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ABSTRACT
The central thesis of this work is that Cunningham's life and work must be
understood in terms of his struggle to defend and promote the principles of the
Reformation in response to numerous challenges from Church and State.
Cunningham's responses to these challenges are presented in a biographical study,
chronologically examining his life, thought and controversies. This biography
presents a theological history of his life, incorporating social and political history only
where needed for contextual purposes.
An examination of letters, pamphlets, contemporary periodicals and newspapers
reveals a far 1nore nuanced portrait of William Cunningham than previously
acknowledged and one that recognizes to a greater extent the significant contributions
of this nineteenth-century minister, Churchman, Professor, and Principal. His was a
life of controversy, as he attempted to recover the theology of the Reformers and to
advance the mission of evangelicalism.
In chapter one, Cunningham, as a student, transitions within the Church of
Scotland from Moderatism to Evangelicalism, and wages his first major controversy,
fighting to improve the Edinburgh Divinity library. In chapter two, Cunningham, as a
minister in Greenock, confronts the Rowites, then challenging the Westminster
Confession of Faith. In chapter three, Cunningham battles Scottish Dissenters,
Moderates, and the State over the nature of the Church, during the Ten Years'
Conflict. In chapter four, Cunningham fights to establish the Free Church of
Scotland, but his efforts to strengthen ties with evangelicals throughout Christendom
brings opposition from abolitionists, other denominations, and Free Church ministers.
In chapter five, Cunningham opposes Roman Catholicism and efforts within his
denomination to build additional theological colleges. In chapter six, Cunningham
enjoys a respite from controversy, concentrating on New College and contributing
articles defending the Reformers and their theology.
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INTRODUCTION

I

According to "oral tradition," William Cunningham visited his friend and fellow
Free Church minister, Charles Brown, in hospital one day. Brown, though brilliant,
occasionally suffered bouts of mental illness. On this particular day, Brown was in a
state of delirium, believing that he was already in heaven. When Cunningham entered
the ward in which Brown was residing, Brown looked up, startled by Cunningham's
presence, and greeted him with the words, "I did not expect to find you here." 1
Judging by the way Cunningham's critics have described him leaves the impression
that some of them do not expect to find Cunningham in heaven either. He is often
remembered today as he was caricaturized by the political satirists of his day-bellicose, bigoted, and bullying. One cartoon, depicting the day of the Disruption,
pictures Cunningham walking beside his friend and fellow Churchman, Robert
Candlish. "Ay, Candy," he says, "wait till we get to the Gas-work, and we'll blow up
the Establishment!" Although these descriptions of Cunningham pick up on a very
real flaw in his character, one Cunningham readily admitted to having, they fail to
present a balanced portrait of the man.
Other depictions of Cunningham have tended to minimalize his weaknesses and
reduce the significance of some of his controversies. The only existing biography,
written by James MacKenzie and Robert Rainy, for example, devotes only one page
to the "Send Back the Money Campaign" and states that differences of opinion over
this agitation were "discussed calmly" within the Free Church of Scotland? This
affair, raised by abolitionists

1

W. S. Anderson, former College Curator and Office Caretaker for the Free Church of
Scotland College and Offices, gave me this account, which had been told to him by G.N.~1. Collins,
former Professor of Church History at the Free Church College.
2
J. MacKenzie and R. Rainy, Life ofWilliam Cunningham, D.D. (London, 1871) 21.
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attempting to embarrass the Free Church into returning money donated to them by
American Churches with slaveholding members, was primarily directed at
Cunning ham. For several years, this very public controversy brought him
unwarranted and undesirable attention and resulted in significant discord within the
fledgling Church. A review of MacKenzie's and Rainy's biography for the British and

Foreign Evangelical Review also understated the negative effects of Cunningham's
debates. In his article, James MacGregor, one of Cunningham's former students,
notes that Cunningham was "profoundly mistaken" in his notion that he had fallen out
of favor with many in the Free Church over the "College Controversy. "3 This debate,
over the number of theological halls to be established and maintained by the Free
Church, lasted nearly a decade and pitted Cunningham against close friends and
colleagues. In the end, Cunningham lost not only his goal of having one college, but
also, for a time at least, the affection of many in the Church. MacKenzie, Rainy, and
MacGregor were all overly positive in their characterizations of Cunningham, but
understandably so. MacKenzie was a friend, MacGregor a former student, and Rainy
a student and later pastor to Cunningham. And each was sensitive to the need to
portray the still young Free Church and her leaders in a positive light. As MacGregor
noted in his review of the biography, "Rainy has admirably succeeded in conserving
for the Church the lessons derivable from the later part of Cunningham's life, without,
so far as we can see, doing anything tending to produce any of those evil
consequences which might have been apprehended from a really full account of it. "4

11
The central thesis of this work is that Cunningham's life and work must be
understood in
3

J. MacGregor, "Dr William Cunningham," British and Foreign Evangelical Review, xx
(1871) 774.
4
ibid., 792.
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terms of his struggle to defend and promote the principles of the Reformation in
response to numerous challenges from Church and State. Cunningham's responses to
these challenges are presented in a biographical study, chronologically examining his
life, controversies, and written works. This biography presents a theological history
of his life, incorporating social and political history only where needed for contextual
purposes. In the first chapter, Cunningham's transition in the Church of Scotland
from Moderate to Evangelical is chronicled. The significance for Cunningham is the
resolute stand that he began to take against any perceived deviation from a
conversion-oriented gospel, based on the doctrines he believed were rediscovered at
the time of the Reformation. This placed him in theory, and later in practice, in
violent opposition to Moderates, whose principles he viewed as devised by men "who
had not the fear of God before their eyes, and who knew nothing from their own
experience of the converting and sanctifying power of Christian truth. "5
In the second chapter, Cunningham's opposition shifts from Moderates to men like
Thomas Erskine of Linlathen, John Macleod Camp bell, Edward Irving, and
Alexander John Scott, each of whom Cunningham believed to be confusing the truths
of the gospel and challenging Reformation doctrine as developed and codified in the
Westminster Confession of Faith. Moving to Greenock at the time when these
ministers and theologians were vocally advocating their views, Cunningham's years
there became a defining moment for him as he concluded that the gospel of the
"Campbellites," as he called them, was a different gospel from that of the Apostle
Paul, and that therefore its advocates were heretics.
In the third chapter, Cunningham finds himself arguing first, against Scottish
Dissenters who became known as Voluntaries, that the notion of an established
Church is consistent with the principles of the Reformation and of the Westminster
Confession; and second, against Moderates in the Church of Scotland, that the notion
5

W. Cunningham to Anderson, 26 October 1829 (NLS, MS 10997, fols. 110-11).
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of an established Church does not permit civil interference in the affairs of the
Church. During this time, later named the Ten Years' Conflict, Cunningham became
well versed in the history of the Continental and Scottish Reformations, helping to
recover the "two kingdoms" teaching of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. He
also exercised a significant influence on the culmination of what some have called a
third Reformation. What had begun with the revival of the Evangelicals in the
Church of Scotland, reached a climax in May 1843, when over a third of the ministers
and as many as half of the lay members left the established Church to form the Free
Church of Scotland.
In the fourth chapter, Cunningham participates in the Disruption and the founding
of the new denomination. His rise to prominence during the Ten Years' Conflict, due
primarily to his ability in debate and his mastery of Church history since the
Reformation, leads to Cunningham's appointment as a junior professor in the
denomination's New College. His initial years as a Churchman in the Free Church,
however, are filled with controversy as he seeks closer ties with other free,
evangelical denominations. Putting into practice the evangelical notion that
Christians are united through conversion, regardless of denomination, Cunningham
unwittingly provokes hostility in America when he travels there to raise awareness of
and support for the Free Church. His first major controversy since the Disruption, the
"Send Back the Money Campaign," is the result. And his efforts to unite evangelicals
through the Evangelical Alliance cause further disagreement within the Free Church
itself as Cunningham seems to some to be advocating union with Voluntaries.
In the fifth chapter, Cunningham wages his favorite and least favorite battles, both
for the sake of Protestantism. First, against a newly confident Roman Catholicism,
bolstered in part by increasing political tolerance and support, Cunningham evidences
a masterful knowledge of the history of the Protestant-Catholic debate and a "heart
hatred" for what he believed were Catholicism's perversions of the gospel. Second,
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against those in the Free Church who sought to erect more than one theological
college to train ministerial candidates, Cunningham wages an intensely personal and
increasingly angry battle to establish one superior institution. The perfecting of one
college was in Cunningham's mind absolutely essential to effectively prepare
ministers to thwart the advances of Catholicism and to further the cause of the
Reformation.
Finally, in the sixth chapter, Cunningham enjoys a respite from controversy as he
retreats from the public life of the Church, spending his last years concentrating on
New College and defending the Reformers and their doctrines through articles written
for the British and Foreign Evangelical Review. These articles, as do two of his other
works (Historical Theology and Church Principles) reflect his mature theology,
honed during major conflicts in the life of the Church of Scotland and later in the Free
Church of Scotland.

Ill

Cunningham, to a large extent, has been forgotten today, though he was an
extremely important figure in nineteenth-century evangelicalism, especially in the
Reformed world. It was held by some, for instance, that he and Charles Hodge of
Princeton Seminary were the two greatest theologians of their day. Others were
somewhat less ambitious in their estimation, but nevertheless called him one of the
greatest theologians of Scotland, if not the greatest. Even his critics were quick to
point out his extraordinary capabilities in the area of historical theology. Cunningham
was in his time an internationally respected Churchman and theologian, and a central
figure in the founding of the Free Church of Scotland. It is arguable, in fact, that there
would have been no Disruption apart from Cunningham's resolute determination not
to compromise the spiritual independence of the Church. The Disruption may have
required the charismatic personality of Thomas Chalmers, but Cunningham's
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uncompromising stance at several key junctures during the Ten Years' Conflict
ensured its inevitability. In spite of these assessments, there is very little modem
interaction with his writings; no modern biography has been published. This may be
due in part to Cunningham's decided conviction that systematic theology reached its
high point in the seventeenth century with the formulation of the Westminster
Confession of Faith and the theologies of scholastic Calvinist theologians, especially
Francis Turretin and Herman Witsius. Another contributing factor may be his disdain
for writing, reflected in what has been deemed his magnum opus, Historical

Theology. Although his mind was full of historical detail, this two-volume work,
based on his lecture notes, is somewhat austere in its treatment. Our modern era may
offer a third possibility. Postmodernity, with its inherent intolerance for dogmatism,
has little time for someone like Cunningham, who was admittedly black and white on
many Issues.
Cunningham, though somewhat forgotten, is still respected in many Reformed
circles. His works are still studied in seminaries and his thought still used to support
various positions of Reformed theologians and ministers. Donald Macleod, Professor
of Systematic Theology at the Free Church College, Edinburgh, has written several
insightful articles on Cunningham and relies extensively on his works in his
classroom lectures. Two recent publications by

T & T Clark, Studies in Scottish

Church History, by the historian A.C. Cheyne, and Disruption to Diversity:
Edinburgh Divinity 1846- 1996, edited by the historical theologian, D.F. Wright, and
the systematic theologian, G.D. Badcock, have recognized Cunningham's contribution
to the ethos of New College and the Free Church of Scotland. The historical
theologian, Joel Beeke, has recently contributed an article on Cunningham's historical
methodology to the book, Historians of the Christian Tradition. On a more popular
level, the American preacher, John MacArthur, has quoted extensively from
Cunningham's works in his own writings. Additionally, Cunningham's works are still
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in print, preserved by publishers such as The Banner of Truth Trust and Still Waters
Revival Books. Like the Wodrow Society, which Cunningham helped to found, these
publishing houses reprint older, forgotten writings, which they believe can still make
a significant contribution to the Church. Finally, some of Cunningham's opinions still
carry enough force that scholars holding differing opinions feel the need to refute his
arguments. The pastor and historian, A. C. Clifford, for instance, in Atonement and
Justification, criticizes at numerous points Cunningham's view of the atonement.
IV
There is no major collection of Cunningham manuscripts, but letters to, from, and
about Cunningham are still extant in other collections. These include the Bonar
Letters at the National Library of Scotland, the Chalmers Papers at New College
Library, Edinburgh, and the Hodge Letters at Princeton University. New College
Library also houses one of the best collections of nineteenth-century pamphlets, many
of which were written about Cunningham or were responses to something he had
written or spoken. A large number of these pamphlets were evidently not consulted
for Rainy's biography. Periodicals, such as Church Review, The Presbyterian
Magazine, Presbyterian Review, and the Free Church Magazine included articles
written by Cunningham and reported on his numerous speeches. In addition, Witness
was a significant source for Cunningham's speeches, some of which were reported
verbatim. These and many other sources reveal to a greater extent than has previously
been acknowledged the contribution Cunningham made in defending and reviving the
principles of the Reformation. He is a figure worth recovering.
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1
AN EVANGELICAL IS BORN (1805-1829)
"/have made trial of all the Moderate clergy in Edinburgh, and from not one of
them could I learn what must a man do to be saved."

I
Bounded to the east and north by the River Clyde, approximately ten miles
southeast of Glasgow, stands the parish of Hamilton, Lanarkshire. Unexceptional
according to The Statistical Account ofScotland 1791-1799, most men engaged in
farming or manufacturing, the most common beverage was a "lively" malt liquor, and
most churchgoers attended one of several Presbyterian churches. 1 John Naismith
reported for the Statistical Account that in 1791 there were only three Anabaptists out
of a population of 5017; all others worshipped at the Church of Scotland or
denominations with Presbyterian roots: 874 worshipped at the Relief Church (the
Second Secession, in 1761, from the Church of Scotland); 250 worshipped as AntiBurghers (a split in 1747 of the First Secession of 1733 from the Church of Scotland);
sixty worshipped as part of the Macmillan Sect, who reportedly professed "an
adherence to the pure tenets of the Presbyterian reformed religion, as established in
Scotland in the time of Charles I;" and fifty worshipped as Old Scots Independents
(founded by two former Church of Scotland ministers). 2 Though Naismith's narrative
of Hamilton revealed a fairly commonplace town, it did cite one peculiar enthusiasm:

The young men of this parish have always shown a great ardour for a military life. A popular
recruiting officer never comes to the place, in time of war, without making great levies. In the
year 1778, above sixty enlisted in the regiment raised by the Duke of Hamilton, besides some
who entered with other corps. The women have shown little less eagerness to follow the camf, a
good many always going off, with every party ofthe military, who have been quartered here.

1

1. Naismith, "Parish of Hamilton," The Statistical Account ofScotland, ed. by Sir John
Sinclair (21 vols., Edinburgh, 1791-9), vii. 378-88, 392-5.
2
ibid., 390, 397-8.
3
ibid., 396.

2

In this parish of Hamilton, William Cunningham was born to Charles and Helen
Cunningham on 2 October 1805. The first of three sons, he was followed by brothers
Andrew and Charles. Little is known about his parents' ancestry except that his
mother was descended from the brother of the covenanter, Alexander Peden. 4 His
father, Charles Cunningham, was a merchant dealing in drapery and hardware goods
in Castle Wynd, Hamilton. 5
Young William Cunningham' s life in Hamilton suffered a grievous blow on 31
December 1810. On that day the Cunningham family journeyed to the nearby parish
ofLesmahagow (about eleven miles southeast of Hamilton) to spend New Year's Day
with Helen' s father. The mother and her three little boys traveled in a light covered
cart, while the father rode on horseback. As the cart rattled past a field, a large
number of crows, frightened by the noise of the cart, took to flight, startling the horse
Charles Cunningham rode. He fell to the ground, but rose, seemingly unharmed, and
went on with the journey. Within a short time, however, he died, having suffered a
fatal internal injury. William, the oldest of Charles's three children, was only five
years old. 6
For several years after Charles Cunningham's death, the Cunninghams remained in
Hamilton, and William began school there at the age of five. When he started his
education at the parish school of Hamilton, William demonstrated an early propensity
for learning. If missed at home, he could usually be found alone at school engrossed
in a book. On one occasion at school he so impressed the visiting magistrates in a
public exhibition that his classmates carried him shoulder high through the streets of
Hamilton in recognition of his intellectual achievement. 7
Charles Cunningham had left the family with the modest income of 100 pounds

4

R. Rainy and J. Mackenzie, Life ofWilliam Cunningham, D.D. (London, 1871), 19.
"Cunningham, Rev. William, D.D., LL.D," Biographical Dictionary of Eminent Scotsmen
(London, 1875), 418.
6
Rainy, Cunningham, 2.
7
ibid., 10-11.
5

3

per year, and Helen Cunningham was forced to look elsewhere for family support. A
few years after the death of her husband, she moved the family from Hamilton to
Lesmahagow, Lanarkshire, to live with her father, the tenant of Drafane Farm. In
Lesmahagow, William continued his education under a discharged Peninsular soldier
who had opened a school for the younger children of the neighborhood. The school
did little to further William' s mental development. The best aspects of the school, at
least for William, were the teacher's numerous battle stories and the frequent
unexpected holidays due to the teacher's drunkenness. 8 In 1814, Helen
Cunningham' s father died, leaving the lease of the farm to her brother, Andrew, who
allowed Helen and her children to remain on Drafane Farm. In 1815, when William
reached the age of ten, the Cunningham boys walked two miles to the parish school,
forsaking the soldier's tales of bravado for the more reasonable tutelage ofRobert
Burns Begg, nephew ofRobert Burns, the poet. At this school, according to his
teacher, William distinguished himself as an insatiable reader, who especially liked to
read stories of battles. Helen picked up on William' s interest in battles and convinced
him that the Bible contained n1ore battles than any other book, with the result that
William immediately took up the Bible and read it from cover to cover, from
Abraham's defeat ofKedorlaomer to the battle of Armageddon. 9
One year after Andrew took over the lease of Drafane Farm he also died, leaving
the lease to George Cunningham, Helen' s brother and parish minister of Duns,
Berwickshire. Having no interest in the farm, he disposed of the lease to the landlord,
the Duke of Hamilton. Soon afterwards Helen took her family to Hamilton and
shortly thereafter to Cheeklaw, a farm near Duns, to be near her brother and other
family members living there. 10 Duns, located in the eastern borders of Scotland,
about fifteen miles west of Berwick upon Tweed, had a special school established to
8

ibid., 13-14.
ibid., 13.
10
Helen Cunningham had a sister there who was married to her cousin, William Cunningham,
a banker and writer. ibid., 15.
9

4

prepare boys for university. Cunningham later stated that he received the best part of
his education at Duns Academy. Thomas Maule, the master, and an expert in
classics, recognized in Cunningham a "lover of impartial justice and fair play" and a
brilliant scholar. His "extensive acquaintance with the classics of Greece and Rome,"
he stated, "astonished the examinators" at the annual examination of 1819.

11

In

subsequent years Cunningham' s performance set the standard for the other students,
and the comment was often made that "while the pupils had acquitted themselves
well, there was no Willie Cunningham among them." 12
At the age of thirteen, William took over the leading of family worship from his
mother. Taking the Bible from her hand one evening he read a chapter and knelt
down and prayed, a habit he performed daily until he left his mother's home two
years later. A close friend later described it this way: " ... though then he knew not
God at all, yet, anxious to ease her of any burden, and win her smile, William took his
mother's place in conducting family worship .... " 13 He made his choice of vocation
soon afterwards, feeling a sense of constraint to become a minister.

14

11
In November 1820, at the age of fifteen, William Cunningham entered the
University of Edinburgh, intent on training for the ministry. Edinburgh held two
advantages for Cunningham: its proximity to Duns (approximately thirty three miles
northwest) and its outstanding reputation.

15

The students of Scottish Universities did

not reside within the walls of the College, but lived wherever they chose and seldom
encountered their professors apart from classroom instruction.

16

This was especially

11

ibid., 17.
ibid.
13
1.1. Bonar, "William Cunningham, D.D.," Disruption Worthies (Edinburgh, 1881), 193-4.
14
ibid., 19.
15
T.C. Smout, A History ofthe Scottish People 1560-1830 (London: Fontana Press, 1985),
12

353.
16

Parliamentary Papers, Report of the Commissioners Appointed for Enquiring into the State
ofthe Universities and Colleges ofScotland (1831), 10.

5

true at Edinburgh University because of its size. 17 Cunningham found lodging less
than three fourths of a mile southeast of Old College at the northeast corner of St
Patrick Square, just offNicolson Street, where he resided for the four sessions of his
Arts studies (Latin, Greek, mathematics, logic, and moral and natural philosophy). 18
Studying in Edinburgh during the decade from 1820 to 1830 profoundly affected
Cunningham. The whole of Scotland at that time was being affected by the
Evangelical revival, with its emphasis on the transitory nature of society and the need
for personal salvation. Many Scots had embraced a vital biblical Christianity and
heartfelt piety. Large crowds filled Church halls to hear fashionable Evangelical
preachers; family worship increased while swearing decreased; Bible studies and
prayer groups multiplied; and young men and women filled their hours together with
religious discussion and prayer. 19
The Evangelical revival in Scotland was spurred on by a concurrent movement in
literature and the arts. Romanticism, with emphasis upon imagination, sentiment,
aspiration, and the importance of nature and history for human experience, provided a
context in which Evangelicalism could prosper. 20 A reaction against the mechanism,
neo-classicism, and rationalism of the Enlightenment, the Romantic movement's
impact on Russia and Western Europe, begun during the late eighteenth century,
intensified by the end of the century and indelibly marked the beginning of the
nineteenth century. 21 The movement in Scotland included the revival of Highland
culture, of the kilt and the bagpipe, for example, and was dramatically exhibited in the

17

Commissioners, 186. The total number of students attending classes at Edinburgh
University (including 283 divinity students) during 1821 was 2,224. Commissioners, 161.
18
Rainy, Cunningham, 20.
19
S.J. Brown, Thomas Chalmers and the Godly Commonwealth in Scotland (Oxford: Oxford
Universitrc Press, 1982), 211.
0
D.W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s
(London: Unwin Hyman Ltd, 1989), 81; Brown, Chalmers, 211.
21
Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, 81. Romanticism's impact is well
documented in M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971),
L. Furst, Romanticism in Perspective (New York: Humanities Press, 1969), and S. Prickett,
Romanticism and Religion (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1976).
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pageantry surrounding George IV's visit to Edinburgh in 1822. 22 Sir Waiter Scott,
largely responsible for the ambience of the event, probably did more to advance the
cult of the Romantic in Scotland than anyone else. By the time of his death in 1832
he would make Scotland famous in a new way as a place of romance in history,
scenery, and character. 23
Scott's particular significance for Cunningham was the ardent support Scott gave
John Wilson as candidate for Professor of Moral Philosophy of Edinburgh University.
The previous professor, Thomas Brown, died in April, 1820, and due largely to
Wilson's Tory loyalties and Scott's canvassing, Wilson gained the post over his Whig
competitor, Sir William Hamilton. 24 Wilson was Romanticism personified. To his
admirers, he was the first man, a being less sophisticated than Adam; he was the noble

savage, exhibiting the primitive strength and fierce splendor of an untamed era?5
Collaborating with John Gibson Lockhart and James Hogg as major contributors to

Blackwood 's Edinburgh Magazine, Wilson eventually became identified with
Christopher North, the fictitious editor of the magazine and ultimately a glorified and
idealized projection of his own personality. 26 Although his students affectionately
called Wilson "the Professor," they admired him as the embodiment of Christopher
North. 27 Rather than a systematic course of Moral Philosophy, Wilson gave his
students an exotic concoction of poetry and philosophy in the romantic sty le of
Christopher North. 28 Even Wilson's physical appearance added to his romantic
mystique. His startling appearance (he typically raced across the college quadrangle

22
23

Brown, Chalmers, 211.
G.D. Henderson, Heritage: A Study of the Disruption (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1943),

53.
24

William Wordsworth also gave Wilson support in his bid for the Professorship, though
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to his classroom in tattered gown, looking as though he had just risen from his bed,
having slept in his clothes) cast its irresistible spell over the students. 29 Wilson never
fully developed a systematic Moral Philosophy, and at the end of the day he wrote
little profound philosophy, but his personality took his students' hearts and
imaginations by storm. 30 According to Wilson's daughter, his students "may have
before this read and argued about philosophy; they were now made to feel it as a
power." 31
Cunningham evidently came under the influence of "the Professor" and he enjoyed
the novels of Scott, but was probably more profoundly influenced by the
Romanticism that venerated the Scottish religious figures of the past, especially the
Reformers and Covenanters. 32 Two distinct strains of Romantic writing existed at this
time regarding Scotland's Calvinist religious tradition. 33 The first strain, represented
by people like Wilson, Scott, and Hogg, did not speak so approvingly of that tradition
as those of the second strain, epitomized by Thomas M'Crie (1772-1835). James
Hogg, for example, painted a very dark picture of Calvinism in his book The Private
Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. The main character in the story, a
"pious" young man, twisted the Calvinist doctrine of predestination to justify the
murder ofhis brother. In 1817 M'Crie felt it necessary to vindicate the religion of the
Covenanters from what he considered to be a hostile portrayal of it in Sir Waiter
Scott's Old Mortality. M'Crie's own scholarly publications of the Life ofJohn Knox
in 1811 and The Life ofAndrew Melville in 1819 sought and achieved a renewed
respect for these Scottish Reformers, formerly disdained by the eighteenth-century
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Moderates. 34
Romanticism's impact on Evangelicalism can readily be seen in the Edinburgh
Christian Instructor, the leading Evangelical voice of the day. The periodical
applauded M'Crie's work, calling the two books "the Iliad and the Odyssey of the
Scottish Church," and its articles often reflected Romantic themes. The introductory
article of the September, 1821, issue, for example, hearkened back to the simple, pure,
and intensely pious days of the past beside the hearth of the Scottish cottar. 35 The
current clergy were described as "sickly and time-:-serving drivellers," and unfavorably
compared to the "pious ... and intrepid" clergy of the Reformed and covenanting days,
whose efforts on behalf of religion meant that in "the mountains and glens of this
romantic land, which in other days were the scenes of horrible murders," the "only
implements of warfare to be found among them were the bagpipe and the pastoral
uniform .... " 36
The Romantic imprint on Evangelicalism can also be detected in the Genevan
revival of 1816. Robert Haldane, a Scottish Evangelical who had exercised a major
role in the revival of evangelical Calvinism in Scotland, turned his attention to Europe
in 1816. 37 Settling in Geneva, the city of Calvin, he delivered regular lectures on the
letter to the Romans with the intention of re-establishing Calvin' s distinctive doctrines
(such as predestination, election, and effectual calling). 38 His efforts there resulted in
34
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a revival with such depth of conviction and vitality that he helped create in Britain an
idealized vision of the meaning of Calvinism. 39 Calvinism became the designation of
a primitive, apostolic Christianity. 40
As a part of this revival of evangelical Calvinism, a stricter faith and practice
began to reemerge within the Church of Scotland, reviving an already existing
division within the Church. Since the mid-eighteenth century, two ecclesiastical
factions, or parties, within the Established Church self-consciously arranged
themselves on opposite sides of the Moderator's chair in the annual General
Assembly. 41 Those on the right side reflected the tolerant, rational, and optimistic
ethos of the Enlightenment and were known as the Moderate party. Moderate
clergymen disdained what they called the puritan "fanaticism" of the Scottish
covenanters and believed that through "objective enquiries into the human mind,
history, and the natural world ... men could discern the natural laws governing the
world and ensure that social institutions reflected the wisdom of nature. " 42 Through
their support of lay patronage, the Moderates attempted to place "moderate and
literary" men in Church livings and university chairs in an effort to "disseminate
Enlightenment thought through the hierarchy of social orders, and thus to contribute
to a general improvement in social manners and morals. " 43
On the left side of the Moderator's chair sat the Evangelicals, who while also
assimilating various elements of the Enlightenment, were nevertheless far more
interested in the eternal fate of the individual soul than the purveyance of
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Enlightenment thought.

