of the KCSMS. fhe Home llTissions Comr.nittee, however, did not
have tight control, as an1:853 decision sar./e the KCSMS financial
freedom. fhe Synod decided that the easiest way to eliminate the
confusion of two seperate collections at any Student Missionary

Society supnlied station, one for the Synod and one for the

{issionary Society, was to sive the Society the right to all_ the

funds colfected at anv mission station the Society suppl-ied. Thus

the KCSI/iS was;rb1e to take a huge step towards autonomy from the

Hone Missions Com:nittee, for the Society had a financial resource

that no othor Presbvterian group could touch.8

After L866 the KCSI4S started to look towards having an English-
speaking inissicn, and by LB69 it was sending Anglcphone missionaries

to Huron County and into the Penetanguishene area. In I87t the

Societv sent the first Presbytorian nissionary to Parry Sound end

the foll owinq summer the first Presbyterian "clergyman" to Mani-

toulin Island was sent out under its auspi-ces. But it was not until
7B?3 that the Society officially changed its focus from being a

French-Canadian mission to one that dealt with "the more neglected

portions of Canada." From this point on the Society had two goals:

the first, "sending the Gospel to the more recently settled parts

of the country and to other places not otherwise provided for by

the Church, " and secondly, to fcster "a missionary spirit anong

its ftne Society's-J members."9

It was the goal of the Society to start a congregation in a

new area with those families that claimed to be Presbyterian,

expecting that after about five sum*ers' work the congregation

would be able to supnort a fult-time miss:,ofiat$. The congregation
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,ffould then become a charge in the Presbyttery within which bounds

i t was . fhe s oc i ety was th';s perFetuali-y s tarti ng new c harges

and was oftpn invorved in the construction o-i *,he first pres-

b.vterian chrrrch builriing in an &ro&.1C

rt is possibre to now turn to 1o^k at the organizationar
structure cf the KCSl4s as it stood at the turn of the century.
livory sturient at lincx College was automatically a rnenber of the

soeioty, this incluced both theology stucents and those in an

Arts program livins at Knox and preparing to take theological
study" The exectrtive was elected by the membership of the Society
to a onc year ter.n. The executive was nade up of twelve students r

2 nroqi rranr two vice-presidents, reccrriing secretary, correspondingv! vJ4 .i,.ret

seeretary, financial secretary/treasurer, ancl a ccuncil of six.
L'p until the late 1'360's and again after world war i executive

rneetings were ehair ed by faculty membors, but in the intervening
\rdqFe frnrrr rrr tflmp oniy when invited or if they requested the
privilege of presenting a matter for discussiorr.ll witn one year

terms i-t na:/ apcear that it would be hard to keep continuity from

year to year, but the example of William FinglanC, who served on

the executive continuously from I9t0 to t914, shows that executive

members were re-e1ected.12 Thr= a strong sense of continuity
blended with the addition of new blood to the executive each

vear. As wel1, 3 series of stanriing com-ittees in such areas as

Finanee, Printing, Lantorn Slides, Foreign Missionsr Report

Revision, and Prograrnr.ing carried out the Society's activities.
Special committaes to visit with the Home l,lissions Comnittee Conveno1,

tn rlalooqfa otudentS to the fields, and to work on the Inter-
Serninary conference was also established. Clearly the students had

a sonhistieated eXecutive StruCture whiCh could handle thp nrpssr)rps
|, I vuJ qr LU
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.iust as with any mission agency, the KCSI4S had to be concernerl

about finances. The KCSI,{S was able to fund itserf partially
through co1'ections from the fields it served. The supnort the

Society received from this source never feIl below j5% of :-ts
arrr.ual budget and sonotimes rose to cover (tO% of its expenditures.
On the whole the Society needed the fielCs to c over 4J/o or more of
the annual outlay in order to break ",r".,.14 The rest of the costs

wet e covered by donations from students and faculty at Knox, from

individrrals and congregations, and other 1ocal Presbyterian

societies in Ontario and Quebec. Unforetunately, it is not possible

to determine prlecisely the make-up of these various groups, since

for only three of the years between 1873 and 1925 do we have records

of donations. An anal'rrsis of the extant reports (tBZA, 1904, L906)

in.licates that a large number of voung People's Societies, Sunday

Schoc1s, anrl Bovs' Clubs made clonatio.,=.15 As a voung man's nove-

ment the KCSI'4S had special appeal to young people connected with

the church.

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century the students

became exnerts at raising financial support. Their publicity and

fundraising took a number of forms. Unti-1 1899 lengthy reports,
often more than ten pages, of the Society's activities appeared

ir Acte and Proceedings, As well- the Society dis+-ributed its
pr.inted-oDorttoa11conili';utorsandpotentia1supporters,

K
7?10 the;1 were printing 10,000 copies of the report each jearr-"
9stabl-isiie,l chr.irches that covered more than half of the costs of

sen,llng i. missionarl.r out for bhe sunmer were twinned wlth a student

wlio sent back monthly reports about the fie1d, If a church paid

the entire:ost cf a stuCetrt's sum-er v"crk' the church would
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receive, in addition to the month)-y reports, two personal visits
from the student when he :'eturned from his mission charge and these

visits would be at the expense of the Society. Contributing congre-

gations could not designate which student they wanted to support,

but they cor.rlC designate which congregation they would =rp.,o"t.17
Thus it was possible for an eastern church to develop a long term

relationship with a weste:n church, providing for continuity and

continued interest even after the student had graduated or had

been aprointed to a new charge the followirf; sullrn€rr Even if
ccnf,regations were unable to pr ovide the leveI of suptort needed

to be in this twinning relationship, the Society had an active

winter program of visiting churchesr presenting the work they were

doing. No matter how one looks at it the students were effective
in raising fundsI needing contributions of over $4,500 eaeh year

af ter 1900 from eastern churches to survilr".18

lTore important that the funds they were raising, is the fact

that the KCSMS was actively educating eastern churches about the

needs of the west and to the special situation that existed there.

The priesence of enthusiastic, voung missionaries in the pulpits of

eastern churches would have encouraged churches to broaden their
missionary vision. That the students could bring about the enlar-

ging of a congregation's mission was realized by the students them-

selves. In January t9I4 the Executive of the Society reccmmended

to the student body,

that we have a 'Knox College Student Sunday', that we secure
as far as possible 'the pulpits of the city'to place before
the youns men of the chuSqh the ends of the ministry fron a

. student's point of view.rY

The Society saw one of its prime goals to be encouraging young men

to enter the ministry" This was best done through showing what
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was happening in the nissionary areas and discussing the benefits
of life inr the ministry,

We have seen how the Society was organized, how it raised
funds anc the public relations it did. This stil} leaves the

large area of the relationship between the Home l4issions Committee

(Western Section) and the KCSIvIS. It is necessary to explore this
rolarinn<hin in detail for it plays a critical role in the historv
of the Society. It ls, in fact, the backdrop to the Society,s
entire existenee.

In the 1870's the Society had a vory frep hand. The students
were financialry autonomous, and determined which charges they
would supply each summer. In 1875, five students were sent to the

Baruie Presbytery; in the sumner of 18?6 four charges were supplied
in thp Preshvtery of Barri.,20 The Presbytery, therefore, had reason

tn hnno thef in 1B7Z the KCSMS would again supnly some of their
nission charges, but it was not a sure thing.

|.1

LW-!" find some twelve points in these districts which stationswill require to be established Curing the coming sunner, Some
of these we trust the Missionary Societies will atlgnd to, but
the cthers will faIl to the lot of the PresbyteryozL

The Presbytery wanted the missionary societies, includung the one

at Knox, to supply these stations, but had no way of guarenteeing

how many the societies would supply before the students societies
announced their intentions. That the student societies were in con-

trol of the situation was even clearer in 1882 when the Bamie

Presbytery r^eported that it had - entered into negotiations with the

KCSillS to finl out how nany poirts the Societ;r woull suppiy anii when

the Presbytery g;ot its ans'*;er it turned to the l{one i{issions Comnittee

i-r: fili in the g"pu.22 The Society chose vihere to send perpie and

the:l th+ p:'esbyter:ies heLl to iili in what ',r;as ieft over. This npir-t

thaL tl-;e Societl* coul,1 stril.;r: out int.c iotal-l_y new territory- if j. t
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f ,rlt there was i:. need, ;iiiLi. tl'.r.re ilas iittl-e *.hat anyone ; cul,j rlo to
strp it. lhe KCSI\{S neeje,:i pi:neer areas tc rove into ris j-t handeC.

':,:li-supr^:-tlnq chuz'ches .';?:T ;; i,he Pr'est-,yieries.

tsy 1881 concern '/i1s beini; exp:essed about this freedom. At

the l{:rch \832 :reotiirfr cf the l4issions Comi'rittee,

It;vas agreed ti,. nolii;r ihe lturlent Missionerry Societies of the
r'e:Tiective Cclleges *,nat :11 :.ppointments nade by then should
be ri,:ne rn11r i-n i:o:rcurr3nce'*ith or at the request of the."
Presbirtery "ithin v;hcse .\ounrls the fiell *.;r b-" situated.zJ

The st:rri:rt societies were forced to taik with the Presbyteries
};eio: e they acted, this tvar: nct sc nuch a iirnitation of the organ-

izati.n's:ru'l.oncny as a rfve in c,:nli:ruity with the occlesiastical

struoture 6r tho chi;rch. the Society had l-ittle choice but to agree,

it couil not r-rnerate vrilhout cl,cse ties to the Presbyteries in which

it was working. The stud"rnts could n:t baptize, marryr or administer

corn-:unicn and sc thr:y needed to bring in ordained men once a sumner

tr: lt these thi:rgs. These ren came from tire Pres'bytery and thus

linl":s haC to be established or:io crdained person would come to

rLoca nrr+'l rri ^g char{es. The students needed the advice and supportvqvrti:t^f.

of tire Pr esby'tery to be effective, evei.i if a minister only visited

twice d'.iring the sunner that contact was extremely valuable. Thus

this l-imitation of the Society's autonomy was one vrh.ich protected

the stuCents from making mistakes both in choosing fields to move

into and while on the fieiC. This arangment renained in place

rnr na:rr'lrr fi ff,gsn years before it was significanti;r changed.

In :495 il:e HI,1C made a decision vilti:h was to spe1l the end

of the KCSIUS as a body capable of inCependent decision-making.

During tre sumler a 1-1161o nunber of stuCents wanted to work and

it was pos: rl-e to start churches in new areas and expand the work

in .nor.e es&lished places; but in the winter the stuCents went back
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rninister until the followif'If; sulllrero This was a pr obl,"m that ti.e

I{UC had st-v.ugglcd with since !877 when the i5r'1s r,'&s iirst raised

irr the r,rinutes of the Comnittep.24 At tl^.at point the goal nad been

to find a difoerent group of rnissionaries who wouiS take i;he churches

in the winter" By 1BB5 it was evident that such a grrup wcull not

appear r.lnless some action r^/as take:r by the HIVIC, and therefcre the

^^mnrr'l rnv.rr ci.4 nonths of :rinistry i:r the west before being setil-eo

on a (rharso v/as recomronrled tc ar,d apr.rove,l by ^ssembly.25:'{o*^uoa,
this was rot a c cnnniete s oI,:ti or..

As a result of the rapi,i grcwth of the KgSltF betvreen 1885 and

1395, the ilTissions Committee hzrd to find ten additional- rnissionaries

eaeh winter anC had to find funding for those nissionaries as it'

the l{l{C, h;:.C an cpe,rating deficit. Thercfore the HIYIC passed the

followi-ns r esol-.rtion at its Cctober lB95 neeting,

Appiicatlons for grants lor the winte:: months having beort rnade
oh- i:ehal: of a large nttnbcr of nission fields...having been under
the care oi the missionary societies of scme of the colleges
du-ing the sumi'ter, it was resolved, hereafter to make no grant
from the Hone l{issions Fund to any ficlci supnlied by any of
these societies, unless the sanction of the Com:rittee and of
the Presbytery of the bounds be first &o|zfor placing of such
fields unher the care of said societiesozo

This meant that the KCSMS could go out and start in a new area if

the Presbytery agreed, but there wculd be no way to get winter supply

for that church unless the HlrlC had sanctioned the move into ti:at

area. The ]-tl{C wanted to determine earl1l in the game where it would

have to send missionaries for the fall- and winter months. This

meant that one further piece of the KCSI{S's autonomy had beon iost.

In March 19OO the logical 3oncl-usicn to the decision made in

tB95 was Dassed, "to the effect tnat all l,{ission Fiel-ds hereafter

to be supnliecl by the College Stucient l4issionary Societies are to
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'be assigned to those Societies b',r the sub-comnittee of the Assembl;,r,s

Home Missions Comr,)itte e,u27 Since the Societies had to consult. with
the fil4C under the provisions establisheC in t895, it se^me,l reasonable
to lake the next step arrd say tha+, the HllC would cietermine which

charges wculd go to the Coll-ege Societies anC which would be main-

tai.ned by the HMc. Thus the die was cast; there was no turnins
bac k.

fhe Stu:ient Societies were supnosed to be consul-ted. regar dine
which charges they wished to supply, but by tgot it was clear that
thav wouid not have rnuch say in rvhat went oflr In reality the Missions

Comnittee Executive wrote to the various Presbyteries to iind which

rni-ssion charges necded to be fill-ed; the executive the divided the

charges betweon itself anri the various College Societies. Each

Society ivas therr inforned as to which places they would be sen,ling

missionaries" The Societies then produced a list of appointrnents

which was subrnitted to the ril'lC for its approval. And oniy then

did the Presbyteries find cut who was supFlying the charges within
their bcunds.2B ?h.=e aopcinnents having beon maCe, the missionaries
were se:'rt ou'l and were paid by the Kcslvls. Thus the HMC was able

to hanC pick the areas to which the KCSwIS sent people and the people

who went, but had none of the financial burden to bear.

