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COVENANTER RELATIONSHIPS WITH PRESBYTERIANS: SOMMERVILLE AND STAVELY

Eldon Hay

The object of this paper is to outline the relationship between
Reformed Presbyterians and other mainline Presbyterian bodies in the
British North American colonies of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, as
exemplified in the work witness and writings of Rev. Wm. Sommerville
(1800-1878)> and Rev. Alexander MclLeod Stavely (18146-1903). The pericd
covered is roughly 1830 to 1880. The relationship is described
largely, though not exclusively, from Reformed Presbyterian sources,
from the writings of Sommerville and Stavely. Sommerville and Stavely
have a great deal in common, but their views on relationshipe with
other Presbyterians differed, subtly and not so subtly. In this paper
there is first, an outline of Covenanter-Presbyterian relations
before either Sommerville and Stavely came; secondly, Sommerville’s
early experience, followed by Stavely’s; thirdly, a comparison of the
two men’s attitudes; finally, an attempt ¢to understand their
pocitione, particularly that of Wm. Sommerville.

A. Before Sommerville and Stavely

The fircst Covenanter missionary to Canada was the Rev. Alexander
Clarke, who came to minicster to a Covenanter scciety in Saint John, N.B.
in 1827. Although Clarke established, or re-established the Covenanter
Scciety in that city, hie minicstry in Saint John lacsted for only a few
months, for Clarke found a situation much less promising than he had
hoped. Some of the Covenanters, who had been reported there, had left the
city, the remainder were scattered. And Clarke found the attitude of the
Kirk clergyman, the Rev. Gecrge Burns, at the leact unfriendly, at most
positively hostile. Nor were British governcrs particulary open to the
Covenanters. As Clarke notec:

The spirit of Toryiem wae . . . quite rampant in St. John, =0 much
so, indeed that it was not an easy matter for an R.P, minister to get
intc & church to preach &t &l11. I asked Dr. George Burne for the use
of his church for a collection sermon in aid of & new church at
Hammond River. He said very dryly that I might have the church i€ 1
could get the leave of the gcvernor.

No doubt Clarke replied tartly and sharply that

I had the leazwe and authority of the universal Governor to preach
everywhere, and wcould not ack the leave of any local governcr to
preach anywhere. Of courcse, I undercstood the doctor’s remark acs &
refusal cof the church . . . contemptucus to me and the church 1
representedJ

Yet, accerding to Clarke’e zccount, Burns wase not wholly avercse to
Clarke’s efforts in the Hammond River ares.

Cocteor [Burnel) aduiced the pecple in the country to hold on to me,
allowed I was & good hand tc gather the people tagether, adviced them
te go on with the [proposed newl building, and by the time it would
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be finished, he would have a minister from Scotland when my services
would no longer be required. How marvell%usly thoughtful, honourable,
Kind and generous a doctor of divinity!

Clarke left Saint John within a year, going to Amherst, N.S.; where
although there had been Presbyterian clergy in the past, there were none
In 1828. Clarke went to Amherst, delivering a back-handed compliment to
Burns "that charitable Christian minister [whol did fully his share to

=€Nd me to the place where God intended I should sow the evangelical seed
and wait for the harvest.®

Clarke settled in Amherst, although he did not entirely sever his
relationship with the small Covenanter society in Saint John. And in 18?5,
that smal) @roup was erecting a place of worship. Robert Wilson, a K}”k
clergyman in that wrote in July to the Glasgow Colonial Society, urging
that another Kirk clergyman be sent out.

+ + « If we do not ourselves endeavour to supply the wants of the
presbyterian population, many of them from want of accommodation wil]
be obliged to join other denominations-—and others will endeavour tg
supply them. Indeed already the Covenanters, who are of themselves
a8 very small body in the city (not perhaps exceeding 20 individuals)
have yet exerted themselves so much as to carry on the Erection of
& place of warship--and intend when they are able to obtain a
Cameronian minicster from Ireland. If they obtain & popular clergyman,
they will most probably gather wup all the Presbyterian
stragglers--and perhapse draw off some from cur own body. Now if we
could forestall them, which we wish to do. . . .%

On Oct. 11, 1835, "the Reformed Presbyterian Meeting-House was opened, by
the Rev. Alexander Clarke."d This, notwithetanding the forestalling of the
Kirk folk, and, according to the New Brunswick Courier, "notwithstanding
the cocldness of the House, from its unfinished state. [Tlhe attention of
the congregation wae uninterrupted by even the slightest degree of
impatience,"$ Writing & month later, the Rev. Alex. MaclLean, a Kirk
minister in St. Andrew’s, N.B., to the Glasgow Colonial Scciety, notes
that "z Reformed Presbyterian church has lately been built in St. John,
and Mr. Alexr. Clark obtained as its Minicster."