44

As the successors to the early eighteenth-century Orthodox

party, or the "Popular party" as it was usually called after 1750, the Evangelical party
emphasized the absolute need for personal salvation and preached obedience to God's
law as revealed in Scripture or as summarized by the Westminster Confession of
Faith. Opposed to lay patronage, Evangelical clergymen maintained that neither the
Bible nor the early Church sanctioned such a practice. They preferred that
representatives of the parish congregation, whether male heads of families, or the kirk
session and all the landowners in the parish, should have the right to choose their
minister. 45
Although these differences existed between the two ecclesiastical parties, they had
been played down for forty years. 46 During Cunningham's time at university,
however, they became the focus of controversy. In February, 1821, the Edinburgh
Christian Instructor described the Church of Scotland as made up of "two parties
drawn up like hostile armies, for incessant warfare." 47 The conflict dated back at least
seventy years, but the more immediate background was the General Assembly of
May, 1820. In that Assembly, held in Edinburgh, the Moderates declared war on the
Edinburgh Christian Instructor, a periodical founded in the autumn of 1810 by
Andrew Thomson and several young Evangelical clergymen. Under Thomsen's
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Evangelical editorship, the Instructor had regularly bashed the Moderates, and the
Moderates perceived the punishment as a real threat to their already diminishing
power.

48

Their fears were justifiable. A periodical that, according to evangelical

Peter Bayne, found its way into I 0,000 Scottish homes, the Instructor was
establishing the intellectual ascendency of the Evangelical Party in the Church when
the Edinburgh Review was doing the same for the Whig Party in the State. 49
James Bryce, a leading Moderate, directed the Assembly's attention to a recent
passage in the Instructor he felt needed censuring. The passage labeled the
Moderates "silly drivellers" of whom "there is no injustice and no mischief of which
they are not capable." 50 Bryce responded by labeling the Christian Instructor the
Unchristian Instructor and called for the Church to take action to curb such
excesses. 51 A motion instructing the Procurator to take whatever steps necessary to
prevent similar statements in the future in the Instructor passed by a vote of eighty
three to eighty two. 52 The July, 1820, edition of the Instructor retaliated against the
motion by stating that they would rather struggle with Baptists, Arminians,
Independents, and Episcopalians, than with Moderates, "the tendency of whose
management of ecclesiastical affairs has uniformly been to depopulate our places of
worship, to multiply the dissenters of every description, and to leave us little more to
contemplate in this our favoured land than the mere skeleton of a Christian church. " 53
48

As several have argued, the failure of the Moderates to block John Leslie's candidacy for the
Edinburgh chair of mathematics and natural philosophy exposed an already weakened Moderate party.
For a specific example of this argument see Clark, "From Protest to Reaction," Scotland in the Age of
Improvement, 201.
49
P. Bayne, The Free Church ofScotland(Edinburgh, 1893), 49. The Edinburgh Review was
founded in October 1802 by a group of young Edinburgh Whigs (Francis Jeffrey, Henry Brougham,
Franc is Homer, and Sydney Smith) "with the aim of !eve ling entrenched academic and political
interests, in order to create a more open society of free competition." Brown, Chalmers, 28; J.
Cunningham, The Church History ofScotland, 2"d edn, ii (Edinburgh, 1882), 436; W.L. Mathieson,
Church and Reform in Scotland (Glasgow: J ames Maclehose and Sons, 1916), 126. See also R.F.
Burns, Life and Times of the Rev. R. Burns, D.D. (Toronto, 1872), 112-114.
50
"Proceedings ofthe General Assembly," Edinburgh Christian Instructor, xix (June, 1820),
406.
51
ibid., 408.
52
ibid., 436.
53
"Remarks on the Proceedings of the General Assembly," Edinburgh Christian Instructor,

12

The Church of Scotland was again clearly divided into two opposing factions, but
Cunningham's own religious transition during his University days reveals a more
complex view of the existing divisions. His spiritual journey would span the
theological and political spectrum within the Church, from a traditional Moderatism
to a militant Evangelicalism. Although Cunningham later credited a particular
sermon for this change, his transformation was a much more gradual process,
beginning soon after he entered university and not yet complete when he finished his
studies. When Cunningham moved to Edinburgh, he was an outspoken Moderate.
This was hardly surprising, since he had been raised by a mother with a deeply
entrenched Moderate perspective. 54 He had also been influenced by his uncle, George
Cunningham, parish minister of Duns and a staunch Moderate. 55 Thus, according to//
one of Cunningham' s college friends, "no young man ever entered college less
acquainted than ... Cunningham was with the Evangelical System, either as a creed or
as a life, and to none could it have been more repulsively nauseous. With his
characteristic frankness, he disparaged Missions, and thought it would be better were
the heathen left alone." 56 Consistent with his anti-Evangelicalism, Cunningham "was
honestly convinced," a friend later recalled, that the Evangelical leader Thomas
Chalmers "was not sane. " 57 Cunningham' s own life provided no outward
demonstration of Evangelical piety. An Evangelical who met Cunningham when he
first arrived in Edinburgh stated that "at that period there was nothing to impress me
with the idea of his being religious, though I supposed that he must be so, as he
intended to be a minister." 58
According to an early university acquaintance, Cunningham at this time based his
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54
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theology on that of the eighteenth-century Moderate leader, Hugh Blair, considered
"the very type of the Moderate party." 59 Blair had been one of a handful of ministers
in Edinburgh during the second half of the eighteenth century who were responsible
for galvanizing various Church of Scotland ministers into what became known as the
Moderate Party. He was considered the outstanding preacher of his day, chiefly
because he had painstakingly adapted himself to it. 60 By stressing the positive role of
Christianity in the civilization process, Blair' s sermons sought to reconcile Christian
principles with those of the Enlightenment. 61 Specifically, this meant that Blair, like
other Moderate ministers, focused on the moral and social aspects of Christianity.
Stress was laid on those teachings of the Bible that inculcate civil obedience, peace
among citizens, and subjection to authority. The fundamental burden of the Church
was to exert a moral influence so that worthy citizens might be created. 62
Blair's theology can best be understood against the backdrop of the theology of
Robert Walker, an "Evangelical of the Evangelicals" and Blair's colleague at St Giles
(the High Church), Edinburgh, for nearly 25 years·. 63 On 13 April, 1783, nine days
after the death of Walker, Blair preached a n1emorial sermon in which he
acknowledged that these two close friends frequently aired disparate opinions on
various matters. 64 The impact of these differences, which found expression in their
sermons, has been cleverly summed up in H. G. Graham's Scottish Men of Letters in

the Eighteenth Century: "the one appealed to the elite and the other to the elect."65
Specifically, their sermons reveal significant differences in two key areas: (1) the type
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of language used and (2) the view of the Christian life.
Blair's sermons were philosophical and ethical in language. 66 Walker's were
theological and biblical. 67 Blair preferred the language of the Stoics: God was the
Great Governor of the universe, the Supreme Ruler, the Supreme Being; "virtue"
replaced "holiness." Walker preferred the language of the Bible: God was "God," and
godliness was "Christ formed in the heart." 68 In Walker's sermons common biblical
and theological themes were expressed in biblical and theological
terminology-salvation, redemption, atonement, justification, sanctification were all
frequently covered. Where Walker was perspicuous when discussing biblical and
theological concepts, Blair was vague. Like other Moderate leaders, Blair envisioned
an "enlightened Christianity" or "polite Presbyterianism" and happily acquiesced in
the doctrinal cease-fire characteristic of the Enlightenment with its avoidance of
troublesome speculations and finely tuned questions. 69
When speaking on the Christian life, Blair focused on the work of man; Walker on
the work of Christ. Blair avoided the drama of salvation and according to one of his
biographers, "never troubled his hearers with the soul-searching Calvinistic doctrines
of original sin, total corruption, election, reprobation, and free grace." 70 Walker, on
the other hand, freely covered the distinctive Calvinistic doctrines and frequently
called his hearers to come to Christ for salvation. 71 According to Walker, the
preacher must make "Christ the principal subject of [his] sermons," must handle
"every other subject of discourse in such a way, as to keep Christ continually in the
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eye of our hearers," and must make "the advancement of his kingdom, and the
salvation of men, the sole aim of [his] preaching." He further stated that if the above
"be omitted, I can easily conceive it possible for a minister to preach all his life long
upon the moral precepts of Christianity, without any other effect, than to lead his
people away from the Saviour, and to carry them hoodwinked into everlasting
perdition. " 72
In contrast to Walker, Blair rarely mentioned the name of Christ, much less spoke
of such key biblical and Calvinistic doctrines as union with Christ. 73 He concentrated
more on the duties of the Christian, believing that the purpose of preaching was to
persuade men to become good. 74 His sern1on topics betray his purpose: honor,
sensibility, duties, fortitude, envy, idleness, virtue, patience, moderation, goodness,
extremes in religious and moral conduct. 75 Though Blair made an occasional attempt
at holding faith and works together, his emphasis on the latter, almost to the exclusion
of the former, brought upon him and other Moderates the charge of legalism. 76 In
presentation, at least, Blair gave his hearers a theology less than Calvinistic. 77
72
73

Walker, Sermons, iii, 57, 61, 64, 67, 65.
For examples of Walker's discussion of doctrines such as union with Christ, see ibid., i, 69,

70, 88.
74

Sher, Enlightenment, 166.
Blair, Sermons, iii (London, 1777-1801).
76
"The error of resting wholly on faith, or wholly on works is one of those seductions, which
most easily mislead men; under the semblance of piety on the one hand and virtue on the other." ibid.
355; "He who divides religion from virtue, understands neither the one, nor the other. It is the union
of the two which consummates the human character and state." ibid., 20. R.B. Sher wrote: "This
concern with moral preaching does not necessarily mean that the Moderate literati were the Socinians
or deists that their critics have so frequently thought them to be. It simply means that they regarded
ethical concerns as inseparable from doctrinal ones, as Hugh Blair argued in the first of his collected
sermons, 'On the Union of Piety and Morality."' Enlightenment, 166. Though Blair made this point
occasionally, it is obvious from even a general reading of his sermons that it is of only minor
importance. Faith is not addressed frequently enough to reflect any real confidence in its necessity for
morality; Benton, "Hill," 146.
77
1.D.L. Clark stated: "Far from being indifferent to 'orthodoxy', the Moderates hoped to
recall the Church to a more genuinely original and comprehensive conception of 'orthodoxy' than had
been current in the 17th century, basing their teaching and preaching upon a tacit distinction between
essentials and nonessentials, rather than upon exclusive and divisive articuli stantis et cadentis
ecclesiae. They were content to ensure that the Church of Scotland should display the basic 'notes of a
true Kirk', without insisting upon the extended system of Scholastic Calvinism which had been
elaborated in the 17th century." Moderatism, 8. Clark's implicit statement is that the Moderates were
returning the church to a truer Calvinism, but in Blair's lack of emphasis on faith, neglect of such
fundamental doctrines as union with Christ, and disregard of relational Christianity, there is instead a
75

16

Though Cunningham received his early theology from Blair, he received his
beliefs about Church-State relations from one of the present Moderate leaders, George
Cook. Cook became a leader of the Moderate party following the death of Principal
George Hill of St Andrews University. Hill had taken over the leadership after the
death of William Robertson, a contemporary of Blair and a key figure in shaping the
Moderate party in the 1750s. According to a leading historian of Moderatism, the
Moderate party's ideal under Robertson's leadership "was cooperation with the
existing political regime on equal terms, as befitted an Established Church .... " They
"frequently consulted with government; but they were not prepared to tolerate open
meddling by Ministers of State."78 Before the emergence of the Moderate party in the
1750s the Church had been "managed" by a succession of influential clergy closely
tied to the Scottish administration. 79 The changes caused by the rise of the party
meant that rather than being erastian, as they were accused of by the Evangelicals, the
Moderates, for more than a quarter of a century after their founding, sought to secure
the Church's independence from government management. 80
Robertson suddenly withdrew from Church affairs in 1780. Under the leadership
of Hill, Robertson's successor, the Moderate party became more narrowly political in
its ideas and scope, developing a close relationship with the Pitt Government, as
represented in Scotland by Henry Dundas' s political ascendency. In return for
unswerving support for the Pittite party, Moderates expected preferment to parishes
where the Crown was patron and to the few sinecure Church offices. 81 After 1819,
Hill's nephew, George Cook, succeeded him as a leader of the Moderate party in the
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General Assembly. The departure from Robertson's ideal of the Church and State as
equal and cooperating partners, a process begun by Hill, was carried on by Cook, who
was, according to historian, I.F. Maciver, fundamentally erastian in outlook. A letter
which Cook wrote in private to Lord Melville, the crown's patronage manager for
Scotland, expressed his desire to see a high level of involvement by the State in the
affairs of the Church of Scotland. 82
Since Cunningham followed Blair in theology and Cook in Church-State relations,
he entered Edinburgh University somewhat erastian in his ecclesiastic politics and
less than Calvinistic in his theology. These views, however, would undergo a radical
change during the next few years, due primarily to the ministers he would hear and
the friends with whom he would associate. During his early years at university,
Cunningham attended various Moderate pulpits, but he most regularly attended the
pulpit of John Inglis at the Old Greyfriars' Church, whose learned and eloquent
sermons he greatly admired. lnglis was a leading Edinburgh Moderate preacher, but
his Moderatism consisted more in his ecclesiastical politics than in his theology and
his practical commitment to spread the gospel. He considered himself evangelical in
doctrine, and at least one later opponent of the Moderate party agreed. 83 Consistent
with the Evangelical party in the Church of Scotland, lnglis also held to a strict
subscription of the Westminster Confession of Faith, not allowing for a minister of
the Church of Scotland to append his subscription to the whole, while denying a
single article. 84
Inglis' s efforts on behalf of missions demonstrated his concern for the propagation
of the gospel and his willingness to work with Evangelicals. In 1824 Inglis was the
82
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prime mover in persuading the General Assembly to appoint a committee for Foreign
Missions and in establishing the plan for Indian missions. 85 His action in the
Assembly provoked sharp criticism among more extreme members of his party. The
advocate John Hope, son of Lord President Charles Hope and spokesman for this
group, wrote to Melville on 5 June 1824 in scathing terms about Inglis:

Dr. Inglis has done very great detriment to the Moderate Interest during this Assembly-not only
by unreasonable and ill-tempered pertinacity in fighting some questions which were untenable &
on which he was accordingly beat; and by crossing and interfering with Dr. Nicoll's management
(for which the other seems quite unfit) ... All entreaties on the part ofNicoll and Meams were
fruitless ... The triumph of the Wild party was of course highly prejudicial. Dr. Nicoll thought that
the best course was to let the storm blow over by ... allowing the proposition to go to a Committee
with the determination of strangling it. If Dr. In/lis will write to your Lordship on the subject I
8
trust you will throw cold water on his projects.

Hope's efforts failed and Inglis' Mission scheme prevailed, but the episode revealed a
fundamental division in the Moderate party between a very conservative or
reactionary and a more conciliatory section. 87 Inglis' more evangelical preaching and
practice, coupled with his cooperative spirit toward Evangelicals in the Church of
Scotland, may well have softened Cunningham' s own feelings toward
Evangelicalism. Cunningham would later acknowledge, however, that he did not hear
in Inglis's sermons one of the key tenets of Evangelicalism, the need for personal
conversion. 88 The more immediate sources of Cunningham' s conversion would be
85
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the influence of the Evangelical revival, Evangelical friends, and Evangelical
ministers.
During Cunningham's years at Edinburgh University (1820-28), the divinity
student body was caught up in the Evangelical revival. According to a college friend,
" ... the Spirit had been poured out on the students of the Edinburgh Divinity Hall, and
during the decade ... from 1823 to 1833 ... much prayer and holy joy and zealous
activity ... were conspicuous .... " 89 During his first session at Edinburgh University,
Cunningham met fellow students who were Evangelicals, notably John Bonar and
John Brown Patterson. Bonar was the brother of Andrew A. and Horatius Bonar, and
like them was reared in a strict Westminster Calvinism. Patterson' s maternal
grandfather was the orthodox federal theologian John Brown of Haddington.
Cunningham, Bonar, Patterson, and a fourth companion, Robert Johnstone, would
become lifelong friends. When they went their separate ways after the Divinity Hall,
Patterson wrote to Bonar, describing them as the "brothers four" and desiring that
they would "meet together some day soon not merely to drink to one another's goodspeed but to pray for it. ... " 90
In 1822, Bonar persuaded Cunningham, along with Patterson and Johnstone, to
join the Diagnostic Society, a debating club founded in 1816 by Bonar's father and
two other men. Time spent together arguing over the various issues of the day helped
to cement Cunningham's friendships with these Evangelical students. The fact that
Cunningham, an outspoken Moderate, found his closest friends at Edinburgh to be
Evangelicals, no doubt created a tension in his own life which began to pull him in the
direction of Evangelicalism. By the end of his third year at university, in 1823, he
began to seriously question his relationship with God and consequently began an
anything of the same extreme attachment to the externals of the old Presbyterian Divines, which I had
remarked in Sir Henry Moncrieff. He preaches, indeed, like a sound Calvinist," but he "might preach
the sermon I heard in any Cathedral in England .... " J.G. Lockhart, Peter's Letters to his Kinfolk, Letter
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anxious search for personal salvation. He spent time praying, studying the Bible,
reading theological treatises on salvation, and attending numerous Churches, as he
systematically sought an answer to what had become an overriding question, "How
can I be saved?"
In 1823, when Cunningham began his final term in the Arts curriculum, he
continued to attend the pulpits of Moderate ministers. That winter, however, he
became dissatisfied with what he was hearing and renounced his ties with
Moderatism. And at the prompting of his Evangelical friends, he began to attend the
Hope Park congregation of the Evangelical, Robert Gordon. 91 He also started to
worship at the Rose Street congregation of the United Secession Church, pastored by
John Brown, grandson of John Brown of Haddington. During the same time,
Cunningham frequently went to hear the morning lectures of Thomas M'Crie.
While Cunningham was seeking answers from the theologically conservative
preaching or teaching of Gordon, Brown, and M'Crie, his closest friend, John Brown
Patterson, was undertaking a similar quest. In a series of letters written between 29
June 1824 and 6 September 1824, Patterson described his spiritual pilgrimage as one
that had progressed from intellectual faith to saving faith. 92 At the beginning of the
summer Patterson wrote that he had "lately been in a state of considerable agitation
and interest with regard to God and eternity;" by the end of the summer he spoke of
the "grain of mustard-seed that [had been] sown of grace in [his] heart. " 93
It would be surprising if the conversion of Cunningham' s close friend did not have

a significant effect on his own advance towards conversion, but he later
acknowledged that it was still a future prospect rather than a present reality. Between
1824 and 1825, he continued to listen with interest to the preaching ·of Robert Gordon.
Cunningham' s affinity for Gordon may have stemmed from several possible sources:
91
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(1) Gordon was an outspoken opponent of Catholic Emancipation, a topic
Cunningham debated in the Diagnostic Society as early as February, 1824, and voted
against at least as early as January, 1825; (2) Gordon began his public ministry as a
Moderate, was converted, and became one of the leading Evangelicals in the Church
of Scotland, who devoted many of his sermons to the explanation of personal
salvation; and (3) Gordon's ministry was popular with divinity students, a number of
whom were converted through his preaching. 94
Attending a service in 1825, Cunningham heard Gordon preach a sermon based on
1 Peter 1:23, entitled "The Means of Regeneration, Being born again by the word of
God." In this sermon, Gordon offered no hope for salvation apart from conversion. 95
To ensure that no one misunderstood, Gordon delineated the nature of conversion. It
was no mere exchange of one set of beliefs for another, but a spiritual rebirth.
Because all are "universally declared to be guilty before God" and "alienated from the
life of God," they must be born again, "raised from a state of spiritual death," and
turned "from the power of Satan unto God .... " 96 Conversion was also more than
"external reformation of character;" it was a work of the Holy Spirit which was a
"renovation of the soul, extending to all those desires, and affections, and principles
of action, which go to constitute the true character of a rational and accountable
creat ure .... ,97

"That," Cunningham later said, "was the sermon that most deeply impressed me,
and first led me to embrace right views of the truth. " 98 Cunningham heard in this
sermon one of Gordon's clearest expositions of conversion, but assuming that he had
been attending Gordon' s Church during the immediately preceding weeks, he would
have heard about conversion every Sunday, including one sermon entitled, "The
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Danger of Delaying to Seek the Lord." Gordon consistently made contrasts between
believers and unbelievers and painstakingly explained the difference between external
religious observance and the heartfelt practice of religion that results from conversion.
A two-year quest by Cunningham for personal salvation finally found answers he
could accept in Gordon's preaching. Encompassed by the Evangelical revival in
Scotland, and more particularly the revival of Evangelical religion in the Divinity
Hall, befriended by Evangelical students, confronted with his closest friend's
conversion, and exhorted towards conversion by Gordon, Cunningham ascribed to
Gordon' s sermon on regeneration the moment of his own conversion. 99 The changes
Cunningham underwent during this time in both personal piety and ecclesiastical
party loyalty were noticed by those who knew him, especially close friends and
relatives, but not always with appreciation. 100 During the summer of 1825, according
to John Bonar,

Cunningham's esteemed uncle, the minister ofDunse, welcomed him ... to his table as usual, but
was equally mortified and surprised when, expecting him to take up and intensify some remarks
that had been made on Moderate and Evangelical preaching, the young student, more fearless
than discreet, calmly declared, 'I have made trial of all the Moderate clergy in Edinburgh, and
101
from not one of them could I learn what must a man do to be saved.'

Ill

Cunningham's allegiance to Evangelicalism would be solidified during his time in
the Divinity Hall, which he entered in November, 1824. 102 He began his divinity
studies without taking his Arts M.A., something rarely thought to be necessary; even
Professors discouraged it. 103 At the time of his entrance in the Divinity Hall, there
were 249 students: 146 regular attenders and 103 irregular attenders (some of whom
99
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attended no more than what was necessary to deliver their required discourses). The
fact of the irregular attenders was one of several problems identified during visits to
Edinburgh University in 1826 and 1827 by the Royal Commissioners appointed by
the government in London to assess the condition of the five Scottish universities and
to recommend improvements. Other areas cited by the Royal Commission as needing
correction included the length of the Divinity session, which was barely over four
months; the lack of a professor of Biblical Criticism (there were three professors: Dr
William Ritchie, Professor of Theology and parish minister at St Giles; Dr Hugh
Meiklejohn, Professor of Ecclesiastical History and minister of rural Abercorn; and
Alexander Brunton, Professor of Oriental Languages and Hebrew); the infrequency of
divinity lectures (much of the Divinity Professor's time was taken up with listening to
student discourses required by the General Assembly); the absence of examinations;
and pluralities (at the time Cunningham entered the Divinity Hall all three professors
held a pastoral charge in their parish as well as their teaching post). 104 The Royal
Commissioners concluded their report regarding the study of theology by noting that
"it is apparent that. .. extensive changes ought to be introduced." 105 A former student
of the Divinity Hall interviewed by the Com1nission agreed and pronounced the more
somber judgment that "the Hall was a place of little profit."

106

Cunningham, together with other students, often criticized the conditions within
the classroom. Many thought Ritchie, for example, as Professor of Theology,
unsystematic in his lectures, in part because he did not use a textbook in his class,
unlike his predecessor and his successor. 107 Ritchie's sympathetic biographer
admitted that Ritchie was also "jealous of his rights and privileges, and apt to be
104

Commissioners, 45, 47, 373; Rainy, Cunningham, 29.
Commissioners, 45.
1
~he former student was Or William Muir, minister of St Stephen,s parish in Edinburgh at
the time of the interview. Commissioners, 422.
107
T. Nelson, The Life of the Late Wil/iam Ritchie, D. D. (Edinburgh, 1830), 91. An drew
Hunter, a prominent Evangelical, held the Divinity chair prior to Ritchie and lectured from the
Theologia Christiana of Bened ict Pictet of Geneva ( 165 5-1724 ). Thomas Chalmers followed Ritchie
and lectured from George HiWs Lectures in Divinity, published in 1821.
105

24

impatient of any interference with his opinions, or his conduct." 108 The worst
criticism, however, came from Thomas Carlyle, who described Ritchie as "simply
raying out darkness for a quarter of a century." 109 To compound matters, Ritchie
turned seventy-seven years old soon after Cunningham entered the Divinity Hall and,
due to poor health, gave up his preaching responsibilities at the High Church (St
Giles) in the fall of 1825 and his classroom duties in the winter of 1826-7. 110 Several
Edinburgh clergy then took turns reading Ritchie's lectures to his classes. 111 In
response to these less than ideal conditions in the Divinity Hall, students often read
newspapers and engaged in conversation during class. About forty students,
including Cunningham, would daily answer roll-call and promptly slip out of class,
wasting no more time on what they considered a sham. According to Cunningham,
"we called out 'Here!' but the next moment we were there no longer." 112
Thus Cunningham sought his education, at least in part, outside the classroom. His
own prodigious reading provided one element of his instruction. For years reading
had been a driving passion for him. When sent money from home to purchase
clothes, he spent it on some irresistible book; when allowed time alone, he spent it
absorbed in books. 113 The summer months spent at his mother's home in Cheeklaw
allowed opportunity for extended reading. During the second summer there he began
a journal of his reading, listing 80 books read during those five months. For the next
six years Cunningham kept a journal, chronicling 530 distinct works (not including
pamphlets and magazines) under the headings of classics, general literature,
philosophy and science, and theology. The journal evidences his wide range of
reading, his knowledge of Greek, Latin, and French, and his consuming interest with
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the Church controversies of the day. 114
In addition to his reading, Cunningham honed his thinking and speaking skills in
several among the numerous debating societies. He joined the Diagnostic Society in
1822, the Theological Society of Edinburgh in 1825, The Edinburgh Association of

Theological Students in Aid of the Diffusion of Christian Knowledge in 1825, and the
Church Law Society in 1827. 115 Cunningham actively participated in the Diagnostic
Society, serving as president between 1823 and 1827, reading essays, and debating the
political, sociological, scientific, and theological topics of the day. 116 Significantly,
these debates reveal Cunningham's staunch conservatism: he was Tory in his politics,
believed Church patronage and Church establishments to be expedient, and was
against Catholic Emancipation. 117
The Theological Society, founded in 1776 as a society for the students of Divinity
in Edinburgh University, had as its goal "the mutual improvement of its members in
theological science and literature .... " 118 The minutes of the society list no opinions
rendered, but do give evidence that the Church controversies of the day provided the
topics for debate. For example, Cunningham delivered an essay on the evidences for
Christianity with a review of the controversy between Thomas Chalmers and Duncan
Mearns of Aberdeen. 119 Other topics included the Apocryphal question (the clash
between Robert Haldane and the British and Foreign Bible Society over the latter's
inclusion of the Apocrypha in their published Bibles); the different preaching styles of
114
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the two parties of the Church of Scotland (which is "more conducive to the interests
of religion?"); the nature of conversion ("is it a miracle; does every Christian know
the time of his conversion?"); subscription to the Westminster Confession of Faith
("Is man justifiable in signing a confession of faith, which contains some articles of
which, however unimportant, he does not approve?"); and pluralities. At the 22
December 1825 meeting of the Theological Society, the students formed The
Edinburgh Association ofTheological Students in Aid of the Diffusion of Christian
Knowledge. The purpose of the association was "to support societies for diffusing
Christian knowledge at home and abroad, and to gain information about their

°

operations." 12 Cunningham joined with his friends Bonar and Patterso.n in this
society, and served on the Committee for managing the business of the association.
In 1827 Cunningham, with several other divinity students, founded the Church
Law Society, intent on gaining a fuller knowledge of the history, constitution, laws,
and forms of the Church of Scotland. As in other debating societies, one member
read an essay at each meeting and a lively discussion followed. 121 Cunningham's
essay on the Constitution of the Church served as the introductory composition in an
unpublished collection of essays. 122 For someone so pronouncedly Evangelical,
Cunningham revealed in his essay a curious amalgam of Evangelical and Moderate
views as well as a surprisingly high view of the Church as he covered the doctrines of
apostolic succession, schism, and the relationship of the Church to the State.
Admitting that his view on apostolic succession sounded strikingly Episcopalian or
Roman Catholic, Cunningham nevertheless felt it necessary to call the Church of
Scotland back to a doctrine he believed had been laid aside. 123 The doctrine, simply
Edinburgh Christian lnstru~tor, xxv (January, 1826), 61.
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stated, is that the authority of present-day clergy to preach the gospel and administer
the sacraments derives ultimately from Christ, who commissioned the apostles, who
in turn commissioned successors to govern the church. The commissioning of the
successors, or elders in the case of the Presbyterian Church, occurs in ordination with
the laying on of hands and prayer. Although Cunningham distinguished himself from
many of his Episcopalian and Roman Catholic counterparts by insisting that "there
was no magical virtue in ordination," he believed that no one could prove entitlement
to exercise authority in the Church apart from an unbroken succession of
ordination. 124
Besides apostolic succession, Cunningham reflected his high view of the Church
by decrying schism. Reflecting his new-found Evangelicalism, Cunningham charged
the Moderates with the guilt of the secessions of the eighteenth century. This charge
was not without some justification. These secessions had largely occurred as a protest
against the Moderate-dominated Church of Scotland's policy of patronage. 125
Contrasted with the leaders of the early eighteenth-century Church, the Moderates did
not resent the presence of schism. 126 Instead, they saw both patronage and secession
as advantageous. During the debate over the "Schism Overture" of 1765-1766,
patronage was identified as the cause of secession from the Church of Scotland.
Moderate leader William Robertson, write historians R. Sher and A. Murdoch,
contended that "the institution of patronage ... had helped to improve the quality of
the Scottish clergy" (by adding "secular learning and polite manners to their
fundamental piety") and that divisions in the Church were the inevitable and
Bishop Patrick Forbes held that true succession consisted in holding apostolic doctrine, Scottish
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beneficial result of the divergence of belief and practice in humanity. 127 In opposition
to this opinion, Cunningham reminded his listeners that the Scriptures strongly
condemned schism as sin, but likewise foretold of the presence of false teachers who
would cause divisions. 128
According to his essay, any schism involved sin. There were only two sufficient
causes for schism: (1) membership in a particular denomination required a person to
do something sinful or (2) membership prevented someone from performing a
necessary duty.