During this process of rationalization the KCSI,F flourished.,

in 1902 it had twenty-iour missionaries in the fiel,Crwhile in \904

it had forty. Betwean L902 and 1909 the operalfing budget mcre than

corrbledr Fising from just over $5,000 to $11,000.29 Thr" the lcss

of autoncny did not have any imnediate negative effects on the

Society. In factr there were some benefits to be gained. Firstg
the hard leg work of tracking down charges was now in the hands of
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the H!{C, and executive of the Society could spend more tine on

publicity and fun,'i-raising. Both of lhese activities became more

prominent after the H!4C took over the allocation cf charges, Second,

the consultation each year wrth the Ieadership of the Missions

Committee of the church providerl some continuity in a sturlent-run

organizati-on, which seldom had pecple in leadership roles for more

than twc or threA years. It is important to rote as well that the

Society still controlled its own financial baser ahy offerings given

by c666rrqfations which students supp)-ied went into the Society's

coffers and they were allowed to appeal to congrogations for funds

in which they did publicity. Brrt the Society had lost much of its
earlier autonomyr lts subjugation to the HllC was most obvicus to

the qoneral pu'51ic in the fact that after 1B9B the KCSIvIS was never

tc havp more than half a pafle in the Home Missions Com:'.itteo report

in Acts and Proceedings, whereas up to 1B9B the Society had often
f on r'\r n^Fa yr2iroq r..onorti n.c" nn olnh nhar;rp i t h:rJ srrnn'i i pd dtt-i nrtvsrr v! r ":"- 

v4rrh r. !/,r\.ltr\. gqr 41.t>

the =rtt"".Jo
The final pilIar of autonomy was not removed until a one-

two knock out Dunch between 19tC anC 1912. In I97O for the first

time the KCSVIS was unable to rneet its expenses through its nornal

scurces and an appeal to the student body di.d not raise sufficent

funds, so in October 1910 the Society went to the Home Missions

Comr,')ittee to get a 1o"r,"J1 It was a snnaIl loan of about $BOC, just

over 5y'" of the operating budget of the Society, but it was the

besirr".ing of th.e 
"nd."32 

f n 191? a nuch larger loan of $r,600 was

negotiated to cover a bank overdraft of $f,100. The overdraft

represented 10y'" of the budget, which had shrunk by 2A/" over a

twelve month period. This was a great reversal in the financial
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fortunes of the Society and was the result of two factors, as

was explained in the 1972 rencrt of the Society,

The year's work has entailed unusually heavy financial obli-
gations. Owing to the fact that the crops were a failure the
preceding sumner in the West...and the baC harvest last fal-I,
the contributions from these stations towards their support
was somewhat below average. This financial situation wa:
accentuated by the fact that the new Budget schene of the Church
left some uncertainty whether money contributed to the Knox
College $tudent !4issionary Society would be credited as part-
of the amount assigned to- each congregation for the Budgbt,))

This crisis led to a need to redefine the relationshio between

gregations for funds anC those congregations which had previously

supported the KCSI4S were uncertain if their donations to the KCSIF

would be credited to their General Assembly Budget and in particular
to the level established for g:ing to the HftTC,

This problem was solved throush a series of negotiations

between the HIvTC and the Knox Society. The resulting document, which

was apnroved by the Missions Comr.nittee in l{arch 1912, became the

heart of a new relationship between the two parties. Financial

securittr was re-established through a five-point funding plan:

1. Collections among the students themselves and their friends.
2, Receipts from Lantern Slide Lectures.
3, Money raised on the mission field where the work is being done.
4. Money apportioned by Congregations and by Sccietiep.
5, Amounts set apart by the Home l4issions Committee,J+

This looks very much like the strrrctr-re lor fu:rding before the

the KCSI(S and HIVIC

Budnet Scheme the

budgetarlr probl-ems

as noted above, the

by va.rious conflregaticns ',vou'l i be

establ-ishe,i for th::"t ch'rrch, but

the Hl{C. As ivals .ecom.rendel,

orr a number of fronts. For under the new

Societies coulC not appeal to established con-

cf I97',, but there were tiree changes. Firs'",

Society was nct all-owed to .rpieeti to e cngrep;a-

tirns fcr heip. Second, the noney th:it'sas giverr to the Societ-u'

,:reCited tovrarCs the budgt:t ievei

the fu:r:ls wouiil':c l-iandled t,hr"ousn
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...ali rnol'Ieys ap:311;i-:nef l-rl ihe liission Sccielies 1,y J:ng,regl-
tions be "orvra-deC to lh'. Tr. isr,rer .;f ihe Jhur,:h...beinfa
sub;ect to call by 'Le l-p.r.l.rr-4:'-o' th:'r, ltissi3nary Societl,'
tc r;hich it has bciil sel \i:itrr-,);

?hus conregational don:'ti:ns ;';.-re '.o l e n::nrll-€d thr:;ugh ihe head

ofiice ci the chr,;r'.:h an'fth- Sor:1,,.1'; wo'.il:1 1;hen plet the riesignateJ
orrnls fron th.e i{lilc wl,re:, they reodei it. ?he Scc iety tr';rs I:sing

':he lirect account.rbility +-,J conprer',r'.ions that it hi:e had before

1972. AnC thir:).1;;, the r"d.l i ti cn oi i:he HiiC i r pri .et f i re of the

i,"rn11rg f ornula 'r;.rs iL sirf et1,. :r-ot, a ie i tliat wculd evetr'llt-11y

srrl;her the 1-st :'enai;:i-ng ireedon the 5,lciet../' la.-i.

Thqse wet e ;i:t -"LetrJ-y :iia"riges th.t gravv out of the crisis

on 1977-1?. The Society to this poi:it harrl deternined hov r"lany

ni:;sicnaries it'*'o,-r.l-11 s€l'rr1 :ut eirch year' evqn jlhcr;gh they had no

contrcl o'fer^ wirere ihe stu'1ents would go and a1.l- ap;cintne:rts had

to "-,e appr ove,i by the l{:.C. ?ut as tiie 't-97? ,{issions Jcrnmittee

i:e:crt rnaCe :l-ear ev-an this element o: autonomy ir'ils elirninalted,

T:re nr,.rnber of :; tririents that :i"ny College Sociptr' inay :;end cut
"io the nissicn fiel.l rvili be :lete:^rnined by 'uhe nurnber of ..'ner:

that that College center is able tc furrrish for the whole'rtc"Kis-
The l-lorne l,tissicns Comnittee Sxecutive to deterinine tna nunb €t.)."

?he fr:rmula to be used v;as not'rnrlir:eitedr but the Society had lost

conLrcl of hovr;ns1y nissionaries it woul-d senC cut each suminer.

A further area of change was the guidarnce of the nissionaries

cn the fie1d. Before 79t0 nissionaries sent out by the KCSIVIS had

had close ties with the Presbyteries tc u;jiich they had been sent,

bu{; it vias el-ear that they were responsibl-e to the KCSlrlS executive

.rni tc ivhomever of.orn that f{roup'r/as in Toronto during the sunmer

anrl irr a ncsition to nake decisions. Thus the KCSIN missionaries

were sornewhat independant of the discipline "n#ontrol of thet

chu-ch courts. This was brought to an abrupt hait in "t)72, as

sunerivision was to be arlong the ioliowing l-inest
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...ali stuilents when i-n 'fhe iiel-'1 nust conform with the res-
ulati-ons of the As:;eni:ly -:.nri r^eport to tre District Super-
inienCcnt and Convenor a:l the rall;I':tior-s requirer o..aod that
the Slc:-^ties have the h-nr1ling cl *-iroi:'ren and oe their
fielCs, stibject, of c':urse, a.lwa',rs to the sane oversight aE_
tnose students sent otit :lnrler the ]{ome l{is:ions Comritteo.),'

?h^ stu,-1.nts 'becane res'Donsible t'., the l'lissions Convenor of the

Presbyterir:nd to the )istrict Superintendent cf Missions, li'ring
uniier the sare r'.rf es :rs the students sent cui by tlie l-{lilC. There

wa.s nov/ no rei-il difier"etice, therofore, beiwe^n those sent out by

the lii,Tc srrl ihose sent rut by any of the College Societies.

The !'lis:lons Ccmr"ittee of ihe church now deternined how nany

charges the KCSf'fS wcu1C supclyr the Conrnit*-ee ilecideci wilich charges

the SoelplrT would getp it apnroved the selection cf appcintees, it
reviewed the financial situation of the Society arnJ cieterrnined

how nuch addition;"I fr-.rnding the Society would receive, and the

Comnittee or its irpnointees supervised the nissionaries orr the fielC"

The KCStriS had become a branch plent of the Comrnittee, doing only

that which the Comnittee would allow it to do, which by i912 was

basically nothing. The Society herd beon so totally absorbeci into
the III!rc that i912 was the last time a seperate report was filed
by the KCSI4S to be published in Acts :rnd Prccecdings. The change

from an eleven page spread i-n 1B9B to no report in 1913 speaks

eloquently of the rapid changes through rvhich th.e Society iraC gone

"Qirt fifteen years and the way its role was redefined./" The process

by which the KCSIVIS's autonomy tvas bureaucratized out of existence

raiqes imnrnta-+ +i^-^ about the nove towards a more bureaucraticL a!oc;J r.ll! .: e4^lU qUry- UJ*JrlJ

,-hrrrnh nn] i frr 3nj the developnnent Of a church head offiCe Structure.vlr.atvrr

For all intents and purposes the KCSIWS ceased to be a force

irr its own right in Home Mlssions after the Assembly of 1912, but

the boCy was not laid to rest until 7915" In January of that year
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the KCSI1S Dresented the llone l,tissions Committee with a proposal

for deal-ins'with the contin,-:ing iinaneial crisis of the KCSI\6.

The proposal lvas,

Whereas tho present financial scheme of the Knox College Student
Missicnary Societ;r has been rendered ineffective under the
B'udget Scheme of Home i{issions, and
Whereas the present systern leads to confusion, and
ItJhereas the centralization of the finances will avoid those
c onfus i ons .
Thcrefore, the Financial Comrnittee of the Executive submits
the foliowing recomnendations to Dr. Grant and the Executive.(t) fhat the.systern of financing the summer work be handedover to tne Home Missions Comnittee of the Church.(Z) That the Knox Coll-ege Stu.lent Missionary Society turn over

to the i{ome Missions Committee of the Church all- contri-
butions made to the Society anC in return the Home Missions
Cornnittee give the Society sufficent funds to rneet the
expenses of delegate work, advertising, and prornoting and
other incidental expenses which the Society deems necessaryr

3) That the constitutiqR be anended to meet tire proposed
changed conditions "JY

The students were surrendering the one thing that had been left to

the.r from the early history of the Society, the right to keep

the :noney collected from the churches they were supplying" The

proposal was accepted by the HITC, who agreed to shoulder the fin-
ancial burden of the KCSMS. This decision irr January, was followed

by one in February, which gave the HUIC the right not only to apnrove

the l-ist of appointeos, but to make the list up in the first place.

The Societyrit would seem, had lcst ali interest in being involved

in Home Missions. Reading between the lines, one senses discourage-

rnent and frustration with the situation. But there is also a sense

that nothing could. have been done to make the result different.40
A last attenlt was made to resurrect the Society's Home Mission

endeavorrr irl the schooi year 1919-7920. From 7976 to

Society had ceased to exist, but as students returned

1919 the

to Knox after
being de-mobilized some hoped to restore the Society's previous

glory. But that was not to be, In the summers of 192C and I92t,
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rive stuclents were sent out uncier the narne of the KCSldS, but they
were funded by the HMC and were realiy llissions Cornmittee appointees.
A brave attemFt was made to assume the actual "cost of ten fiel,ls"
in 1922, but the difficulties becarne insurmountable and the plan
was dropned. fn I9Z3 the Society sent out eight missionaries,
but there was a clear lack of enthusiasm in the whole operation
as tho slr6ent body rearized that they could never go back to the

role they had had when the.y were among the leaclers of Presbyterian
}tome Missions irr Canad""4t With church union in 1925, the Society
went throuqh a further shock, as did all of Knox college, and it
would be years before the society wourd recover from that. By

that time it had been absorbed entirely into the Metrphysical

and rheological Association of Knox college, which in tqrn had

beco;ne the Missionary and Theological Soci"ty.42
After the crisis of rgrt and the agreement of r9Lz, it was

only a rnatter of time before the Societ-rr would have to face the
fact that it was no longer a force on the Home Misslons stase.
It is clear that the war finished off the Society, but the Society
had been mortaliy wounded before the war rang the death kneIl.
Between 7873 and 1912 the students had taken on the problem of
Home Missions irr Canada. To a large extent they reached their goa1s,

but they were also caught in forces beyond their eontrol, forces
which drove them into the arms of the Home Missions Committee as

the chureh became a business.4J

l4uch more work needs to be done on the KCSillS and its sister
organizations in the other Presbyterian Colleges and in the colleges

of other denominations. What hapnened to the students who were

sent out? How were they changed by their experiences? How wsps
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world" of ministry? How did these intlividual college societies
relate to each other, both witliin the denomination and across dc-

norninational boundaries? How did this missionary interest in the

Presbyterian collpges relate to the StuCent Yolunteer llovement

and the Inter-Serninary Missionary Conferences? A1f of these

questions beg for answers, which will heJ-p us to develop a clearer
nicture of the pratical side of seninary life at the turn of the

eentury. For a large gap exists in the historigraphy about the

education of clergy--the type of nractical training the colleges

provided students with and the practical experience that students

received on the summer fields. Until we have studied this area we

will not be able to fulty understand how students were being

preDared for ministry.

tsut the study of the KCSI!tr has a significance bevond an unCer-

standing of the .ducati-onal pr,rc4ss. ?hrcuplir looki13 '-t the jcI;ege

5+r,:dent I'lis:l:;n'rr')r ioc j.'tie-; !'.e '^ii1i see l'.o'ri the vj-sj-on of ei f;rowin,i

L.hrt,lh v,'a;,, tr:.nsl.ote,i to tha sturie:ts preparing f o:- mir-iistry. The

i.,.o.il v;a:,: pas:eC cn and the uision:'enaineC inta:t io'n over tlirty

;reals--the .;tudents .rnswere,i ti^re raii :o "senC tf.p grspeL", ?hey

pr cvide us ivith a moCel of :ofir'.:itn^:t in a ,lay 'r"iien the Presbyteri,r:i

Chrrr:lh in Canada wants tc ;;row. We *ili also see stuCents strugrl ini3

ic relate the qos;pei to ihe:i+,,;.rtj-ort they fact:l cr-ihe iiel-1 :r.nd

irr llie :t.ces.j we nay learn sc:roti-ing ;.bcu*- l--ci; lo ir: ti:at ir':. 3ur

o'r,n'Jay. Eut :bove al-i 1:he stu,lerlts ncbj-l-izeC .cngregaticiis to

sup:--':rt tL.e nissi. o:iary n:i.le3voirr We have lriu.i:h io learn from theno

FinaI1y, the histcry of the KCSl,b shows thaLt to a certiei-n exter^,t

*-lr.e r-lrive trv.'ar':ls a bureaucr-atic ccntrol of the rni-s:icn of 1,he church

irile'i thp qrowth:f the chi;-ch. 3y 19J) the i{l'iC was Leciding,vhich
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cliarges tire Kcsi6 wou1c1 srrpp.ry, this rqe:int that one cf the nost
tine-ccn:;lrninq parts ci L':-.e c-r:euittive rs t espcnsibil-ity was tai";e1

:r1,{!1}, freoini tLen to rui r. s,)pi'lis licated pubricity canparign,

Also iire lil''lc's apprcval 61 iproi:tno:ts allowed foz- a betier
m.ttuirini- of :;'iudent nissi-rl:rr;r's alifts rvith the char-ges they were

sent tci tire iil"lc wor-r1 I h;:ve ]-,,:d a inuch betr,er idea of the neetjs

cf ch:.r"ges th;.n wtu':i the stu'lerts irhc changed oach yoaro Ev_on

lL,",uirh tf.ere were benefi ts to the growing centralization of the

nissicr ef 'crt, thero wel e 3,or^ious C-awbacks as the ioss of
,r'i,r:ti'nLlnrr wci.s evr:ntuinlly to ,lestr"cy the KCSl4S. This ui-nts to the

intorestinir r,r;blen of neoriing to'learn how to balance autonomy

anci fre-'lcn ,lf aeticn against organization and directed planning.