E. The Arrival of Sommerville and Stavely

Sommerville came cut from in 1831, and was a roving associate of
Clarke’s wuntil 18322, when he was tentatively invited to Horton and
Cornwallis, in the Annapolis valley. Sommerville’s asscciation with Clarke
waz not been altogether unfruitful., In April of 1832, the twc had
combined, with elders, to form the New Brunswick and Nova Scotia Refarmed
Presbytery»; in June of that year Sommerville married Sarah Barry Dickie,
a member in cne of the congregations Clarke had founded. At the same time,
the two Covenanter clergy contended nct a little, though the precice
reasons evade ue,B Clarke alcne opened the Saint John R.P. church in 1835
thcough he indicates "Mr. Sommerville was . . . invited but did not come."§

Clarke had been very anxious to put come geographical distance
between himself and Burns; Scmmerville was not indisposed to be somewhat
remcoved from Clarke. Sommerville’s wishes <ceemed capable of fulfilment
when he received the tentative invitation to come to Horton and Cornwallis
in the Annapaolis Walley.



In the early 1830s, the Presbyterian congregations of both
Cornwallis and Horton were facing a difficulty. Their beloved Church of
Scotland licentiate-minicster, the Rev. William Forsyth, was quite ill. On%
cculd say that he was cloce to being "superannuated in mind and body . "}
Another minister, at least to assist the ailing Forsyth, was clearly
called for. A small number of persons came together from the Horton and
Cornwallis congregations to discuse the matter; and Elihu Woodworth of
Horton became their spoKesperson.

What were the poscsibilities? Perfect Presbyterian parsons were non-
existent; even good cnes were scarce. Had the committee heard of William
Sommerville? 1t is clear that they had. Maybe because Alexander Clarke
had vicited and "preached in this community [of Hortonl several Sabbaths"
in 1829. ClarKe had already made & name for himself in Amherst and
beyond. And his Covenanter colleague, the Rev. William Sommerville, and
wae in the Amherst area when Woodworth wrote to him in October 1832.

As Elihu Woodworth’s letter of Oct. 1832 makes clear, the committee
had heard that Sommerville "might be prevailed upon_to labour” in this
Horton-Corrnwallis area of "the vineyard of the Lord." But in approaching
Sommerville, the committee had to be clear about two matters.

Firet, concsidering that Mr. Forsyth was <till aon the scene, it was
important to secure his concsent; else the object the committee had in mind
“could not be obtained."!¥ Could old Mr. Forsyth get along "with a . o
Precbyterian Minister not of the Church of Scotland?“” Well, Mr. Forsyth
aseured the three members who came to see him that he was quite willing
to work "in harmony with the Revd. Mr. Sommerville or any other pious
Presbyterian Minister who held to the central doctrines of faith and
practice of the Church of Scotlgkd.Second, quite apart <from Mr,
Forsyth’e cencibilities, there was a concern coming from the committee
member<c themselves. "Both the Horton and Cornwallis congregatione made use
of Watte wvercsion of Davidl’s]l Psalms and the Paraphrasecs connected
thereta" and the Committee want to Know from you, Sommerville, if you
"have any cbjectione to the same?"

Sommerville was & careful, canny, cautious character; and completely
committed to Covenanter convictions. However much he wanted to go Horton,
he could not and would not forget those convictions. So when acked, first,
‘“Are you in essential harmony with the doctrine, faith and practice of the
Church of Scotland?’ Sommerville could answer in all good conscience,

To the dectrines and practice of the Church of Scotland, ae they are
exhibited in her Standards, 1 was attached by education, conviction
and ordinaticn,

When Sommerville was asked, second, ‘Have you any objection to Watts”
FPesalme and Paraphrases?’ the answer was <slightly more ambiguous.
Sommerville’s reply,

with your prezent practice 1 will not rudely interfere; [although)
1 canncot compromise & religious aobligation for the cake of any
cituation., 1n the ewvent that I come to Horton, I will bring the
matter immediately before the congregaticone; and I am disposed to
believe them willing with promptitude to choose the better part,
having it brought before their notice.



How did the Horton-Cornwallis committee feel about Sommerville’s
response? A1l committee members were delighted that he upheld the Same
there was no such unanimity. Cornwallis officially withdrew from Siie
negotiations with Sommerville. Horton would have to proceed on s lown =

Horton continued the negotiations with Sommerville: but with due
caution. They called him for one half of his time and for one year only,
which meant services on alternate Sabbaths.”