129

Therefore, Protestants had to be convinced that the reasons for

leaving the Roman Catholic Church during the Reformation were justifiable and that
those reasons still existed; and Seceders from the Church of Scotland must be
convinced that the reasons for leaving the established church were justifiable and that
those reasons still existed. Ultimately, he pointed out that everyone in Scotland
should be a member of the Church of Scotland, as the "original stock from which the
different dissenting denominations sprang," unless "they are sincerely and impartially
convinced, individually, that there are sufficient grounds for not entering the
communion of the established church .... " 130
Finally, Cunningham' s essay defended the Church of Scotland as an established
Church, arguing that "the State is bound to protect and support the interests of
Religion." 131 His arguments were mostly pragmatic ones. From the State's point of
view, the protection of religion helps to ensure "the preservation of civil society, and
the prevalence of justice, order and subordination among men." 132 From the Church's
point of view "the existence of a Religious Establishment affords (humanly speaking)
the only security for the performance of the offices of Religion" (by providing
127
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financial support for the clergy and by restricting this provision to those who
subscribe to a particular confession-the Westminster Confession of Faith in the case
of the Church of Scotland), "and for their pervading all parts and corners of the
land."

133

Cunningham gave two examples to support this latter point: (1) the success

of Christianity in pervading the Roman Empire after being established by Constantine
and (2) the failure of Christianity to pervade large parts of the United States because
of the lack of a religious establishment.
Anticipating the argument of Dissenters in the Voluntary Controversy (which
would begin in 1829), that any State connection corrupted a Church, Cunningham
maintained that "the Church of Scotland has not from her connection with the
State ... violated any obligation that was incumbent upon her as a Church of Christ." 134
Though he believed the Roman Catholic Church had at times received too much
power from the State and that the Church of England had forfeited too much of its
power to the State, the Church of Scotland had done neither. To clarify this point,
Cunningham highlighted the essential power of a Church. The "first and fundamental
right of the Christian church is, that she is subject to no earthly authority, that she has
no other head than the Lord Jesus Christ. This is a principle which the Church of
Christ cannot abandon without betraying the cause of her master. ... " 135 Although the
Church of Scotland has her rights "confirmed and sanctioned to her by the law of the
land," those rights are not originally derived from the State but are part of the inherent
power of a Church. 136 Cunningham then referred to a recent comment made by
Charles Hope, Lord President of the Court of Session:

It was a missing of this distinction, simple and obvious as it is, which occasioned the broad and
unqualified assertion of the infidel doctrine of Hobbes, in that strange display of ignorance, folly,
and arrogance, which was made by the Supreme Civil Judge of Scotland in the General Assembly
133
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before last (1826), a doctrine which made the Church in the fullest sense the tool and creature of
the State. The doctrine was substantially this, that the Church of Scotland has no power or
authority as a Church, but derives whatever power or authority she has or can have from the State,
a doctrine the very reverse of which is asserted in express terms in our Confession of Faith, and is
of course confirmed by the law of the land itself. Had the doctrine of the learned judge been the
law of the land, then the Church of Scotland would have been bound to have renounced her
connection with the State, which has thus deprived her of her inherent and inalienable rights as a
137
Church of Christ.

Though Cunningham held that the Church of Scotland had not abandoned any of
her fundamental rights to the State, most, if not all, Scottish Dissenters disagreed.
They felt that patronage had destroyed what they believed to be an inherent right of
the Church-the right of congregations to select their own ministers. Cunningham
argued, however, that "the right of electing ministers cannot be shown to be ... an
inalienable right, either of the officebearers, or of the body of the Church
generally ." 138 Further, he believed that "no right of the Church was violated so long
as she had the uncontrolled power of determining ... the qualifications of her
officebearers, and no great evil could have arisen from it, had she faithfully exercised
this power not only with respect to the qualifications of any individual to be an
office bearer in the Church, generally, but also in regard to his special qualifications
and suitableness for the particular charge to which he was appointed." 139 In other
words, only when the Church had ceased to exercise the popular right of the "Call" (a
document signed by the majority of the heads of family in the parish signifying their
approval of a patron's presentation of a minister) had patronage become a
grievance. 140 The State was not so much to blame for this, Cunningham continued,
"as the traitorous and parricidal conduct" of the Moderate-dominated Church of
137
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Scotland of the late eighteenth century! 41 Cunningham concluded his essay by
expressing the hope that the Evangelical efforts on behalf of restoring the "Call"
would correct this lone blemish on the Church of Scotland. 142 Cunningham
demonstrated his partisan Evangelicalism in the conclusion as he had throughout the
essay for the Church Law Society, but his contentment (at least with the State) over
patronage revealed that his Moderatism still influenced his view of Church-State
relations. 143
Debating societies flourished in the nineteenth-century Scottish universities,
sharpening thinking and speaking skills, and preparing students for controversy as a
way of 1ife. This was especially true for Cunningham, whose temperament was
particularly suited to disputation. Cunningham had barely begun his studies in the
Divinity Hall when he became embroiled in his first major controversy. The
management of the Divinity Library, founded in 1698, had frequently been a source
of contention between students and faculty. 144 An effort by a group of students in
1817 to gain student participation in the management of the library had failed
thoroughly. A meeting between Dr William Ritchie, who was responsible for the
library, and these students ended abruptly when, according to Cunningham, "Dr
Ritchie would not allow the students to speak, and closed the meeting by pronouncing
the blessing." 145 The Senatus Academicus then took up the matter and decided that
the management of the library should reside solely in the hands of the Theological
Faculty. Discontent continued, and in 1824 Cunningham and a handful of other
divinity students formed a committee to press again for student participation in library
management. They believed that the students had a legal right to participation and
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that numerous grievances could be averted if they were allowed to exercise that right.
Specifically, they objected to the failure of the Theological Faculty to carry out the
periodic audit of the library's finances, thereby concealing the manner in which
student contributions had been spent. They also complained that the Theological
Faculty failed to provide a catalogue of books, failed to pursue discounts on books
purchased, bought some books of little use to the students (such as Hume's

Commentaries on Criminal Law, Hutcheson's Justice of Peace, and Lightfoot's Flora
Scotica), and often kept newly purchased books in a professor's office, sometimes
never sending them to the library. 146
After consulting the Whig lawyer James Moncrieff, son of the Evangelical leader
Sir Henry Moncrieff Well wood, the students sent a petition to the Royal Commission
of Inquiry into the Scottish Universities. 147 Referring to the 1817 decision, the
petitioners stated that the Senatus Academicus had no right to interfere in the
management of the divinity library, and that by appointing the Theology Faculty as
sole Curators, it had deprived the students of a right to a share in the management, a
right they felt entitled to because of their annual contributions (ten shillings per
student to fund the library). 148
The Royal Commission came to Edinburgh on various occasions during 1826 and
1827 and on 10 May 1827 they interviewed Cunningham. The Commissioners were
particularly interested in Cunningham's explanation of the Divinity students' claim to
a share in the management of the library, a claim the students based largely on the
original and recurring voluntary contributions to fund the library. Asked on what
ground he believed the library to be founded by a voluntary collection on the part of
the students of Divinity, Cunningham claimed it would be found in an inscription in
the Donation Book. However, Cunningham continued, the "Professor of Divinity, in
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1815, sent the door-keeper to carry off this book." 149 In short, Cunningham accused
his professor, Dr Ritchie, of removing the evidence the students needed to prove their
right to a share in the management of the library.
In the event, the Commissioners acknowledged several abuses in the management
of the divinity library, but declined to admit the students' right to management. 150
Although Cunningham had not entirely succeeded, the affair was a significant event
in his development. First, it was his initial struggle with the Moderates. For nearly
three years Cunningham had thrown himself wholeheartedly into the fray, eventually
colliding with the entire theological faculty, all of whom were Moderates_l 51 Second,
it made him aware of his peculiar ability as a controversialist. On one occasion, after
a long day's meeting on the subject, a fellow student asked Cunningham if he were
tired of controversy. To this he replied, "If my life is spared, it will be spent in
controversy, I believe."
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Third, it introduced Cunningham to the leadership of the

Evangelical party of the 1820s, including both Thomas Chalmers and Andrew
Thomson.
On 9 August 1827, three months after Cunningham testified before the Royal
Commission, the leadership of the Evangelical party was generally acknowledged to
have passed to Andrew Thomson upon the death of the current leader, Sir Henry
Moncrieff Wellwood.
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A little over a year later, Thomas Chalmers was appointed

as Professor of Divinity and delivered his inaugural lecture at the University on 10
November 1828. 154 Cunningham's comments on the lecture reveal that Chalmers had
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struck a chord in the Romantic sensitivities of at least one divinity student that night:

He concluded with a splendid pleading in behalf of men of imagination and feeling against the
charge of being mere declaimers; and shewed, with great strength of argument and force of
illustration, that in theology, the feelings and emotions which the contemplation oftruth is fitted
to excite are the ultimate and terminating object of our labours; and that the discovery and
establishment of truths, or the operations ofthe understanding on divine things, are essential,
indeed, but still essential only as means to an end-that is, as the proper means of producing
. or fiee 1·mg .m a rat10na
. I bemg.
. 155
emotion

On the night of his inauguration, Chalmers sent a message to Cunningham, and the
two met the next morning for a long conversation, in which Chalmers sought
information on the status of the divinity library. It is also possible that Chalmers
intended to win over a potential thorn in the flesh. Chalmers' s candidature for the
chair of Theology had been met with considerable opposition among the Edinburgh
clergy, in part because they questioned his Calvinist orthodoxy. 156 As the generally
recognized leader of the Evangelical students in the Divinity Hall, Cunningham had
also harbored concerns about Chalmers's orthodoxy. They evidently got along quite
well during this meeting, and many meetings followed in which they conversed not
only about the library but also about Chalmers' s plans for teaching. After meeting
with Chalmers in private and hearing him lecture, Cunningham was won over,
assuring his fellow Evangelical students that the "most surprising, and at the same
time the most valuable, feature in all his lectures, has been the singular soundness and

correctness of the views and opinions which they brought before us." 157
Cunningham's respect for Chalmers was obvious to Cunningham's close friend,
John Brown Patterson. On 22 November 1828, Patterson, wrote to John Bonar, "I am
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delighted to hear of the success of [Chalmers's] opening and of Brother
Cunningham' s high favour of the throne. " 158 He continued, with a touch of sarcasm:
"I perceive however his true blue democracy in the Library affair has been a little
corrupted, and that he is become somewhat of a prerogative-man." 159 Cunningham
had begun to enjoy the privileges of association with those in power. His quest for
student participation in management of the divinity library landed him a personal
share in the management with extraordinary privileges for a student. Chalmers, as
part of his responsibilities as Professor of Theology, now assumed the oversight of the
library and gave Cunningham the role of secretary-treasurer of the library. 160 It is also
possible that Chalmers vested Cunningham with a good deal of influence over the
purchases of books, satisfying Cunningham' s complaints to the Commission about
the dubious value of previous purchases. 161
Cunningham would benefit greatly from his association with Chalmers, and the
two later became close friends. However, in temperament, ability, and outlook,
Cunningham more closely resembled Andrew Thomson whom he had also come to
know through the library controversy. Thomson had given extensive evidence to the
Royal Commission on various subjects regarding Edinburgh University, including the
Divinity library. The information included in his testimony given to the Commission
on 20 November 1826 indicated a strong familiarity with the library controversy . 162
Whether their connection was a direct result of the library controversy is not clear. It
is clear, however, that Cunningham established a close personal relationship with
Thomson. He later considered Thomson a close enough friend to request his
recommendation for a potential assistantship and only refrained from asking him to
158
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preach his ordination service because he did not want to presume on his time. 163
When Thomson assumed the leadership of the Evangelical party in 1827, he
brought to the position an Evangelicalism different from what Cunningham had
experienced in his association with Chalmers and Gordon, different also from the
previous leader, Sir Henry Moncrieff Well wood. According to Henry Cockburn,
Wellwood was "the steady champion of the popular side," yet "the oracle of the
whole church in matters not factious." 164 Thomson, however, favored a more militant
(and consequently practiced a more divisive) type of Evangelicalism and would
attempt to mobilize the effective Popular (or Evangelical) party organization, created
by his predecessors John Erskine and Wellwood. 165 Whereas many in both parties of
the Church of Scotland were arguing that Moderates and Evangelicals were coming
closer together in doctrine and practice, Thomson preferred to highlight the
differences between the two parties, thus distancing himself from previous leadership.
As a dogmatic reformer fond of debate, Thomson dedicated much of his tremendous
energy and intellect to the pursuit of "heretics," helping to facilitate the intensifying
theological debate over the Westminster Confession of Faith, which culminated in the
famed heresy trials of the early 1830s. 166
Cunningham would jump headlong into Thomson's battle with the Moderates, but
in the spring of 1828, he had more pressing matters. Having just completed his
divinity curriculum, he found one aspect of the Evangelical revival a mixed blessing.
The best and brightest young men had crowded into the divinity halls, which meant
that in 1827, for example, there were five times more divinity students than the
number of vacancies in the Church of Scotland. 167 Positions were difficult to obtain.
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Ministerial students would often have to wait for several years to obtain a presentation
to a parish; many never received a presentation. Aware of this difficulty, some
divinity students had simultaneously studied medicine. Most, however, sought a job
as a tutor or schoolteacher to bide their time. Cunningham wanted to go to the
Continent before beginning a pastoral ministry, but the possibility of tutoring the son
of the Marquis of Tweed dale there fell through. 168 So instead he spent his time
supply preaching at various Churches, attending lectures, working at the Divinity Hall
Library, and going through the probationary process. 169 His own views on the
Westminster Confession of Faith were fixed during this process, if rather hurriedly.
In a letter to Patterson after his own licensure on 1 December 1828, Cunningham
admitted that he had not given sufficient time and prayer to the examination of the
doctrines to which he had just expressed his solemn consent. Nevertheless, he
continued, "with regard to the Confession of Faith, I think I can say sincerely, that I
believe the whole doctrine contained in it. I believe to be true every doctrine which is
really and expressly asserted in it, though I don't feel myself called upon to maintain
that all its statements are expressed in the most strictly correct and appropriate
language. " 170
Cunningham experienced repeated disappointments while waiting for a
presentation to a parish.

171

In the meantime, his friends Patterson and Bonar received

positions in the Church: Patterson the charge of the parish of Falkirk and Bonar an
assistantship. In letters which Cunningham wrote to each upon receiving their
appointments, he demonstrated his own evangelical piety and a true concern for these
close friends. To Patterson, Cunningham wrote rejoicing in his new position and
reminding him that the "great principle which a parish minister ought to always keep

168

W. Cunningham to 1. Bonar, 25 August 1829 (NLS, MS 15998, fols. 116-7).
ibid.; W. Cunningham to Anderson, 26 October 1829, (NLS, MS 10997, fols. 110-i 11).
170
Rainy, Cunningham, 39.
171
J.B. Patterson to J. Bonar, 9 March 1829 (NLS, MS 15998, fols. 90-1); W. Cunningham to
1. Bonar, 25 August 1829 (NLS, MS 15998, fols. 116-7).
169

38

in view is, that the spiritual edification of the people committed to his charge is his
direct, immediate, and paramount duty-the duty which supersedes every other." 172
To Bonar, Cunningham wrote with the intent of encouraging him in his new position:

How do you like your new situation after you have had a fair trial of it? I daresay you will feel it
very sobering. It must have been a great sacrifice to YQ!! to quit your home as it is a great
privation to all your relations and friends. But I hope and trust you enjoy abundantly the comfort
and satisfaction which generally attend sacrifices and exertions made for conscience's sake, and
that you have also your reward in seeing the pleasure of the Lord prospering in your hand. It is a
trying but at the same time an improving dispensation when a man is cast into a situation where
he must derive his chief happiness from the resources and reflections of his mind, from
communion with God and from the diligent discharge of his incumbent duties. I hope and pray
173
that you may be enabled to stand the trial and to improve the opportunity.

Cunningham obviously cared deeply for his friends and considered ministry to be
more than a mere job. It was instead a sober calling, with significant responsibility.
While Cunningham waited for an appointment he attended Thomson's pulpit and
continued to develop his relationships with the Evangelical leaders of the day ! 74 On
17 November 1829 he wrote to Bonar: "I spent Saturday and Sunday se'nnight with
Dr Chalmers at Penicuik very delightfully. But nothing pleased me so much in his
conversation as the way in which he spoke of Dr Thomson-the kindliness and
admiration he expressed towards him." 175 Cunningham respected both men, but more
and more he began to sound like Thomson in his anti-Moderate rhetoric. Asked to
preach for Moderate ministers in Berwickshire, whom he did not believe to be
Christians, Cunningham seized the opportunity to address their congregations (even
staying an extra three weeks), with the purpose of preaching evangelical doctrines. In
a letter dated 26 October 1829, to a fellow divinity student, Cunningham spoke of his
time in Berwickshire and castigated his friend for supporting the Moderate party:
172
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By the by, have you never any misgivings of conscience about your support of the moderate
party? [Being] one who is acquainted with the history of our church, and who knows anything of
this religion it must surely be [obvious] that the principles ofmoderatism were founded upon a
total disregard to the principles of vital godliness and to the religious interests and spiritual
edification of the people. It is an unquestionable fact that the men who originally devised and
established these principles were men who had not the fear of God before their eyes, and who
knew nothing from their own experience of the converting and sanctifying power of Christian
truth. And surely a corrupt tree cannot bring forth good fruit. And as the moderate principles
were devised and propagated and established by men whom you cannot regard as
Christians ... surely it is improbable almost to the degree of impossibility that a system of measures
for the provision ... ofthe Christian church should be devised by mere nominal Christians, &
supported almost exclusively by them, while it is as opposed by the real Christians to a man, and
yet be in accord with the mind of Christ. And does not the whole aspect of moderation in all the
176
features, both in theory and in practice wear the character of a system ofmere ... expediency.

Cu1mingham continued to berate his friend by asking, "What concord hath Christ with
Belial? What part hath he that believeth with an infidel?" 177
This growing similarity between Cunningham and Thomson was recognizable to
others. In the early spring of 1829, Alexander Duff visited Edinburgh to discuss his
proposed appointment as the Church of Scotland's first missionary to India.
Attending a debate by theological students, Duff heard Cunningham for the first time
and later described his speech as "fraught with varied information, closely
argumentative in its style, sharp in repartee, terrible in invective, merciless in its
exposure of fallacies, and yet translucently clear in expression, without any flowers of
rhetoric .... " 178 At the end ofCunningham's speech, Duff exclaimed, "Well, well, if
that man live, he will in debate and controversy, be another Dr Thomson." 179
Cunningham's years at the University of Edinburgh, first in the Arts curriculum
and then in the Divinity Hall, set the course for his future. Entering the university
with Moderate sympathies, he found himself immersed in the Scottish Evangelical
revival, a movement which probably enhanced Cunningham's appreciation for
176
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historic Calvinism, especially that of the Continental and Scottish Reformers. The
Romantic movement in Scotland may also have encouraged in Cunningham a desire
for a Christianity that was more than merely intellectual, a religion which was also
heartfelt. Cunningham's friends, especially John Bonar and John Brown Patterson
were also, no doubt, partly responsible for Cunningham's search for a heartfelt
Christianity, a search which led him to worship at many of the Churches in
Edinburgh, first at those with Moderate ministers, and then, dissatisfied with what he
heard, at Hope Park, where the Evangelical, Robert Gordon, was pastor. In Gordon's
preaching Cunningham found clear exposition of the nature of personal conversion,
and soon afterwards he attributed his own salvation to a sermon by Gordon. During
this time, Cunningham renounced his ties with Moderatism and shifted his allegiance
to the Evangelicals in the Church of Scotland, now as vehemently denouncing
Moderatism as he once had Evangelicalism. His abilities were soon recognized by
the two Evangelical leaders of his day, Thomas Chalmers and Andrew Thomson.
Through Cunningham's involvement with the controversy over the management of
the Divinity library, he spent time with both of these men, who not only appreciated
Cunningham's talents, but also offered encouragement and friendship. Cunningham
emerged from the library affair, which had lasted for three years, with the sense that
he was called to a life of controversy. As he completed his studies in the Divinity
Hall, Cunningham was staunchly Evangelical, committed to historic Calvinism, and
headed for years filled with controversies.
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2
CONFRONTATION WITH THE ROWITES {1830-1833)
"/thought it better to say to the man's face what I have been saying behind his
back."

I

In a letter to a friend dated 26 October 1829 Cunningham mentioned the
possibility of becoming assistant to John Scott, an Evangelical minister at the Middle
Parish Church in Greenock (about twenty five miles northwest of Glasgow on the
Firth of Clyde). Scott, who had suffered a sudden attack of paralysis at the General
Assembly of 1829, could no longer lead worship and attended church only
1

occasionally . Since 1793 he had ministered to this large congregation without an
assistant, but his infirmity now made assistance necessary. 2 Scott had written to
James Marshall, minister of the Tolbooth church in Edinburgh, requesting him to
recommend someone for the position. Marshall first asked John Bonar if he would be
interested, but Bonar had already committed to become assistant to the Reverend
George Brewster, minister of the parish of Scoonie in Kirkcaldy. 3 Bonar suggested
Cunningham. After meeting with Cunningham, Marshall expressed his willingness to
recommend him to Scott. Not knowing Cunningham personally, however, he asked
him to provide two or three recommendations which he could forward to Scott. On
24 October 182 9, Cunningham wrote to Thomas Chalmers asking for a reference;
Andrew Thomson and Robert Gordon had already agreed to the same request.

4

The Middle Parish Church, encouraged by receiving strong recommendations from
the three leading Evangelicals in the Church of Scotland, invited Cunningham to

1
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come to Greenock "to do the duties of three several Sabbaths, and of one week day,
that a judgment might be founded .... " 5 Cunningham accordingly went to Greenock,
preached seven sermons and returned to Edinburgh. 6 At a meeting on 23 December
1829 the kirk session decided:

that, in their own judgement and in that of a great Majority of the Congregation, Mr Cunningham
has supported the high character given him by so many competent judges of his qualificati~ns so
far as they could discover on diligent inquiry; and they therefore authorise the Moderator to
engage him for the space of one year from January 1830; if his own life is continued so long; at
the salary of one hundred pounds sterling. 7

Cunningham moved to Greenock at the end of December 1829. The Middle Parish
Church in Cathcart Square was already a large and flourishing concern, with its
approximately 1500 seats normally full, but with Cunningham's almost immediate
popularity, the Church soon overflowed. 8 Additional seats were erected in window
recesses and spare corners, and the pulpit and gallery stairs were crowded. 9 Some
five months after Cunningham began ministering in Greenock, Scott, with the
concurrence of the congregation, wrote to the town magistrates (the patrons of the
Church) expressing a desire to ordain Cunningham as Scott's colleague and
successor:

To this situation Mr Cunningham's relation to the Congregation and me recommend him in a
peculiar manner. He came to us a stranger, recommended by the most competent judges, and for
nearly six months has he more than sustained the high character given him, in private society, as a
catechist, as visitor of the sick, or leader of the exercises of religious societies, and as a lecturer
and preacher of the gospel. His youth, vigour and talents, his piety and zeal, with modesty and
prudence, his learning and good taste, fit him in a singular manner for the arduous duties of this
5
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parish and Congregation. To me he has been all I could wish in his situation, and to him I desire
to be all he could wish in my situation. But while Mr Cunningham acquires esteem and affection
among us in proportion as he becomes known, I cannot but perceive that he commends himself to
other parishes looking out for a minister, and who naturally desire one so tried and approved.
And could any one blame a young man of distinguished abilities for relinquishing an uncertain for
.
.
. ?10
a certam
situatiOn.

The magistrates granted the congregation's wish, and the local Presbytery of Paisley
ordained Cunningham on 15 October 1830. His friend John Brown Patterson, then
minister of Falkirk, introduced Cunningham to his "flock" on the following Sunday. 11
According to one account, Cunningham had "passed almost at a single step from an
unnoticed student into an eloquent and popular divine." 12
Cunninghan1' s initial success never abated during his years at Greenock, and there
was apparently an increasing admiration for Cunningham. 13 It was said that certain
members of Cunningham' s congregation would regularly follow him home from
Church on prayer-meeting nights-simply to keep him in sight as he walked home. 14
With his growing popularity, his name began coming up with reference to other
vacancies in the Church of Scotland. 15 The parish of St Andrew's in Glasgow, it
seems, "pressed" him to become their minister, but Cunningham declined the higher
position and the more than doubled salary because he did not "see that a superior field
of usefulness was offered."