This ten-sior-: is one that lies at the hoart of not only the KCS[6's

relati:nship v,ith the !{ome Missions comri-ttee, but also is tc be

icrrnd in fhe:love towards e head cfiice structure in a numb-r cf
otl:er arezis, such as fcreign nissions, concept of ninistry, anC

sc:iai:r:ticn. The histo:y of the KCSlvlS shoull stand as a w:rrning

t: us about the need to think ciearly about tne way tc balance

tl,e Cyni.nics of free acti"on 'vitir the necessity of directing tnat
energ]/ trro-igh administrative structures. We nust al-',vays be dis-
covering how to make the wineskins new so that none of the new

wine is lost.
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o
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11
12

2
1

3
5\

B.C. Revent
Expenc

r260
1210
r276
1466
1 aR2
L / v-

r877
2o7a
2849

2747
3574
3735
3)05
347t
2798
1<UA
)546

1 899
1 Roo
1 900
1 co1
7902
1903

904
905
906
907
908
909
910
97r

I7
zv
1',7

T7
16
T4
17
24
27
20
2A
?1

3z
40

2B
2A
?n
24
26
))

40
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4
5
3
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3
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5935
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I

av

1,2

14
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5
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\:--"N<
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COVENANTER SETTLERS IN THE CHIGNECTO REGION 

Eldon Hay 

Where is the Ch i gnecto r eg ion ? I show a small map of the area--see Append ix I. The 

Re v . Ale xander Clarke, one of the ch ief figures in this paper, descr ibed Ch ignecto 

in t hi s way , i n 1848. 

The d i strict . . is the Isthmus of Cumberland, the neck of land which 
un i tes New Brunsw ic k and Nova Scotia, and separ ates the Bay of Fundy 
from the Gulf of St. La,,.,,rence . It is comprised in the counties of 
Cumbe rl and and Westmoreland, and is about s i xt y or se vent y mi les i n 
l ength and the same in breadth <BC, 1848, 350 ) .[1] 

And who are the Covenanters? Wh y Reformed Presbyterians, of course . 

I draw your attention in particular to the various Presbyterian church divis ions i n 

Scotland , as I ' ve attempted to out! ine t hem in th e ske t ch i n Append ix II. have 

adapted the sketch from Henderson.[2] But I have made one important re v is ion. 

have placed the 1 ine indicat i ng Reformed Presbyterian i sm to one side of the heavy 

1 ine wh ich signif i es the Church of Scotland, and have placed all the othe r 

secessions, spl i ts from the Church of Scotland on the other side of that line. To 

some extent, I have followed the procedure in the sketch of Presbyterian bodies i n 

the United States, adapted from Leith[3] and the sketch of Canadian Presbyter i an 

bod i es , adapted f rom Mo i r.(4] To scamper back to the Scotch sketch, my re vi s i on 

s ee ks to make one vi t a l poi nt . Reformed Presbyterians do not see themsel ves as 

offshoot s of th e Ch urch of Sco tland. Rather, the Church of Scotland is an aber r an t 

off s hoot of Ref ormed Pr esbyterian ism. Reformed Presbyter i anism has a d i ffe r ent 

under s tanding of pre-Revolution settlement history, and of the Revolution Settlemen t 

i tself, and therefore a different version and vision of the true Pr esby terian 

church. Reformed Presbyter i an ism sees itself as the first, the Pr esbyterian ch urc h 

par excellence . Not in terms of pe r fection, but in view of a v ision as to what God 

intended and intends f or the church . The Reformed Presbyterian s see themse lv es as 
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first, not in chronological t ime or .cb.c.o.o.o.s (when 1,1Jas the orig i nal presbyter·y 

formed? ) but i n terms of .k:.a.i.c.o.s <wh at form does God 1,v i 11 for the chur ch? ) 

Of course, what God int ended and int ends for the church is open to more than one 

interpretat ion. My point here i s that i f we wish to understand Reformed 

Presbyterians, we must comprehend the i r mvn self-interpretat ion . An d that 

i nterpretation was clearly stated by Ref ormed Presbyter i an leaders in the Mar i time 

r eg ion.[5] 

What i s the Reformed Presbyterian version and vision? 1 quote a st atemen t g iv en in 

1877 by Robert Sh ields, a Reformed Presbyte rian minist er in Ramsay , Ontar io: 

Reformed Presbyt erians clai m t he name Presbyter ian, because they believe 
Presbyt er i an i sm to be the only d ivi nel y inst itu ted form of Government i n 
the Chr i stian Church; and the y accep t the Westm inst er Form of Church 
Gov ernment as j ust ly sett i ng forth in substance and outline the s ys t em 
of order appointed by Chr is t for His own house. The y use the te rm , 
Reformed, to express the i r adhe r ence to the pr i nc ipl es and pract ices of 
the Presbyt er i an Church of Scotl and in the purest t imes of the Sec ond 
Reformation between the years 1638 and 1649. The y are also Cov enanters 
because the y have always as a Church held the princ iple, that 
Cov enant i ng is an or d in ance of God to be obser ved by Churc he s and 
Nations unde r the New Testament dispensation, and the Nat ional Covenant 
of Scot l and as sworn and subsc ri bed i n 1638 and 1639, and the Solemn 
League and Cov enant of the un i ted Ki ngdoms of England, Scotland and 
Ireland, as taken by Chr ist ians of all ran ks , in 1648, and by 
Parliament, in 1649, exh i b it the true spirit of religi ous covenant ing; 
and they cons ider themselves bound by ever ything in those Covenants, 
that is of mc,ral obligation. The y hold that in lands where the Bi bl e i s 
known, it i s th e dut y of Nat ions to recogn ize God as the Source of all 
authorit y , J esus Christ as the Ruler of Nations , the Hol y Scriptures as 
the supreme rule, and Christ iani t y as the onl y t ru e rel ig ion ; and to 
requ ir e that rulers shall possess the scriptural qual i f ications of 
ability, honest y , and piet y . The y also refuse to become par t of the 
governing soc iet y in an y Nat i on wh ich does not thus honor the true God . 
The y do not unite with an y eccles iast ical body which does not maintain 
t he doctr in es of the Bi ble in th e ir in tegr i t y , and preser ve the 
disc i pl ine of the Church in i t s puritn or wh i ch corrupts the wor s hip of 
God by introducing there in an ything not comm an ded by the exa lt ed Head of 
the Church; as uninspired hymn s, instrumental musi c, the worship of 
saints, and 1 i ke obser vances. The y r e j ect all syst ems of false rel i gi on 
and worsh i p, and also a ll fo rms of secret, oath-bound soc iet i es and 
orders, as ensnar in g in their nature, pe r n ic ious i n thei r tendenc ies, 
and per i lous to the 1 i berties of both Church and State. They be li eve 
thoroughly in the power of d issent, and they hope th rou gh the bless i ng 
of God upon a fa i thful test imony f or the gl ory of the enthroned 
Mediator, to see the kin gdom of thi s worl d ere long become the kingdom 
of the Lord and of his Anointed.[ 6] 



To elic i t t he ch ief po ints : 
1) Christ i s head of church and state . 
2) Covenant i ng is an ord i nance of God. Hence ., Covenanter i sm . ' 
3) Since Chris t i s not yet tr uly head of state, 

Cov enanters do nc, t vote or· hold publi c off ic e, 
eschew oath-swe ar ing; 
rej ect a l l secret societ i es. 

4) The supreme au thor i t y of Sc r ipture--what is not en j o ined i s 
forbidden: in ~vorsh i p, 

hymn s are pr ohibi ted, psalms onl y are sung; 
organs and o t her musical i nstruments are excluded , 

5) Commun ion was open t o believers onl y : th i s last po int not 
cl earl y stated, though implic i t i n the above. 
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To th is theo l ogical sta t ement i t needs to be added that some Cov enanters paid for 

the i r bel i efs with the ir lives: there i s a rich h i story of d issent and mart yrdom. 

It is also stron g l y lay in or i entation; at var ious t imes, in the face of what seemed 

commendable compromises , cler gy left--to go ov er to a ma jori t y posit ion. In 

Scotland ,( 7] Ireland,[ 8 ) and the United States,[9) at various times, the 

denominat i on exi sted wi thout benefit of clergy . And another name for the Reformed 

Presby terians comes fr om th is l if e-wi thout-m in is ters--"soc i et y people." l,Jhen 

presbyter ies were imposs i ble, eiihec because there were no ministers oc be cau se the y 

were i llegal , lay Covenanter s organized themsel ves into 'soc iet i es, ' hence "societ y 

people . " The te ch n ical historical situat ion in Northern Ireland (where the f i rst 

pr esbytery was organized in 1763) , was of course different from that in Scotl and: 

but the b£lls~s£bl£l£--the ho l y h is tor y of struggle and pers ecut ion-- is vir tual ly 

the s ame. Covenan ters also made the i r way to the Amer ic an c ol on ies; wh ere , though 

Refo r me d Presby terians had been present for some fifty years, t he f i rst presbyte r y 

was no t organized until 1774, In the American col onies, Covenanters did not suffer 

over t perse cution . But in craft i ng an indigenous Covenanter po l icy and pla t form in 

that part of the new worl d, a task at which they were finally successful, some old 

prob l ems reasse r ted themselves--especially the loss of ministers--whereby Covenante r 

c l ergy not i nfrequentl y left to j oin other, more comprom i s ing, less exc l us iv e, 

Christ i an commun iti es. 

Now we come to Ca nada . I not e that th e r e are three Reformed Presbyter i an commun i ti es 
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in the Mar i t imes; a ll founded by the Ir i sh Synod. There was a fourth gr oup of 

Cov enanter commu niti es in eastern Ontar io and western Quebec, founded at 

approxi mate ly t he same ti me, but by the Scot ch Synod. There was a f i ft h , a muc h 

l ate r gr oup of con gr egat ions in Western Canada, founded by the Ame ric an [O l d Li ght ] 

Synod.[ 10 1 

A s k e t c h of Re f or me d Pr e s by t e r i an i sm i n t h e Mar i t i me Pr o v i n c e s i s o u t 1 i n e d i n 

Append ix II. Si nce I ., m dea lin g 1 •• 11i th Covenanters i n the Ch i gne c t o r eg i on , I 'l l be 

fo ll m11 ing the ' upper ~11in g ' of that sket ch, dea li ng ~11i th the years 1827/ 28 unt i l 

1905 . An d that wi ng i s dominated by the Re v . Al exander Clar ke, who started the 

movement. Another· great f i gure i s the Re v . Joseph Howe Brownell, ~11ho closes i t. 

How come Cl arke came to Canada, to the Ch i gnecto ar ea? We ' re gett ing there, but 

f i rst we go tc, Saint ,John, N.B. In that Loyal i st stronghold, very earl y in t he 

1800 ' s, there were a few Covenanters f r om Scotland and Ire l and, apparentl y 

worsh ipp i ng t ogether wi thout an y forma l organizat i on. 

In 1820, these people made applicat i on to the Northe r n Pr esb>· te ry of t he 
Amer i can [Ref ormed Presbyterian] Church for preach i ng ord inances . The 
matter was brought before that court . . . and in the spring of 1821 , 
the Presbyter y s ent the Re vs . James R. and Samuel M. Wi l lson on an 
e xploring expedition to [Saint ,John] . ... The y found seven fam i l ies 
regularl y cert i f ied from the Covenanter congregat ions beyond the sea, 
and or gan i zed them i nto a prayi ng soc i et y ,[11) 

On thei r return to the United States, the t wo explorer-clergymen corresponded wi th 

bot h Scott i sh and Irish Synods. The Ir i sh Synod se i zed the i n i t i at ive, l ooki ng for a 

s u i tab l e candidate to send out. The y chose Ale xander Clarke . 

Let 's hear the story in Cl arke ' s own words. 

In the fal l of 1826 I was enter i ng ... a Theolog i ca l cl ass in the 
Co l lege of Belfast, North of Irelan d . One evenin g l we nt to hear 
s pecimens of elocution by that wonderful elocutionist, James Sher idan 
Kno~11les, i n the theater. This, l suppose accounts for my pecul i ar 
eloquence , Ne ver before or since ha ve l seen the ins ide of that th ing 
ca l led a theater. A Presbyter y sat that n ight, and sent and brought me 
out of th at .d.e~ t o ask me if I would accept t he offer to go out as a 
mi ss ionar y to the Ci t y of St . John, N. B., after my s ession of study 
woul d c l ose, in wh ic h case the y would make a pr eacher of me . A s t r ange 



place to go to find stuff to maKe a preacher of, surel y . But the y d id 
i t . , . (Sketch, 1, 2 ) . [12) 
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Cl arke did i t too, completin g h is studies, becom in g orda ined. Nin e months lat er, 

found hi m "a hard workin g miss ionar y in the wil d wilderness of Brit i sh Amer i ca" 

( Sketch, 2) . 

Ca ther ine and Ale xander Clar-Ke and a h,io-year-old daughter, Eliza Jane, had set sa i l 

in late Ma y , 1827 . And another daughter was born to them during that long, r ough, 

close to three-month crossing . There were other ad ventures. On board, there were , 

in Clarke ' s O1A1n words, "t1A10 hundr-ed and fift y Irish, . , from the western part s of 

the Islan d of Sa ints and He roes, i rr i t a ted by the presence of a spr inklin g of 

nominal Pr otestant s of a ll shades, from the halfway Romanis t to the Reformed 

Presbyter ian Cove nanter, The stimulating elemen t of the heterogeneous mass was not, 

marK ye, plenty of hol y water , but an abundant i n-pour ing of Jamaica 1 i qu id f i re" 

( Sketch, 2 ) , A rowdy lot, in deed. One bully was generall y i ntimidat ing: until 

Clark e took him on , bod ily, wi th f i st s . The bull yi ng was finished (Sk e t ch, 2) , 

Cov enan ters do not retire f r om th e world, 

When the ClarKes arrived in Saint John, the y were i n for some rude awaken in gs. 

Clarke 1A1as ap pa ll ed by the disregar d of the Sabbath: "Oh 1 how I ~v as shocked by 

see i ng young men engaged at footba l l, in full bl ast on the afte rnoon of the 

Lord's Day'" ( Sketch, 2 1 3) . There were other shocks in store, The few Covenan ters 

of the city had entirely lost hope, and the Reformed Presbyterian "Soci e t y in St. 

~lohn ~vas broken up and scatt er ed" (Sk et ch , 3). A bit l ater, Clarke ask ed the Re v . 

Dr. George Bur·ns of the established Ki rK, for· the use of hi s church fo r a collection 

sermon in aid of a new Reformed Presbyterian church which Cl ar ke hoped to build at 

Hammond River. Burns d idn ' t say no, he didn ' t have to, his manner betrayed his 

feelings toward Clarke and the Covenanters : Burns '"'as "cont emptuous to me and the 

church I represented" <Sk etc h , 3). 