And Sommerville came to the Annapolis Valley in May of 1833, In thﬂ
church that is today somewhat ironically known as the Couvenanter Church,
and in his first service on May 12, 1833, "Sommerville spoke against the
use of ‘uninspired hymns’.'2 And how was Watts’ version to be handed?
In Sommerville’s (slightly amended) words:

The first time I opened the book in the place of public worship, [1)
accompanied [it] with a declaration of the prinCiple, that in the
[public worship orl cocial services of the House of God, I.COU‘U
recognise none other than the [Psalms of David orl Songs of Zl?n as
the divinely authorised matter of praise; that some of Watts .
. might be regarded as a version of [Hymns or] Scripture Songs, and

as such I used them [only) till the subiect was brought under their
particular consideration.?

And Sommerville did not

|
let the matter drop there. Again, 1 take wup
Sommerville’s words:

Proceeding from houce to house, and conversing with the people on the
subject, all manifested a willingness to have the Psalme of DaviC
introduced, provided it might be done wunanimously, and without
alienating the affections of one from ancother. Of this I gave then
assurance; as from the beginning I had determined that,_if they di¢
not agree respecting this matter, we must part company.

Obtaining their individual consent, he embodied the decision in -
statement, and thern a second time ‘proceeded from house to house,q
requecsting signatures. "None refused to sign."24 So that "after only three
Sabbaths of public worship, or cix weeKs, elapsed . . . Watts was shut
up."? Sommerville published his first pamphlet on the subject, The Psalms

of David, Designed for Standing Use in the ChurchL“ It was apparently
widely read.

The whole procedure of removing Watts” version, and replacing it with
properr Psalms of David has evoked various responses from historians.
Wateon Kirkconnell <¢aye that the Horton congregants "found themcselves
suddenly Jlocked in a Scottish refrigerator by an iron-willed »oung
Covenanter."7 W.M. Glasgow writes that the Horton congregation "agreed to
sing the Psalms of David and comply to other practices of the church, and

gradually the congregation became in theory and practice a Covenanter
ccngregation.”

1 percscnally have no doubt whatccever that the latter is far closer
to the truth. The procf cf the pudding i found in the fact that "on March
1€, 1834, juest 10 monthe after he had accepted an invitation to preach for
them for a vear, the congregatiarn made ocut a formal call [for Sommervillel
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to the pastoral office. . . . And the relationship then formed was only
severed by his death."? And Cornwallise, which had withdrawn from the
original negotiations altogether, later, in 1835, called him for a quarter
of hie time; and that congregation too entered into a relationship with
Sommerville which ended conly with Sommerville’s death. Indeed, in the
early 1840, Cornwallis replaced Horton or Grand Pre ac the central focus
of Sommerville’s activity, a new church was built there, and the
congregation reconstituted.

Whereas Sommerville went to a non-Covenanter Presbyterian area and
gpadually won a niche for Covenanterism in the Annapolis Valley; Stavely
came to Saint John to a small congregation that had long prayved for and
looked forward to a resident Covenanter clergyman. The city’s Covenanters
were never a large group, but they did have a tenacity. Clarke helped with
the building of the church in that cityj but it was erected by ClarKe in
a marginal sense only. After he came to the new world, Sommerville visited
Saint John from time to time; but it was largely lay folk who persicted
in Keeping Covenanterism alive. And the congregation of Saint John Kept

appealing regularly to the Irish Synod for somecne to come.® The Irisch
Synod noted that

the society in St. Johne . . . continues to adhere steadfastly to the
cause which they have espoused. They meet regularly in fellowship
meetings, attend to other religicus duties, and their conduct, as far
as is Known to us, is such as becomes their profession.

The identity and self-discipline of the congregaticon in Saint John
ie attested to by an incident that occurred in the winter of 1840-41, a
few months before & minicster finally arrived and while the congregation
wae not yet under the government of a Session:

There was [al family in the [Covenanterl church engaged in the sale
of spirituous liquors. Although they were spoken to by . . . members
respecting the immorality of the traffic, they persicted in it.
Their plea was that in the cther Precshbyterian churches the members
were allowed to <=ell liquore, and why <should not they? The
contention continued for some time. At length the more zealous
members were determined to carry their point, if possible. A strong,
outspoken decument was drawn up, in which was contained a resolution
that no cne, man or woman, master or servant, should be recognized
as & member of the church who followed the practice of <selling
intoxicating liquorse. A meeting of the whole church was held for the
purpose of formally deciding the questicon. After having been fully
discussed and put to the vote, the measure was carried by & large
maJjority. The parties engaged in the traffic departed in great
displeasure, declaring that they would leave and have no meore to do
with such a people. They repernited, howeueri came back and continued,
ac before, worthy membere cof the church.’