16

Cunningham' s success in Greenock and his growing national reputation were
probably due to several factors. First, he devoted considerable time to his pastoral
ministry, as Scott had stated in his letter to the magistrates. In addition to delivering
the required Sunday lectures and sermons, giving the Wednesday lectures, and
leading the young men's and young women's classes on Thursdays, Cunningham
10
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moderated the session meetings, attended prayer meetings, Bible Society meetings,
Anti-Patronage Society meetings, Greenock Seamen's Friends Society meetings,
meetings on Roman Catholicism, and Board of Health meetings when cholera was
rampant in 1832.

17

He also regularly visited his parishioners. Cunningham's diary

from this time records that he visited several parishioners a day, whether in the home
or the shop, not only catechizing, but also indulging in snuff when he found someone
of like mind.

18

On 18 March 1831 Cunningham wrote Bonar of the benefits of

visitation: "The greater the variety of circumstances in which divine truth is presented
to men's minds the greater probability is there of its being brought home to their
understandings and their hearts." 19
The responsibilities of Cunningham's pastoral ministry left him "little or no leisure
time," yet he was "very happy and very comfortable" in Greenock and found the
people "very considerate in their demands upon [his] time as well as very kind and
hospitable."

° Cunningham felt the hand of providence in his ministry, assuring John

2

Bonar on 24 July 1830 that:

I certainly have the greatest reason to be grateful to God for all his goodness in placing me in my
present situation and in affording me the prospects which I now enjoy. And while I cannot but
recognize his own hand in the matter, I cannot but be grateful to those also whom he has made his
instruments in his dealings with me, especially to yourself who originated that train of
circumstances which led to my appointment to a situation so well suited to be useful-to myself.
And which in many respects affords me encouragement to hope that I may be made instrumental
.m promotmg
. the best .mterests of others. 21

17
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According to his biographer, who wrote that Cunningham's "flock ... grew more
attached to him every day," his pastoral endeavors had a positive affect on his
parishioners.

22

Among other examples, he cited this incident:

A sailor had died at sea, leaving a widow and young family, one of them an infant that had never
seen its father. Cunningham frequently called to comfort the sorrowing heart. Entering the house
one day, he found the babe alone in its cradle, the mother having gone out on some little errand,
as poor full-handed women must. The child stirred and began to cry, and when the mother
returned the minister was busy rocking the cradle-a simple act which of course never was
23
'
'
'
forgotten.

Cunningham's ministry also benefited from Scott's constant "advice and
direction. "

24

On Saturdays he generally spent one to t'vvo hours with Scott discussing

the intended sermon and lecture topics and on Monday mornings he regularly ate
breakfast at the manse.

25

Cunningham wrote of his deep respect for Scott in a letter to

John Bonar on 4 October 1830.

I hope he will be long spared to counsel and direct me. His death at.present would be a loss that
could not be repaired, and would add greatly both to my difficulties and to my anxieties .... And I
know no one thing that would contribute more, humanly speaking, to my advantage and to the
interests of Religion ... that he should retain his strength and faculties for a few years longer .... He
has uniformly treated me with real kindness and expressed towards me much regard and
affection. At the same time I am aware that it is no earthly counselor and no human
encouragement that can ever enable me to discharge those most important duties which ... will
26
soon be ... upon me and I desire to cast myself wholly upon the real head of the church ....

Scott survived beyond Cunningham's tenure at the Middle Parish Church and the two
developed a father-son relationship. After Scott's death on 26 March 1836,
Cunningham edited a volume ofScott's sermons in honor of the man's kindness
toward him.
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11
Cunningham' s energetic pastoral ministry combined with the seasoned advice of
Scott no doubt contributed to his success. More than either of these, however, it was
his emergence as a champion of Calvinistic orthodoxy at a time when that orthodoxy
was being challenged that brought Cunningham to public repute and filled the Middle
Parish Church beyond capacity. The challenge to orthodoxy came from the emerging
"Row heresy," named for the nearby parish of Row where much of the teaching
derived. During the 1820s a group of Scottish pastors and theologians had begun to
chafe against what they regarded as the restrictive legalism and formalism of the
Church of Scotland.

27

Influenced by the Romantic movement, especially in its

sentimentalism and subjectivism, they questioned such doctrines as limited
atonement, double predestination, and the emphasis upon God's wrath towards those
predestined to eternal damnation. 28 Rather than the wrath of God, they placed great
emphasis on the love of God, believing it to be "at the very heart of all true doctrine
and religious life." 29 Furthermore, they held that assurance ofGod's love should be a
regular experience of the individual. Consequently, they began to challenge the
doctrine of the Westminster Confession of Faith and the accompanying Catechisms in
which the love of God is conspicuously absent from the answer to the question "What
is God?" 30 In addition to stressing the love of God, many, encouraged by the
emerging premillennial views, began to look for the imminent return of Christ.

31

The

key figures in this movement were Thomas Erskine, John McLeod Campbell, Edward
Irving, and Alexander John Scott, each of whom exerted substantial influence on the
27
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others. 32
Thomas Erskine of Linlathen, nephew of John Erskine, the evangelical leader of
the late eighteenth century, was a landed gentleman who resided near Dundee. Raised
a Scottish Episcopalian, Erskine had imbibed Calvinistic Evangelicalism by 1816. 33
During the 1820s, however, after Erskine had become well known as a lay theologian
in Scotland, he began to diverge from Calvinism. From an early stage in his
theological development, he had been haunted by the premature death of many of his
relatives, and consequently struggled to discern the action of a loving God in such
events. Partly through these early struggles Erskine developed a theology that would
enable him to communicate comfort and assurance to the dying and their families. 34
Erskine came to perceive of hell as a condition of alienation from God rather than a
realm of punishment.

35

In his "enduring friendship for the whole of the human race,"

God sought to end this alienation. 36 God's salvific mercy, he argued, demonstrated in
the unlimited atonement of Christ, extended to all persons, not merely the elect. No
one, therefore, needed to fear being excluded from God's love. This doctrine was
present in a latent form in his first publication, Remarks on the Internal Evidence for

the Truth of Revealed Religion, in 1820, but patently evident in his 1828 publication,
The Unconditional Freeness of the Gospel.
32
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major work, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (1799) has been regarded as a theological
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The theology of John McLeod Campbell, the young minister of the parish of Row,
developed along the same lines as that of Erskine. Camp bell attributed his
development to his experience as a pastor. 38 The historical theologian, B.A. Gerrish,
agrees. "Like Martin Luther," he argues, "Campbell encountered the double problem
of a legalistic piety: while the sensitive were intimidated by their shortcomings, the
self-satisfied complimented him on sermons that should have disturbed their false
peace. "

39

Camp bell recounted this experience:

Meditating with prayer on this painful ministerial experience, I was gradually taught to see that so
long as the individual is uncertain of being the subject oflove to his God, and is still without any
sure hold of his personal safety in the prospect of eternity, it is in vain to attempt to induce him to
serve God under the power of any purer motive than the desire to win God's love for himself, and
so to secure his own happiness; consequently, however high the standard, correspondence with it
may be sought under the influence of mingled selfishness, making every apparent success only a
deeper deception. And thus I was gradually led to entertain the doctrine commonly expressed by
the words 'Assurance of Faith,' having ... seen that the want of it precluded singleness of heart and
40
eye in the service of God ....

Soon afterwards Campbell concluded that unless Christ died for all "there was no
foundation in the record of God for the Assurance which I demanded, and which I
saw to be essential to true holiness." 41
That Christ died for all was also the conclusion of Edward lrving after a walk
along the shores of the Gare Loch with Campbell during the summer of 1828.42
Strikingly handsome and a powerful orator with intense evangelical passion, lrving
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had risen to national fame in London as minister first of the Caledonian Church and
then of a new Church in Regent Square built in 1827 to accommodate his overflowing
congregation.

43

lrving' s significance, however, lay not so much in the discussions of

God's love as in his millennia! teaching.

44

Since 1825 lrving had been preaching on

the subject of the second advent of Christ, a subject which later became an obsession
for him.

45

In 1827 he published a work by a Spanish Jesuit on the millennium

(learning Spanish to do so) to which he contributed an introduction setting forth his
own views on prophecy; in May 1828 he delivered a series of lectures on prophecy to
large crowds in Edinburgh reflecting his premillennial expectations; and about this
time he predicted the date of 1868 for the second coming of Christ. 46 Irving believed
that the French Revolution (with its prohibition of Christianity), the renewed interest
in missions, and the Industrial Revolution were "signs of the end."47 One thing more
was needed, however. The return of the Apostolic gifts. Irving began to seek these,
which at first he felt "would only be restored at the time of the Second Advent. " 48
But by the time of his meeting with Camp bell in Row in 1828 lrving tentatively held
that the gifts might belong to the Church of all ages. This view was held confidently
by another man, who exerted a profound influence on lrving.
Alexander John Scott, who became Irving's assistant in 1828, was the son of the
pastor of the Middle Parish Church, Greenock. Six months older than Cunningham
and licensed to preach by the Presbytery of Paisley, A.J. Scott would have seemed the
more likely candidate for assistant to his father. But his father and the Session chose
Cunningham instead, evidently preferring Cunningham's theology. Cunningham later
43
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recalled the incident with the following words:

From peculiar circumstances, [Scott] was placed in a situation in which he was called upon, after
he had. been laid aside from public duty, to choose between securing what he reckoned a pure
dispensation of Christian truth to his flock, and the accomplishment of an object which must have
been dear to his strongest natural affections, and he never hesitated which side to choose. 49

A.J. Scott later described his father as someone who "might have taken his place
among the divines of Dort."

50

By 1829, when Scott chose his assistant, the younger

Scott had substantially departed from the teaching ofhis youth and of the Church of
Scotland. Already in 1827, when the Presbytery of Paisley licensed Scott to preach
(and when, like all candidates, he was required to make a written avowal that he
accepted the Westminster Confession as the confession of his own faith) Scott was
questioning the doctrine of limited atonement. 51 Shortly thereafter he "ceased to
believe in the traditional Calvinism of the Scottish Kirk. " 52 Concerned about what he
perceived to be the "lifeless, palsied state of the church of his age," Scott began to
distinguish between regeneration and the baptism of the Holy Spirit. 53 With the
baptism of the Holy Spirit, Scott argued, the charismatic gifts of the early Church
could be experienced in all ages of the Church. 54 Late in 1829 Scott visited Mary
Camp bell, a resident of Row, and attempted to convince her of this belief. 55 Irving
had already created renewed enthusiasm for the exercise of these gifts when he
preached in Row during June 1828. 56 Approximately one year after Irving visited
49
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Row and one month after Scott spoke with her, Mary Camp bell and a group of her
friends began to pray for the baptism of the Holy Spirit. 57 Fifteen miles away, in Port
Glasgow, James and George Macdonald with others of like mind were also seeking
the charismatic gifts, having been influenced by McLeod Campbell, Scott, and
Irving.

58

Soon afterwards, beginning with Mary Camp bell in March 1830, incidents

of faith healing, speaking in tongues, and prophetic speech began to be reported
around the parish of Row.

59

With the reports of these manifestations, "large numbers

of devout Evangelicals and curious spectators flocked to Row, transforming the quiet
village into a focus of national interest. " 60
To many, these occurrences, now receiving so much attention, threatened the
Calvinistic orthodoxy of the Church of Scotland. They could not, therefore, be left to
run their course. Indeed, the Calvinist reaction had already begun. In 1828, the
indignation of much of the Evangelical establishment was aroused with Erskine' s
publication, The Unconditional Freeness of the Gospel; in late 1829 Andrew
Thomson began a series of twelve sermons directed against the teaching of Erskine
and Camp bell; and in early 1830 the Edinburgh Christian Instructor assailed Irving's
theology. By the time Cunningham arrived in Greenock in December 1829, some of
John McLeod Campbell's parishioners had sent two petitions to the local presbytery
of Dunbarton accusing Camp bell of preaching doctrines contrary to the Confession.
The presbytery convicted him of heresy by the middle of 1830, and the case was
referred to the 1831 General Assembly. On 24 May the Assembly deposed Camp bell
from the ministry by a vote of 119 to 6; the next day it deposed Hugh Baillie
Mac lean, presentee of an Ayrshire parish church and intimate friend of Irving; two
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days later it deposed A.J. Scott.

61

The Assembly of 1831 also alleged heterodox

teachings by Irving regarding the incarnation of Christ and instructed the presbytery
of Annan, where Irving was ordained, to bring him to trial on a charge of heresy.
Nearly two years later, after defending his doctrine in Annan "with a torrent of
impassioned oratory," lrving was charged with denying the sinlessness of Christ and
deposed by the presbytery on 13 March 1833. 62 In the following year, Irving died in
Glasgow, "a broken man at the age of forty-two." 63 Thomas Erskine, it will be
remembered, was not a member of the Church of Scotland, and therefore the Church
courts had no jurisdiction over him. Nevertheless, the heavy criticism he received for
his 1828 publication continued, and with the exception of The Doctrine of Election,
published in 183 7, Erskine ceased theological publication after 1831. With the action
taken against these men and the deposition of several other ministers for preaching
similar doctrines, the Church had quashed, for the time being, a perceived threat to the
theological fabric of the Church of Scotland. The Westminster Confession, which
had "passed the test of nearly two centuries," was revived as the doctrinal standard of
the church, subordinate only to Scripture. 64
The Church of Scotland had acted decisively against the advocates of the Rowite
doctrines. Cunningham, whose temperament was consistent with the prevailing mood
of the Church, and who was already a budding controversialist, wasted little time
getting involved in the dispute. He could not, of course, have known the outcome of
the Rowite affair when he moved to Greenock at the end of December 1829. There
he was immediately surrounded by the controversy, which he faced not only in the
community, but even in his own congregation. Session minutes of the Middle Parish
Church indicate that the elders had sought an assistant "likely to keep the Majority of

61
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the congregation together."

65

The division implied in these words is confirmed in

later session minutes and corroborated by other sources. 66 Members of the Middle
Parish Church, for example, recounted that they were "at their wits' end among the
false prophets," at the time Cunningham came to Greenock. 67 John Bonar believed
that Cunningham was called to Greenock specifically to confront the doctrines being
spread by Campbell's preaching. 68 When Andrew Thomson heard that Cunningham
would be going to the Middle Parish Church, he responded with "Good, he'll be a
capital fellow for knocking the Row heresy on the head." 69 Cunningham, himself,
according to his biographer, recognized that he was "set for the defence of the truth,"
and "threw himself, heart and soul, into the battle."70 As a result, the Middle Parish
Church quickly became known for anti-Rowite teaching, and Cunningham emerged
as a champion of Calvinistic orthodoxy.
From the beginning, Cunningham confronted the movement with appeals to
Westminster Calvinism, at times specifically addressing the Rowite doctrines. 71 The
Rowites had diverged from Calvinistic orthodoxy, not something to be taken lightly
by someone who "found Calvinism in the Bible, in the Standards, in Philosophy, and
in his heart." 72 Cunningham's own sermons have been said to "hold Calvinism in
solution throughout," but, consistent with the teaching of his Church, it was a
somewhat modified Calvinism, based primarily on the Westminster Confession of
Faith. 73 W.G. Enright, a historian of Scottish preaching, has in fact argued that
Cunningham' s sermons are "largely the exposition of the doctrines of the
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Westminster Confession."

74

Although Cunningham was probably not unaffected by

Enlightenment and Romantic emphases as well, Enright's statement is not far from
the truth.

75

Cunningham frequently referenced the Confession and Catechisms in his

sermons and preached a series of sermons based on the Shorter Catechism. 76 In
addition to the doctrines of "sola fidei," "sola gratia," and "sola Scriptura," his
sermons include the five points of the Synod of Dort, frequent reference to union with
Christ (a prominent doctrine in Calvin' s theology, which found expression in .
Cunningham' s sermons through the language of the Confession), and a strong
emphasis on God's providence and man's need for utter dependence upon God. 77
Cunningham never hesitated to present Calvinistic orthodoxy in his sermons. Though
"once strongly warned, if not threatened, by an influential hearer, to leave the subject
[of election] alone, he expounded it in a second Sermon and at greater length, the next
Sabbath." 78
Cunningham did more than preach on the general doctrines of Westminster
Calvinism; sometimes he specifically addressed the Rowite doctrines. Against
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Irving' s alleged doctrine of the human nature of Christ, Cunningham held to the
sinlessness of Christ, but acknowledged the similarity of Christ's humanity with ours:

To all this 'poverty' of ours-except only the actual guilt of personal sin-Christ descended. He
became a partaker of our nature in all its helplessness, and all its sinless infirmities .... 79

Against Scott's doctrine of the ongoing nature of the Apostolic gifts, Cunningham
lectured through the Gospel of Mark, taking up the subject of"modem day miracles."
These lectures apparently no longer exist, but Cunningham's position on the
occurrences is evident in a letter to John Bonar of29 May 1830. Referring to the
excitement generated by the appearances of healing and speaking in "new tongues,"
Cunningham mentioned the Rowites' unanimous assent to the gifts and predicted that
it would ultimately discredit them. 80
Erskine, Campbell, Irving, and Scott, it will be recalled, desired to emphasize the
love of God and to encourage the assurance of that love within the Church. These
desires led Camp bell to preach the doctrines for which he was deposed: ( 1) universal
atonement and pardon through the death of Christ; and (2) assurance is of the essence
of faith and necessary to salvation. 81 Cunningham agreed with these desires but not
the conclusions. He too wanted to encourage the understanding and experience of
God's love. 82 He did not, however, believe that Camp bell's theological deductions
79
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were necessary for that result. Unlike Campbell, Cunningham maintained the
doctrine of a limited atonement, believed universal pardon to be a gospel different
from that of the Bible, and defined faith without mentioning assurance. 83
As the unlimited atonement of Christ, for Camp bell, was the only basis for
assurance, so it was the only basis for the universal offer of the gospel. 84 Again
Cunningham disagreed. If the Bible presented Christ's atonement as being limited to
"as many as were ordained to eternal life" and at the same time commanded ministers
to extend the offer of the Gospel "to All men without exception or limitation," then
believing the former should not prohibit practicing the latter. 85 Cunningham
evidently lived with the tension apparent in this statement. John Bonar later wrote
that "the more the Universal Pardon of sinners was insisted upon, the more did he
proclaim the Universal Offer to sinners .... " 86 Thus, according to Cunningham,
holding to a limited atonement should not prevent the preaching of the unlimited offer
of the gospel; nor should it hinder the acceptance of the gospel offer:

... no one ... has any ground whatever to reject, to put away from himself eternal life, upon the
pretence that it was never intended for him. The man who, upon any such pretence, hesitates or
refuses to accept of the Gospel offers, and to trust in Jesus Christ as his Saviour, is only deceiving
himself, and deceiving himself to his ruin. It is a mere pretence, destitute of any real foundation,

by faith ought to have peace towards God, -they ought to be aware of the love of God in Christ
towards them .... " Cunningham, Sermons, 150. "It is through the weakness ofyour faith, and the
remains of indwelling sin, that you enjoy so little sense of His favour, -that you rejoice so little in the
hopes of His glory. And it is, besides, your duty; for without this knowledge and belief that your sins
are forgiven,-without this peace and joy in believing,-you are not fully honouring God's great
scheme of mercy and of peace. And you are depriving yourselves of a great and important means of
grace." ibid., 151.
83
For example: "And for Whom was it that God delivered up His own Son? There cannot be a
doubt that the 'all' here means all believers .... " Cunningham, Sermons, 179. W. Cunningham to J.
Sonar, 17 November 1829 (NLS, MS 15998, fols. 118-9). Rather than Campbell's view that the
atonement places everyone in a state of grace, removing the judicial barrier which guilt imposes
between the sinner and God, Cunningham held that Christ's death "removed every obstacle to our
receiving the forgiveness of sin .... " Cunningham, Sermons, 198. Through faith a person receives the
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through which the devil and his own ungodly heart lead him to despair and destruction." 87

Cunningham' s bold comment stemmed from his belief that all who "come to God
through Christ and believe in Him ... will assuredly be saved. " 88
Cunningham thus, not surprisingly, disagreed with Camp bell upon each of the
beliefs for which the latter was deposed; he also differed with him concerning the
foundation of assurance, the issue which initiated Camp bell's theological transition.
In his sermons, Cunningham focused almost exclusively on the personal evidences of
a life changed by the gospel, a stark contrast to Campbell's emphasis on the character
of God as he perceived it in the Bible. 89 Both men believed they were true to the
Westminster Confession of Faith. Neither, however, expressed the fuller position of
the Confession, which, in addition to the two foundations held by Cunningham and
Campbell, adds the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit. 90 John Bonar attributed
Cunningham's emphasis on personal evidences to his dependence upon the
Reformers, but more likely he was influenced by a prevailing view in the Church of
Scotland.

91

During Campbell's trial in the General Assembly, for instance, an

opponent remarked: "For by what test do the Scriptures teach, and the Saviour
himself expressly enjoin us to judge of the faith that is in us? by the fruits of the
Spirit-by the living evidences of a holy life and conversation."92 Ironically,
87
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Campbell may have better reflected the position of the Reformers, in that he relegated
personal evidences to a secondary function, while emphasizing the foundation of the
Bible. 93
To a congregation uncertain about what to believe, Cunningham responded with
authoritative sermons based on the Calvinistic orthodoxy of his day (with few
exceptions, the doctrines of the Westminster Confession of Faith). At times he spoke
out directly against the Rowite doctrines. On one occasion, according to his
biographer, he did so under unusual circumstances:

One Sabbath, about the height of the Row heresy, Campbell of Row himself walked into the
Square Church, after the sermon had begun, and placed himself conspicuously in front of the
pulpit. The discourse was one leveled against the Row errors throughout. Next day, one of the
elders remarked to him, "Mr Cunningham, you were fortunate in having your discourse prepared
for Mr Campbell's hearing." "It was not what I had prepared at all," he answered, "but I thought
94
it better to say to the man's face what I have been saying behind his back."

Cunningham, however, did more than speak out against the new movement. On 28
April 1830, four months after moving to Greenock, he went to the Floating Chapel in
the Greenock harbor to hear John McLeod Campbell preach. The Seamen's Friend's
Society, founded in 1820 in the Middle Parish Church to "promote ... the temporal and
spiritual interests of Seamen ... connected with the port," had organized a rotation of
local ministers to preach in the Floating Chapel, and Camp bell was one of those
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invited.

95

Cunningham took notes of the sermon, which were later used as primary

evidence against Camp bell in the General Assembly investigation. 96 He subsequently
followed Camp bell's case closely through the Church courts, at one point writing to
John Bonar that it was now "too late to save his character," at another voicing concern
that the charges against Campbell "may turn out not proven," since not enough
evidence had been accumulated against him. 97
There was to be little relief for Cunning ham from the controversy. On 4 April
1831 John Brown Patterson wrote to John Bonar describing a letter from
Cunningham, who was "sadly annoyed with Camp bell on one side of him-and a new
Unitarian Chapel on the other .... " 98 More trying to Cunningham, however, was his
discovery, earlier that year, that Camp bell's distinctive beliefs were held by a lay
leader in his own Middle Parish Church. On 16 February 1831 Cunningham brought
to the attention of the Session "the conduct ofMr R.B. Lusk," an elder frequently
absent from church services. 99 Cunningham stated that Lusk had been attending the
Episcopal Chapel, where the minister, Dugald Williamson, taught doctrines similar to
those for which Campbell was deposed. The Session directed Cunningham, as
Moderator, to speak with Lusk personally and report back at the next meeting. 100
Cunningham did so and at the meeting of 8 March 1831 declared that Lusk "admitted
that he had done wrong in attending the Episcopal Chapel. .. and that he promised to
make the New [Middle] Church in future his regular place of attendance .... " 101 But,
Cunningham related, Lusk had been absent from the Middle Church because "he did
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not consider that the Gospel was preached there .... " 102 Lusk had told Cunningham
that he could "get no food for his soul" there because Cunningham "not only did not
preach the gospel but openly opposed the truth." 103 Ten days later, in a letter to John
Bonar, Cunningham stated that he had hoped to get Lusk to resign, complaining that
the "self confidence of these people has the effect of sealing their course. They are so
built up in their own vanity and they seem to think so little of... the deceitfulness of the
human heart as to imagine that everything is right which they do and because they do
1•t . "104

On 20 April 1831 the Session again appointed Cunningham to meet with Lusk and
discuss his "peculiar views of doctrine." 105 Cunningham reported to the Session on
19 August 1831 that he had n1et repeatedly with Lusk and had "endeavoured to
convince Mr Lusk of the erroneousness of his opinions but without success .... " 106
Present at this meeting, Lusk spoke openly of his views, defending Campbell's
doctrines, while condemning the General Assembly's judgement against Campbell.
Unless the Church of Scotland immediately repented from that decision, he said,
"judgements must speedily be poured out on the Church." 107 He argued that the
doctrine of universal atonement was "a truth interwoven into the very substance of
every part of Scripture and one without which there would be no Gospel to preach to
any sinner as such; that by condemning the doctrine of universal pardon, the General
Assembly "had condemned the most important truth-the very foundation of the
Gospel;" and that by condemning the doctrine that assurance is of the essence of faith
and necessary to salvation, the General Assembly "had condemned a truth, not only
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implied in every part of Scripture but also fully and distinctly recognised by the
standards of this church, as well as of all the protestant churches; and which was in
fact the great distinguishing doctrine of the reformation." 108 As a crowning blow,
Lusk stated that the General Assembly's actions were "characteristic of that antichrist
which was to come." 109
About the time of this meeting, Robert Story, the parish minister of Rosneath on
the Gare Loch who had defended Campbell at great length before the Church courts,
wrote to one of the elders of the Middle Parish Church attempting to persuade him to
support Lusk.

110

His effort failed, however, and on 21 September 1831 the Session

unanimously referred Lusk's case to the Presbytery of Paisley for advice. Lusk
acquiesced in the decision, and Cunningham and another elder from the parish were
appointed to state the case to the Presbytery. 111 On 7 December 1831 the Presbytery
determined that Lusk "can no longer be an office bearer thereof, and that [the Session]
shall instantly deprive him of his office." 112 The Session on 12 January 1832
unanimously agreed with the Presbytery and Lusk appealed to the next meeting of the
Paisley Presbytery .113 The Presbytery dismissed the appeal and Lusk appealed to the
Synod of Glasgow and Ayr, but again his appeal was dismissed, making the decision
of the Session and Presbytery final. 114 On 12 April 1832 Cunningham informed
Bonar that he had "deposed Lusk from the eldership in Jan[ua]ry," and that Lusk had
fallen from his appeal to the Synod. Of this, Cunningham said, "I am very glad ... as I
had no particular desire to appear at the bar of the Assembly. I would however have
108
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been very well pleased had he carried it to the Synod as I intended there to have made
an exposure of that poor shuffling inconsistent misty-headed creature. " 115
In his dealings with Lusk and Camp bell, Cunningham, along with probably the
majority of ministers in the Church of Scotland, reacted strongly to this perceived
threat to Westminster Calvinism. It might be argued that this reaction was simply an
obligatory response to ministers and elders who were no longer willing to adhere to
the theology of their Church. Men like Lusk and Camp bell had clearly "reneged in
their vows to uphold the Westminster Confession, which remained the Church's
standard offaith .... "
censures.