Sain t John was not long to be the chie f cen te r of Cl arke ' s act ivi t i es. Burns ' more 
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or l ess c,pen hostilit y 1,v as a factor; for Clarke i ronicall y commented that Burns, 

"that charitable Christ i an min i ster d i d fully h is share to send me to the place 

where God intended should s.c;1,v the e vangel i cal seed and 1,11a i t for the har vest" 

( Sketch, 4 ) , Clarke wanted to go to a place where he could do wha t he ' d been se nt to 

do--be a miss i onar y . And he came to the Ch ignecto area ; specif ica l l y , to Amherst. 

Wh y Chignecto? Wh y Amherst? Clarke in tuited that he was wanted; a p l ace where 

Reformed Presbyter iani sm might wel l at least have a chance: that meant an area free 

of the 1 ik es of the Re v . Dr . Burns. There are a couple of backgrou nd factors 

favourin g the coming of Clarke to Ch ignecto. 

First . Much earlier, in 1788, James MacGregor had come to Amhe r st. He was probabl y 

the first Presbyterian clergyman to visit . Whether or not he was the first, Clarke 

commented that MacGregor was "the first sound, sol id and devoted clergyman that ever 

sowed the seed of Presbyter i an ism in the county of Cumberland" <Pr esbyterian i sm, 

324 ) ,[13] MacGregor himself wrote that 

the settlers of Amherst were Presby terians, from the north of Ireland .. 
They were a p ious, intelligent people, who mu ch regretted their 

s i tuat ion, destitute of a gospel minister . 

Before MacGregor left them , t he Presbyter ian s of Amherst 

held a public meet i ng, at 1,vhich the y signed a petit ion to the Synod, for 
a minister , specifying a sum for his maintenance; and the pet i t i on they 
cc,mm i tted to me [MacGregor] to transm i t to the Synod .... [14] 

MacGregor did. But Amherst did not receive an influx of Pr esbyter i an cl ergy , Some 

did come, but not for long. Others came, and left Presby terian ism with a bad name. 

But obvi ousl y the taste for an adequate Presbyterian wi tness had not been effaced; 

though the appet i te was a b i t j aded . 

Second. Shemogue, the site of the fi rst Reformed Presbyter ian congregation, session 

and church bu il ding, was hungr y for Presbyt erian ordinances, In 1826, two years 

before Clarke appears, a group of 52 settlers i n the townsh ip of Botsford, wrote a 



letter to the Glasgow Colon i al Societ y , asKing for a min ister . 

That as there never was an y resident Mi nister here and as your 
petitioners are ver y desirous of having a Min i ster of the Gospel settled 
among them, but as their circumstances are such that the y are not able 
to pay the full Salar y of a Mi n i ster yet they r e j o i ce t o hear that there 
i s a Soc i et y established in the Mother Countr y for the express purpose 
of promot ing th e r eligi ous interests of the Scott ish Sett l ers and Others 
in British North Amer ica and as your petitioners are most Em igrants and 
of indigent c i rc umstances yet the y are very wi ll i ng to contr ibute as 
much as is i r, their power . [15] 

An accompan ;ting letter gives a 1 itt l e bacKground . 

The women and Ch i ldren belonging to the signers of th i s pet i tion 
exclus i ve d of an y whose names appear amount to about 150 There st i ll 
remain about 12 families who s eem to be a little incl ined to either the 
Methodists or New Ligh[t Bap]tists but who have made no open profess i on 
to any The y ar·e 1 iKe our·selves wander·i ng 1 i Ke lost sheep without a 
Sh epherd. There have been a few vi s i ts by Min i sters of the secession but 
none fore these two years . If Prov i dence, i n your op inion, ~,iere to send 
us a Mi nister of a sincere and affable d i spos i tion these famil i es would 
eas i l y Join us as the door wou l d be shut aga inst the f ormation of an y 
other Societ y .(16] 
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ClarKe relates that "ear ly in the Fall (of 1827] a man from near Amherst, a Mr. 

McMorris, a nat i ve of Donegal, Irel and, lJi s i ted St. John, and on me he called and 

ins i sted on m:t mak i ng a v is i t to Amhers t " ( SKetch, 4). McMorris int imated that there 

was a congregation of Presbyterians i n Amherst, wi th an empty church at the end of 

the town. There was even one man, a Mr . Logan, whose son had espoused Reformed 

Presby terian principles. "In the presence of such endorsement, and as my conf i dence 

through the conduct of Dr. Burns was much dimin ished i n the people of New BrunswicK, 

I made a visit to Amherst on t he strength of fr iend McMorris ' invitation" <Sketch, 

4), The vi sit proved to be less promis ing than the invitation. ClarKe Knew that the 

tasK would be a daunting one. "St i l l ," ClarKe ref l ect ed, "I did not despa ir of 

being somewhat successful. believed I had a good cause and a glor i ous Master, and 

that he had not brought me so fa r wi thout ha vi ng some worK fo r me to do" 

( Presbyterianism, 324). So ClarKe stayed for three we eKs , returned by land to Sa int 

John, with the understanding that he -' d be bacK in the spr ing. He did return, in 

March. By the first of June, 1828, he had h i s fam i l y with him ( Presbyter iani sm, 
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351 ) . He se t tled for a t ime on the shore of the Northumberland St r aits ( at 

Sh in imi cas or Goose River ) ; though in 1835 he bought a farm some five mi les from 

Amherst, and that was to be hi s home unt i l he d ied in 1874. The fact that he had 

l eft Sa int John d id not mean he had no further dealings there. He must have vis i ted 

Sa in t John and held serv i ces there occas i onal ly : i n 1835 a Covenanter church was 

opened, and in t he eyes of at l east some Sa i nt John KirK folK, ClarKe was seen as 

the mi n i ster.[1 7) 

Cl arKe was on his own, in Cumberland and Westmorland, for the first few years. We 

do not ha ve, direct ly from Cl arKe 's own pen, a record of what happened, Sabbath by 

Sabbath, year by year, during those earl y heroic days . In 1831, he has wr i tten a 

lette r t o the Miss i on Board in Ir eland, and there is a report based on the letter. 

It goes l i Ke this: 

ClarKe fh i s i ndefag i table Miss i onar y to the Brit ish North Amer i can 
Co l oni es, for the Reformed Presbyter i an Synod in this country , has 
written the Secretar ies of the Miss i onar y Society , under date of 13th 
Ju 1 ;, 1 as t [ 1 8 31 J. The i n t e 1 1 i gen c e comm u n i cat e d i s most cheer i n g . Four 
ye ars ago, he left h i s nat ive land, and went i nto a moral wilderness as 
a pr eacher of the glorious Gospel, and an advocate of the Covenanted 
Test imon y . Throughout this destitute region, he found few adherents to 
the good old cause; man y enjoy ing no access to ordinances faithfull y 
di s pe nsed, and, in consequence, sunK into a state of deplorable 
i gnorance; and not a few propagat i ng error, and prepared wherever he 
went to gainsay and res i st h im. Amid this array of forbidding 
circumstances, Mr. C. commenced his min istr y , and wi th incred i ble 
l abour, and through the good hand of God upon him, he has been enabled 
to continue till this present, and has been gi ven to see some of the 
fruits of his labours. A considerable time since, he i nformed the 
Di rectors that a comfortable house of worship had been erected at one of 
hi s s tat ions, and that various E~llD~sbi~ tie~lin.g.s had been organized in 
d i fferent parts of the prov i nces. Had he follo1,A,1ed the method pursued by 
man y mi ssionaries abroad and min isters at home, of admitt i ng 
ind i scr iminatel y persons to the privi l eges of the Church, and of 
dispens i ng ordinances to appl ican ts, of whate ver creed or character, he 
could eas i l y ha ve obtained large acce s sions of followers. Preferr i ng, 
howe ver, the purity of the Church to the number of adherents, he has 
a imed to admit onl y such as maKe a full and intelligent profession, and 
who gi ve ev i dence of attend i ng to all commanded dut y , and of li vi ng 
soberl y , r i ghteousl y , and godl y in the world; and he has un i forml y 
endeavour ed to ma i nta in s criptural d i sc ipline among his people. Acting 
on t h is pr i nc iple, i t is grat i f y ing, as i t was une xpected, to l earn, 
from Mr. C, ., <:. last commun icat i on, the success that has attended h i s 



mission. He had jus t finished the labours of celebrat ing with his 
people th e Sacramen t of the Lord ' s Supper, being the first which he had 
d i spensed sinc e com i ng to the Coloni es, and t he f ir st ever d i spensed in 
that quarter of the world according to the good order of the Cov enanted 
Church. Previously , he had or da ine d s evera l persons to the office of 
Ruling Elder . On th e sacramental Sabbath , a numer ous audienc e ,,..,as 
coll ected from remote parts of Nova Sco t i a , New Br un swi ck, Princ e 
Ed1JJard ' s Island , and .:£i..£l,;t-l1.11.o persons j o in ed wi t h their min ister i n the 
solemn and int eresting act of commemorat in g the Sav i our ' s dying love . 
Mr . C. was unassist ed by an y o ther mini ster in the work, but we doub t 
not the presence of J acob ' s Might y God was wi th him . Hi s communication 
i s full of thanksgiv i ng for the merc ies expe ri en ced. When he wrote , he 
was on his way to the Un i ted States, des ign ing to make a short 
excurs ion, in order to be pr esent at the meet ing of the Reformed Synod 
in Philadelph ia ( Cov , 1831 , 328 ) . 
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Some comments. One , Clark e d i d not make membership an easy matt er . He ins i st ed on 

proper instruct ion , before one cou l d ha ve a chil d bapt ised or join the church . Two , 

Clark e ' s greatest and longest l ast ing impact was upon t he commun iti es of Shemogue, 

Amh erst and Goose Riv er; ~~here most of the fo lk were, l ike himself, either Ir i sh or 

Scots-Irish. Three , as alre ady ment ion ed, the site of the f i rst congregat ion, 

session and church building was Shemogue.[19] Four , Clarke ' s r ep ort me n t i ons that he 

i s on his way to at te nd the Reformed Presbyter i an Synod meeting in Ph il ade lphia . We 

have a br ief recor d of h is presence there. Clar ke told the American br et hren of th e 

situat i on and pleaded wi th t hem t o s end h im helpers.[20] The need for more ministers 

was a theme Clarke ne ver tired of press i ng-- in l etters, in addresses, wherever he 

had a chance. 

I n 1 8 31 , W i 1 1 i am Sommer v i l 1 e had cc,m e c, u t fr om I re 1 and . He wen t f i rs t to Sa i n t John , 

spent some time in Chignecto, wh ere he courted and marri ed a woman from Clark e ' s 

Goose River congregation, Sarah Di cke y .[ 21) Sommer vi lle then found h i s way to 

Cornwallis , where he fina ll y settled and had a long and d i st i ngu i shed career. At 

first, he and Clarke worked very well together . Sommer vil le bapt ised on e of the 

Clarke ch i ldren . [22] The two men dec ided t o f orm a presbytery : it would give th em 

mut ual support and s uper vi s ion . Bes i des, Pre s byt e r i ans need presbyter i es . So the y 

constituted "Th e Reformed Presbytery of N.B . & N. S ," in Po i nt de Bute, on Apr il 
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25th, 1832, wit h Robert Cook of Amherst and William Peacock of Shemogue as rulin g 

elders (Min, 1-4).(23) Why Point de Bute--where there were many Method ists , and a 

long Methodist tradition --but no Covenante r commun i t y or church? Was it to auo i d 

choosing amongst an y of the existing Covenanter communities in the area-- in Goose 

River, Amherst, Shemogue or Jol icure? Perhaps partly . I think i t much more 1 iKely 

that a place in Ne11J Br1Jns1,11icK was chosen 1,11ith an eye on histor :1 : Sommer 1J ille, in 

part i cular, had such an eye , a Knack for such niceties ( Cov, 1842, 83) . (24) The eye 

on histc,r·y 1,11as th i s : the presbytery was a first for New Brunswick. With all those 

other Presbyt erians in Cape Breton and Colchester, there already were presby teries 

i n Nova Scotia; but there seemed to be non e i n N.B, And the minutes of the first 

meeting note that fact: the four--ClarKe, Sommer vi lle, Peacock and CooK--have "been 

honoured as ins t ruments in gi ving exi stence to the first Presbyterian court of an y 

name in the province of New Brunsw ick " (Min , 2) . 

Clarke and Sommervi lle had a sharp eye on history--but a bl ind spot as far as 

Ireland was concerned . The y neither consulted nor informed the Irish Synod about 

the ir i ntent i on to form the presbyter y , ahead of time. They constituted the 

Presbyter y , with Clarke as moderator and Sommervill e as clerk, ihen they wrote to 

the S:1nod for approval. The Synod in Ireland was not pleased. The i r mi nutes note: 

The Resolut ions of a Presbytery constituted in New Brunswick by Re v . 
Messrs. Clarke and Sommerv i lle ~11 ith Ruling elders are r ece iv ed. After 
discuss ion it is resolved that this Synod disapproves of the 
pre ci pitancy and want of courtesy with wh ich their miss ion ar i es ha ve 
proceede d in constituting a Presbyter y without consulting this Court: 
and it is agreed that the Commit tee of Correspondence sha 11 g iv e 
ind ic at ion of this disapprobation. 

Nonetheless, Synod doesn ' t slam the door, not at all. "Synod does recognize the 

Constitution, and directs them [the new Presbytery] to cont in ue subject to this 

Synod, unt il reasons may occur and be assigned for placing them under the di r ect ion 

of another Synod ."[ 25) 

Quite apart from that somewhat shaky start , i t proved difficult to ma inta in good 
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r elat ionsh i ps between the new world presbyter y and the old wor l d syn od. So a 

certain amount of tension is evi dent between the two bodies; compoun ded by the 

vagar i es of ecclesiast i cal bureaucrac y and that other congenital concomitant of 

course s Canad ian --ecc l es i astica l and otherw ise--an uncerta in posta l service. In 

1833 , i n Ireland, a year .a.U..e.c the Synod had voiced it s disapprobat i on and grudg in g 

rec ognit ion , it is discovered that no letter to th i s effect had in fact been sent to 

the ne11J Presbyter y (Cov, 1833, 324)! In October, 1834, the new Pr esbyt ery hears 

about the matter - -Clarke had received a l etter, the conte nts of which he shared with 

the court--afte r adm i tt in g that the letter "had fallen" through h i s hands (Min , 14 ) . 