At lacst, the prayers of the Saint John Covenanters for a full-time
miscsionary were answered. “Alexander Mcleod Stavely, of a distinguiched
Covenanter family, and who had offered his services as a misciconary to
Szint John, was ordained for that purpcacse on May 12, 1841, As part of that
crdination cervice

The Revu, William Taland gave & narrztive of the state of the mission
tco St., Johne, and of the steps that had been taken by the Directaore




of the Missionary Society to provide a pastor for the people, ang
read a very interesting letter which contained the affectionat,
invitation of the society to Mr. Stavely to become their pastor, ang
a pleasing statement of their present prospects.33

C. Sommerville and Stavely: A Comparison_

Throughout their ministries in Canada--Sommerville in the ANNAapolj,
Valley from 1833 until 1878, Stavely in Saint John from 1841 until 1829,
~the two missionaries bumped up against and were in contact with, othe,
Presbyterians. But it is important to remember the beginnings of thei,
respective ministries. Sommerville entered an existing Presbrteria,
congregation, and by his ministry-~as a sympathetic historian puts it-

gradually the congregation became in theory and practice a Covenanten
congregation."™ He held services in a building that had not been erecteq
under Covenanter auspices; and it was not until 1843 that a new, wholl,
Covenanter building, was erected in Cornwallis. From 1843 on
Sommerville’s ministry was marked by the slow but steady incursion of
other Presbyterian congregations in communities near and surrounding him,
On the other hand, Stavely‘s ministry, from the outset, was anchored iy
a .sma11 but cohesive Covenanter congregaticon, with its own church
building. And that congregation continued to hold its own during Stavely’:s

time there, <cjtuated amongst other Presbyterian congregations, both
established and new. '

The <strict customs and discipline of Covenanterism did not
particulary facilitate the growth of their respective congregaticns:

fAl year after Mr. Stavely’s settlement, the Irish members of St
Andrew’s Church, having . . . became dissatisfied, withdrew from it:
fellowship, went in a body to the Reformed Presbrterian Church iy
Lower Couve and in a <single day filled the 1little house t¢
overflowing. Their children attended the Sabbath school, and on th¢

whole they appeared well satisfied and many might have remained but
forr cne circumstance., In a short time one after ancther woulg
inquire: ‘When wcould it be convenient to christen the little one?

Whern informed that the usage of the Covenanter Church was toc baptize
the children of members only and that in the face of the con-
gregaticon, they <scon left, and identified themselves with a neu
[Presbyterianl] organization in the vicinity.

Elihu Woodwearth, the man who first entered into correspondence with
Wm. Sommervilte, and who led negotiations to bring him to Horton, gives
us a quite clear picture of the daily goings—-on of Wm. Sommerville i1n the
wonderful wee work edited by Wateon Kirkconnell, The Diary of Deacon Elihu
Woodwer th 18235-18%4.% Here’s one snippet, in Woodworth’s words.,

[Sabbath] Jan. 18. [1835] Attended Mr. Sommerville’s ([churchl
meeting. Dined at Mr. Sommerville’s. Went with him about 7 o’clock
in the evening to Oliver Fuller‘s mill, found him grinding wheat for
Mr« Wm. Borden to take to Halifax on Monday morning. After 1 had
given Mr. Fuller a very severe exhortation on the impropriety of thus
breaking a divine command, Mr. Fuller sclemn!y promised he would
never ag&in grind on the Sabbath., Young Mr. Borden coming for hic
flcur while Mr. Sommerwille wzs at the mill received alsc a gentle
but trulx ([(reproachfull rebuke for hie canduct. Mr, Sommerwville
concluded his exhortation with & divine praxer in the mill .
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The young man thus rebuked and prayed cver by Mr. Wm. Sommerville was Mr.
William Borden (1811-45), an uncle of Robert L. Borden, later prime
minister of Canada.™ It ic perhaps not altogether surpricsing that pre%ier
Borden’s memcriec of Rev. Wm., Sommerville are not entirely positive,.

Sommerville’s siege mentality, and Stavely’s relative steadfastness
is reflected in their reporting of events. It is perhaps not surprising
that Sommerville complained that the cup was half empty, and Stavely
maintained that it was half full. The two disparate attitudes are captured
in the report of 1848. Sommerville ie complaining in Cornwallic:

We do not do more than hold our own, if that. But what is more
painful to me ie the degree in which we are succumbing to the
prevailing spirit of the age. It would seem to be an accepted
principle that, instead of the Church giving spirit, character, and
form to the age, it is the duty of ministers and people to take
character and form from it. It seeme to be sufficient to secure
condemnation that any thing is old; and to labour for the old way,
however good it may be, is to row against the stream. . . . In the
religious world, the decire for union among Preshbyterians here is so
strong that there seeme to be little time and less inclination to
cettle terms. UWe must be cne; and . . . this ie demanded in the name
of liberality. . . . It ie treated as absurd to claim liberty of
conecience in opposition to union on any terms.