117

116

But the Church courts had not always been so severe in their

So why now the strong reaction? In part, their response was influenced

by the Evangelical revival, now reaching the high point of its influence in Scotland. 118
With this revival, it will be recalled, came a renascence of appreciation for Scotland's
historic Church, a Church whose authority was protected by the State and whose
doctrine was safeguarded by the Westminster Confession of Faith. The Rowite
movement represented a threat to both the authority and the doctrine of the Church of
Scotland.
The authority of ~he national Church was bound up in its established relationship
with the State, a relationship Cunningham felt crucial to the success of the Church's
endeavors. Writing in 1827 as a student, he argued that:
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... the due effect of Religion upon the minds of men, must, in the ordinary course of God's
providence, depend very much upon the manner in which its doctrines are taught, its duties
enforced, and its rites performed, and these must evidently depend in a considerable degree on the
institutions and circumstances of civil Society, and may therefore be materially aided or
..mfl uence by t he ctvt
. ') power. 119
o bstructe d .m t hetr

Furthermore, he wrote, there "is then a complete and perfect obligation upon the State
to protect and support Religion (and this can be done only by a Religious
Establishment) .... " 120
This relationship between Church and State, which Cunningham believed
"(humanly speaking) the only security for the performance of the office of Religion,
and for their pervading all parts and corners of the land," was potentially jeopardized
by the Row affair. 121 The national Church was bound, not only by its own legislation,
but more significantly by that of the State, to uphold the Westminster Confession of
Faith. The Rowites' questioning of the Confession, therefore, might strain this
constitutional relationship. Indeed, the records of the trial of John McLeod Campbell
reveal a "sensitivity to the importance of the Westminster Confession as a symbol of
the Scottish Establishment." 122 Dr Fleming of Old Kirkpatrick in Dunbartonshire, for
example, argued that "the Church must stand by its compact with the State under
which it must teach what is set out in the Westminster documents."

123

This sensitivity to protecting the Church's established relationship was no doubt
affected by its political context, which the historian of British politics, G.F.A. Best,
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64
has designated the constitutional revolution. The formal beginning of this revolution,
he writes, was in 1828, when it was remarked that the state "virtually renounced every
connexion with religion."

124

That was the year of the repeal of the Test and

Corporation Acts, penal statutes restricting (at least in theory) the political rights of
Protestant Dissenters in England and Wales. For the Church of England, who
heretofore enjoyed a privileged status, this meant the abandonment of "an essential
principle, that of establishment's legal and political superiority over the
nonconformists .... "

125

For the Church of Scotland, the more significant issue was the

impetus this could give to Catholic emancipation. "For if Dissenters," argues the
Church historian S.J. Brown, "could be granted full political rights, it meant that the
British State might also admit Catholics into the political constitution without further
sacrifice of principle." 126 Leaders of both parties in the Church of Scotland therefore
avoided making any statements about the proposed repeal during the early part of
1828, not wishing to encourage the cause of Catholic Emancipation. 127
Nonetheless, the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts went into effect in early
May 1828, and with it began increased agitation for Catholic emancipation. 128 By the
middle of April 1829 this agitation achieved its purposed effect, when Catholic
emancipation became a reality, removing the civil disabilities which Catholics had
labored under for many of the years since the Reformation. 129 No longer were Roman
Catholics restricted from being elected to Parliament or being appointed to many
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administrative and judicial offices.

130

Though the bill for Catholic emancipation went

through Parliament fairly quickly, it was not without its detractors in Scotland. In the
southwest and north especially, where the heritage of the Covenanters remained
particularly strong, there were incidents of mob violence. Numerous petitions were
sent to the House of Commons, the House of Lords, and even to the king himself, the
vast majority of which were against "further concessions to the Irish papists." 131
It might seem curious that concessions primarily for the benefit of the large

majority of Roman Catholic subjects in Ireland would cause such an uproar in
Scotland, and many explanations have been offered. One, of course, is the historical
antagonism of Scottish Protestants towards Roman Catholicism. But probably the
more significant rationale is encapsulated in one of the petitions sent to Parliament.
The Incorporation of Hammermen believed that the intended legislation would
"subvert the Protestant Constitution in Church and State established at the glorious
era of the Revolution." 132 In other words, the government's policy could be perceived
as "an attack on a 'truly Scottish' (i.e. Protestant) way of life." 133 By Act of
Parliament, Presoyterianism had obtained a final establishment in Scotland in the
Revolution Settlement of 1690. 134 This settlement secured certain rights and
privileges for Presbyterians and was viewed by some as a "contract against
popery." 135 The introduction of Roman Catholics to Parliament might in time
undermine both the establishment of Presbyterianism specifically and the
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establishment of Protestantism generally. This fear was real enough to find
expression in the Catholic Emancipation Act's requirement of all Roman Catholics to
disavow "any intent to subvert the Protestant religion" before taking office. 136
In late July 1830 news of revolution in France reached Scotland, enhancing in the
minds of some the fear of displacement of the Protestant Constitution. With another
toppling of the Bourbon monarchy, "the contagion of revolution spread to
neighbouring states."

137

Many traced the true beginning of the Constitutional

revolution to the French Revolution of 1789-1799 and the movements associated with
it.

138

Now the threat revived. The substance ofth~ threat was atheism, democracy,

tyranny, and the destruction of religious establishment, and according to one observer,
could overthrow all of the ancient institutions of the British Empire. 139
One who looked at the events in France with some trepidation was Thomas
Chalmers. His fear that a revolution mentality would affect Britain was increased,
writes S.J. Brown,

when three months later, on 15 November 1830, the loose coalition of Whigs, Radicals,
independents, and ultra-Tories in Parliament brought down Wellington's Tory Government. The
king now summoned Earl Grey, leader of the Whig party, to form a Government. For the Whigs,
this meant a return to power after nearly twenty-five years in opposition (and in substance, much
longer). They were no longer a coherent political party, nor could they count upon a clear
majority in the Commons. None the less, they assumed resgonsibility with a single-minded
14
commitment to introduce a bill for Parliamentary reform.

In March 1831, the Whig Government introduced its Parliamentary reform bill,
proposing among other things to extend the franchise to all £10 householders (renters
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or owners of buildings of an annual value of£ 10) in Parliamentary burghs. 141
Chalmers opposed the bill particularly because he "feared that the enlarged electorate
would soon encroach upon the privileges and endowments of the national religious
Establishments."

142

Nevertheless, the bill became law in 1832.

Amid the dramatic political events of 1828-32, the threat to the established Church
of Scotland by the Rowite challenge to the Westminster standards assumed a
heightened significance. Adding to this were the exercises of some of the followers
of the Rowite movement. Along with sincere Christians, the movement attracted a
number of individuals with questionable motives, many of whom claimed the gifts of
healing and tongues out of a desire for mere self-aggrandizement. Indwelled by the
Holy Spirit, "they recognized no other authority or discipline, including that of the
Church."

143

Thus they endangered another of Cunningham' s cherished notions, the

institutional Church of Scotland with its presbyterian form of government and
discipline. His exuberance for the institution is evident in a letter to his friend J.B.
Patterson written in late 1829:

What an admirable system ours is for the Christian government of a country! and how admirably
suited, when administered by faithful men, for subordinating all the relations of society and all the
occupations of life, as well as the duties resulting from them, to the obligations incumbent upon
men as members of Christ's church and subjects of Christ's authority. In fact, I do not recollect
in the history of Christianity, anything at all corresponding to the idea of a Christian Church
except what was exemplified when Presbyterianism flourished in all its glory and in its strength.
There is no other example of a country where Christianity, viewed both as a system of
government and discipline, so moulded the general aspect of society, and gave it its peculiar and
distinctive character. There is no example of a nation, where all the obligations incumbent upon
men as members of the Christian Church were so thoroughly enforced, and so generally and
. . 1y recogmse
. d as operatmg
. prmc1p
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Clearly, Cunningham prized both the institutional Church of Scotland and its
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established relationship with the State, both of which were potentially imperiled by
the Rowite movement. But perhaps even more important in his mind was the
Church's doctrine, as defined by the Westminster Confession of Faith. This he
believed the Rowites seriously jeopardized. The Rowite movement in fact has been
described as the first significant challenge to the Westminster Confession of Faith
within the Church of Scotland.

145

Commitment to the Confession had already been

diluted in other Scottish Presbyterian churches. 146 These changes, however, were
outwith the National Church and affected only the "mere outworks" of the
Confession.

147

"So far," writes A.C. Cheyne, "no really determined attack had been

made on any central tenet of the Confession .... " 148 The Rowite controversy, however,
was not only internal to the Church of Scotland, but also represented an assault upon
the "inner defences," the "characteristic doctrines of scholastic Calvinism." 149
Cunningham believed that in their modified doctrine of the atonement, Erskine,
Campbell, lrving, and Scott had compromised not only the Confession, but also the
Bible and even the Gospel. According to Bonar, Cunningham maintained that "as the
Bible is the meaning of God, so the Confession is the meaning of the Bible." 150 An
understanding of Cunning ham's view of scripture makes this statement all the more
significant. When "we open the Bible," he argued, "we should feel that we are about
to come into immediate contact with a Revelation of the Divine Mind," because the
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Bible was "a communication from the great God who made heaven and earth .... " 151
Although authored by numerous individuals, the Spirit so superintended their work
that the Bible was "in every respect. .. the transcript of the mind of the Spirit-an exact
revelation of the will of God."

152

Specifically, he held that God's inspiration of

Scripture was exhaustive, extending to the selection of every word in the Bible.
Cunningham had argued this point as early as 1827 in a student essay during the
Apocrypha controversy (a dispute over the British and Foreign Bible Society's
circulation of Bibles containing the Apocrypha). 153 Accordingly, since he believed
that the Bible is God's Word in the literal sense of that term and "in the Standards of
his Church he recognised the exact sense and full amount of Scripture," to tamper
with the Confession was to contradict the Word of God, from which the doctrine of
the Church of Scotland ultimately derived. 154
Calvinistic orthodoxy in much of the Presbyterian Church in England and Ireland
had already been seriously compromised. By 1830, for example, the majority of old
Presbyterian congregations in England (descendants of the seceders at the restoration
of Charles II) were Unitarian in creed, denying the Trinity and questioning the
received teaching about atonement and hell. 155 The presbyterian Church in Ireland
had also been greatly influenced by Unitarianism, and was facing incipient Arianism
(the denial of the Son's eternal coexistence with the Father). 156 At the time of the
Row controversy, Cunningham may well have feared that loosening the terms of
subscription to the Westminster Confession would have a similar result in Scotland.
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If the foundational doctrines of the Church were compromised, he believed, the
message of salvation itself would be obscured. Cunningham argued that everything in
the Bible was "revealed for ... salvation," and that Christ's atoning death was "the most
important ... and fundamental" truth, "the foundation or centre of the whole scheme of
salvation .... "

157

"The death of Christ", he said,

bore most materially, of any event that ever took place, upon the everlasting destinies of mankind,
- it is the most important of all those things which concern our everlasting peace, -and
therefore the knowledge and belief of it, must be of more consequence than the knowledge and
158
belief of any, or all other truths.

Particularly jealous of speculation, according to Bonar, "when it appeared on the
domain of Christian Doctrine," Cunningham's "test for it was instinctively: 'Can it
save?"d

59

Cunningham admitted that the new doctrines made it easy to obtain

converts, but denied that these converts had been converted to the true gospel. 160 In a
letter to John Bonar, he spoke of the "Campbellites" (after John McLeod Campbell)
and the dangerous consequences of their preaching:

It is a most injurious perversion of the gospel. Some of the Campbellites, I understand, have the
boldness to allege that Paul mis-stated the gospel to the jailor, when he said, 'Believe on the Lord
Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved,' in place of saying Believe that thou are pardoned, and be
saved.' They seem to be under no apprehension of the consequences that must inevitably attend
the preaching of another gospel than Paul preached. Like other heretics, they seem waxing worse
161
and worse.

Cunningham' s concern for the authority and doctrine of the Church of Scotland
help to make sense of the strong stand he took against Rowite ministers. His response
can be appreciated more fully with an understanding of his view of the ministry. One
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of the reasons God established the Christian ministry, he believed, was to protect the
Church from being "children tossed to and fro, and carried about with every wind of
doctrine."

162

Because some in the Church are "easily led away from their former

opinions by anything that wears the garb of novelty or which is addressed with some
plausibility to any of their prejudices and prepossessions," faithful Christian ministry
is necessary to keep them from error and "lead them to walk in the paths oftruth." 163
It is crucial, therefore, for pastors to "speak the truth," or to teach correct views of

Christian doctrine, which lay "at the very foundation of all true religion" and "on
which our salvation depends." 164 Pastors must do more than speak the truth, however.
They must also "speak the truth in love." 165 In this way, he said, "their assertion and
maintenance of the truth, even against its opposers, should never lead the1n into any
violation of the great law of Christian charity and love." 166 This does not mean,
though, that speaking strongly against error is not important. "Sometimes our love to
fellow-men," Cunningham said, "and especially to those who have fallen into
error... is best shown by pointing out the error, and by rebuking him who has
committed it." 167 The purpose of this is two-fold: first, that those in error might be
restored to sound faith and practice. Ministers have in fact a "positive duty to wish
well to them, and to do them good as we have opportunity .... " 168 Secondly, it is
hoped that those in possible danger of being led astray might be preserved from error.
Cunningham, recognized the temptation in this to be motivated by false reasons, a
temptation he must have sorely felt. Ministers, he wrote,
must especially beware of being seduced by the deceitfulness of our hearts into the indulgence of
uncharitable feelings and language, -while all the time we may imagine that we are only zealous
for the truth, -that we are honestly and impartially maintaining the interests of sound doctrine of
162
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• . 169
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Though apparently gentle and compassionate in personal relationships, Cunningham,
as when dealing with Lusk and Campbell, could indulge in "uncharitable feelings and
language" in the midst of controversy. 170 Already developing as a controversialist, he
later earned the accolade of gripping his antagonists like a bulldog. 171 Inextricably
associated with an able controversialist is the ability to think critically. His problem,
however, as he developed a command for critical thinking, was the difficulty he had
stifling the simultaneous development of a critical spirit. Sometimes, it seemed, when
"exposing error," Cunningham demonstrated more concern for the doctrine than the
"heretic." One later admirer, when defending Cunningham's honesty, admitted that
he "might be mistaken, especially about men, for he saw principles more clearly than
persons."

172

Cunningham recognized this weakness in himself and his need for

charity. but his great strength of critical thought coupled with his great weakness of a
critical spirit would remain throughout most of his life. 173
It is also possible that Cunningham may have been seeking to promote himself
through his role in the Rowite affair. His sermons and lectures, especially against the
beliefs and practices of the Rowites, "drew the attention of the whole district, and
169
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gave the young pastor a commanding position in his community." Cunningham had
by now developed a reputation as a "popular preacher." 174 The phenomenon of the
popular preacher, arising in Scotland in early nineteenth century, meant that Churches
"prospered and preachers gained their fame on the basis of the appeal of the
sermon."

175

Primarily because of the breakdown of the parish system, the dramatic

rise of the appeal of religious dissent, and the high import given to preaching within
the church, people increasingly attended a particular Church, often outside their own
parish, because they liked the preacher. 176 The popular preacher, therefore, was the
preacher who commanded the attention of his hearers. An important part of the
phenomenon of the popular preacher, writes the historian, W.G. Enright, was the
"new awareness ... that the individual preacher must articulate his sermon to the
understanding and interest of his particular congregation." 177 Cunningham appealed
to both the understanding and interest of Middle Parish Church. To a congregation
prepared by Scott to appreciate a theological argument, Cunningham delivered
"profoundly logical and argumentative" sermons and lectures. 178 To a congregation
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the mind. In a letter to John Bonar, who was to preach at Middle Parish Church, Cunningham
suggested that he bring some of his "most theological discourses containing a large portion of the
exposition and application of doctrines because though Lusk objects also to me that I preached too
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formed their taste very much from my preaching." W. Cunningham to J. Bonar, 10 December, 1833
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in the middle of a crisis over the very definition of the gospel, Cunningham repeatedly
addressed the peculiar doctrines of the Row controversy in order "to assuage an
,)79
.
uneasy au d1ence....
Not only did the Rowite affair contribute to Cunningham's popularity in the
community, it also created a vacancy at Trinity College Church in Edinburgh, which
he was offered. Members of this congregation had been praying for twelve to
eighteen months for the "influences of the Spirit" when, during the first prayer of a
service in May 1833, Thomas Carlyle (advocate for John McLeod Campbell),
reportedly "gave a very loud stamp on the floor" and "in a very strong voice" cried
out, "You have bound up my Spirit within you. " 180 After Carlyle added, "I will give
thee the Spirit" and "I am the keeper of Israel," a woman gave "a most dreadful
shriek," and some people left the Church, "apparently in haste." 181 Rather than stop
Carlyle's interruptions, as three elders requested, William Tait, minister of Trinity
Church, declared, "Gentlemen, beware what you do; this is the voice of God." 182 Tait
was consequently served with a libel and suspended from his duties, though he
continued to preach. On 22 October 1833 the Edinburgh Presbytery deposed him
from the ministry of the Church of Scotland. 183 Cunningham was offered the
vacancy, which he immediately accepted, recording in his journal, "Write agreeing to
accept the College Church." 184
Thus the Rowite controversy greatly benefited Cunningham' s career, but there is
no evidence that he actually sought this popularity or even the position in Edinburgh.
His letters give no hint of this attitude; his later writings reveal that the theological
issues of the controversy were indeed important to him; and his final sermon to
•
ham, pre1ace,
&:
••
Bonar, ed., Sermons, by W. Cunnmg
xxv11.
Record ofthe Presbytery ofEdinburgh, Church of Scotland, 1833-37, 18 May 1833 (SRO,
CH21121 21).
181
ibid.
182
ibid.
183
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184
Rainy, Cunningham, 59-60.
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Middle Parish Church on 5 January 1834 specifically denies any such intent. 185
Referring to his move to Edinburgh, he stated:
I have taken the responsibility of that step, and must give an account of it at "the day of Christ."
But this I may say, that never since I was settled amongst you did I, if I know any thing of my
own heart, entertain any desire whatever to leave my present situation, and that of course I never
spoke one single word, nor took one single step, fitted or directed to the accomplishment of that
. 186
o b~ect.

He stated further: "I have not been induced to accept of the call which I received, to
occupy another station in the church, by any prospect of any superior happiness, but
by what seemed to be an opportunity of contributing, to all human appearance, to the
more extensive promotion of the interests of religion .... " 187
William Cunningham bid his congregation at Middle Parish Church good-bye,
having been appointed, at the age of twenty eight, to an Edinburgh charge, described
by his biographer as "the sununit of professional achievement." 188 During his four
years in Greenock, Cunningham achieved a level of success unusual for such a young
man, earning the respect of his congregation and community, and attracting the
attention of Churches seeking a minister. His success was due in part to his energetic
parish ministry and the experienced pastoral advice of John Scott. But more directly
responsible for Cunningham' s growing popularity was his emergence as a champion
of Calvinistic orthodoxy at a time when that orthodoxy was being challenged and at
the place where that challenge was the most conspicuous. The Rowite controversy
provided Cunningham with a prominence he might otherwise not have enjoyed. Had
he gone elsewhere, a small rural parish for instance, he may have remained unnoticed.
Serving the Middle Parish Church, however, brought him recognition for his abilities,
as he spoke out boldly in defense of Westminster Calvinism and equally as boldly,
185

This denial is, of course, to be expected, but in light of the circumstances, it seems sincere.
Cunningham, "Discourse on Philippians, 11. 16, Preached in New Church, Greenock, on
January 5th, 1834" (Edinburgh, 1834), 14.
187
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sometimes even cruelly, against the Rowite doctrines and adherents. At the same
time, Cunningham's involvement with the Rowite affair further committed him to the
Westminster Confession of Faith. After taking strong stands against the Rowite
doctrines in his sermons and lectures, giving evidence used in the deposition of John
McLeod Camp bell, and being instrumental in the removal of R.B. Lusk, Cunningham
was no doubt more wedded to the doctrines of Westminster Calvinism than ever
before.
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3
THE "TEN YEARS' CONFLICT" (1834-1843)
"I am not in the least afraid to engage in the controversy."

I

Trinity College Church, founded in 1460 by Mary of Gueldres, Queen of James 11,
was the oldest collegiate Church in Edinburgh, predating St Giles by seven years. 1
Located next to the North Bridge in the valley between the High Street and Princes
Street, it has been described as a valuable example of Gothic architecture, with a
beautiful interior. It has also been "declared to be the worst Church to preach or hear
2

in, in the City ." Poor access plus cold and damp conditions rendered the College
Church "miserable as a place of worship. " 3 It was here on 19 January 1834 that
Patrick Macfarlan, Evangelical minister of the West Parish in Greenock, introduced
William Cunningham to a greatly depleted congregation. 4 Disagreement with
William Tait's ministry had driven away many worshippers, while others had
followed him to a new place of worship. Cunningham thus "found the church almost
literally empty," but his reputation quickly attracted a sizable following. 5 An
additional 320 seats were let during the year after his induction, and every seat with a
view of the pulpit was occupied. 6
1

A collegiate Church was an association of at least three secular clergy, joined together to
perform specific ecclesiastical duties and to be in corporate ownership of certain revenues. D.E.
Easson, "The Collegiate Churches of Scotland," RSCHS 6 (1938), 195-6. Trinity College Church "was
to support a provost, eight prebendaries (who were to receive a share of the revenues), two boys (also
designated as choristers or clerks) and thirteen poor persons, known as "beidmen", who were to be
maintained in the Hospital." N.M.M. Holmes, Trinity College Church, Hospital and Apse (Edinburgh:
City of Edinburgh Museums and Art Galleries Publication, 1988), 3. Trinity College Church was
located on the site of what is now Waverly Station. It ceased to be a collegiate charge in 1782 when
the second stipend was transferred to New St Andrews Church, George Street.
2
Notes on the History ofTrinity College Church, 1898 (SRO, CH2/141/20), 13.
3
Rainy, Cunningham, 15.
4
Minute Book, Trinity College Church, 1830 to 1850, 19 January 1834 (SRO, CH2/141/14.).
5
T. Chalmers, On the Evils which the Established Church in Edinburgh has Already Suffered,
and Suffers Still, in Virtue of the Seat-Letting Being in the Hands of the Magistrates (Edinburgh, 1835),
Appendix, 79; Rainy, Cunningham, 68.
6
State of the Edinburgh Churches: Tory Building Scheme (Edinburgh, 1835), 9; Rainy,
Cunningham, 68. Approximately one-sixth of the seats (120) did not provide a view of the minister.
T. Chalmers, On the Evils, Appendix, 79.
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Cunningham's first year in Edinburgh proved eventful in another way. On 14 July
1834 John Brown Patterson married him to Janet Denniston whom he had met while
serving the Middle Church in Greenock. 7 Janet was the daughter of John Denniston,
a member of Cunningham' s kirk session there and part of a family of "old
8

commercial repute" in Greenock. She was described as a "servant of the book," and
someone over whom "the sentiment of duty had the same commanding hold and
noble mastery" that it had had over Cunningham's mother." 9 Cunningham now
entered, according to his biographer, what would be a period of extraordinary service,
with "a young lady every way suitable for a helpmeet to him." 10
As in Greenock, Cunningham pursued an active pastoral ministry in his new
parish. He established week-day and Sabbath schools, increased the kirk session by
eight elders, divided the parish into districts and appointed elders to each district,
instituted regular visitation (requiring each elder to visit at least sixty families every
six months), and employed a preacher as missionary to the parish, paying the salary
from his own stipend. 11 Nonetheless, he proved unable to duplicate his previous
success as a parish minister in Greenock, and Trinity College Church never
"overflowed" with a large congregation. Even his biographer acknowledged that
"Cunningham did not succeed as a preacher in Edinburgh." 12 Cunningham was not,
however, as unsuccessful a preacher as some described him (one writer, for example,
called him "one of the least popular in Edinburgh)." 13 In November 1841, near the
end of his time as minister of Trinity College Church, a letter appeared in the
Caledonian Mercury recommending that Cunningham be considered to fill the
vacancy at the Tolbooth Church. The writer, referring to Cunningham's "excellent
7

Will and Testament of William Cunningham (SRO, SC. 70/4/79).
ibid.; Rainy, Cunningham, 72.
9
Rainy, Cunningham, 72.
10
ibid.
11
ibid., 73-5; Minute Book, Trinity College Church, 1830 to 1850,6 October 1837,5 October
1835,21 September 1837.
12
Rainy, Cunningham, 75.
13
"Cunningham, Rev. William, D.D., LL.D," BDES, 419.
8
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pulpit performances and general efficiency as a clergyman," called him "one of the
most talented clergymen we have" and one whom the community "crowd to listen
to ... when it is known that his great acquirements are to be displayed elsewhere." 14
The argument that Cunningham failed totally as a preacher in Edinburgh may have
been based on studies of seat rents, studies often fraught with problems as to
interpretation. While it is true, for instance, that during Cunningham' s second year of
ministry in Edinburgh, Trinity College Church lost half the seat rentals it had gained
during his first year of ministry, the actual attendance reportedly remained virtually
the same or slightly increased.

15

In that year, 1835, the Town Council doubled the

seat rent price at Trinity College Church, and many members stopped paying the rents
altogether. It was believed that they continued to attend the Church or that others
took their places without paying the rents. 16 The number of communicants attending
the sacrament of the Lord's Supper, while not providing total attendance figures, does
indicate something of the steady size of the congregation during Cunningham' s
pastorate. Between 183 5 and 1843 there was little variation in the number of
communicants-beginning with 227 in 1835, reaching a high of263 in 1838 and
183 9 and a low of 216 in 1843. 17 Cunningham, then, did not do as poorly as some
had said, taking size of congregation as the measure of success or failure. The
congregation, almost nonexistent when Cunningham began, quickly reached a modest
size during his first year and seemingly remained virtually the same size throughout
the balance of his time of ministry.

14

Witness, 17 November 1841.
State of the Edinburgh Churches: Tory Building Scheme, 9. The Scotsman, on 18 March
1835, argued that the original increase of 320 seats rented had merely depleted nearby Church of
Scotland congregations and that the 160 decrease a year later reflected a return of half of those same
people to their original congregations. State of the Edinburgh Churches, 9-12; Chalmers, On the Evils,
Appendix, 79. Notes on the History ofTrinity College Church reports that the number ofsittings let
between 1834 and 1843 dropped from 4 75 to 60, but fails to report that the final number reflects the
state of the church after the Disruption. Notes on the History of Trinity College Church, 14.
16
Chalmers, On the Evils, Appendix, 79.
17
Minute Book, Trinity College Church, 29 October 1835, 6 May 1838, 9 May 1839, 30 April
1843. The number of communicants for 1834 does not appear in the Minute Book.
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Nevertheless, Cunningham did not achieve the success as a parish minister in
Edinburgh that many, including the Town Council, had anticipated. Several
explanations have been offered for this. It has been argued, for example, that his style
was not imaginative enough for Edinburgh tastes. 18 Another suggested that "the
wealthier class were being gradually drawn to more convenient and fashionable
Churches in the city" and that the substantial increase in the seat rent price in 183 5
turned some away.