Translation? Cl ar ke had lost i t. Nonetheless, the Presbyter y immediate ly wrot e to 

Synod, expl a ini ng that the new Presbyter y' s act i on was done "not as mandator y but 

r ecogn izing synodical au thorit y ." And they added the some1...ihat sharp question: "upon 

what princi ple and to what in tent is subord i nation r equ ir ed of a Presbyter y which is 

not nor c annot be represented in Synod i n the ord i nary [way)?" (Min , 14, 15 ) . On the 

Synod's si de of th in gs, ihe~ were not recei vi ng letters, so in 1835 the Synod Cl erk 

was instr uct ed to 1,~r i te to the new Presbyter y des i ring an annual r eport, .as .do Dl.b..e.c 

e~esb~ie~les (Cov ., 1835, 234). The new Presbytery got that message, and dec ided 

that any r eports forwarded to Synod would have to be approved by the ful l Presbyter y 

(Mi n, 18 ) . Nonet heless, a report is prepared, approved and s ent t o the Ir i sh Synod, 

August 1, 1836 (Min, 18 ) , Ov er a year l ater, on 7 November, 1837, the new Pr esbytery 

has heard no response, and consequently the "clerk is instructed t o report to s ynod 

and to express the dissatisfact i on of Presbytery at Synod' s del ay i n repl yin g to 

[the) former report" (Min, 21 ) . At the ne x t Presby ter y meeting s ix months la te r , 9 

May, 1838, t here is st i 11 no word from Synod, so the Presbytery "resolved that Synod 

be asked whether we are not to expect an y noti ce of our r eports in con nection with 

Synod, [.as .do D.i.b.e.c .e.c.e.sb.;d..e.cl..e.s?J " <Min, 22 , it alics mine ) . It 's not so difficult 

to perce ive a pers istent and not -so-pol ite palaver between the two Pr es byter i an 

courts . [26) 
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Three developments of note. First, the presbytery does, for a time, gi ve real 

support to the members. ClarKe and Sommerville hold each other to account, with the 

elders playing their part. Guide] ines for the prayi ng societies--meetings of lay 

folk without benefit of clergy--are set up <Min, 6-9 ) . In 1835, Sommer vil le i s to 

come to Shemogue to assist at a communion season; and Clarke later goes to Horton to 

assist Sommerville. So from 1832 to mid-1838, all goes well. 

Second, apparently somewhat abrupt ly, ClarKe and Sommer vi lle have some kind of 

fall in g out. It ma :1 have been d isagreement over ho1,.., to handl e a diff i cult y in Saint 

John, i t may have been something completel y d i fferent. The two men became d istanced 

from one another, and Presby tery simpl y d idn ' t meet. 

Third, either concomitant 1,..,i th Clarke ' s d i stanc ing from Sommerville, or as a result 

of it, Clarke grows steadily apart from the Irish Synod . From be i ng the sole 

' indefagitable miss ionar y' to a senior partner wi th Sommerville, Clarke ' s fame 

decreases; while Sommerville increases in ~~isdom and in status, i n favour 1,..,i th God 

and with Synod . In 1839, Sommerville ' s work is pra ised, and the name ClarKe does not 

appear in the Synod report, though there is talk of ' our missionar i es ' <Cov, 1839, 

229 ) , In 1841, the Synod notes that the y have had no word at al l from Rev. Al exander 

ClarKe, though Synod has wr i tten to him, at least twice . In 1842, the Synod is 

warning ominousl y that matters about Clarke have come to Synod ' s attention "wh i ch 

ma y require the Synod ' s mature cons iderat ion" <Cov, 1842, 223 ) . In 1843, the 

pertinent committee notes that "as the relation i n which the Re v . Ale xander Cl arke, 

of Amherst, stands to the Syn od, has not f or some time past been satisfactory , [the 

Committee) refrains from offering, at present, an y report respect i ng his stat ions or 

labours" (Cov , 1843, 221). 

And, it is just at that po in t, that my sources gi ve out. 

What I do Know is that the N. 8 . and N.S. Pr esbyter y i s reor ganized in 1845, with 

ministers Sommerville of Cornwallis and the Re v . A. McLeod Stavel y of Saint John 
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(1.>Jho had come out from Ireland in 1841 ) . The Clerk ( Stavel y) is to ~~rite to Clar ke 

" to ascerta in whet her or not he i s disposed to unit e with the member of this court 

according to the direction of the Supreme J udicator y" (Min, 25). Stavel y does not do 

so , because he rec e iv ed a letter from the Synod in Ireland "d ir ecting Presbytery to 

refer his [Clarke ' s] case at once to (the Ir i sh] Synod without tak ing an yth i ng more 

to do in this matter" i:Min, 28) , The Presb:der y , prev iousl y pr ic kl y about i ts 

prerogatives, i s pleased to pass th i s hot potato to the care of Synod . 

Unfortunately, Synod mi nut es are not available for this crucial per iod. 

From a secondary source, we Know that Clarke ' s name was str ick en from t he roll of 

the Irish Synod on October 14, 1847,(27] Why was he Ki cked out? The chief reason? 

He vot ed in an elect ion . Burns, a source s ympathet ic to Clarke wr i tes: "In New 

Brunswi ck and Nova Scotia about th i s time was grow i ng up a feel ing in favor of 

responsi bl e government and . Clarke became anx ious to engage i n th i s struggle 

and so in order to clear hi'=· consc i ence in the matter of tak ing part in pol i tics and 

exerc isi ng h is right, and that of his fellow church membe r s, to vote, he and h i s 

churches . . l eft the Reformed Presby ter ian Church of Ireland . "(28] From the other 

side , in a source not friendl y to Cl arKe, it sounds 1 i Ke th i s: "Mr. Cl arKe had voted 

at some elect ion in Nova Scot i a, [and th ereby] i dentified himself wi th the 

government which the Cov enanters under the Brit ish Crown had been endeavouri ng to 

reform for man y years, and the same government which had in fl ic ted the persecution 

upon his forefathers i n Scotland."(29) And although Clarke "c l a imed [that th i s] was 

not contrary to the pos it ion of the church in c iv i l relations, the] fai l ed to 

satisf y the requirements of the presbyter y , [and) absented hi mself from the 

meet i ngs. Mr. Cl arke 

vo~~s, and ha v ing dee 1 i ned the 

having vi olated his church principles and min i ster i al 

author i t y of the pr esbyt er y and Synod, was formal ly 

suspended, and his name stricken from the roll October 14, 1847 . "(30] 

Al t hough Clarke h imself spoke very 1 i ttle about the matter, I suspect there were two 
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factors in addition to vo ting. First, Clarke was hurt by the less than comp lete 

approval of the Irish Synod at the formation of the presbytery, and by what Clarke 

construed as the Synod's less than wh ole-hearted attention to the on -go ing 1 i fe of 

the new presbytery. Second , Clarke was d i sappo i nted that the Ir i sh Synod did not 

send more minister ial he lp. Clarke needed a ll the support he could get; and I th i nk 

he felt incr eas in gl y i solated. In addit ion, the Irish Synod itself was havin g its 

own internal troubles, and apparentl y Clarke felt less and l ess attached to the ma i n 

group, and more i n tun e 1,~i th the s pli nter gr·oup that f inall y did break a1,.,,ay from the 

Ir i sh Synod in 1840, and termed i tself the Eastern Reformed Pr esbyter y of 

Ireland , (31] 

Clarke, the presb:der i an had no presbyter y ; he was wit h out a home. Not for 1 ong. 

He found, or was found, by anoth er presbyter y . Here we have to back up a bit , and 

go south . indi cate a break in the Amer i can Reformed Presbyter i an Synod in 1833 1 

i n Append ix I I , that part taken from Le i th. That split li es outside the scope of 

this pape r . But i t did come about because of differences in th e Amer ican Reformed 

Presbyter i an Church about the church-stat e relat ionship : the more 1 iberal "New 

Light" branch i llustrat ing an eas ier , more comp romis ing stand vis- a- vis the state; 

the "Old Light" branch adh er i ng t o the trad i tional sharp distinct i on . In my paper, 

follow the somewhat s imp listic and con vention a l "Old Light" (conservativ e ) and 

"New Light" ( liberal) labels,( 32 ] 

Clark e joined the "New Li ght" Synod, through its Norther n Presbytery on Apr il 21, 

1848. And he took all the churches and preaching s tat ions i n Chignecto wi th him. 

The sole sta tement that we hav e from Clarke about his dec ision i s in this paragraph, 

,,.,,hich i s dated 2 Feb . , 1848 , Amherst, N.S. It i s, in fact, Clarke ·'s pet i ti on to join 

the "New Lights ." 

I D lb.e tioM..c.a.i.o.t .all.d ..c.em.ao.e.ol mRmb.e.r:.s Dl l.b.e ND.r:l.b.e.r:.o f.r:.e.sb.;tl.e.r:.;t , l.o 
£.o.o.o.e~l.o.o wllb lb.e B..el.o.r:IDR.d f.t.e.sb.;tl.e.r:l.all S.;t.o.o.d .ol ND.r:l.b am..e.r:l£4, 
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The petition of Alexander Clarke of Amherst, Nova Scot i a, Humbl~ 
Showe.ih, Th at , twent y years ago, petit i oner· was sent out as a missionar y 
to these provinces by the Reformed Presbyterian Synod of Ireland,--that 
i n the present field of his labour, pet i tioner found but one ~~ofe.sse.d 
Covenanter,--that there was not a Presbyterian house of worship in the 
two count ies in which the petitioner ' s circuit lies, nor any suitable 
place for preaching, at all--that there were but few of the Presbyterian 
name , and those, in man y instances, unworthy of even the name, -- that now 
there are man y stations, four houses of worship, a fifth in progress, 
other places of accommodation, and ne arl y two hundred 
communicants,--that in vi ew of these facts, and aware that the 
petitioner stan ds .alD.o.e, others wish to press into the field, that 
wi th out immediate help no one man, in these shaking t imes, can hold 
these man y posts together,-- . •. And as your petitioner ' s views of 
.p.ubJl.c .pDll .c~ are in accordance with those of your reverend 
body ,--Therefore petitioner earnestly prays that you will, without 
delay, take him into your conne x ion, under your pro tection, and send him 
some assistance . And petitioner hereby promises, to follow no di visiv e 
courses, but to y ield all due submission ln ihe. Lo~d. And petitioner, as 
in dut y bound, will ever pray, &c ., &c . 

Amherst 2d Februar y, 1848. Al EXANDEB £18RK.E . ( BC , 1848, 225 ) . 

The Northern Presbytery welcomed him with open arms, 1 is tened to his plea for help, 

and a young 1 ic entiate, hear in g Clarke , immediately offered his services . That 

young man was Henr y Gordon , who i n July 1848 1 came to the area . 

Presbyter y reports to Synod in its October meeting in New York in 1848 . 

The Northern 

Mr. Clarke had been fo r several years a missionar y conn ected with the 
Reformed Synod in Ireland , before the disruption of that body [in 18401, 
but owing to a vari et y of circumstances , growing out of the state of the 
di v ided church , and the pecul iaritie~. of his own pos ition, he had not 
consi dered himself as respons i ble to that body, fo r some time past <BC, 
1848, 326, 327 ) . 

The switch from Old Light to New Light, however much difficulty and pa in it caused 

Clarke, was not a matter of large moment in the congregations . Clarke d iscussed it 

wi th h i s sessions ; better, informed them--we have a partial r ecord of that happening 

1n the Shemogue session; and no doubt the congregations were l i kewise informed. But 

th ere is no ev idence of any congregational disagreement or dispute over the matter. 

One of Clarke ' s hopes was that the New Light American connection would result in 

more clergy coming to Chignecto to assist him . And although there were neve r 
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e n o u g h , t h e r e we r e c e r t a i n 1 y mo r e f r om t h e U . S . A . t h an h ad c om e fr om I r e 1 an d . A 1 i s t 

is found in Appendi x I: Chignecto Covenanter Clergy, 1828- 1905. 

Were the y good men ? On the whole, I th i nk the y were. Near the end of his mi n istr y , 

Cl arke made some brief , sharp comments about most of them, The f irst, Henr y Gordon, 

is seen by Clarke as the orig ina l cause of the later spl i ts in Chignecto 

Coven an t er i sm , s p l i t s ~" h i ch d i s p 1 eased Cl ark e great l :1 • 

Had that gentleman [Gordon] been sent for the spec i al purpose of 
effect ing a change of den om inational relat i onship, he could not have 
~11rought more thoroughl y to effect that end. The ten fol low ing years, 
d id not completel y allay the feeling which he raised in that direction. 
l,Ji th some, the feeling has never yet been remov ed. Such i s a spec imen 
of the aid wh i ch the mission and the writ er have more than once recei ved 
( RPA, 1870, 173) ,( 33) 

Gordon "left i n September, [eighteen] fort y nine, Messrs Gail y and Darrah were sent 

the next spring [of 1850)" CRPA, 1870, 173) . Gailey receives a rating of 8 or 8+ 

from Clarke , "Mr . G., an honest honorable man, stayed three years pastor of Ch imague 

congregation, and withdr ew in an order ly manner from the scene of conf li ct in g 

elements wh ich G[ordon] had, Jesuitic all y , put in motion" <RPA, 1870, 173, 174) . Wh :1 

did Gailey leave? From another source we l earn that "the sever i t y of the c limate 

[was) too much for his constitution [so] he returned to the States" <RPA, 1884 1 16) . 

The relationship of Darragh and Clarke was to prove much more ambiguous, as we s hall 

s ee; but it I s cl ear that he and Clarke worked ver y we 11 togeth er and accomp 1 i s hed 

much for Reformed Presbyter i anism in the period 1850-55/6 . 

Cov enanterism could well have been at its he ight in that per iod. Clearl y i t was 

expand ing, under both Clarke and Darragh. It continued to expand fo r another 10- 15 

years; but t here were in that same period ser i ous defe ct ions. 

1850-1855/ 6/ 7 the congregations wer e united. 

In th e per iod 

The closest thing we have to a statis tical report comes i n 1852 . That Report 1 i sts 

three congregations : Amherst, Goose River and Shemogue; in add i t ion nine s tat ions ; 8 

church bu il d ings. And how man y Cov enanters? The grand total of communicant members 
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is 325; 145 at Goose Riv er ( and its s tat ions ) ; 90 at Amherst, ( and i ts stations); 90 

at Shemogue . Attendance at publ i c worship is 1 isted at 1780. ( BC, 1853, 358, 390, 

392) . The discrepancy between numbers of communicant members and number s who 

attended serv ices was frequently a matter of comment by Clark e; at Nappan, for 

instance, "the attendance here is l arge, although the number of church members in 

commun i on with us i s but few as yet" <BC, 1848, 350 ) . 

As a 1 ready i ndicated, Clark e was someth ing of a nove 1 hero i n the "New Li ght" 

courts--Pr esbytery and Synod--in 1848 He was a fa vori te from the outset. And h is 

ab ili t y meant that leader·ship came his wa:t ~-oon . In 1856, Clark e i s elected 

moderator of General Synod, and appo in ted by that Synod to visi t the brethren in 

Ireland and Scotl and ; so Clarke makes his onc e-in-a-1 i fet ime tr i p to the old 

coun tr y . Clarke has a great t ime, 1 ioni zed before, durin g and after his journey . 

During the trip , he writes s everal articles about it , and indul ges his eviden t 

intere st i n Covenanter history. In add i tion t o preach i ng the opening sermon at the 

nex t Synod, he dul y reports on his journey . So 1856 is a big year, so b ig that all 

the s econdary sources say that he was honoured that year wi th an honourar y degree; 

though in fact that didn ' t happen until 1860 <BC, 1860, 58) . 

It is in connection wi th that t rip t hat Clarke ' s own assessment of his place i n the 

Presbyterian order of thing emerges. On his trip to Scot land in 1856, a Glasgow 

host got c ar ried away in introducing Clarke t o an aud i ence, and the in troduction 

found its way back to the denom inational paper. In Glasgow, Clarke had been 

characterized "as being t he ch ief i ns t rument , unde r God, for the preservation of 

Presbyterian ism in Nova Scotia." Not so, not so at all , Cl arke declared, to h is 

Covenante r col league s . It s hould rather be th at Cl arke was the chief instrument, 

under God, f or the preservation of Presbyt erian ism in the Chignecto reg ion. 