At the came time, Stavely seems to be rejoicing in Saint Jchn:

Throughout this Province (Mew Brunswick) there is & good feeling
among Christiane of all denominations, and in the country districts
ecspecially. I have often seen the Episcopalian, the Wesleyan, the
Bapticst, and the Precbyterian convened in the same sanctuary, to
worship the Christian’s God; and have heard them €ing, as with one
voice, the tune the Martyrs sung to the Scotch vercion of come of our

good old Pealms., Such union seasons are alwaye refreching to my
heartmand remind me that the whole family in heaven and on earth is
omE.

The cup--half empty, or half full? Stavely’es attitude tendese to
cooperation. In 1845, a church was opened at Hammond River, & hamlet cscome
distance from Saint John. Meant to "be the wvehicle of religious
intelligence for Christians, particularly for Precbyterians, of all
denominaticone," it received the name of "St, Andrew’e Church in connection
with the Free Church of Scotland." Stavely par-ticipated.41 A decade later,
Stavely actively supported the erection of another <such venture in
Carleton, N.E. Sommerville’s conduct was more confrantational. In
1859760, Sommerwville went to court to attempt to obtain for the Covernanter
cause & glebe; some land which had earlier been bequexthed to “a
Presbyterian bedy.’” The land, Sommerville reasoned, cught cbviously to
belong to the Covenanters; though the Free Precbyterians begged to differ.

The court cacse could be ceen positively from a Covenanter viewpcoint, and
ic so described in a presbytery repcrt cof 18411 "a =suit at Jlaw with the
Free Church in reference to Gleke land, has led to a more general

acquaintance in many places with cur peculiar pr-nncip]es.”4 Sommerville
pursued the court caze, although we are tald that



Mr Sommerville‘s [own] people wanted to leave the matter in disputg
to arbitration but he [Mr. Sommervillel] said there was nothlng tP
leave to arbitration for they [the other contestants] had no claim,

On that occasion, Sommerville was wrong--the land did not come to th
Covenanters. And however much the case increased Knowledge any
understanding of distinctive Covenanter principles, this did not leaq to
accessions to the Covenanter cause. For early in 1841, Sommerville writeg

that “the general attendance in Cornwallis is not o large, upon the
whole, as it once was.*®

Half-empty, half-ful17 Stavely’s attitude to Christians other thap
Qovenanters may have partially arisen out of the situation of the
lnqebtedness ©f the Saint John congregation. A new church building was
being erected in Saint John in 1850. Directly related to that effort
St?U91Y went off to the United States on what can only be called & money-~
raising venture. In a letter to hic sister written from Atlanta Georgia

on April 9, 1850, Stavely mentions & number of places, and Presbrterian
rarsons of many different schoole: |

\
I furnicsh you with a« brief cutline of my wanderings during the last
four weeks. . . . My firct stage was to Washington, in the district
of Columbia the Capitol of the United States. . . . I . . . found my
wWay to the house of Rev. Mr. Smith, New Schoal Presbyterian Minister,
o o« I left for Charlecton, South Carclina. . . . 0On Sabbath (next
da¥) farencon I preached for the Revd. Dr. Smythe . . . I thought it
better to remain for a time in Charleston, as I had not yet been able
to make any collections there. . . . [On the next] Sabbath I preached
once for Mr. Forrest Scotch Kirk Minister, & once for Dr. Smythe. .
» The following Monday was decidedly the best day in money matters
that I have had since I came to the Statecs. Al together Charleston
yielded about ($140) one hundred & &0 Dollars to my general Building
fund. On the following day Tuesday the 28th of March I left for
Savannah. . . . On the following day I made caollections & in the
evening preached for Dr. Preston the Precbyterian Independent
Clergymzr it being his weekly Lecture. I had very considerable
succezs in Savannah. The Britiesh Consul Mr. Mollyneux gave me twenty
Dollars & Several othere 10 each., I remzined cover Sabbath and
preached on it for Dr. Preston, who has the largest congregation in
the place-—-the most gplendid of all splendid Churches, and & salary
of some %400 per annum I likewise preached for Mr. Ross, the old
School Prestbyterian Minicster. . . .1 feel that 1 have done all in my
power to raice funde & hope to make the people nearly %400 the lecc
in debt by my absence. . . . Collecting money for any purpoce & more
especially for a church in another country ie no easy tack. There
a grezt deal of labour & anxiety and 1 long for the
exertione in this way.

s
end of my

And thise was the firet of tweo or three cuch financially-motivated forays
ecuth of the border. And clearly, in thece dollar-driven dealings, Stavely
epoke in churches other thamn those ctrictly Covenanter,
pareimonicus by contrast. He made nco such money-making miscsione: he was
quite scrupulous about accepting money and wae cucpicious of the source
cf money., "I do not like to see & man coming with the Bible in one hand,