19

Still another attributed his failure to the newly acquired habit of

reading his sermons, something he had rarely done in Greenock. 20 Each of these
suggestions contains an element of truth. Cunningham, it will be recalled, evidenced
little imagination in his sermons- even John Bonar acknowledged that he "had no
style as a Preacher;"21 Trinity College Church was so poorly situated that according to
one observer it "rendered [Cunningham] almost inaccessible to the great portion of
the community;" 22 many seat-holders refused to comply with the unexpected doubling
of the seat rents in 1835; and Hugh Miller, editor ofthe Evangelical newspaper,

Witness, became exasperated with Cunningham' s reading of sermons, having seen the
power in speeches he delivered from brief notes? 3 "Oh that Cunningham would
preach a speech!" he once stated as he left Trinity College Church after hearing its
• •

24

m1n1ster.
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"Cunningham, Rev. William, 0.0., LL.D," BDES, 419.
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Rainy, Cunningham, 75-6. For a general discussion against reading sermons in Edinburgh,
see D.K. Guthrie and C.J. Guthrie, Autobiography ofThomas Guthrie, D.D. and Memoir, i (New York,
1874), 187-8,190-1.
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Witness, 17 November 1841. Cunningham said about his church that "every adventitious
circumstance as to locality, comfort, and accommodation, is most unfavourable." Chalmers, On the
Evils, Appendix, 79. For Cunningham's comments on the extent of poverty in his parish, see W.
Cunningham toT. Chalmers, 30 October 1837 (NCL, CHA 4.262.17).
23
Chalmers, On the Evils, Appendix, 34.
24
Rainy, Cunningham, 75. Miller may have intended more in this statement than the
dissatisfaction he had with Cunningham's reading of sermons. One ofCunningham's future students,
James Macgregor, stated that Cunningham closely read his theological lectures, yet delivered them
with "fiery power." Miller probably referred to a lack of intensity, which, while facilitated by reading,
was not the necessary result. Macgregor, "Or William Cunningham," British and Foreign Evangelical
Review, xx (1871) 766-7.

81

These reasons provide a partial answer to the question of Cunningham' s modest
success, but one of Cunningham's future students, lames Macgregor, probably best
answered the query:

Partly, perhaps, because he had come to think that he was not, and could not be, a popular
preacher. And mainly, perhaps, because, while conscientiously attending to pastoral work, his
mind and heart, all through the period of his Edinburgh pastorate, were in very large measure
drawn away into the main stream of that public movement in which his life became no
unimportant part of the life-history of his Church and his nation." 25

Cunningham's own statements support Macgregor's two reasons. Years later, when
he was asked to preach at the London Missionary Society's Annual Meeting,
Cunningham declined the invitation, informing the society's representative that "it
was entirely out of the question to suppose that he could preach-and if they wanted
a Scotch preacher they must go to Candlish or to Guthrie-that all the world knew
and were settled in the opinion that to ask him to preach on an occasion in which a
great many people were to be interested, was absolutely ridiculous and absurd. " 26
Near the end of his ten year period as a pastor in Edinburgh, Cunningham also gave
credence to the second ofMacgregor's reasons. Referring to the major controversy in
which the Church of Scotland was involved in the nineteenth century, Cunningham
stated:

We have struggled long enough for the retention of those rights and privileges ... we have spent no
small measure of time, and engaged in much unpleasant controversy,--our thoughts and attention
have been distracted from the work of the ministry,--our studies have been interrupted, and our

25

Macgregor, "Dr William Cunningham," 767. For a helpful discussion ofCunningham's loss
of confidence as a preacher, see D. Macleod, "Scotland's Greatest Theologian," The Monthly Record of
the Free Church of Scotland (March 1990), 51-2. John Bonar agreed with the second of Macgregor's
explanations: "Dr Cunningham soon exchanged pastoral duty for political conflict.. .. " J.J. Bonar,
"William Cunningham, D.D.," Disruption Worthies, 198. See also "Cunningham, William, D.D.,"
Dictionary ofNational Biography, xiii, 321.
26
Rainy, Cunningham, 384. Thomas Guthrie and Robert Candlish were two Evangelical
Church of Scotland ministers who would soon rise to fame in the Non-intrusion controversy and would
take prominent parts in the Free Church of Scotland.
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pastoral labours interfered with .... "

27

Indeed, during his ten years at Trinity College Church, Cunningham's life was
dominated by what has become known as the "Ten Years Conflict."28

11
When Cunningham arrived in Edinburgh in 1834, the Church of Scotland had, for
nearly five years, been undergoing a serious challenge to its existence as an
established Church. Beginning in April 1829 with a sermon by the United Secession
Church minister, Andrew Marshall, a group of Scottish Dissenters had been
aggressively agitating for the disestablishment of the national Church. 29 Religious
establishments were unscriptural, unjust, inefficient, and unnecessary, argued
Marshall, and only the voluntary gifts of a Church's members should provide its

°

resources. 3 Coming after the Test and Corporation Acts were repealed (and the
political power of Dissent recognized) in 1828, Marshall 's call for disestablishment,
unlike previous similar expressions, was received with great enthusiasm. 31 Dozens of
21

Witness, 25 March 1843. It is worth noting in support ofthis point that none of
Cunningham's published sermons comes from his time at Trinity College Church. Cunningham
probably repeated many of his Greenock sermons, and John Bonar either deemed his new ones
unworthy of publication or did not have access to them.
2
B-rhe history and detail of the Ten Years' Conflict is told here only so far as needed to make
clear Cunningham's role. For fuller descriptions see, S.J. Brown, Thomas Chalmers and the Godly
Commonwealth in Scotland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); S.J. Brown and M. Fry, eds.,
Scotland in the Age of the Disruption (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1993); A.L. Drummond
and J. Bulloch, The Scollish Church 1688-1843: The Age of the Moderates (Edinburgh: The Saint
An drew Press, 1973); D .A. Currie, "The Growth of Evangelical ism in the Church of Scotland, 17931843" (unpublished doctoral thesis, University ofSt Andrews, 1990); W.L. Mathieson, Church and
Reform in Scotland: A History from 1797to 1843 (Glasgow, 1916); for a Moderate's perspective, see J.
Bryce, Ten Years of the Church ofScotland 1833-1843 (Edinburgh, 1850); for a Middle Party
perspective, see A. Turner, The Scollish Secession of 1843 (Edinburgh, 1859); and for an Evangelical
perspective see, R. Buchanan, The Ten Years' Conflict (Glasgow, 1852).
29
Dissenters, Irish Catholics, and philosophic radicals in Ireland, and Dissenters and radicals
in England, were waging similar campaigns against their respective established Churches at the same
time. Brown, "The Ten Years' Conflict," 3-4.
30
Rainy, Cunningham, 88; Campbell, Two Centuries, 209.
31
Brown, Chalmers, 220-1. In addition to the "triumphs of liberal political reform in the late
1820s and early 1830s" (including the repeal ofthe Test and Corporation Acts), S.J. Brown has
suggested two other causes for the ready acceptance ofMarshall's message and the subsequent
"eruption of aggressive Voluntaryism:" the dramatic increase in religious Dissent since the mid-
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pamphlets soon echoed Marshall' s sentiments, public meetings presented his views to
large audiences, and numerous political organizations were formed to sustain the
Voluntary campaign he had initiated. On 13 September 1832 the Edinburgh
Voluntary Church Association was formed. This was followed eight weeks later, on
12 November, by the start of the Glasgow Voluntary Church Association. It soon
seemed to one Church of Scotland minister that "every town and village throughout
Scotland had its Voluntary Church Association. " 32 These associations went to great
lengths to prompt the Government to consider disestablishing the national Church.
They held lectures on Voluntaryism, sent agitators to all parts of the country "to stir
popular resentment against the Church," and through the newly founded monthly
Voluntary Church Magazine (which "became the major organ of the Voluntary
movement") "directed violent abuse against the Church of Scotland. " 33 Never before,
argues G .I. T. Machin, "had the Kirk met such vigorous opposition. " 34
Once the Voluntaries began to form political associations, the Church of Scotland
responded quickly, equaling their opponents in organizational strength and invective.
Less than five months after the founding of the Edinburgh Voluntary Church
Association, the Glasgow Society for Promoting the Interests of the Church of
Scotland was constituted. Church defense associations were soon formed throughout
Scotland. In March 1834 the Glasgow Society began publishing the monthly Church
of Scotland Magazine, "matching in abusive language its rival Voluntary Church
Magazine. " 35 The conflict became increasingly bitter, ending friendships and tearing
apart missionary and philanthropic societies formerly comprised of both Churchmen
and Dissenters. "Active participants in the Voluntary controversy," according to S.J.

eighteenth century and the concern many dissenters had about the "Evangelical achievements in
revitalizing the Church of Scotland." Brown, Chalmers, 221-2.
32
Brown, Chalmers, 221; Rainy, Cunningham, 88.
33
Brown, Chalmers, 221.
34
G.I.T. Machin, 'The Disruption and British Politics, 1834-43," SHR, li (April 1972), 22.
35
Brown, Chalmers, 222.
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Brown, "tended to be younger men, with uncompromising idealism."36
Cunningham, only twenty-eight when he moved to Edinburgh, had been one of the
founders of the Church ofScotland Magazine the previous year. Early in 1834, he
and other Established Church ministers founded the Edinburgh Young Men's
Association for Promoting the Interests of the Church of Scotland. In an effort to
"counter the thrusts of the Voluntary organizations," 37 the Association first published
and distributed 11,000 copies of a tract explaining the major facets of the
establishment principle, but then decided that more people would be reached through
a series oflectures.

38

On 7 November 1834, at St Andrews Church, Edinburgh,

Cunningham gave the first in the series, acknowledging that while "the Church has
many more able defenders, .. .I am not in the least afraid to engage in the controversy,
and .. .I am by no means without the hope of doing something for promoting the cause
of truth, and exposing the sophistries of our opponents." 39 In his speech, Cunningham
defended the right of establishment, describing a view of Church and State radically
opposed to that of the Voluntary position.
One of the fundamental principles underlying Voluntary thought about the nature
of the Church-State relationship was their conception of the kingdom of Christ as
primarily spiritual. "My kingdom is not of this world," was interpreted in such a way
that restricted the Church's activities to the spiritual realm, separating it completely
from the material and political realms. 40 Voluntaries, moreover, often spoke "as if
they identified the State, or civil authority, with the world, the evil world, which is
subject to Satan, and necessarily at enmity with God."41 Any established Church,

36

ibid., 222-3.
A.B. Montgomery, "The Voluntary Controversy in the Church of Scotland, 1829-1843"
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1953), 51-2.
38
ibid., 51-4.
39
Cunningham, Lecture on the Nature and Lawfulness of Union between Church and State
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40
Montgomery, "The Voluntary Controversy," 23, 80.
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therefore, was necessarily corrupt, its independence and purity in doubt because it
used political means and accepted financial support from the public treasury .42
In his lecture, Cunningham challenged their identification of the State with the evil
world, noting that the State like the Church was instituted by God. And though he
"willingly conceded that Christ's Church, or Kingdom, is ... purely spiritual" and "not
of this world," he did not believe this to be sufficient reason to conclude that there
could be no lawful union between Church and State. 43 That conclusion could only be
reached, he argued, "if it can be proved that union or connection between Church and
State, of any kind, or in every degree, necessarily implies the headship over the
Church of any other than Jesus Christ himself, the subtraction of any of the privileges
conferred by Christ upon the office-bearers, or members of his Church, or the
imposition of any restraint upon them, in the discharge of any of their duties."44 This,
of course, would be difficult, if not impossible to prove. Cunningham, in contrast to
the Voluntary position, then demonstrated the lawfulness of union between Church
and State by presenting a Reformed view of that relationship. Calling upon the names
of first and second generation Scottish Reformation leaders, John Knox, Andrew
Melville, Alexander Henderson, George Gillespie, and Samuel Rutherford, as
supporters of the establishment principle, he argued for a view like that of the second
Book of Discipline. 45
The Church and State, both societies instituted by God, are, Cunningham argued,
"two different provinces of his kingdom," both belonging to the same "Master." The
State, therefore, "is as much bound to obey Christ as the Church." Both the State and
the Church, moreover, "are intended and fitted to serve ultimately the same great
42

Montgomery, "The Voluntary Controversy," 114.
Cunningham, Union between Church and State, 11.
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ibid., 19. The second Book of Discipline (1578) was a new statement by the General
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Convention of Leith in favor of the Reformed principles of the first Book of Discipline (1560). J. Kirk,
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(Edinburgh: The State Mutual Book and Periodical Service, 1980).
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ends."

46

Though the primary purpose of the Church is the "salvation of souls," and

that of the State the "welfare of the community," both have as their overarching
reason for existence the promotion of God's glory. 47 Church and State should,
accordingly, cooperate with each other to accomplish this one overarching goal, but
exercise "reciprocal independence" as they do so. This preserves the right of Christ to
reign as sole head of the Church and the right of office-bearers to manage its affairs. 48
Union is therefore not only lawful, but helpful, and even necessary .49
After defending the establishment of the Church, Cunningham went on the
offensive, warning of the consequences of Voluntaryism. The Voluntary notion "of
the unlawfulness of all union or connection between Church and State, implies, in
fact, though not in intention ... the denial of Christ's supremacy over the nations,- of
his right to reign and to be regarded and obeyed as the supreme and the only
Potentate." 50 If adopted, he argued, this principle would exclude from public office
all religious men, because they would be required to leave their religious views
behind. There would, furthermore, "no longer be any attempt to subordinate national
laws ... to the authority of God's word." Sabbath laws would be repealed, national
provision for education based upon religious principles would cease, "and the
supplying of spiritual instruction to the many thousands of our countrymen, who are
dying, and dying eternally, at our doors, would be left to the result of the tardy
operation of raising pecuniary contributions from individual liberality ."
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Cunningham, Union between Church and State, 16, 31.
ibid., 21. More particularly, the primary object of the State is to protect life and property
and preserve peace and good order. See ibid., 15.
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ibid., 6.
49
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ibid., 32.
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Presbyterian Review, x (November 1837), 334-347. See also D. Macleod, "The Political Theology of
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Edinburgh, Church of Scotland, 28 June 1837,3 August 1838, SRO, CH21121/21-22.
47

87

Although Cunningham had carefully articulated a Reformed view of the
relationship between Church and State, what made the most immediate impression on
his opponents was not his argument but the strong language he employed in referring
to the Voluntaries. He stated, for example, that "the friends of the Church ... had
determined to stem the tide of atheism, infidelity, popery, and Voluntaryism, and to
resist the attacks made upon them by an apostate and perjured Secession." 52 The
Voluntary response was immediate, frequent, and no less severe than Cunningham's.
In private conversation, in sermons and speeches, in letters, in print, and even in the
House of Commons, Voluntary leaders claimed that Cunningham had stigmatized
them as infidels. 53 One who attended the lecture, for example, fired back at
Cunningham in a letter dated 22 November 1834:

You call Voluntary Churchmen Infidels, not because they deny the divine authority ofthe
Scriptures, for this they do not, but because they deny the conclusions which you attempt to
deduce from it. But if their [sic] be an awful malediction pronounced against him who shall deny
or take away from the book of prophecy, there is one no less tremendous denounced against the
man who shall impose his own fancies as the truths of God, and shall thus attempt to add unto the
words of Scripture. Yes unto him 'God shall add the plagues that are written in the book' of
. 54
Reve 1at10n.

While many Voluntaries were angered at being described as infidels, others were
more sensitive to being designated "apostate and perjured." One of these was John
Ritchie, minister of the Secession Church in Potterrow, Edinburgh, and an outspoken
leader of the Voluntaries. On the first Sunday after Cunningham's lecture,
Cunningham's charge of"apostate and perjured Secession," according to James
Bonar, "furnished ... Ritchie with a text. .. from which he harangued about 300
52
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people. "

55

Following the storm of criticism that Cunningham received, he disavowed the
accusation that he had called the Voluntaries infidels but "promised publicly to make
good the charge" of"apostate and perjured Secession." After repeated challenges by
Voluntaries to do so, Cunningham responded with six articles in the Church of
Scotland Magazine between August, 1835 and February, 1836. In the first ofthese he

acknowledged that his statement had "occasioned a considerable sensation,
and ... called forth a great deal of wrath and bitterness," but he felt they had
misrepresented him, since he had not called them infidel:

I applied no epithet whatever upon that occasion to the Voluntaries in general or to Voluntaryism .
... I referred simply to the notorious fact, that in the present day atheists, infidels, papists, and
voluntaries are united together, or, at least, do in fact concur, in struggling to secure an object
which seems to commend itself to the hearts ofthem all, viz. the overthrow of the Established
56
Church.

Though he had not called Voluntaries infidels, he did accuse them of atheistic and
thus infidel practices:

The whole Voluntary controversy depends upon the question of what are the duties of nations and
their rulers, as such, to God and to his truth? Infidel and evangelical Voluntaries unite in
maintaining, that nations and their rulers, as such, owe no duty to God and his truth, are under no
obligation to assert and promote his cause,- a principle which has been often asserted and
proved to be atheistical in its character; and if atheistical, then, a fortiori, infidel. Infidels,
denying that there is any revelation of God's will which justly challenges the belief and obedience
of men, are of course quite consistent in denying that civil rulers are under any obligation to take
God's word as their guide. Evangelical Voluntaries, admitting the authority of God's word as the
standard of the opinions and conduct of men individually, deny that civil rulers as such, and in
their public capacity, are bound to take it as the rule of their conduct- a principle which has the
7
falsehood and guilt of infidelity, without its consistency in this matter. 5
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After clarifying this first accusation, Cunningham moved to the second charge,
first explaining that he had applied the term "apostate and perjured" only to Voluntary
Seceders and not to Voluntaries as a whole. The charge of"apostate" was warranted,
he believed, because the change that had "taken place in the views of many Seceders
in regard to National Establishments" was "a change for the worse, a grievous
departure from the truth."

58

The presbyterian secession churches, until about 1800,

had held to the principle of a national Establishment and had professed a willingness
to return to the Church of Scotland if purified of patronage. Only after 1800 did they
begin to argue that the state connection necessarily corrupted a Church. 59 This was
enough in Cunningham' s eyes to warrant the charge of apostasy.
Cunningham carefully distinguished his charge of apostasy from that of the more
serious one of perjury. Voluntary Seceders, he argued, were guilty of perjury because
"by their profession of Voluntaryis1n they are violating their own ordination vows." 60
The Formula of the United Secession required approval "of the principles and design
of the Secession." Maintaining opposition to national Establishments, while assenting
to this Formula, was not only inconsistent, but dishonest. 61 Cunningham devoted
most of the space in the six articles to justifying this foundation for his charge of
perjury, demonstrating in a complex argument full of historical detail that even with
recent modifications to the various Secession formulas of ordination, there was still
inconsistency between their vows and Voluntaryism.
The major principles of the original Seceders (1733), Cunningham wrote,
-agreement with the establishment principle, adoption of the standards of the Church
58
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of Scotland, and upholding the perpetual obligation of the covenants-were all
contrary to a profession of Voluntaryism. Unlike the Voluntaries, the early Seceders
considered themselves ministers of the Church of Scotland and intended to return to
the Church once rid of patronage; they agreed with the role of the civil magistrate in
religion as described in the Westminster Confession of Faith; they believed in the
establishment of the Reformed faith as detailed in the National Covenant (1638); and
they held to cooperation between Church and State as declared in the Solemn League
and Covenant (1643).

62

Changes, furthermore, in Burgher, Antiburgher, and United

Secession ordination formulas were not enough to "open wide enough a door for the
admission ofVoluntaries."

63

The Burgher and United Secession modifications in fact

were intended "to provide a relief for the consciences not of Voluntaries, but of men
who believed that the Confession of Faith sanctioned persecution by the civil
magistrate. "

64

The remaining inconsistency, therefore, between ordination vows and

Voluntary principles rendered Voluntary Seceders worthy of the charge of perjury.
"Any inconsistency between profession and practice," Cunningham concluded,
"implies dishonesty, the more solemn the profession is, the more aggravated is the
dishonesty; and if the profession be made, as in an ordination vow, virtually with the
solemnity of an oath, then the inconsistency or dishonesty may be properly
characterized by the name perjury. " 65
Cunningham demonstrated in these articles an ability to bring together a wealth of
specific historical information and shape it into a rational argument. He also
demonstrated the importance of defending character in an age when reputation meant
62

Cunningham, "Apostasy and Perjury of Voluntary Seceders," Church of Scotland Magazine,
ii (December 1835), 443-53.
63
Cunningham, "Apostasy and Perjury ofVoluntary Seceders," Church of Scotland Magazine,
ii (October 1835), 343-9; Cunningham, "Apostasy and Perjury ofVoluntary Seceders," Church of
Scotland Magazine, ii (February 1836), 60-1.
64
Cunningham, "Apostasy and Perjury of Voluntary Seceders," Church of Scotland Magazine,
ii (October 1835), 344-5; Cunningham, "Apostasy and Perjury ofVoluntary Seceders," Church of
Scotland Magazine, ii (November 1835), 373.
65
Cunningham, "Apostasy and Perjury of Voluntary Seceders," Church of Scotland Magazine,
ii (February 1836), 67.

91

so much. In the first article Cunningham stated that one of the reasons Voluntaries
claimed he had labeled them infidels was to:

excite a prejudice against me, by representing me as a rash and reckless person who was in the
habit of making offensive charges against the character of his opponents, that were destitute of
foundation or even of plausibility, and whose accusations therefore were entitled to no regard. 66

Cunningham's six-article justification of his accusations against the Voluntary
Seceders (all the more significant given that Cunningham intensely disliked writing)
suggests the importance he attached to shielding himself from the Voluntary assault
on his character.

67

He showed, moreover, the extent to which he was committed to

truth, which according to his biographer, "was a sacred numen [command] whose
very skirts were holy." 68 Though many years later Cunningham acknowledged that in
the excitement of debate he had inconsiderately and unwarrantably used the terms
"apostasy" and "perjury," he always maintained that the Voluntary Seceders were
inconsistent in holding to the principles of Voluntaryism while in their ordination
vows professing to uphold the principles of the Secession. 69
In mid 1832 the Edinburgh Voluntaries began what Henry Cockburn termed an
66
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"Irish Anti-Tythe" campaign against the Annuity Tax, or Edinburgh church tax. 70
Dating back to the early seventeenth century, the Annuity Tax had produced a history
of resistance "by whatever religious body happened to be in opposition to the
Establishment."

71

The Voluntaries, no longer content to wage a mere war of words,

began refusing to pay the tax, which to them seemed to be the "very essence" of what
was objectionable with the establishment principle. 72 In most Scottish burghs, income
derived from seatrents provided the majority of funding for the stipends of the clergy
of the Established Church. In Edinburgh, however, the Established clergy stipends
were funded by income from the Annuity tax, a six per cent assessment on the annual
rental of buildings in the burgh, collected from the occupants by the Magistrates.
Voluntaries, claiming that all Establishments were necessarily corrupt, were no longer
willing to support the Establishment ministers with their own money. In the summer
of 1833, therefore, they held a series of meetings in Edinburgh in which they pledged
to fill the jails rather than pay an unjust tax. 73
The agitation, which threatened the stipends of the Established clergy, escalated on
19 October 1837, when the prominent United Secession minister John Brown joined
in the fray. At a meeting in Rose Street Church to form an association for the
abolition of the Annuity tax, Brown "came forward and read a formal paper, in which
he pledged himself to suffer any penalty, even to bonds and imprisonment," rather
than pay the tax again. 74 Brown had paid the tax since moving to Edinburgh in 1835,
but he also published a protest in the Whig Scotsman newspaper of2 January 1836. 75
His public change-of-heart provoked a series of eleven letters between 14 November
1837 and 18 March 1838 from the Baptist minister Robert Haldane to the Tory
Edinburgh Advertiser (which had already dubbed Brown and his colleagues at the
70
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meeting, "the Rev. revilers").

76

Haldane expressed his outrage that someone with

such an important position in the Church would take such dangerous action-Brown
was not only minister of Broughton Place Church, one of the largest congregations in
Edinburgh, but was also Professor of Exegetical Theology at the United Secession
Synod Divinity Hall. To "resist a tax imposed by the Government under which you
live," Haldane wrote, "is to rebel against Christ, and in the end may kindle the flames
of civil war." 77
Though Haldane argued that "tribute of any kind, when lawfully demanded," must
be rendered, Brown distinguished between taxes for general and taxes for specific
purposes.

78

Specific taxes, if for unscriptural purposes (like the Annuity tax), should

be "passively resisted." "For me voluntarily to pay such a tax," he said, "would be to
assist in doing what I believe God disapproves, and it would be an inversion of the
inspired maxim,-' to obey' man 'rather than God. '" 79 In a letter to the Advertiser,
Brown claimed the example of "our covenanting ancestors" as support for his
position, citing The Hind Let Loose, by Alexander Shields. 80 By the time Shields
wrote The Hind Let Loose, however, he had sided with the more radical Covenanters,
and his book represented the position of the small band of Cameronians. 81
Cunningham, not willing for Brown to claim the Cameronians as "our covenanting
ancestors," wrote a letter to the Advertiser on 24 November 1837. The book, he
argued, distinctly testified against the majority of Covenanters of that time who paid
the taxes which the Cameronians refused to pay. The Hind Let Loose, "then not only
does not prove that 'our covenanting ancestors' refused, for conscience sake, to pay
taxes imposed upon them by law; but, with respect to the generality of them, it proves
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the very reverse."

82

Cunningham then took up the general question being debated

between Brown and Haldane:

Indeed there is no way of escaping from the express precepts of Scripture about paying taxes,
except by proving that they are not due, and the only ground on which this can be maintained,
with any thing like plausibility, is that...the Government which enacts or sanctions them is not a
lawful Government, and should not have the Scriptural principles about subjection and obedience
83
as a Christian duty applied to it at all.

Cunningham concluded his letter by calling upon the United Secession Synod to
declare its approval of Brown's views about the Annuity Tax or "to deprive him of his
office. " 84
Only days after Cunningham's letter appeared in the Advertiser, friends of Brown
began to circulate a pamphlet containing documents written by Brown on the Annuity
Tax. In one of the addenda, Brown referred to Cunningham's letter:

As to the communication in the Edinburgh Advertiser from the Minister of the College Churchwhen Dr. Brown recollects the relation which once subsisted between the grateful pupil and his
self-chosen instructor, all the feelings of a severe kind, which it is fitted to excite are lost in PITY.
85
'ET TU BRUTE!' DIXI.

Cunningham' s reputation was again at stake. On 5 December 183 7 Cunningham
responded with another letter to the Advertiser. It "was much easier," he wrote, "for
Dr. B. to insinuate against me a charge of ingratitude than to answer my letter."

86

Since Brown implied that their relationship obligated Cunningham in some way, "the
grateful pupil" felt it necessary to specify the exact nature of that relationship. For
two or three years, Cunningham wrote, he had occasionally attended Brown's church;
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during two College sessions he had attended Brown's New Testament class; he had
eaten breakfast with him on three occasions and called at his house six or eight times.
"I have," Cunningham wrote, "derived from my intercourse with him, much pleasure
and some instruction, and I shall ever most willingly acknowledge that, on these
grounds, I am under some obligation to him." 87
That relationship soured, however, during the Apocrypha controversy, when
Cunningham "differed most decidedly" from Brown. "Intimacy with him after that,"
Cunningham wrote, "was out of the question, because it was impossible for me any
longer to respect him." "About three years ago," moreover, "Dr. Brown, for reasons
which I can only conjecture, thought proper to cut me when, as usual, I bowed to him
on the street. I bowed to him a second time, and was cut again." This behavior
Cunningham regarded as setting him "free from restraint" and allowing him to treat
Brown as a stranger:

Dr. B. has now become the public advocate of principles which tend not merely to the subversion
of the Established Church, but the order of civil society. He has attempted to defend his
principles and his conduct in a manner which is highly discreditable, and I shall not be deterred
88
by any thing he may say or insinuate from taking a part in exposing them as they deserve.