God has been pleased t o ble ss my instrumental i t y f or th e preservation of 
Pre s byt er i anism i n the count ies of Cumberland and Westmoreland, but t o 
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say that 1 have been the chief instrument , , , throughout t he 
i s to c.ab both the 1 iv i ng and the dead. 1 t [Presbyterian i smJ 
and been preserved in the province, had I never been born. 
labors of the McGrigars , the Grahams, the PatricKs, Rosses, 
Keirs, McCullochs, and a host of other wor th y names, 
immortal i zed their names for the spread of Pre sbyterianism 
Sco t i a, I bore public wi tness man y years ago <BC, 1857, 160 ) , 

provinc e, 
had 1 i ved 

To the 
Wadd l es, 

who have 
i n Nova 

But Clarke d i d not hide his candle under a bushel when it came to Presbyter i an i sm i n 

Chignecto . Chi gnecto had been a wasteland wh en he came, and that presbyt er ian ism now 

flowered in the area , was, under God, due to Clarke, 

If there is a question whether I should be regarded as having arr iv ed i n 
time to nu rs~ and invigorate Presbyterian i sm, or to introduce i t in the 
commun ity of Amherst and Cumber lan d--the latter, from the diff icult y 1 
had in introducing i t at all , is the only true v iew of the case, I 
therefore, cannot be said to hav e bui l ded on an y other man 's foundation 
( SK etch , 7 ) . 

Cl arke becomes the first moderator of the newly formed Eastern Presbyt er y , August 5, 

1859 ( BC, 1860 , 320 ) . The formation of th is presbytery--which meant that the 

congregations in Chignecto had a court of the ir own--had been discussed for a 

decade. From i ts f ormation in 1859, until h is death in 1874, Clarke was its only 

moderator. ( Un fortunatel y , the mi nutes of this presbyter y have not surv iv ed , ) 

Cl arke is invariably named as a delegate to Synod; and he was frequent ly , though not 

always , in attendance. 

There can be no doubt that, in Chignecto, Clarke was a Pr ince of the Reformed 

Pr esbyterian church . He was so seen by the General Synod, by the l a i t y of 

Ch ignecto , by most of the clergy therej and in his own humble/ proud fashion, by 

Clarke h imself. Before going on wi th s ome of the difficulties in th i s Reformed 

Presbyter i an pr incedom, outl ine Clarke ' s relat ionsh i p , on the one hand, with the 

Uni ted Presbyter i ans,(34) and , on the other hand, with the Old Light Reformed 

Pre s byterians . 

Clarke is a Cov enanter firs t, and then a United Presbyterian--in that order . Cl arke 

"rejo ic ed i n the gr ow th of Presbyter ianism which he loved so well alt hough it was 

not altogether after hi s own heart --for he was a ' Cov enanter ' to the last• <PW, 
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1874, 105). Clarke ' s int erests, 1 i ke that of other Covenant ers , were shared by o ther 

Un i ted Presbyter i ans--their distrust of and hostil i t y to Roman Cathol i c i sm, the ir 

advocacy of strict Sabbath obser vance, the ir strong stand on total abst inence, their 

hearty diffe r ence with Baptists over bapt i sm . 

Hi s ambi valence to United Presbyter ians is clear ; as is t he att i tude of United 

Prest,y terians t o the Covenanters. I have already noted Burns·' hostil i t y to Clarke in 

Saint ,John. On the eve of his tr i p to Scotland both the .Cb.r:..i.sl..i.ao_JD.s.i.r:1J.cl.o.r: and the 

ec..e.sb:d.e.c.i.an __ l.J.iin.e.s.s carr y the same br i ef notice of his sa i 1 i ng and then add th is 

editorial comment : 

Mr. Clarke, who is on e of the most laborious and successful of min isters 
has been stat i oned i n Amherst for man y years. It i s owing to his 
efforts, under God, that Presbyterianism is not altogether defunct there 
( PW, 1856, 126) . 

From Clarke ' s side, some of h is wri tings appear in t he E.r:.e.sb.:d.e.r:..i.a.o_l.J..ilD.e.s.s under a 

pseudon ym; the :1 a r e lat er publ i shed i n the Ne1/J Light denom inational paper wi th 

Clarke ' s name c l earl y attached .[ 35) One of Clarke ' s letters did see the 1 ight of day 

in the Wi.in.e.ss; end i ng wi th th i s brief paragraph. "I ha ve stated a few facts of an 

inter esting nature, without an y vinegar. Will the l.J..il.n.e.s.s let them go abroad? and 

ob 1 i g e A 1 e x . C 1 a r k e 11 
( PI..J , 1 8 6 2 , 5 9 ) . 

The New Light Cl arke an d h i s relationship with Sommer vil le and the other Canadian 

Old Lights is also ambiguous. Immediatel y after· the t wo breaK in the mid-1840s, 

they comp l etel y i gnore one another . Their accounts of their ear ly days are re - told; 

but ment i on of the erstwhile colleague i s glaringl y absent. The Old Light 

presbyter y of New Brunswick an d Nova Scotia does taKe up the matter of i ts 

relationship with the Chignecto New Lights; but onl y as an appendage to the breaK in 

the Reformed Presbyt er i an church in Scot land in 1863. At that t ime, the N. 8. and 

N. S. Presbyter y declare that "we cannot recognise as ministers . .• any ministers . 

. , of the New Light body in Amer ic a, nor those who hold fellowsh ip with them " (Mi n, 

79) . 
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Yet Sommerville and Clarl<e do not rema. in totall y alien to one another. The y appea.r, 

one following the other, at a series of sermons at the Tr i - Centennary Celebrat ions 

in 1860 at Pictou. A commentator notes that " i f the paper of Mr. Sommer vi lle was a 

great success , that of Dr. Clarl<e, of Amherst, was greater, in the popu l ar 

v iew."(36) Sommer vi ll e published a worl< c,n baptism in 1866
1
(.37) and Clarl<e i s 

u n st i n t i n g i n h i s pr a i se of i t ( PW, 1867, 34) . 

However much the y d i sagreed with one another , their mi norit y pos i tion as over 

aga inst the Un i ted Presbyter i ans drew, or threw them together. Th is is clear ly 

i llustrated in the 1869 pamphlet bv Sommer v i l l e , Ihe._Sac..ial_eas.ii.ian_af_Re.fac.me.d 

ece.sb~ie.c.ians ___ ac ___ Coue.nanie.cs . (38) Here Sommerville argues that Reformed 

Presbyterians have brol<en new ground for the Un i ted Presbyt er ians in British North 

Amer ica, the y did not come i nto areas already occupi ed by other Presbyterians. And 

the ch i ef example Sommeroille c i tes is nc,ne other than Clarl<e . Somme rv ill e puts it 

th is ~va y : 

Cumberland , . had been twice entered and twice abandoned by the 
Presbyter ians of that Prov ince. Now ... Dr. Clarl<e enters, gathers, in 
to il and privation, the scattered Presbyterians of Cumberland and of the 
adjo ining county of Westmoreland, erects places of worship, organ ises 
congregat i ons , introduces addit ional labourers; and when there are 
bette r roads, more improved fields, f i ner houses, and more money, the 
Presbyter i ans of the Lower Provinces are practically say ing, . • . "Our 
brother, Dr. Clarl< e, has ser ved his generation well, and as to h is 
cont inu ing the Covenanting mi nister any longer, in our presence, it is 
not necessary . We bear the same test imony for tr uth before the world as 
our Covenanting brethren . " . , . The great body of Presbyterians feel 
themselves competent to take charge of the whole field; and ~e. 
LCaue.nanie.csl_ace._.in_ihe._~a~.[39) 

Clacke.~s __ ece.c.ac.iaus_ec.inc.e.dam 

Clarke was a Pr i nce of the Reformed Presbyterian church in Chignec t o. As I 

ind icated, the years 1850-55 ma y have marked the height of the movement in t hat 

region. In 1855, a spacious new church had been bu i lt and opened in Goose Ri ver, 

the largest Covenanter congregation in Chignecto. As soon as the church was ope ned, 

however, Darragh began to have serious d i ff i culties in Goose River . Appa r entl y , 
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Darragh tr i ed to gain a greater measure of f inancial secur ity, by demand ing that the 

elders guarantee a ;1early salary of 100 pound~. ; the elders becom i ng respons ible for 

all del i nquencies.[40) Some of the elders agreed, other·s d id not. One who d i d not 

was the Scot Ale xander Ferguson, who had been appo inted an elder in Clarke ' s day 

with the congregat i on . The mone y matter festered, and became the magnet for other 

dissatisfactions; and Darragh did nothing to cause the d i ssatisfact ion to abate. 

Elders resigned, or were dism i ssed . There were appeals to Presbyter y . From an 

apparentl y happy and growing congr egat ion (with an underpai d pastor ) came a 

d i sgruntled and d i vided congregat ion : and Darragh ' s income seemed no more secure . 

The congregation petitioned the Northern Presbytery <Ch i gnecto ' s own Easter n 

Presbyter y had not yet be en constituted) t o form a second congregation. Presbytery 

approved of the petition and Goose River Second congregation came into being . The y 

were able to call, ordain and ins tall the Rev. Archibald Thomson as pastor of Goose 

River Second. 

Darragh and the par· t of the congregat ion which had supported h im applied for 

adm i ssion t o the Truro Presbytery of the Presbyter ian Church in Nova Scotia. The 

circumstances of his leaving, the subse quent quarrel ov er the church building, the 

acrimon y between Clarke and Darragh poisoned the atmosphere around Goose Ri ver for a 

long time. Clearl y , the situation d id not help the Reformed Presbyterians .( 41) 

Darragh was a very able man; and he stayed in Goose Ri ver . Archibald Thomson , the 

Reformed Presbyterian minister in that community for a dozen years was h imself a 

ver y cap ab le preacher, pastor and scholar. But he l eft in 1869 . 

Clarke and Darragh remained bitter antagonis t s; though there ' s evidence that Cl ar ke 

retained a grudging admiration for Darragh--at an y rate, unlike t he States-bound 

Thomson , Darragh stayed <RPA, 1870 , 168-1 70). Darragh, repeat, stayed at Goose 

Ri ver, and ministered to the United Presbyterians. That is not t o say that 

everythin g was smooth sailing for him in that congregation; it wasn't. But Darr_agh 
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outlasted and outl iv ed mc,st of his detractors, dyi ng in 1902, a quarter ce nt ur ;t past 

his erstwhile ment or and colleague, and then b itter adversar y , Ale xande r Clar Ke . 

Throughout hi s career, ClarKe was cons i stentl y seek ing add i t ional min i ste rial 

ass i stance. Ale xander Robinson came to Shemogue in 1856 , helped to open the Port 

Elg in church in 1857, and had four or fi ve years of solid 1,1,Jor K in Shemogue. He t hen 

caused or f e 11 into a fama._c.lamo.sa. . The e xact nature of the uproar is not clear. 

The charge was never reall y sustained; and yet ne ver ful ly r emov ed. It margina li zed 

Robinson . He was suspended by Easter n Presbyter·y in 1862; Kept appeal ing to Synod 

until he was re i nstated in 1876. But the re i nstatement d i dn 't sti cK. Rob i nson l ived 

th irt y years in Chignecto; but the l ast twenty f iv e years he was an unhapp y man; 

never expe l led by the Reformed Pre sbyterians , never real ly readmitted either; 

finall y dyi ng an emb i ttered man. The Eastern Presbyt er y of the Reformed 

Presbyt erian church was not able to chann e l the considerable energ i es of th is 

caust i c character; and instead expended a l ot of their· O1,vn in deal in g, or at t emp ting 

to deal, with him.(42) 

Samuel Boyd, clearl ;t an able minister, came to Shemogue in 1865. Sol id, i f quiet, 

Clarke felt that the congregat ions at Shemogue and Port Elg in were "highl y fa vor ed 

with the excellent ministry of that excellent Chris t ian man, the Rev . Samuel Boyd" 

( RPA, 1870, 173). ClarKe spoKe the truth. a,,. . 
But the movement had moved tOAhold 1n g 

position, a pl a teau: there was to be 1 i t tle further expansi on, In fact, the letters 

of Clarke after 1870 indicate a movement in decline. Was un ion with the United 

Pre s byterians a poss ibility? As a fr aternal delegate, Dr. ClarKe v isited the Synod 

of the Un i ted Presbyterians ( the Pr esbyte rian Church in the Lo1J,Jer Prov in ces of 

Br itish North Amer ic a ) in 1869 (Pl,J, 1869, 204 ) , and aga i n in 1871 ( Pl,J, 1871 , 209) : 

and he is treated with great respect in both appearances; espec i a ll y since in those 

courts, he seemed to speaK in fa vour of some Kind of union between the Reformed 

Presby terians and the United Presbyterians. Cl ar Ke cou l d tal K earnestl y about un i on 

if he h imself i n i t ia ted the di scussion : but he tended to r eact angr ily if someone 
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e l se brought up the possibil i t ;1 , I n the minutes of I..Jallace Presbyter y , that court 

nibbles a couple of t imes at the poss ibil i t :1 of broaching some form of union, in a 

direct con versat ion wi th Dr . Clar ke. Broach ing was easy , actual direct discussion 

wi th Cl arke was ano t her matter . It ne ver took place . Clarke died in 1874. 

Mi nisters--there wer e never e nough . S t udents, catechists, 1 icent iates, came for 

short per iods of t ime, and left. Men who had grown up in the area were pressed i nto 

ser v ice when the y returned, as the y did, not i nfrequentl y . But sure, steady , 

long-t ime Covenanter pastors there were none: except Clarke h imself, and he was 

dead. Darragh stayed, but defected to the United Presbyterians . Boyd was to do the 

s ame. 

In 1876, Samuel Boyd j o ined the United Presby ter i ans. Undoubtedl y , the 1875 union 

pre ci p i tated th i s move; although I 'v e l ocated no wr i tings of Boyd on the matter . 

Bes i des, by 1876, Clar ke had been dead for two years-- ma ybe i t was safe, then! A 

consi derable por t ion of the congregati on at Shemogue, and almost al l the 

congregat i on of Port Elg i n, a l so petitioned the Wallace Presbyte ry of the 

Presbyter i an Church in Canada to j oin that denomination . We have the remin i scences 

of a man who v ivi dl y remembered the 1876 discussion . "In the matter of the spl i t i n 

1876 the burn i ng quest ions were . 1st acknowledging Christ as the head of the Church 

2nd open commun ion 3rd The use of hymns and Instrumental music in Public Worsh i p or 

in the home on the Sabbath da y . "[43) 

But Boyd d i d not r epeat the scenario of Wm. Stave ly Darragh i n Goose Riv er . He left 

Shemogue, later to become mini s ter of the United Presbyter i ans in Wallace Nova 

Scotia, dy ing there in 1897 . 