Sommerville ceems
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and the other stretched out to receive something; do not care to imitate
the eéample, and receive as a pauper what should come from the love of
God." So Sommerville seems to have discouraged pew rentals, donation
visits and the like. He preferred receiving support "from church members,
and the gratuitous liberality of a very few im:!iuiciuaﬂt:-,."‘8 Yet he could
be sharp about the liberality of church folk. He noted that "the time of

poverty ie made an apology for the want of that liberality which a time
of plenty did not exhibit,"4

The cup——half empty or half full? Stavely’s location in Saint John
meant that his home was wvisited by many--particularly those of Irish
background--whether they came from the old world or the new. The urbane
Stavely was often a gracious host: he never lacked companionship.
Sommerville’s geographical location was more isolated, and so was his
psychic and psrchological condition. He remonstrated:

1 don’t 1iKe to find fault, but I canncot forget how many have crossed
the Atlantic, of our ministers, and have returned without turning
aside to loock at us, though they could have done so with a small

sacrifice of time or money, and their visit would have had a large
moral and sccial influence.

Half empty or half full? Sommerville noted that
concidered faithful to the

cCoOmmunicn.

persons once
Covenanter cause could yet leave that

The Head of the Church hae, in my experience of . . . nearly 28 years
in King’e County, Nova Scotia—--raised me up helpers——effective
helpers, from whom 1 anticipated much, and in whose co—&peration 1
exulted; and after a temporary adherence, they are gone.

One of Stavely’s closest personal friends was John Boyd, once a prominent
Covenanter in the Saint John congregation,53 who probably because of his
expanding peosition in public life, and coming intoe conflict with
Covenanter state-church convictions, left the Covenanters. The friendship
between the Stavely and Boyd did not lessen, rather, if anxthing, the
relationchip ceems to have deepened. "The Hon. John Boyd, lieutenant
governor of New Brunswick . . . being for many years a member of
Stavely»’s church [wasel to the last his “trusty -Frere.’"sq

Sommerville and Stavely differed in the way they
Alexander Clarke, the earliest Covenanter Iriesh missionary. It was
Sommerville who greeted Stavely on hie arrival in Saint John, Clarke nat
cournted in, in any way. Later, Clarke voted in an election in the mid-
1840c and left, or was expelled from the Irish Synod, subsequently joining
the New Schacl Reformed Precbyterian Synod in the U.S. Sommerville’s wife
had come from one of ClarkKe’s congregations, but the two had not fully
zseen eye to eve from the time Sommerville came to the area. After 1848,
they eeemed to have Kept an even more frigid dicstance between
Stzvely’z practice ceems to have taken a different turn. Stavely’
was operned to Clarke several times cver the years.s

responded to

them.
s pulpit

In hie =ziege mentality, with Precsbyteriane closing in, particularly
towards the end of his ministry, Sommerwille was

particularly perturbsd
by the attitudes of whet Sommerville saw, in

csome sence at least, as hie
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fellow Presbyterians. They tended to patronize the Covenanters. In hj

1849 booklet entitled The Sccial Position of Reformed Presbrteciang o
Camerarnianc Sommerville gives example after example of how gratefy)
Presbyterians ocught to be for the P SEERAENG Wirk of She LCeogninierts,
there is his own case, of course. But alsoc the work and witness of Robery
Stewart in Wilmot, and hie own son, Robert M. Sommerville. Yet
interestingly enough, the chief example that Sommerville gives g/
Alexander Clarke. Speaking of how Clarke is being treated by fellg,
Presbyterians, Sommerville mockingly adopts the condescending tone he
Catches from thece Presbyterians:

Our brother, Dr. Clarke, has served his generation well, and as tg
hie continuing the Covenanting ministry any longer, in our presence,
it is not necessary. We bear the same testimony for truth before th%
world as our Covenanting brethren.

Clarke, once & distrusted fellow Covenanter, who left the 01d School Irish
S¥nod for the New School American Synod--Clarke, ignored and spurned for
Years—-now is back in favour in Sommerville’s view. Perhaps the fact that
both Sommervilile and Clarke are pressed and threatened threw the erstwhile
competing contenders together as allies.

Half full or half empty? Both Stavely and Sommerville urged the Irish
Covenanter Synod to send more micssionaries, more clergy. The fact that
very few came meant that areac at one time open to Covenanter influence,
were <lowly and steadily takern over by others. Stavely notes the
pheriomenon in thisc fashion:

We write home urging for more labourers, but as our appeals are al)
in vain, we have just to look on quietly and silently ac places are
cccupied by octhers, to which under other circumstances we would have
[hadl a pricr claim.