Five days after this letter appeared in the Advertiser, Brown wrote to the
newspaper acknowledging that Cunningham had endeavored, "not without success,"
to distance himself from reproach based on obligation to their relationship. He also
gave the reason for "cutting" Cunningham (without acknowledging that he had
actually done so)- "by something more than implication," Cunningham had called
him "a perjured apostate." 89 This was an apparent reference to Cunningham's
mention of Brown in one of the articles he had written for the Church of Scotland
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Magazine, in which he attempted to justify his use of the term "apostate and perjured

Secession. " 90 Brown then concluded his letter:

The temptation is strong, or at any rate the provocation is great, but I must not 'render railing for
railing' -if it were for no other reason than that which has been assigned for Michael the
Archangel not bringing a railing accusation 'against the Devil' when he disputed about the body
of Moses,-that in such a combat I would be sure to come off at the worse. But there is a better
91
reason. The Master has forbidden it.

For a while it looked as though Brown would have the last word. Brown,
however, provoked another response from Cunningham, with Brown's 600-page
publication, The Law of Christ Respecting Civil Disobedience. 92 In the October 1839
issue of Presbyterian Review, Cunningham reminded Brown of the inconsistency
between his profession of Voluntaryism and his ordination vow, and after a lengthy
ad hominem argument, he attacked the credibility of Brown's numerous sources:

One great object of his book has evidently been, to invest Voluntaryism with something like
respectability, by producing all the eminent names which had sanctioned it, or any thing like it;
and as in aiming at this object, he has been restrained by no regard to fairness or candour, it was
the more necessary to show, by the explanations that have now been given of the true state of the
question, and of the real views of Churchmen, that a large proportion of his quotations, while they
may still serve the object of showing that he is a man of some reading, are utterly misapplied
93
when brought forward as testimonies in favour ofVoluntaryism.

Cunningham not only challenged Brown's sources, but argued that the supporters of
Voluntary beliefs throughout history-the "ferocious fanatics," the early German
Anabaptists, the Donatists, and some Roman Catholics and Socinians-were ranged
against "the whole body of Reformers" as those who supported the Establishment
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principle.

94

Cunningham thus got in the last word between the two men in this

prolonged and bitter skirmish, attacking Brown's character, challenging his credibility
as a historian, and claiming the testimony of the Reformers. 95 Like the Voluntary
controversy as a whole, it had been a battle of harsh words. In the process,
Cunningham had felt it necessary to defend his reputation, his stipend (by defending
the Annuity), and the establishment principle.

Ill

The challenge of radical Voluntaryism had placed the Established Church in the
uncomfortable position of defending its relationship with the State. It had also,
admitted one unnamed Church of Scotland minister, prompted the Church to wake up
from its ecclesiastical "slumber" and to take inventory of its current condition: "the
dust and rubbish have been cleared away ,-the foundations inspected, the sound parts
ascertained, the corrupt parts marked." 96 One of the "corrupt parts," said the
Voluntaries, was patronage. Efforts to revive the opposition to patronage had already
begun after 1820, encouraged by the growing strength of Evangelicalism. Only in
about 1831, however, did the anti-patronage campaign begin to gain widespread
support. Anti-patronage societies formed throughout Scotland; anti-patronage
petitions flooded Parliament; presbyteries, synods, and even the public press began to
debate the issue. The increased agitation for the abolition of patronage should be
partly attributed to the Whig political campaign for Parliamentary reform which
culminated in the reform bill of 1832. 97 As one Evangelical historian of this period
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later remarked, the recent attainment by many of the right to participate in the
selection of their national representatives made it inevitable that they would desire
that same right with respect to their parish minister. 98 Perhaps a more important
cause, however, was the Voluntary claim that patronage exposed the compromised
nature of the Church of Scotland. Voluntaries frequently pointed out that the male
heads of families elected the ministers in their congregations, while a local landlord or
a Crown official appointed them in the Established Church. As a result, more and
more Churchmen, both Moderates and Evangelicals, became convinced that some
level of reform was needed to provide a greater popular voice in the selection of
ministers. 99
Cunningham, it will be recalled, had in his address of 1827 to the Church Law
Society, approved of lay patronage as long as the Church had the final right to
determine the suitability of a nominee for the particular charge to which he was
appointed. The Parliamentary Act of 1690 abolishing patronage had placed this right
in the hands of the presbytery. Congregations \Vere entitled to object to a nominee,
but the presbytery decided if the objections were valid. These rights of congregations
and presbyteries were not explicitly denied in the Act of 1712 restoring patronage. 100
Early in 1832, Cunningham attempted to force a test case on this principle, of the final
right of presbyteries, to come before the General Assembly, by "strongly"
encouraging a member of the presbytery ofDunbarton not to translate the patron's
nominee to the parish church of Row. "If it come before the Assembly in that shape,"
he wrote to John Bonar, "it will be the most important business before it."

101

Cunning ham's views on patronage were in a state of flux at that time, and he was
reticent to endorse some of the anti-patronage efforts, especially the Anti-Patronage
Society. He did, however, inform Bonar on 22 February 1833 that he had no
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objection to pursuing every constitutional means to have the Act of 1712 repealed.
And if given only two choices-popular election (by those in communion with the
Church) and the existing system-he would choose the former. But he was not
willing to posit that popular election was necessarily the best system, it being neither
required by Scripture nor by the Westminster Confession. 102 "At the same time," he
acknowledged, "I have been of late rather coming round to popular antipatronage
.
v1ews
.... "103

Meanwhile, popular anti-patronage agitation had continued, and the General
Assembly of 1832, after receiving eleven overtures from presbyteries and synods,
debated the issue for the first time in nearly fifty years. The measures recommended
in the overtures ranged from calls for the immediate replacement of patronage with a
form of popular election of ministers to more moderate suggestions that the Assembly
simply consider alternatives which would provide parishioners with more influence
over the patron's presentation. Although the Assembly decided by a vote of 127 to 85
not to adopt the measures recomn1ended in the overtures, the vote was sufficiently
close to promote additional efforts. Anti-patronage agitation grew so intense by early
1833 that the Assembly received instructions from the Whig Government demanding
that it reform the patronage system. In mid-May, a few days before the opening of
the 1833 Assembly, the Evangelical party leadership met privately and decided not to
attempt to abolish patronage. Instead, they would make a motion in the Assembly to
pass a new act of Church law giving the majority of communicant male heads of
family in a parish the right to veto an unpopular presentation, with or without
. . reasons to th e pres bytery. 104
su bm1tt1ng
On 23 May 1833 Thomas Chalmers introduced the motion in the Assembly, and
George Cook, Professor of Church History at St Andrews University, made the
102
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counter motion. Cook's motion departed from Chalmers's in that it required reasoned
objections from the congregation and retained the final decision in the presbytery. 105
These motions were followed by speeches for and against, including, near the end of
the debate, that of Cunningham, whose biographer recorded the event:

Early in the day, the debate began, and continued till the evening was wearing late. The house
was thin. Members who wished to slink away and shun the vote had left. Many who meant to
vote, had gone out for a breath of cool air. The debate was at that languishing state when all the
arguments have been used up, and the threshed straw is threshed over again. A tall young man
with an immense curly head arose, under the gallery beside a pillar, and began to speak. 'Who is
that?' ran in loud whispers about the house, and the answer was not at once forthcoming'Cunningham of Greenock.' The attention ofthe house was roused in a moment. The loungers in
106
the Parliament Square crowded back to their places.

Cunningham evidently delivered the speech extemporaneously, but it favorably
impressed more than one attender at the Assembly. The Presbyterian Review asked
him to write his speech out in full; John Learmonth of Dean, Lord Provost of the City
of Edinburgh, attending the Assembly as an elder, decided to offer Cunningham the
next vacancy in Edinburgh; and one Moderate minister said to George Cook "that's
Andrew come back," referring to Andrew Thomson and his ability in debate against
the Moderates. 107
Cunningham argued before the Assembly that the congregational veto would not
infringe on the rights of patrons as provided in the Act of 1712, because that right was
merely one of nomination. It would, however, restrain the patron in the exercise of
that right by limiting the number of licentiates from which he could choose to those
he felt the people would accept. This, he said, was the main benefit of Chalmers's
motion. 108 Cunningham also expressed his "delight with the great concession" in
Cook's motion that gave presbyteries the final right to judge not only general
105
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qualifications but also the suitability of a presentee for a particular charge. 109
Cunningham, it will be recalled, had put forth this view in his paper for the Church

Law Society in 1827. Because this principle had been "almost wholly overlooked in
practice," however, and ministers had been intruded upon congregations by patrons
against the congregation's consent, Cunningham now argued that more was needed
than Cook's motion offered.

11

° Cook's motion, moreover, did not recognize the rights

of the congregation to a sufficient extent. He therefore preferred Chalmers 's motion
and called upon the Church "to restore and to secure to the people of Scotland all
those rights which her constitution has conferred upon them, and especially the great
right of preventing any man from being intruded upon them as their minister against
their consent." This "great principle of non-intrusion," which "has been a
fundamental principle in our ecclesiastical constitution, asserted in the Second Book
of Discipline, and declared by the act of Assembly in 1736," he stated,
"necessarily .. .implies that the people must have a veto upon the nomination of their
minister." 111 In spite of this and many other speeches in favor of the veto, the
Evangelicals lost the motion by a vote of 13 7 to 149.
Another issue of particular importance debated that year in the Assembly was the
status of ministers of chapels of ease. During the twenty year period between 1801
and 1821 the population of Scotland had nearly doubled, giving rise to the need for
new Churches to minister to the growing population. By 183 3 forty Churches had
been erected (and endowed) in the Highlands and Islands under the Parliamentary Act
of 1824; forty-two Churches, known as chapels of ease, also had been erected (though
not endowed), mostly in the Central Lowlands, under the Assembly Act of 1798.

112

Neither the parliamentary Churches nor the chapels of ease had their own parishes,
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and their ministers had no seat in the Church Courts. The Assembly of 1833 passed a
Declaratory Act giving the ministers of the Parliamentary Churches full rights in the
Church courts and establishing quoad sacra parishes (as opposed to quoad civilia
parishes, which were defined by the civil law) for their ministries.
The Evangelicals, desiring these same rights for ministers serving the chapels of
ease, made a motion to that effect. In support of the motion, Cunningham, reportedly,
"made a grand appearance," when he responded to the Procurator's reluctance to
support the motion.

113

The Edinburgh Instructor recorded Cunningham's words

which were punctuated with "hear, hear" and laughter:

The Procurator says that...[the] motion contains statements on which his mind is not made up.
Now what are the statements in that motion? The motion says that by the constitution of this
church there is but one order of pastors possessed of equal power and authority. Does any man
dispute that? -then it holds that according to the constitution of our church, ministers of chapels
of ease ought to be admitted to all the privileges of the regular clergy of our church. Does any
114
man dispute that? Well, then, these are all the great and abstruse points in ... [the] motion.

In the end another motion by Cook (who had previously voiced his doubts as to the
Church's authority to raise these unendowed churches to the same level as those
which were endowed) to appoint a committee "to increase the comfort and usefulness
of ministers of chapels of ease," won the day, but Cunningham had again left his
mark, demonstrating his ability to focus on the key aspects of an argument and to do
so with effective use of sarcasm. 115
Though the Evangelicals lost both this motion and the one in favor of a veto, their
growing strength and boldness were clearly demonstrated at the Assembly of 183 3.
At the conclusion of his speech in support of the veto, Cunningham warned the
Moderates in the Assembly that:
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This right cannot be much longer withheld, and it would be well if this house would learn from
what is passing around them. Last year we came to this house asking merely for a committee to
investigate the subject, but this was refused; we have come up this year in far greater numbers,
and making a much larger demand; and if you refuse this, I trust that many will come up next
year, who may ask still more, and ask it in a way which will compel you to grant it. 116

During the next year, Cunningham attempted to make good his threat. In January
1834, the Presbyterian Review carried an article by Cunningham, entitled, "Hints
towards the Formation of the next General Assembly," the main thrust of which was
to encourage Evangelicals to "manage" the election of elders for the next General
Assembly. The Moderates, he observed, anxious to regain their prominence in the
General Assembly, were rumored to be instructing the presbyteries in which they
comprised the majority to elect only Moderate elders to the Assembly, disregarding
the rotation system if necessary. If this were the case, wrote Cunningham, then
Evangelicals should also employ these tactics and engage in "open and avowed
warfare" with the Moderates. If the Evangelicals, he argued; had done so prior to the
1833 Assembly, Chalmers's motion would have passed, since at least ten of the
presbyteries which overtured the Assembly to reform patronage had returned elders
who voted for Cook's motion. In order to provide information by which the
Evangelicals could judge the strength of the two parties and thereby exercise
"prudence and foresight" in the election of elders to the Assembly, Cunningham
analyzed each presbytery, listing "right men" (Evangelicals) and "wrong men"
(Moderates). 117 Cunningham concluded the article by writing that he would "rejoice
to see a motion similar to that made by Dr. Chalmers in the last Assembly carried in
116
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the next, for it would go far to satisfy the Christian people of Scotland, that their
ecclesiastical guides were not indifferent to their rights and privileges," but that
ultimately this motion was not enough. "Patronage," he stated, "must be
abolished." 118
Most Evangelicals at this stage would have been content with something less than
the abolition of patronage.

119

Cunningham, however, began a vocal if not vociferous

campaign to abolish patronage completely and to elevate the status of chapel
ministers. In the Edinburgh presbytery, for example, even Evangelicals became "a
little gated to find Cunningham so resolute upon discussing both Patronage and the
Chapels of Ease."

120

On 1 May 1834 the Evangelical, Iloratius Bonar, wrote to John

Bonar about the pres bytery' s discussion of patronage the previous day. Cunningham,
he wrote,
made a most capital appearance. His speech was most powerful, but tremendously severe. He
struck right & left; first the moderates whose long continued system, of 'baseness & hypocrisy' as
he called it, he denounced most unmercifully. Then the 'cowardly & chicken hearted
121
Evangelicals' came in for their share.
·

The next day Cunningham moved that the presbytery overture the General Assembly
to immediately raise the "Ministers of Chapels of Ease to the full exercise of all the
ecclesiastical rights and privileges of other ordained Pastors of Congregations, leaving
it to the wisdom of the General Assembly to use all the means in their power to obtain
the desirable object of an endowment without making this a necessary prelude to the
extending an immediate act of justice to these Chapel Ministers."

122

On 13 May 1834

he supported a similar motion in the Synod of Lothian and Tweeddale, basing his
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argument on the presbyterian doctrine of the parity of elders. 123 All elders, because of
their essential equality, are entitled to the same rights and privileges in Church
government. Cunningham apparently argued this point so frequently that he earned
for himself the title "the great advocate of Presbyterian parity" by a disgruntled
Moderate minister. 124
On the same day Cunningham moved in the synod to overture the General
Assembly to petition Parliament to repeal the Act of 1712 which had reestablished
patronage in the Church of Scotland. CulU1ingham, stated the Instructor, opposed
patronage because it was contrary to "the word of God," "right reason," and "sound
principle."

125

The veto was a step in the right direction, he said, because it protected a

parish from having someone thrust upon it against the consent of the people. But only
the abolition of patronage would ensure what he now believed crucial-that no one
other than members in the Church should have any role in the election of their
minister.

126

William Bonar wrote to John Bonar on 15 May 1834 that "you will be

astonished to see how Cunningham has succeeded in the Synod." 127 Cunningham' s
motion to overture the 1834 Assembly was in fact carried by a vote of nineteen to
fifteen, much to his and other people's surprise. 128
The 1834 General Assembly decided not to seek the abolition of patronage, but,
writes S.J. Brown, "the Evangelical party finally wrested control of the Church from
the Moderates and passed the three acts which would shape Church policy during the
next troubled decade." 129 First, by a vote of 180 to 131, the Assembly passed the
123
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Veto Act, restraining presbyteries from proceeding to ordination if the majority of
communicating male heads of family voted against the patron's presentation. 130
Second, by a vote of 152 to 103, the Assembly passed the Chapels Act, assigning to
the chapels of ease clearly demarcated parish areas, directing that government of the
churches be by kirk session, and entitling their ministers to sit in all Church courts. 131
Thirdly, the Assembly instructed its Church Accommodation Committee, appointed
in 1828, to raise funds within the Church for new-Church construction in the
Lowlands, and it formed the Church Endowments Committee to seek a Parliamentary
grant to endow those Churches.

132

In addition to these three Evangelical initiatives,

the 1834 General Assembly responded to overtures calling for eldership reform by
appointing a committee with the Evangelical lawyer Alexander Dunlop as convener to
report on the question.
Although Cunningham had not been a member of the momentous 1834 Assembly,
he immediately became involved implementing the four Evangelical reform
measures. In addition to working on behalf of the Veto Act at the presbytery level,
Cunningham responded in the Evangelical Presbyterian Review to a pamphlet by
George Cook. Cook sought a delay of the implementation of the Act, arguing that it
was beyond the authority of the Church to enact the law. 133 Cunningham, citing the
first and second Books of Discipline, various acts of Assembly, and M'Crie's Life of
Melville as support for the Act, urged the Evangelicals "to secure that which is now
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within their grasp as speedily as possible" and reminded them that "the Christian
people of Scotland were originally deprived of the power of resisting an unsuitable
pastor, not by the civil but by the ecclesiastical courts. Why should it not be restored
in the same way?" 134
Motivated by a belief in the parity of elders and, no doubt, by the desire to
consolidate the Evangelical ascendancy by adding the mostly Evangelical chapel
ministers to the Church courts, Cunningham also actively implemented the Chapels
Act in his presbytery and synod.

135

On 25 June 1834, in the Edinburgh Presbytery,

his motion to receive the chapel ministers under the terms of the last Assembly was
carried unanimously.

136

The presbytery, moreover, appointed Cunningham Convener

of the Committee on Chapels. Its primary responsibilities were to examine the
constitutions of the chapels for inconsistencies with the laws of the Church and to
assign districts to the chapels to be erected into quoad sacra parishes by dividing up
existing parishes. 137
Cunningham also served on presbytery committees to implement the directives of
the Church Accommodations Committee and spoke on their behalf at the synod. 138
Moreover, he supported the aims of the Church Endowments Committee. Its
negotiations with Government for endowments, however, soon met with vigorous
opposition from Voluntaries, who accused the Church of Scotland of"party politics."
The Scotsman, which advocated the Voluntary position, labeled the attempt, a "Tory
Church Building Scheme," and the Scottish Central Board for Extending the
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Voluntary Principle and Vindicating the Rights of Dissenters, formed in 1834 to
oversee the Voluntary movement, published a Statement to prejudice the public
against the endowments. 139
To counteract allegations contained in the Statement, the Edinburgh Young Men's
Church Association held a public meeting in the Edinburgh Assembly Rooms on 15
April 1835. At the crowded event Cunningham gave a long and well-received speech,
noting that the controversy over Church Establishments consisted primarily in "the
Church exerting herself to extend her resources, and her opponents [the Voluntaries]
exerting themselves to prevent her doing so." 140 The Church, he said, should be
satisfied with no less than the whole population attending worship, including the most
difficult to reach-the poorest members of society. 141 The State should, therefore,
"employ the national influence and resources to provide the means of religious
instruction for those who are unable to or unwilling to provide it for themselves." 142
After noting the difficulty (from firsthand experience in his own parish) of serving the
poorest people in society, Cunningham accused the Voluntaries of neglect in this area:
Dissenters have done little or nothing for the lowest class of the community, for there the expense
must be most heavy, and there the provision [of ministers] must be most abundant; and in both
these respects the lowest class is beyond their reach,-We are bound to use all fair means to
secure the end we have in view, and we call on Government, therefore, to aid us; and we have no
prospect of being able to do any thing effectual for this end without national aid, at least not until
143
many who are now walking in the broad way have gone down to the dark chambers of death.

On 12 November 1835 the Edinburgh Young Men's Church Association held their
annual meeting in St Andrew's Church. Referring to the prospect of State-endowed
churches, Cunningham, as Chairman, reiterated his earlier point of the need for
139
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provision for the poor and spoke again of his desire for the whole community to "be
in the habit of attending on the means of grace in accordance with God's word." 144

There is no likelihood ofthis great object being fully effected except by the division of the whole
community into small districts or manageable parishes, and securing, so far as the best regulations
in connexion with adequate resources can, to each parish, the services of a well-qualified minister
of the Gospel, whose duty it will be to labour unceasingly for the moral and spiritual welfare of
those who are under his charge-a minister who must be supported by an income independent of
their contributions, and who must have a church attached to his district, to which he can invite
and urge them to come-a church in which the seat-rents shall be ·no obstacle to the poorest of the
inhabitants of the district attending there every Lord's day. 145

In addition to his efforts on behalf of the Veto Act, the Chapels Act, and Church
extension, Cunningham closely supported Alexander Dunlop in seeking eldership
reform. Dunlop sought two objectives-"to ensure that only bona fide 'acting' elders
would sit in Assembly, and, at parish level, the full popular election of all elders. " 146
Cunningham, later dubbed "the brother of Alexander Dunlop" because of their close
working relationship in this endeavor, focused on the second of Dunlop's objectives,
campaigning for more elders in kirk sessions and for the rights of congregations to
elect those elders. Before a House of Commons committee on Church Patronage in
1835, he criticized the existing system for election of elders. 147 "In many parishes,"
he said, "the session consists of the minister's nominees, and it is also well known
that their being proposed to the people for their approbation has become a mere form,
and as thoroughly a farce as the call of ministers." 148 The solution was true
144
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congregational election of elders. At the 1837 General Assembly, Cunningham
supported Dunlop in his motion to institute this procedure. Fallowing the son of Sir
Henry Moncrieff Well wood, Lord Moncrieff, who called Dunlop's motion "one of the
most pernicious that could be entertained," Cunningham replied:
Moderator, I have the misfortune of differing entirely from the learned lord. We take it for
granted that the eldership does stand in need of reformation. I think the evidence is very
generally admitted to be conclusive. There are many parishes where there are no elders, and
many more where there are only one or two. It is notorious, that, during the last century, the
eldership had fallen away very much, and that many persons took the office without having any
intention to discharge a single duty. One of the most important reformations in the age of the
Reformation, was that of the eldership; and we think it incumbent on us, whatever division such a
course of proceeding may occasion, to do all in our power to restore the efficiency of the
eldership, which has fallen into such a state of corruption and decay .... We do desire the
reformation of the eldership; we believe this measure will promote that reformation; we feel it
incumbent on us to do all in our power to advance the reformation of the Church; and, therefore,
. . Ies. 149
we must propose measures .m accordance w1t. h our prmc1p

Although support for eldership reforms had become a major criterion of Evangelical
party allegiance, not all Evangelicals were ready for popular elections. 150 This was
even more true of the Moderates. The Moderate periodical, Church Review, called
Cunningham' s proposal a "panacea," which would "prove highly injurious to the
Church, by depriving her of nearly all her titled worth, and ofno small proportion of
her business talent." 151 The same article noted Cunningham's manner. "Mr Dunlop,"
it said, "has been cast in a mould which has given him less vigour and energy, and far
less of the aspect of determination, than his brother leader, Mr Cunningham, and we
find him more gentle in the wording of his motion." 152 Faced with opposition from
some Evangelicals and most Moderates, Dunlop's motion was defeated by 23 votes.
The popular election of elders would have to wait until the 1842 General Assembly
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before it would enjoy a brief success. 153
One way to improve the operation of the eldership was to revive the practice of
presbyterial visitation, giving presbyteries the opportunity to examine the efficiency
of the parish ministry.

154

The second Book of Discipline authorized the practice, and

in the autumn of 1835 Cunningham introduced an overture in the Synod of Lothian to
require that each parish be visited annually by its presbytery. 155 The Church Review,
in February 1836, sarcastically criticized the proposal, along with other reforms:
back we must go to the practices and enactments of the olden times. It is alleged, that our present
evils all flow from our departure from these, and, of consequence, as a recipe for every ill, a
break-water against every impending danger, we have only to retrace our steps, and reestablish
the ancient laws and usages ofthe Church, i.e. abolish Patronage, revive Presbyterial Visitations,
and make an entire sweep of all the idlers in the Eldership, and greater wonders than Aladdin's
156
lamp ever achieved, will be effected by these simple but magical measures.

A letter to the same periodical accused the proposal as being "the attempt at a revival
of some of the worst parts of the Popish system, inquisitorial and suspicious
interference and priestly domination," and would "almost infallibly expel from the
office [of elder], every man who has enjoyed a liberal education, or is possessed in
any degree of the finer feelings of human nature." 157 Even Cunningham's biographer
viewed the effort as unsuitable to "modem times." His overture, however, was
carried in the Synod and transmitted to the General Assembly, which after a year,
gave the right to each presbytery to determine if they would make presbyterial
visitations. 158
During the early period of Church reform and extension, as the Church began
153
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implementing the initiatives of the Assembly of 1834, the Evangelical party had been
substantially united. A major split within the Evangelical leadership, however,
occurred when the Whig Moderate clergyman, John Lee, was suggested as Moderator
for the 1837 General Assembly. Lee, who disagreed with much ofChalmers's
rationale for Church extension, particularly the ability of the parish system to meet the
needs of the urban poor, had expressed these doubts to a Royal Commission of
Inquiry, appointed by the Whig Government to investigate the extent of "religious
destitution" in Scotland. Chalmers, aware of Lee's testimony, proposed "an
undistinguished country minister," Matthew Gardner, for Moderator, whom he knew
would support his efforts for Church extension. 159 Openly challenging Chalmers's
authority, some of the most eminent men of the old Whig-Evangelical party of
Moncrieff Well wood and Andrew Thomson then officially nominated Lee. In
response, Chalmers disregarded all the conventions of polite society and published in
early January 1837 a pamphlet entitled A Conference with Certain Ministers of the

Church of Scotland, on the Subject of the Moderatorship of the Next General
Assembly, attacking his leading opponents by name. Surprised and angered by
Chalmers's personal attacks, Lee's supporters replied with similar invective in a

°

pamphlet of their own. 16 Chalmers left the task of responding to these personal
attacks to Cunningham. 161
Cunningham was no "indiscriminate admirer" of Chalmers, having publicly
disagreed with him on numerous occasions, but he regarded him "as the brightest
living ornament of the Church of Scotland" and vital to Evangelical plans for Church
reform and extension. 162 In presbytery, in Lee's presence, Cunningham had already
objected to Lee's zeal to be examined before the Royal Commission. "His conduct in
159
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agreeing to be examined," he later wrote, "was not only wrong in itself, but
manifested a tendency of a somewhat suspicious and dangerous kind." 163
Cunning ham now responded to Chalmers' s opponents with a pamphlet of fifty pages,
entitled, Reply to the Statement of Certain Ministers and Elders, Published in Answer
to Dr Chalmers 's Conference on the Subject of the Moderatorship of the Next
General Assembly. The "great question," Cunningham stated in the pamphlet, "is

whether have those who support or those who oppose Dr Lee taken the more sound
and correct view of the duty of the Church in present circumstances?" 164
Cunningham, incensed at the Statement's characterization of Chalmers as "a vain,
conceited, arrogant, overbearing man, who cannot endure to be crossed," regarded its
publication "with substantially the same feelings" as he "would contemplate a great
sin, in which persons whom I esteemed and loved had been overtaken." 165 After
defending Chalmers from the charges leveled against him, Cunningham argued that
Lee, was "not trust-worthy," not "to be depended upon in those great public questions
now pending between the Church and the Government, and therefore, should not be
Moderator of the General Assembly." 166 In his conclusion, Cunningham spoke
confidently (and threateningly) of the Church's ability to succeed in reforming and
extending itself, in spite of internal opposition.