In the Shemogue charge, the Port Elgin congregation went over to the United 

Presbyterians, virtuall y to a person. The church building, which had never been 

deeded to the Reformed Presb:der i ans , and which sat on land owned by an elder who 

joi ned the new denomination , became United Presbyter i an wi thout the shak ing of a 



94 

s ingle sh ingle. At Shemogue i tself, man y went over, but a few Covenan ters 

remained. And t he newl y constituted Presby ter i an congregat i on asks the Covenanters 

i f the y can use t he church bu i ld i ng . The ans1.AJe r comes back , no; but i t i s stated, 

i f not with Chr i st i an compass ion, a t l east ~vi th decent Canadian c iv i li t y . 

Shemogue ' s expe ri e nc e of two congregat ions was to be quite d i fferent from that of 

Goose River. 

Non etheless, from 1876 c,n, Covenanter-ism i s i n decline, almost bes ieged. George 

Brovmell, at the beginning o-f a long career, serves well for two or· three years 

after Clarke ' s death . Hi s t ime i n Chignecto i s also marked by the dipther i a death 

of h i s wi fe, El i zabeth, the oldest daughter of the old Scots elde r , Alexander 

Ferguson. Then George Brownell leaves for Pennsyl vania . Samue l D. Yates and Samue l 

R. Stormont spe nd 10 and 8 years respectively i n Ch i gnecto, but the y are not of the 

same stuff as Clarke or Darragh: not least in sheer physical stamina, pure human 

strength . Ale xander Roulston came in 1882 and ~vas a man of conside r ab l e ab ility , 

but he s ta ;ted for but a shc,rt time; and further· demor al i zed the Shemogue Covenanters 

by l eavi ng more or less abruptl y to become mi nister of a Pr ince Edward Island Un i ted 

Pr es byter i an congregation. Not surpris ingl y , perhaps, especiall y i n Shemogue, more 

and mor e pe opl e go over to the United Presbyterians. 

About ten years after he had served as a missionar y in Ch ignecto, George Brownell 

returned fo r a v is i t, i n November / December of 1888. He tells r eaders of the church 

paper something of that visi t. 

My f i r s t Sabbath in the East was spent with the Shemogue brethren . This 
congregation is still strong in numbers; but some of the fr iends seem to 
be di scour aged on account of having so 1 it t 1 e preach i ng, Our chur ch 
there ( and it is the same with the other churches in the Presbyter y) i s 
surrounded with those who are in no wa y friendl y to us, and they seem to 
th i nk that our church ought not to e x ist. The Presbyter i an Church of 
the Dominion of Canada is desirous to take possession of the who le 
field, and in a number of our congr egations she has entered and caused 
di v ision . I did all in my power to encourage those adhering to the 
principles of the Reformed Presbyter i an Church i n North Ame ri ca, 
assur i ng them that some one would be sent to labor among them when the 
wi nter would be over . The friends he r e are warml y attached to 
reformati on princ i ples, and will do all the y can to support an earnest 
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Chr i stian worker <RPA, 1889, 72 ) . 

In th i s period of decline, I want nevertheless to draw your attent ion to t he 

Cov enanters of Ch i gnecto who became cler gy ; s urel y one of the s igns of an act iv e 

chur ch: see Append ix I . Three Covenanters were in Sem i nary whe n Clarke d i ed: George 

Br mvnell, LJi l l i am James Clarke ( Clarke ' ~. son ) and Aaron Finley , whose name i s not on 

t he 1 i st. F inle y was a f i rst cous in of George ' s, and the other Brownells who were 

to become c l er gy ; F in le y died of pneumon i a i n 1876. But i t i s a qu i te r emar kab l e 

1 is t . On ly two had entire careers in Canada, Samuel Carruther s Mu r ray and Joseph 

Hmve Br owne 11 • 

Joseph Howe Brownell was the l ast Covenanter c l ergyman to serve in Chignect o . And he 

was much bel ov ed; primari l y as a pr eacher and pastor. He was a remarkable man. And 

he marr i ed a ver y r emarkable woman, Jenny Mart i n a woman he ' d met wh i le studyi ng i n 

Ph i ladelphia. I suppose i t i s more a s i gn of the age, but for the f ir st t ime, the i r 

mi n is tr y i s seen as a joint one . At l east, some of the t ime. Ph ysi ca lly , J .H. 

Brownell had two club feet . Psych olog icall y and spirituall y he was a g i ant. T ime 

fa ils me to do h im J ust ice. 

No do1Jbt Joseph Howe Brownell could see that some Kind of merger was inevi table. 

The once cons i derable Covenanter territory-- with some two score congregat ions--h ad 

s hr un k to the two congr egat ions, Shemogue and Goose Riv er ( now Linden ) . And 

Cov enante r Joseph Howe Browne ll' s Shemogue Un i ted Presbyterian counterpar t was 

Jose ph Howe Hatt i e. The two wor ked together. There was a l ready a common Sabbath 

school, Brownell had some good lay al l ies in h i s congregat ion. J . Smi th Bl acklock , 

who had been a Ref ormed Presbyte ri an theolog ic al student f or a coup l e of year s in 

Ph i ladelphia, but who had returned to Chignecto, had worked towards the day of union 

fo r years . [44] Yet the cruc i al factor i n the successful merger was the love, es teem 

and r espect people had f or J os eph Hmve and Jenn ie Br ovmel l . They had made sure tha t 

the gr ou nd had been very ca r efu lly l aid, The area had seen 'un ions ' bef ore-- in 

Goose River, ver y pai nful; in Shemogue, when Boyd left, much better, but st ill 
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such bitterness. Perhaps opposition was not altogether absent . One story that has 

come down through the oral route has i t that Joseph Howe ' s mother, in Northport, was 

not at all pleased.[45] And whereas Shemogue j o ined th e Presbyterian Church i n 

Canada, the Linden congregation dissolved, 

Of course, the United Presbyter ians, the Canad i an Presby terians, were enthused, G. 

Lawson Gordon, clerk of Wallace Presbytery , gi ves expression to this exultat i on. 

With Mr. Brownell his former congregation comes into the Presbyter i an 
church, thus crown i ng the debt of our Church to the Reformed branch. 

[To] the Re v . Ale xander Clarke and his coadjutors and successors we 
owe the preser vation of Presbyter ianism in the counties of Cumberland 
and Northumberland. All the congregations ar1s1ng out of h i s first 
charge have now been added to our Church. Between ourselves and t hem 
there was, besides the name, only one matter of difference in the whole 
range of eccles iasti cal practice and doctrine: the R.P. Church said in 
effect though not i n statute, you must sing onl y Psalms in Public 
Worship; the Presbyterian Church says , you may sing Psalms or hymns or 
both. Mr. Brownell has now a united and harmonious people ( PW, 1905, 
257 . The word ' Northumberland ' should probably be ' Westmorland. ) 

The same events are somewhat differentl y seen in Reformed Presbyterian sources , The 

Sta ted Clerk of the New York and Vermont Presbytery reports that Brownel l and 

Shemogue have been certified to the Wallace Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church i n 

Canada ; and that the Linden congregat ion has been removed from Reformed Presbyter i an 

r olls. The report goes on : 

These two congregations were the last of the man y organizations effected 
in the Providences by the late Ors. Darragh and Clarke and their 
successors . 

Thus terminates the history of our Church i n Nova Scotia and New 
Brunsw ick . The cause of the dee 1 i ne of these once pr osperous 
congregations in different parts of each of these Pr ovinc es is certain ly 
a matter worthy of careful thought. But whatever the cause it is not 
lack of f ide 1 i t y to the doctrine and polity of our Church on the part of 
either people or pastor. No one, perhaps , is better able than the 
writer t o testif y authoritativ el y to the adherence to Covenanter 
principles by these con gregations, in one of which he found the church 
hom·e of h i s boyhood ( 1906 Minutes of General Synod) . <The wor d 
' Provi den ces ' in the first paragraph should surel y read ' Provinces. ') 

The author was the Rev. Stephen Peacock Brownell. 
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I have no d irect documentary evidence, but from his heavenl y corner hear no l ou d 

or sustained applause from the Re v . Ale xander Clarke. Yet, by and l arge and h i s 

mother ' s opin i on notwithstanding, Mr. Brownell d i d have a un i ted and ha rmon i ous 

congregation, a congregat i on to wh ich he faithfu l l y mi n i stered unt il hi s death i n 

1920. 

Wh y d id Reformed Presbyter i an i sm d ie out, and so fast? Was i n because t he y were 

outsung by the Methodists and Bapt i sts? Perhaps. Was i t because of the nar r ow , 

somewhat exclusi ve Covenanter foc us ? Matters such as closed commun ion, the use of 

psalms only, the f orb i dd i ng of instruments in church worsh ip: that answer has often 

been gi ven.(46J Another reason : the Amer ic an "New Light" Synod was i tse l f unde r going 

man y problems, some of a self-dest r uct iv e ma nn er , so that the Easter n Pr esbytery , 

wi th problems enough of i t s own, had no certain bac k up at the s ynod ic al level . ( 47] 

Related to that was the oft c i t ed problem of t he l ack of cons i stent mi n i s te r i a l 

s upport: and the cau s e most f r eq uentl y g i ven f or th i s non-cons i stenc y was t he 

weather. Clarke h imself commented ofte n on the i ntemperate cl imate; and many of h i s 

American helpers, after a st i nt in Chignecto, went back south. An Amer ican, who 

surve yed the whole "New Light" experience in Canada, has sa id: "the severit y of the 

cl imate s eemed to contribute to the i llness, death, or need to move fu r ther s outh of 

some min isters."(48] Frank Arch iba l d t hought the mo vement faltered and fa il ed 

because the Cov enante r s 1 ived too much i n t he past.(49] I th i nk t hat ' s a ha l f 

truth. The Covenanters did spend a good dea l of time enunc iating, clear l y and we ll , 

what the original Covenanter princ i ples we re. They fa i led t o th i nk thr ough cl ear l y 

a genu i nel y contemp orary Canad i an Covenanter the ol ogy and prax is. Clarke may have 

had that considerat ion in mind when he J oi ned the "New Lights." But the whol e ma tte r 

of what i t meant to be a Covenanter i n Br i t i sh North Amer ic a d id not r ece iv e th e 

hard think ing that s uch a move might wel l have e lici ted in Clar Ke. I t wasn ' t t ha t 

Covenanter s spent too much t ime in the pas t; but rather t hat t hey fa i le d t o r el ate 
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that past convincingly to the contemporary s i tuation. Their American counterparts 

did , an d the Covenanter commun i ty there has had a very sign ificant role to play, In 

the Maritimes, Covenanters--"Ol d Light" and "New Light" aliKe--were too firm ly 

dependent on other places for leadership, other sources for funding--on Belfast, or 

on Philadelphia, to thinK through clearly what i t meant to be a Covenanter i n 

British North America from the 1830s to 1867, and in Canada from 1867 to 1905 . I 

thinK i t ' s Northrup Frye who has said that for too long Canadians were always 

looking to some other place for the important things to happen. The Covenanters 

were caught up in the stor y of Scotland and Ireland and Pennsylvania, and dependent 

upon mone :1 coming from those sources: so that they failed to enunc iate what it meant 

to be a Covenanter i n Chignecto, Shemogue and Goose River, what i t meant to stand on 

soil that was neither Irish Covenanter nor American Covenanter.(50) 

Yet in that glori ous failure, the y may yet speak to us. I am a Can ad ian, and a 

Christian . And I speak to Canad i ans and to Chr i stians. What does it mean for us to 

be Canadian , and to be Chr ist i an, in Chignecto, in our time? What is to be our 

specif i c t.-<Ji tness in our mvn day and age? That is .DlJ..C question; a question we cannot 

evade, And i n ans1.-<Jering the question; or better still, in living out our lives i n 

response to our struggle with the question, we may certa inl y ga in ass i stance and 

insight, seeing we are surrounded by so rich a cloud of witnesses. And among those 

witnesses are surel y Alexander and Catherine Clarke, the i r 

successors, and the Chignecto Covenanter congregations. 

colleagues and 
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l.o_lBn1• _.an.d....Dl.ge.sl_.o.f_lb.e_a.cl.s_.o.f __ lb.e __ .S~.o.o.d...._.o.f __ Jb.e __ .8,e.f.o.cm.e.d....E.c.e.sb~l.e.ci.a.o 
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Chucch_ln_tiiacih~eclca~-fcom_l8fi2_ia_1888, pp. 61 1 67, 68 . RPTS, 

21 . "Obituary Notice [ of Mrs . Will i am Sommerv i 11 e J," Ihe-11anliac_and-11lsslanac~ 
Chcanlcl e_af_ihe_Refacmed_ecesb~ieclan_Chucch __ ln __ lceland , 1853, 289, 290. 
RPTS. 

22 . Ale xander Cl arke, "Fam ily Record: Marr i ages, Births, Deaths," written c. 
1867, in a Bible of Clarke ' s . Mar y , born June 26, 1835, was the ch i 1 d 
Sommerville baptised . The Bible is i n the possession of Lois Peacock Trenholm 
of Mur ray Corner , a direct descendant of Clarke ' s . 

23. "Minutes of the Reformed Presbytery of New Brunsw i ck and Nova Scot i a 
Presbyter y from i ts first Constitution on the 25th da y of April 1832," pp. 
1- 4 . Hereafter, Min , Minutes in the possession of the Stated Clerk , Reformed 
Presbyterian Church of North America, Pittsburgh, Pa . In the or ig i nal, 
pagination does not begin until page 126 . The page numbers above are arr ived 
at by numbering backwards fr om page 126. 

24. See William Sommer vi lle, "Report of Ministerial and Missionar y Labours in 
Horton, Nova Scotia, and Parts Adjacent," Cov , 1842, 83f. Sommer vil l e i s 
talking about an Episcopal clergyman, about whom he writes in the follow in g 
way: "Mr . ---------- (but there is no need to send his name abroad, or to hand 
it down to another generat ion, ) was the Episcopal incumbent 

25. "Minutes of the Synod of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ireland, 1832," 
minute 22. These minutes were most helpfull y made available to me by the Rev . 
Hugh Wright of I reland. 

26. See More, rui.c.o.c.a, 1 Bf. More th inks that, after the presby ter y was 1 aunched, 
"any tension soon passed . " I disagree . 

27. W.M . Glasgow, "Annals of the New Brunswick and Nova Scotia Presbytery," 
~l.o.cm.e.d....E.c2.sb~l2.cl.a..o_.a..o.d....£.rui2n.a..ol~.c, 1895, 127. RPTS. 

28. W.M. Burns, .l:L.H.i.s.±.o.t:~-.a..o.d.....Sl.o.c~-.oLB.ol .sl.o.c..d , 2nd ed . ( 1933; rpt; Sackville : 
Tribune Print i ng Co . , Ltd . , 1962) , p. 44. MAA, Bell collect ion. 