Clearly, Stavely is caddened, but there is no feeling that a11 is lost,
That i< hardly the situation with Sommerville, who experiences growing
diccomfort. A close friend saw Sommerville’s etruggle:

In later years, az he became sensible of the infirmitiec of age, and
tfelt the difficulty of advancing the cause which he greatly valued,
through the want of Jlabourers, he gave expression to painful
anxieties about the Covenanted cause in the Calonial field. He spoke
at times with cadress of others entering in and reaping fruit of
labours which, with & larger supply of micscionaries, would have hbeen
gathered by the Church. He exprescsed dread of declension in the
attachment to & Scriptural testimony among the members of the church.
Anticipating coming trials and temptatione, and lamenting an
observable decay of heartfelt interest in the grand principles of our
fathers” tectimony, he spoke of the fpossibility of not a few
relinquicshing & Scriptural professicon in the hour of temptation. “We
may not," he added, "conceal from curseluves the prospect of ceeing
the standard of & Covenanted Testimony in the hande of & much fewer
number, and theze poorern and lecss influertial than thoce who profecss
at present to hold it."

In zpite of their difference in attitudes, Sommerville and Stavely
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worked together in the N.B. and N.S., Reformed Presbytery from 1845/4 until
Sommerville’s death in 1872, Stavely preached a long sermon about
sommerville in the Cornwallis R.P. church.® Stavely i< unstinting in his
praise for his older colleague. Geographical distance allowed for
attitudinal differences. The only area where some divergence publicly
emerged was the matter of cwitching the N.B. & N.S. Presbytery from the
Irish to the American Synod. Stavely patiently paved the way, Sommerville
percistently blocked the path. When Sommerville died, the presbytery
plopped into the American Synod. Then Stavely went back to Ireland. He may
have hoped that the American connection would guarantee the Maritime
Covenanter future. It was not to be the case.

One other factor. Sommerville had burned his bridges between Ireland
and Nova Scotia. He was not going to build any others. He had determined
to be buried where he laboured. So as Covenanter fortunes waned, his
anxiety about the future of the cause did battle with his conviction that
all was in God’s hands. Stavely’s commitment permitted more options. It
is true that the Great Fire of 1877 seems to have been that calamity which
drove Stavely from Saint John to the homeland acrosc the sea.® He might
well have returned there anyway. Sc perhaps Stavely was not so committed
to ‘success’ in the new world. He could face the future with much more
equanimity than hic Nova Scotian counterpart.

D. Understanding Stavely and Sommerville

Stavely seems relatively easy to understand. Stavely

wae an ideal arbitrator. . . Hie dispocsitions were amiable. His
manner< were bland, Kind, and courtecus. . . . He was a lover of
peace. . . . He was . . . judicious and conciliatory.

Sommerville is the real challenge. UWhat are we to make of him, the
compleat Covenanter, the man with apparently no margin beside or beyond
or behind his convictione? "Mr. Sommerville belonged to the straitect sect
of the Covenanters, and never concealed for a moment what he wae,"$ In

matters of doctrine, he wase "as inflexible as iron," in matters of faith
and order he was "merciless."® "Theolagically and ecclesiastically he was
a man of 1689.‘6 In the precsent Covenanter community in the United
States, Sommerville is remembered as being particularly persistent and

conservative in regard to Covenanter ideas and ideals,

A comewhat older American colleague of Sommerville’s was James
Renwick Willsen. Willson, 1ike Scmmerville, was always in ecclesiastical
controuersies.w And, like Willeon, come caw Sommerville

as a <taunch, uncompromicsing defender of the truth, while others
claimed he was . . . vindictive and categorically unwilling to change
either his mind or an icta of tradition.

I am glad to ackrnowledge the work of Elizabeth Carson about James Renwick
Willeorn in attempting tco understand Sommerville.

J.D. Douglas’e deccription of the Scattish Covenanters, "with their
inordinate <ence of history and their contempt for the suggestion of
reascnable compromicse when principles are at stake,"" provides a succinct



Tlatement o4 Sommerville’s standpoint, Sommerville absorbed th,
Character, traditions, and principles of the Scotch-Irish Covenanters, an,g
these formeg o significant part of his identity. Throughout his minist,,
he was Convinced that to give in on any points of Covenanter doctrln.
“would mean that Renmeick and others had died in vain. His inflexip),

Sdherence_to the Covenants remain a significant part of Sommerville-,
Position,

Sommerville was utterly convinced of the Covenanter belief that Gog
Almighty has given Messian authority to govern nations, and that "","‘h.
3 uih? ®Xercise of his authority, has issued his laws in the Bible.’? Ty,
Bible 1aid down certain principles with clear implications for society,
14 one could not Sccept them, how could he still claim to believe in th,
Bible? For rville, issues were alwars clear-cut. He could noy
Acknowledge that Others might take a biblical principle in anothep

girection or that his own logical progression might not be as automati,
&% It seemed to him

The Bible provides a blueprint for the laws of the land. What |4
PeOPle vote against it? Or what about the rights of a minority who may not
WAt it, though the msjority does? Sommerville did not face thes,
Questions squarely, although it’s clear that he belleved implicitly that
& POlity which honoured God would also be most beneficial to its sublects,
He had no doubt that society, as well as al) of creation, would function
Best when ¢ollowing biblical principles. Of course, this would demand a
@reat change in public opinion. And those who proclaimed God’s truth had
& special responsibility. God alone changed hearts and minds, but God used
the preaching and testifying of his word to accomplish it.