29. Glasgow , Hlsiac~, p . 172 . 

30. Glasgo~~, "Annals," 126, 127 . 

31. "Minutes of the Eastern Reformed Presbyterian Synod [of Ireland], 1845," 
i ndicate that Clarke had been in touch with this group . "The Rev . Dr . 
Ale xander calls the attenti on of the Synod to a commun ication which he had 
recei ved from Re v . Mr. Clarke, of New Brunswick. It appears that, at present, 
there is a mos t encourag ing opening in that country for missionar y labours 
. " Minute 24. Kindly sent to me by the Rev . Hugh Wright of Ire land. 

32 . The d i1Jis 1on is fully discussed by Glasgow, .H.i.sl.o.c~, pp. 89ff ., whose stance 
is defin i tel y "Old Light." For a "New Light" interpretation, see George P. 
Hutch ison, Ihe_Hlsiac~_behlnd __ ihe __ Refac..med __ ecesb~ieclan_Chucch~-Euangellcal 
S~nad (Cherry Hill , N.J .: Mack Publish ing Co . , 1974), ch . III. Though 
formall y "Old Li ght, " I commend the careful anal ysis and conclusions of 
Carson's Icans~lanied, ch. )( : "Society Affects the Bel ief of the Church." 

33 . "The Church Propert y of the Eastern Prest,ytery," ~l.o.cm.e.d...._.e.c2.sb~l~.r:l.a..o 
Aduacaie, 1870, 172-174 . Hereafte r, RPA. PHS . Although this article is not 
signed by Alexander Clarke , there can be 1 ittle doubt th at he was the autho_r. 
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34 . ' Un i ted Presby terians, ·' and ' United Presbyterian i sm ' •.AJ ere the t i tles g ilJen, in 
the Chignecto region to the Presbyterians who were not Covenanters, the 
Presbyt erians who, beginning with Darragh, began to make inr oads i nto 
Covenanter congregations. 

35, Satis., "Letter," PlJ, 1859, 167 . The letter later appeared as an art icle 1,~ith 
the t i tle "The Mode of Baptism," BC, 1860, 49; and has the initials ' A. C. ' at 
the end . In the introduction to the art icl e, the editor of BC notes: "We need 
not inform our re aders who ' A. C, ' is . " 

36. (Will i am Elder], "Tr i - Centennary Celebrat ion," .Cb.r:1.sll..a.o __ J.o5.i.r:ll.cl.a.r:, 1860, 
348. 

37 . Will i am Sommerville, fLDl.s.s..e.r:1.all.a.o_.a.o_Jb..e_tl.aJ~.r:..e __ ..a.o.£L_~.ol.sl.r:.al1.a.o __ .a1_Jb..e 
D.r:.d.i.o.a.o£..e_.aj_B.a.+ili.sm. In two parts. Part I ( 2nd ed. ) and Part I I . Pa is l ey : 
Ale x Gardner, 1866. ACA. 

38. Londonderr y : James MacPherson, 1869. ACA. 

39. Sommer ville, fLD1.s.s..e.r:1.al1.D.D 1 pp. 2 , 3 . 

40 . From primar y material made available to me by Mabel Ferguson Patton, of 
Max v i 11 e , Ont ar i o. 

41. See Eldon Ha y , "Confl i ct at Goose Riv er (Linden ): Covenanters and other 
Presbyter i ans," to be g iven to the North Cumberland Historical Societ y , 
Linden, N. S ., October 16, 1987. MAA. 

42. See Eldon Ha y , "Port Elgin Covenanters--Dr. Ale xander Clar ke and some 
Successors," address gi ven at St . James Presbyt er ian Church, August, 
Th is address contains a good deal of the Rob in son story, MAA. 

of h i s 
1987 . 

43. J.R . Pugsle y , ' Memorandum on Clarke and Murray Corner [Shemogue], ' No v . 24, 
1927. Original lette r in possession of Ronald Chapman of Moncton. Fasc inating 
recollections about Clarke and Chignecto as t old to the author of th i s letter 
when the author was a child. 

44. The Re v . El 1 is Bo:1d, a Un i ted Church minister who at one ti me served the area, 
gave me the in formation about the role of Blacklock in a telephone 
conversation in the spring of 1987. 

45. The story was related to me by Mrs. Elsie Burr i s of Linden in the summer of 
1987. 

46. The classic Canadian statement on th e strictness of the 
writ ten by a Saint John Old Light Ruling elder, Robe r t 
Presbyte ri an Church 1 11 Dll..u..e_I.r:..e..e.s, 1899, 287ff . 

Cov en an ters 1.AJas 
Ewing, "Ref ormed 

47. See R.W . Chesnut, fLB.r:1..e1_.!:Li.sl.a.r:~--.D1 __ Jb..e __ B..e.o..e.r:..al __ s~.o.a.£L_.a1 __ Jb..e __ Re1.a.r:m.eD 
E.r:..e.sb~l..e.r:l.a.ri_.Cb~.r:£b __ J.o __ _tw.r:Jb __ ~.r:1£~ . 1945. RPTS. See espec i all y chapter XV 
for Chesnut ' s assessment of the reasons for the decl ine of the General Synod. 

48. Harr y H. Meiners, Jr. , "Letter," written to Mrs. D.A. Huston of Truro, N. S., 
December 13, 1867. The two had a most in terest i ng exchange of correspondence . 
PCA . 
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Scoila_ac_Ihe_Couenaniecs_ln_ihe_Lowec_ecaulnces (Ha lifax, 1934), pp . 66, 67. 
M~ . 

50. In th is regard , s ee the ver y percept iv e article by G. Kenne dy , "Th e Church i n 
the Maritime Provinces," Refoc.med_ecesb~ieclan_and_Couenaniec, 1866, 177-180. 
RPTS. Ken nedy, who had spent s ome time in the Maritimes, writes as an "O l d 
Light." Yet what he says i s s ign i f icant for Covenant er s--"Old Li ght " and "New 
Li ght." And for Can adians of whate ver religious persuas ion, or none. 
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COVOWJ'!Eq smLERS 1" TME CMIGNEC"TO REG! GN 
Th t Cu'l&d 1a n Soct t tY o4 Pr,1byt tr 11n H,110r- y , Toron to, Oc t. 3, 1987. 

Addr t u 9 ,vt n Cy Eldon .,.u,, Hount Al l , , on U. , S..ckv lll t, N,8, EOOI 3CO 

Map of REFORMED PRESBYTER!,_., <CCJvENONTERl con9r o9at,on• on N.8. and N.S. 

GCh ,,rttd:i 
{Wd,... ,W L,·.,.~,lt...d 

Co..,.t,eS) [cu,HJ( l:1.6/./D Co. N. s-.] 
2J Ann11.pti l,!. Vall--( 

C!,Si .. ,-r J,~~ e"' Vaile t 

CM!GIIECTO COVENONT ER CLERGY 1828-1905 
Alt x &ndtr CI H kt ( b. Jr t l 1 nd) lA2.B.:.l.8lj 

L1r9, 1y 1n 1.J11 t r,i0r l 1 1\C, 

Ht nrv Gordon ( b. lr t l a ndl 
184.8:.il H 11 1 10n a r y 

Anor t w R. Gi1 il t ;,- ( b. Jr t l 1nd l 
.lU~ L1c,• >H 1n ,, Stu r.09ut 

J ohn Al ford Cb, U.S.A. l 
lS!iil M, 11 , cnu y a h w "'on t hl 

Al oano, r Rob ,n1on <b. t r , l and > 
.l.855.:...1AA2 L1c 1 nt 11 t t - >t11n11 tt r 
Sh,,.09ut / Por t EI 91 n. 

t11 11 1 on ,1 ry 
L1rQtlY , n Cut1btr l 1nd 

\oh . S tave ly Oarr aoh Cb , lr 1 l 1nd) 
18,U::1858 LI c . - >M, n, t Ur 
Goou A1v t r, R1v t r Ht bt rt 

Arch 1b1 ld Thcn1on <b, Jrt l a nd) 
1852:lalQ LI c . - )NI n 1 , Ur 
Goou RI vt r I A I vt r Ht btr t 

S111ut l 0, Yllt t (b, lr thnd) 
1825.:1885 f'11 11 ,•>H 1n1 1Ur 
M h t r t l , A1v t r Ht bt rt 

Gt or9t t.J, Brownt ll ( b, C,1n1d 1 > 
1826.;.l.880 L i e ,• >H• u ,ona ry 

So1111u t l R, Stor,-ont <b, U.S.A. ) 
.1..8.2.!.:.l.B.8.2 "' ' ,, , - )HI n 11Ur 

S1nut l Boyd <b. lr t l &nd> 
.lB.6.5.:.JJl.2~ Sh t r109u t / Por t EI 9, n 

Al 11u ncur Roul 1 ton ( b. U.S.A. ) 
l..882.:.lSSJ Sht,.OQut / Por t El 9 1 n 

Jou ph Ho.,,t BrO,,oln t 11 .lll.!1:il.£1.5 Sh t n10Qu t , 
Jn ar u - >Goou R1vtr ( L1ndt n > 

N,8 ./L1ndtn, N.S. 

CM!GNECTO COVEt-lONT ERS who btcan>t CLERGY 
Clt18ERU>t<O 
Gt or9, U, 8rown~l1, Uorthport, N.S. c. 1842-l'lt. Ord. 1877, 

.. only on , 1p t nd1n9 , nt , r t c 1r ttr 1n RP con9r 191 t10n1 . 
- t hort t11t1t u r1,u 1on1ry 1n Ch19nteto a r ,1 1 th t n 1n U.S.A . 

H,rani Hu t ton Brownt ll, Nortnpor t, U,S. 1855-192.-. Ord. 1879, 
- AP con9n11 1n 1891, Jo1 n1 d UPOiA . Brotht r of J,H, Brown, 11. 

Jou pn Hc>-t Brownt ll, Northport, N.S . 1858-1920. O,.d, 1894 , , n C1n1d 1 . 
- 1 tud1td 1n USA , 1nt1r t c a r ttr 1n Ch1 9n t cto r 19 1on, 
.. 1894-1905 RP n11n l 1 U ,.; 1n 1905, h t & Sht t109 u1 con9n. joint d PCC. 

SUph t n P,acock: 8rown t ll I Northport, N,S. 186,-1953. Ord. 189,. 
- AP conor 191 t 1oni , n 1908 1 ht & con9r19 a tion jo1nt d PCUSA . 

U i l\ 11r,i J 11111 C1 1rk:1 1 Anrlh tr 1t , U.S. 1845-', Ord, 1877. 
- 1hort t1n1t 1n I AP con9r1 91t i0n; 1n 1878 1u1p1ndtd; 1880 r 111ov t d . 

John Y1t11, ~h t rtt, N.S. 1885-', Ord, 1905 • 
... btecn,, l'I H\l lt t r o f th t RP Church o f N,A.-- ' 01 d L1ghh ' 

UE STMORLA"IO 
John Cur , ttt Chaoru n , Ch • prun, Corn , r, r~. B. 1B53-1936, Ord, 1878 . 

• RP con9r 19 • t1on1: , n 1888 , Join e d PCUSA, Brotht r o f U,V . Ch 1pnun. 
t,,h ll 1 ~ Young Ch1prun , Chioni1n1 Corner , N. 8. 1859-1926, Ord, 1889, 

- JOtntd Shtn109u1 RP con9r19 a t1on ,n JB76, 0 '"' ' n c t rtlf1c 1 tt 188 4 , 
- undt r9r 1du1t t 1n C• n ldl (Hount All 110I\ U, ) , th t n to Pr,nc t ton, 
- d 1stin9u 1tht d c ir tt r 1n th t U.S.A., 1n th t PCUSA. 

Sll'l'lut l C1rruthtr1 Hurr 1 y
1 

Hurro Corntr , N.8. 185?-1945 . Ord. 18851 1n C1n 1d1 . 
- J01n t d Sht n109u, AP con9r191t 1on 1n 1876 1 91vt n c t rt lf 1c1 tt 1883, 
• undt rgr 1du att ,n Ca nad a ( Mount A11 110n U,) 1 th t n l o Princeton. 
• d1 1 t i ngu 11h t d c 1rtt r In Yt t ttrn Ca nad1 1 PCC & UCC. 

John 1'1cCurd)' S U pht n,, t1urro Cornt r 1 N,8. 1859-1902. Ord, 1887 . 
.. RP con9 r , 91 t10n1; , n 1891, J O.ln t d PCUSA . 

So.., CM! GNECTO COVENA'J'IER Sou re u 
IRJ SM J OURt-4Al: Iba. Co1.ta 0..1..0.1ac.-·1 830-1899, A nr1onthl f Journ1I ~u bl 1sht d by 

u1 , AP Cl'lurctl , n lr , l 1nd : ·Qtd L19ht. • Good for 1830-1844 . 
OMER!t.>11 JOURNALS: a.....u 0J lba C.....a.o.&OJ --1845-1870, • nd 

2.alo.r.,u" eu..,,..l.lu..u> AdMAUU-- 1867- 1965. 
1'1on t h lr J Ourn 1 l 1, publ 1th t d by tht Anlt r1c 1n •Ntw L19ht1 . • 

CAt~ OIAU ec.a .1,bua u.10. U.i...10.u.1, . RP u1 tw1 va r1ou1 l1 tol , r atto, patr on1 110, 
l'1 Ir.JUTES I t:1.i.o.u..1&.J. at 1b.& lia ic.c.m&d ec.ubx.Uc.x c i ~ ... 8CJLD.SM1iJ.C.k u d tui..w.& 

S.c.cJ .. u, , undt r th t Synod of th t RP Ch urcl'I of Jr t l 1nd, 183 2 - 1920, Th t 
101 1 copy 11 1n th t RP Tht olo91c a l St n111n a ry in P i t h bur9h. 

8001<S1 1.1.N. GI llg~. kiJ.l.i OC.¥ oi ib.a iaJ.c.cJl&J:S ec.u~1a.c..u.D. Cb.l.lC..c.b J.Q 

Qaac..i...c...i . 8 1 lt,,,.or, 1 1888, A 1ol1d 1 ru111vt, f act-f l ll td book , 
Fr i nk Ar ch , b• ld, lb.a a&.J.DtJUd f~.&..s.b.x.1,u : . .1.~ Cl:wu.b .1. . .D ~.B, .u.d t:1 ,S., 

H1 l1f u, 1,34, Rt 1t r1c ttd to th t H1r 1t,,u, 1 a nd to , ourc ts , 
Robt r t 1'1or t , J r,, Q.uc..oc.J. Boc.a,1,l.1..1.: Q kt.J.s ioc.x ci 1.ba iaioc.ma.d 2:c.Asbx.ta c.J.40 

~c..h .!Q C. u u,CJ. <Cow&D.J.Q.1.a c. l , 1820-1262. Ph 1l • d t lph 11 , 19~?. An 
An t r 1c 1n RP, urv ,no th t Almon tt , Ont., RP congr 19a t i on, turv t )" t d th t 
t nt,,.. , Can1d1 1n Cov , n&ntt r n1ou111111n t. 

1-1 . M, Burnt, lb.a ~U.10.C.X .10.'1 S.toc.¥ oi Bc.uJJl.c.d , Sa c lh, 111 1 1 Tr l bun t 
Pr 1n t1n9 Co . , 1933; 2nd p,-.tQ , 1962. SOIH ru t t r1 1l on N.8, Cov t nt n ttr-1 . 
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