Sommerville‘s message was clear, and his convictions wel) honed. Nor
did he depart from them. But, in large part, his religious and theological
hearers were few; and their long term impact minima), Sommerville never
wavered in his proclamation, but the public was not listening.”? I think
that may well have accounted for Sommerville’s growing anxiety.

Two €inal points,

First, Sommerville‘’s legacy in Nova Scotia is not primarily
religiocus. He was so financially straitened that he taught school for some
twenty years. One of his brightest students was John Burgess Calkin,
Calkin greatly angered his teacher when he eloped with Sommerville’s
oldest daughter; but he later re-won his teacher‘s respect and admiration.
And Calkin went on to be a great figure in the educational life of Nova
Scotia.

My last point has to do with the fact that, in the Maritimes, much
of what was once Covenanter--01d School and New School--is today largely
United Church, not Presbyterian. Sommerville, the 01d School Covenanter,
and Clarke the New Schoel Covenanter, left that Kind of legacy. (This is
not true of Saint John, Stavely‘s stamping ground.) 1 have seen no comment
about this in Sommerville‘’s Annapolis valley. But Samuel Crothers Murray,
espeaking about the Chignecto area, noted that in the late 18708, there had
been

@& long and bitter strife [between Covenantere and other
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Presbyteriansl, which required 30 years tc heal. When about fifty
years later the question of Organic Union between Presbyterians,
Methodiste and Congregationalist, was causing discussions in many
places, these once loyal Covenanters, passed quickly into the United
Church of Canada without the formality of a vote. They had their fill
of fighting.

Sommerville, & man out of time? Rev. John Sprott wrote from
Musquodoboit in 18&5:

My old countrymen, the Rev. Drs. Clark and Sommerville, are ministers
of talent and acquirement, but it is difficult to engraft their
peculiar views upon a floating population 1ike Nova Scotia. At home
the hands of Reformed Presbyterians are strengthened by the
traditions of the country and the tombs of the martyrs, but here, in
Nova Scotia, our history ie little further than the battle of
Bunker’s Hill.,
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Jonathan Goforth was one of the first respondents to.the

Volunteer call, coming forward in the fall of 18864.
Accompanied by the Rev. Dr. James Frazer Smith, M.D., they
arrived in China in 1888, followed shortly by Drs. William
McClure and Donald MacGillivray and yet again in a year by a
further eight missionaries3. Goforth was influenced by D.L.
Moody®, and by other prominent conservatives, such A.T.
Pierson, a leader of the Student Volunteer Movement, with whom
Goforth shared a "Believers’ Conference"” podium at
Niagara-on-the-Lake? in 1885. As neither Goforth nor Pierson’s
names appear on a list of speakers, it is not clear if this is
the same "“Prophetic Bible Conference"” mentioned by Ronald
Sawatsky®. On the other hand, both Conferences laid heavy
emphasis on the Second Coming of Christ?, suggesting only one
meeting took place. The noted Canadian fundamentalist and
dispensationalist Henry Martyn Parsons (1828-1913), minister of
Knox Church, Spadina, was a personal friend of Goforth and
performed his wedding'®. He provides a further 1ink between
Presbyterianism and fundamentalism. Parsons’ claim that "God had
but one Son and He made Him a missionary”!!', parallels the
assertion of Dr. Adoniram Judson Gordon (1836-1895) that "Jesus

Christ was the first Great Foreign Missionary"12,

Another mission pioneer, James Scarth Gale, shared a similar
spiritual background. 1In 1887, Gale listened to Robert Parmalee
Wilder (1863-1938)'3 and a Mr. Forman as they came to Toronto
as emissaries of the Volunteer Movement!4. Theologically
conservative, he subscribed to the Evangeiical Alliance’s

doctrinal basis. Although anachroriistic to describe it as










































































































7€

License they mean when they say liberty:
For who has that must first be wise and good.=®

Tre Honan staff,including Harvey MacVicar, would have heartily agreed.

comparative purposes are G. Johnston,"Vanuwatu for the Record" a paper
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Jomston “kKores for the Mecord" in Canadian Missionaries and kKorea:Two Case
Stidiss in Fubkldic Opanion Wk ing paper Series #2, University of Toronto—
Yort Unaversity Joint Centre for Asia Facific Studies, April 19688
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