It is a very striking, and, it is hoped, will prove an instructive, dispensation of God's providence,
that when the whole Church, notwithstanding differences on other points, was cordially united on
the subjects of extension and endowments, and was proceeding in this work with an energy and
unanimity that must soon have overcome every obstacle, and crushed every reptile that might
have crossed her path, such a man as Or Lee, standing apart from his brethren upon the
subject-a single, solitary dissentient-should, in spite of his own insignificance, have been made
the mean or the occasion of exciting such a controversy, and producing division among men
whose services to the cause were immeasurably superior to his own. But the Church will not
allow Or Lee, or any who may have been tempted to support him, to interfere with the progress
and success of this great cause. She will mark her decided disapprobation of their conduct in this
matter, and then proceed with greater firmness and energy than ever in the noble work in which
163
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Cunningham received several replies to his publication. From Chalmers he
received a personal letter declaring it "the most important act of kindness which I and
my family ever have received from any individual." 168 Other responses were not so
kind, however. Lord Moncrieff prepared a pamphlet entitled, A Word More on the

Moderatorship; in a letter to the Rev. William Cunningham ofTrinity College
Church, Edinburgh. Cunningham's Statement, Moncrieff admitted, evidenced
"ability and power," but he reminded Cunningham of his station. 169

There has recently crept into the Church a spirit of spurious boldness, altogether inconsistent with
the Christian character.... It is a spirit of unmannerly bearing, and uncourteous speech, of
disrespect to superiors, and of studied incivility to equals.... These are men who ... call on us
perpetually to remember the language of Knox, and the early Reformers, with a wonderful
blindness to the aptitude of things for their peculiar seasons, and assume to themselves much
credit for zeal in a good cause, and outspoken truthfulness, only because they use the plainest
words of vulgar wrangling, and forget the manners of society in fighting the battle of the
170
Church.

The Presbyterian Review, normally favorable to Cunningham, also took Lee's side
and accused Cunningham of grounding his arguments primarily in "the peculiarities
of Dr. Lee's personal character." 171 Lee himself responded specifically to
Cunningham in his pamphlet entitled, Dr. Lee 's Refutation of the Charges brought

against him by the Rev. Dr. Chalmers and Others. "Mr Cunningham's pamphlet
contains," he wrote, "as might have been expected, many specimens of selfsufficiency, rudeness, and acrimony. By his delegated pen Dr Chalmers has obtained
the advantage of saying many things which it would not have been very becoming to
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say in his own name."

172

Lee also echoed Moncrieffs sentiment regarding

Cunningham' s short time in the ministry:

He thinks himself entitled to treat me with the utmost disdain, and this feeling he has uniformly
expressed in a manner which, if ever so much deserved by me, is not very like the tone and
bearing which a minister of less than seven years' standing would generally think himself entitled
to assume towards a man of gray hairs, even though that man were not one who had for thirty
years been allowed to be put in trust with the GosRel. He seems to have forgotten the precept,
'Rebuke not an elder, but in treat him as a father.' 73

Cunningham had very arrogantly "rebuked an elder," and had probably been
encouraged to do so by Chalmers, who a few weeks before the 183 7 General
Assembly, "adopted the gentle tone of one hurt and disappointed by his former
friends." 174 Chalmers's ploy apparently worked. The controversy, which had
produced a bitter pamphlet war, culminated on the opening day of the Assembly, 18
May 183 7, when Gardner was elected Moderator by a close vote, receiving 62 votes
to Lee's 59. 175
Meanwhile, Francis Nicoll, Principal of the United College of St Andrews
University, had recently died. On 12 June 1837, Lee, humiliated by his defeat,
accepted the Whig Government's offer of the vacancy, apparently to escape
Edinburgh. Showing signs of mental distraction, however, he did not resign his
Edinburgh parish living, nor did he travel to St Andrews to assume his new duties.
After many months passed, while he continued to draw both salaries, Lee's conduct
became the topic of severe criticism in private by members of the Edinburgh
presbytery. 176 Finally, Cunningham gave notice that he intended to bring charges
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against Lee in presbytery for breaking the 1S17 law respecting pluralities. 177 Writing
to Robert Haldane, the Principal of St. Mary's College, St. Andrews University, Lee
stated "that Cunningham several weeks ago in his boasting and bullying
manner ... very crousely [set] forth that he was to bring a libel in his pocket at the
December meeting, which must inevitably issue in my deposition." 178 On 30
November 1837 Lee resigned the St Andrews Principalship, and at the December
meeting of the Edinburgh presbytery he announced his resignation and asked not to be
libeled. Cunningham, however, was not satisfied that this fulfilled the letter of the
law. While the General Assembly, he stated, might accept Lee's resignation of the
Principalship as complying with the 1817 law, the lavv had been broken, and the
presbytery, as an inferior court, had no right to make that judgment, which in effect
involved legislation rather than interpretation. If Lee did not resign his pastoral
charge, Cunningham threatened, "it would be competent for the Presbytery, at next
meeting, to serve Dr. Lee with a libel." 179 In January, however, Chalmers convinced
Cunningham to withdraw his libel proceedings-Lee had experienced enough
humiliation. 180
In the summer of 1838, Cunningham's life was threatened by a severe bout of
typhus fever. He had taken his wife and two children to Ashton, on the Clyde, within
walking distance of his old Greenock home, for an extended time of rest. One day
Cunningham went into Greenock to officiate at the wedding of his old friend, John
Bonar, now minister of St Andrews. After enjoying the day, Cunningham returned to
Ashton with a strange shiver, which was followed by burning heat and dull pains in
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his head and back. Doctors were called, and prayer meetings were held, but for days
his life hung in doubt as he lay prostrate, experiencing periods of delirium. Finally,
after weeks, Cunningham began to recover. Upon receiving this news, a Moderate
minister, who had frequently experienced Cunningham's stinging denouncements in
Edinburgh presbytery, probably best expressed the feeling of the Church. "I'm happy
at that," he said. "I'm happy at that. I wish we had him back rampagin among us." 181
The year 1838 was the bicentenary ofthe celebrated 1638 General Assembly of
the Church of Scotland which ratified the National Covenant. Citing Acts of
Parliament which had established presbyterianism in Scotland, the Covenant bound its
adherers to defend the Reformed faith and to maintain the Church's freedom from
State contro1.

182

The two- hundredth anniversary of this occasion provided an ideal

opportunity for the reform-minded Church to commemorate the event and thus to
recapitulate its own principles. On 20 December 1838, at a con1memoration meeting
in the Edinburgh Assembly Rooms, much of the rising Evangelical talent was
present-James Begg, Robert Candlish, Thomas Guthrie. But Cunningham, whose
health was almost restored, was "the central figure that evening." 183 The prolonged
enthusiasm of the crowd when Cunningham rose to speak was, according to the

Scottish Guardian, a "gratifying tribute" to one whose distinguished service to the
Church had nearly been lost. 184
In his speech, Cunningham contrasted the Presbyterian view of Church and State
with that of Roman Catholicism ("the superiority of the ecclesiastical over the civil
authority"), Erastianism ("the superiority of the civil over the ecclesiastical
authority"), and Voluntaryism ("there ought to be no friendly connection or alliance
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between the civil and ecclesiastical powers''). 185 In distinction from these views,
Presbyterianism asserts both the duty of the Civil Magistrate in religion and the
spiritual independence of the Church:

it is the imperative duty of... civil rulers in their official capacity ... to aim at the promotion of the
true religion ... but that Christ having conferred upon his church certain powers and privileges, it is
equally the duty of the State to leave the church in the full enjoyment of those rights ... that both
the civil and ecclesiastical powers are ordinances of God,-that they have ... a distinct and separate
• JUrisdiction
• .
sp here, wit. h.m wh.1c h eac h has supreme an d exc 1us1ve
.... 186

"Our illustrious forefathers," Cunningham said, "many of whom shed their blood for
the rights of Christ's crown, and the independence of his church ... held both principles
with equal firmness, and were as ready to suffer death for the one as for the other." 187
By the time of the Commemoration meeting, Cunningham had risen to prominence
in the Church of Scotland, due mainly to the Voluntary controversy. Spurred on
considerably by the campaign of radical Voluntarism, he had devoted countless hours
to defending, reforming, and extending the Church of Scotland. In the
Commemoration meeting, Cunningham struck out one more time at the "affliction" of
Voluntaryism and reiterated the principles with which his own life had become so
inextricably bound up. 188 He also, however, hinted at a more ominous opponent on
the horizon.

And if the time should ever come, as it probably may, when we shall be called upon to contend,
as in the days of old, for Christ's sole right to govern his house, the knowledge of these
principles, and the conviction that they rest on Scriptural authority, will constrain you, and will
constrain the people of Scotland, to countenance and support the church in the struggle which
seems now to await her-to stand by her as their forefathers did in all her contendings-to bear
up by their prayers and exertions amid every difficulty and danger, and to persevere in the contest
till, under the guidance of the great Captain of your salvation, you bring it to a glorious and
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IV

In 183 8, as the Evangelicals celebrated the bicentenary of the signing of the
National Covenant, Scotland seemed to be returning to the seventeenth-century ideal
of the covenanted nation.

190

In March of that year, however, the British Government

effectively denied two key tenets of the Evangelical platform-the establislunent
principle and the spiritual independence of the Church. After considerable success by
the Evangelical Church Extensionists, the Whig government disavowed its
responsibility to the Established Church by announcing that it would not provide
endowment grants for the many newly-constructed Churches. Contributions for
Church Extension rapidly dried up, thwarting the Church's efforts to respond to the
needs of a growing population and thus to fend off the Voluntary assault. 191 It was
the Court of Session's decision in March to deny the legality of the Church's Veto
Act, usurping presbyterial authority, however, which Cunningham referred to when
he called upon the Church, in his Commemoration speech, to contend for "Christ's
sole right to govern his house."
For a time the Church's Veto Act of 1834 had worked reasonably well to secure
peaceful settlements of ministers. Parishioners ex.ercised their right with restraint,
vetoing only ten presentations between 1834 and 1839 out of 150 settlements of new
ministers. And, as Cunningham had predicted, patrons seemingly took parish opinion
into greater consideration. 192 Yet trouble lay ahead. The appeal against the Church
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veto by several candidates, not long after it~ implementation, initiated a conflict
which soon involved the nature and location of sovereignty within the British state. 193
In August 1834, less than three months after the passing of the Veto Act, a
vacancy in the Perthshire parish of Auchterarder triggered the first serious appeal
against a veto decision_l

94

The patron, the Earl ofKinnoul, on 14 October 1834

presented Robert Young, a probationer minister. The male heads of family, however,
vetoed the presentation by a vote of 286 to 2 after hearing Young preach. Young
appealed, but the General Assembly of 1835 upheld the veto and instructed the
Presbytery to proceed according to the Veto Act. After the Presbytery, in obedience
to its superior ecclesiastical court, declined to take Young on trials for ordination to
the ministry of Auchterarder, Charles Hope, the Dean of Faculty and son of the Lord
President of the Court of Session, approached Young. Hope had been a member of
the Assembly in 1834 and had formally dissented against the Veto Act. Now he
intended to test its legality_l 95 Hope persuaded Young to appeal from the
ecclesiastical to the civil courts, seeking at first, merely the stipend of
Auchterarder.

196

The presbytery, claiming no right to the stipend, replied that it had

been improperly called as a party in the action. Hope then amended his action,
hoping to have the Court of Session declare that the presbytery of Auchterarder had
acted illegally in rejecting Young and that it was bound to take Young on trials for
ordination. At this point, the Evangelicals in the Church of Scotland grew concerned
at the possible consequences. Cunningham, deeply moved by the action, stated to an
old Greenock friend, that this "thing is of the Lord, and we shall know more about it a
few years hence." 197 On 8 March 1838, the Court of Session declared that the Veto
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Act had no existence in law and directed the presbytery to take Young on trials and to
induct him, if found qualified in doctrine, education, and morals. To "the great joy of
the Seceders and the humiliation of the Evangelicals," write A.L. Drummond and J.
Bulloch, "the conception of the Church as an independent spiritual community had
been repudiated." 198
The Church, stunned by this action, which in effect dictated conditions for
ordination, had no intention of submitting to such humiliation. Bolstered by public
zeal for the spiritual independence of the Kirk, which had been fostered by the
commemoration of the National Covenant, and incensed at the Government's recent
rejection of the endowment grant, the Evangelicals struck back in the General
Assembly of 1838. Maintaining that ordination and installation of ministers were
spiritual functions, the Evangelical party succeeded in passing a resolution affirming
the spiritual independence of the Church. 199 Cunningham was not a member of this
Assembly, but according to his biographer, "he missed scarce an hour of its sittings,

°

or a sentence of its debates." 20 Cunningham later declared that this "declaration of
independence" served two purposes. First, it warned the Church that the Court of
Session's decision might be only the beginning of usurpation of ecclesiastical
authority by the civil authority; second, it pledged the Church to oppose this
encroachment into its jurisdiction?01
In addition to affirming its independence, the Assembly decided to appeal against
the Court of Session's Auchterarder decision to the House of Lords, the supreme civil
court of the British state. On 4 May 1839, the House of Lords decided in favor of
Young and the patron, declaring the Church's Veto Act to be illegal and denying the
Church's claim to spiritual independence. In delivering his judicial opinion, Lord
198
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Brougham described the Church courts as subordinate to the civil government.
Members of the Church courts, moreover, were liable to legal action by disappointed
patrons and patrons' candidates, and to the imposition of damages by the civil
courts. 202
Cunningham was evidently prepared for the decision. On the day of the
declaration by the House of Lords, he delivered a lecture defending the Church's
action in not ordaining Young at the Court's orders. Reflecting the argument of the
1838 Assembly's resolution of spiritual independence, Cunningham quoted chapter
thirty of the Westminster Confession: "the Lord Jesus Christ, as king and head of his
Church, hath therein appointed a government in the hand of church-officers, distinct
from the civil magistrate." 203 It was this principle, Cunningham continued, that the
English Parliament refused to sanction for the English Church, because it understood
that doing so would acknowledge the Church's independence in spiritual matters? 04
Because this same principle, however, was contained in the Westminster Confession,
it "has received the explicit sanction of civil statute in Scotland, and ought therefore
to be received as law in the Parliament House as well as in the General Assembly." 205
Cunningham also cited chapter twenty-three of the Confession: the "civil
magistrate may not assume to himself the power of the keys of the kingdom of
heaven." This meant, he argued, that the State could not interfere authoritatively with
any exercise of Church power, including the trial of the qualifications of ministers and
their ordination. 206 If they did so, they were guilty of sin. Ecclesiastical officers,
moreover, were guilty of sin if they submitted to the dictation of Civil Courts in
Church matters. 207 "To obey such an order," he stated, "would be plainly to cast off
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the authority of Christ, and to exalt the civil power to his throne. " 208 This the Church
would never do. "She may suffer," Cunningham concluded, "but she will not sin.
She may expose herself to the loss of many temporal advantages, but her integrity to
Christ she will hold fast." 209
Cunningham had focused on the issue of the spiritual independence of the Church
courts in this reply to the Auchterarder crisis. There was, however, another distinct
but related issue at stake-that of non-intrusion, which had been the basis for
Cunningham's support of the Veto Act in the 1833 General Assembly. On 9 April
1839, in a meeting of the Tradesmen's Association for Advancing the Interests of the
Church of Scotland, held in Edinburgh, Cunningham described the essence of the
struggle as a battle for popular rights. "We are contending," he argued, "for the
principle that no man shall be intruded on any congregation, without their consent,
tacit or express." Cunningham also described the practical way in which the
Evangelical leadership had chosen to protect this right of non-intrusion. "The last
General Assembly," he ren1inded the audience, "adopted a declaration, in which they
asserted that it was their bounden duty ... to adhere to their own inherent jurisdiction,
derived from Christ, and embodied in the Standards of the Church, thereby throwing
the shield of their own jurisdiction in ecclesiastical matters around the rights of the
people. " 210
Cunningham believed that non-intrusion and spiritual independence both had clear
warrant from Scripture and that therefore both rights should be protected, but he
disagreed in private with this tactic of relying upon the spiritual independence of the
Church courts to safeguard non-intrusion. During the summer of 1839 he attempted
to convince Chalmers that spiritual independence was more offensive to civil
government than non-intrusion. The Church should, therefore, concentrate on the
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issue which originated the controversy-securing for the people, some measure of
influence in the settlement of ministers.

211

Later that year, on 27 November 1839,

Cunningham gave notice to the Edinburgh presbytery (of which Chalmers was a
member) that he intended to make a motion to overture the General Assembly and to
petition Parliament on the subject of non-intrusion? 12 At the December meeting, the
presbytery, by a vote of thirty one to thirteen, approved Cunningham' s motion, which
called on the Assembly to adhere to the principle of the non-intrusion of ministers and
called on both houses of Parliament to enact the necessary laws to secure the full
effect of that principle. The presbytery also appointed Cunningham as convener of a
committee, which included Candlish, to draft the ove11ure.
The Auchterarder decision expanded the power of the younger zealous
Evangelicals, like Cunningham and Candlish, who had gained influence within the
Church during the Voluntary controversy. Often referred to as the "Wild party," these
doctrinaire Calvinists, who advocated popular rights and opposed patronage, were
"masters of adversary politics, well organized and quick in debate" 213 Chalmers,
moreover, in the 1839 General Assembly, demonstrated, by his response to the House
of Lords Auchterarder decision, an inclination to side with these Evangelicals,
committing himself to a hard line on both non-intrusion and spiritual independence.

214

It was held by some at this time that Cunningham had coerced Chalmers into this
position? 15 Until 12 May 1839, wrote the Moderate minister James Macfarlane,
Chalmers had openly declared himself prepared to submit to the House of Lords. But
the following morning, "the Hannibal of the day," Cunningham, "got round Dr

Chalmers." 216 Chalmers did apparently vacillate in the weeks before his Assembly
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speech, and his Auchterarder response does seem to have been at least partly
influenced by Cunningham?

17

Cunningham had become something of an adviser to

Chalmers after the Moderatorship controversy, frequently previewing his statements
for publication and on occasion even demanding specific action? 18 And Chalmers at
times demonstrated a willingness to repeal the veto, occasionally ignoring the
principle of non-intrusion altogether? 19 It is true, however, that Chalmers was
generally unwilling to compromise over the principle of spiritual independence, and
this probably affected his rejection of the House of Lords decision as well. 220
A few days after the close of the General Assembly in 1839, another patronage
dispute reached a climax. In 1835, the Crown, as patron of the Perthshire parish of
Lethendy, appointed Thomas Cl ark assistant and successor to the infirm minister of
Lethendy. Clark was vetoed, however, and he appealed the decision in the
ecclesiastical courts. In January 183 7, after the Commission of the General Assembly
upheld the veto, the Crown withdrew its presentation of Clark and presented a second
candidate, Andrew Kessen. Kessen was accepted by the congregation, but before his
ordination, Clark appealed to the civil courts. The Court of Session issued an
interdict forbidding the Dunkeld presbytery to ordain Kessen until the Court of
Session had ruled on Clark's appeal.
The presbytery referred the matter to the General Assembly, which in June 1838
instructed the presbytery to ordain Kessen without further delay. This the presbytery
did in September, thus obeying its ecclesiastical superior against the dictates of the
civil court. Two months later, Clark initiated civil action against the presbytery for
breach of interdict, and in June 1839 the Court of Session found in Clark's favor. The
Court of Session then censured the presbytery, imposed heavy court costs upon its
217
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individual members, and warned that future acts of disobedience by a Church court
would be punished by imprisonment. 221
Several months after the Lethendy judgment, in the autumn of 1839, John Hope
published a Letter to the Lord Chancellor, asserting the Moderate position in a 290page rambling publication. Hope's central position in the controversy evidently
influenced Sir Robert Peel, the Earl of Aberdeen, and the Duke ofWellington?22
Hope argued that the clergy's lust for power-their attempt to establish an
ecclesiastical tyranny-had caused the conflict between Church and State. 223 But the
Church was a creature of the State, declared Hope, completely subordinate to the civil
courts in all matters. Since it had decided to rebel against the State, the only option
was to employ the full extent of the law to subdue the clergy; if necessary, even to
force the rebellious leaders out of the Establishment. 224
Cunningham, incensed by the publication, responded with a Letter to the Dean of
Faculty, ridiculing Hope's Letter and impugning Hope's character. Hope's
publication, he wrote, never rises "above the dead level of dreary dullness." 225 "Its
tediousness," moreover, "is unrelieved by any display of talent, eloquence, or
learning. " 226 Hope, himself, came in for more serious charges. "In perusing your
Letter," Cunningham stated, "one is constrained to regard you as a thorough bigot, so
completely perverted by prejudice as to be incapable of exercising your facilities with
fairness or impartiality .... " 227 The fact that a man like Hope had attacked the Church,
however, was not to be taken as a discouragement:

When a person, Sir, of your views, comes forward to oppose our principles--one who is a
221
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strenuous supporter of that policy which guided ~he affairs of the Church for seventy or eighty
years, to the fear:u~ injury of religion and the ruin of many souls ...-one who is so ignorant ofthe
nature of true rehg10n ... -when such a person opposes us, and opposes us in the way and by the
means which your pamphlet exhibits, we regard all this as a presumption that our views are
founded upon the word of God, and fitted to promote his glory, and the welfare of his Church? 28

Cunningham' s response to Hope was severe, but less so, Cunningham believed, than
Hope deserved.

229

Cunningham' s pamphlet was one of three replies to Hope in what

now had become an aggressive campaign by the Established Church to keep the state
from making further inroads into its ecclesiastical domain. 230 "Pamphlets, speeches,
preachings, even prayers, and the newspaper press," wrote one observer, "are all
industriously resorted to for the purpose of agitation." 231 The patronage disputes of
Auchterarder and Lethendy were polarizing Church and State in Scotland. 232
As Cunningham was publishing his reply to Hope, another conflict over patronage
was nearing its conclusion. In 183 7, a firm of lawyers representing the Earl of Fife,
patron of the Aberdeenshire parish of Marnoch, presented John Edwards to fill the
living which had recently become vacant. Edwards, however, had formerly served as
assistant minister at Marnoch, and was so disliked by the parishioners that he had
been dismissed. The male heads of families now vetoed his presentation by a vote of
261 to 1. The patron then presented a second candidate, David Henry, who was
accepted, but Edwards appealed against his veto to the civil court. In June 1839, the
Court of Session issued an interdict against the ordination of Henry, to which the
1839 General Assembly responded by instructing the local presbytery of Strathbogie
228
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to suspend proceedings. The Church would attempt to negotiate a legislative solution
with Parliament. A month later, however, the Court of Session directed the
Strathbogie presbytery to take Edwards on trial immediately. Unlike the Dunkeld
presbytery in the Lethendy case, the seven Moderate ministers of Strathbogie
presbytery, the majority in the presbytery, disregarded the instructions of their
superior ecclesiastical court, and decided to take Edwards on trials. 233 Their action
struck at the heart of the dispute between Church and State over conflicting
jurisdictions.

234

In December 1839, the Commission of the General Assembly suspended the seven
Moderate ministers from the ministry and appointed ministers to conduct religious
services in their parishes. On 26 December, the Court of Session responded with an
interdict forbidding any minister to enter the Churches of the seven Strathbogie
ministers? 35 The Church respected the interdict, and in spite of the winter cold,
ministers held religious services in the open air, preaching in fields, in the
marketplace, anywhere there was room for the well-attended gatherings. 236 On 14
February 1840, a frustrated Court of Session responded with the notorious "extended
interdict," which prohibited ministers of the Established Church from entering the
parishes of the Strathbogie seven to preach or administer the sacraments.
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The March Commission of the General Assembly condemned the "extended
interdict," and Cunningham and other Non-intrusion ministers "hastened to
Strathbogie" in defiance of the interdict to preach in the open air.

238

Upon arrival in

Strathbogie, each minister "was duly met with an interdict ... and each as duly
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disregarded it."

239

The experience proved invigorating for the participating preachers.

"They were now," Cunningham said, "placed in the same position with the apostles,
who were forbidden by the supreme authority of their day, to preach any more in the
. " 240 The pans
. h'toners o f Strathbogte,
. moreover, were responsive to
name o f Chr1st.
these modem day martyrs. Cunningham, for. example, later spoke of his own
experience preaching in Strathbogie. After dwelling at length "on the joy of the
people in hearing the gospel preached to them," he stated that many "of them ... had
been led to cry out, what must they do to be saved?"241
Even before the extended interdict, Non-intrusionists had been stating their case to
the general populace, especially through public meetings. One such gathering, in
which Cunningham spoke, occurred on 14 January 1840 in the Edinburgh Assembly
Rooms. After he was greeted "with loud cheers, which lasted for some time,"
Cunningham addressed the crowded audience, reminding them that "the liberties of
the Church of Scotland, and members thereof, have been contended for and
maintained in this country since the Reformation." 242 The principle of non-intrusion,
he continued, was part of the Church's constitution; the principle of intrusion was
Satan's. Adhering to the Veto Act, in an attempt to secure for the Church this
principle of non-intrusion, "has involved us in all our difficulties; and it is by our
succeeding in fully establishing this great principle that the great controversy must be
ultimately determined." 243 In opposition to the two-kingdoms doctrine, on which the
principle of non-intrusion is based, "our opponents seem to think ... that there is but
one King and one kingdom; that the civil authorities ought to exercise their
jurisdiction over all matters-in short, their motto might well be ... 'We have no King
but Caesar. "' 244
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On 26 February 1840, twelve days after the extended interdict, Cunningham
bypassed the normal procedure of giving formal notice and made a motion in the
Edinburgh presbytery. The extraordinary action by the Court of Session, he felt,
made it urgent to send a memorial to Government expressing the Church's alarm over
the civil encroachment into its ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Cunningham delivered a
powerful speech, carefully reviewing and answering the speeches of the judges on the
Court of Session. As might be expected, however, he treated the eight judges who
comprised the majority with little ceremony. One statement gave particular offense.
"We did succeed," he declared, "in convincing five of the judges-five of the most
eminent men on the bench; and I venture to say, that if the votes had been weighed
instead of counted, the decision would have been in our favour. " 245 The motion
passed unanimously, but, according to one who attended the meeting, some like the
Evangelical minister William Muir of St Stephen's parish in Edinburgh needed
persuading:

Dr Muir was unusually testy & unusually silly, and brought down upon himself a most
tremendous but well merited castigation both from Candlish and especially from Cunningham. I
should not wonder if he seldom again ventures to shew face & I can easily believe that he lost a
46
night's rest after it. Cunningham's appearance was one of the best I have seen him make?

The Strathbogie affair further consolidated the power of the "Wild," especially that
of Cunningham and Candlish, who were soon afterwards dubbed the "twin brethren,"
because of their central influence within the Church. 247 Even Chalmers, allegedly,
was falling increasingly under their influence. 248 The fracas had also, Nonintrusionists believed, revealed the true intention of the Court of Session. "In
forbidding the Church to enforce internal discipline," writes S.J. Brown, "and even to
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preach in part of the country, its aim seemed to be to reduce the Church to a
department of the state."

249

This only increased pressure, begun after the

Auchterarder decision by the House of Lords, for the Evangelical Non-intrusionists to
find a parliamentary solution.

250

The Highest Court in the land had declared existing

law to be contrary to their cause; for the collision between Church and State to end,
they believed, a new law was needed. 251

V

Immediately following the House of Lords Auchterarder ruling, the General
Assembly of 1839 appointed a standing Non-intrusion Committee to confer with both
parties in Parliament about how to resolve the escalating conflict. Their efforts,
however, found little initial encouragement. The Whig government of Viscount
Melbourne was dependent on the votes of Dissenters, who were for the most part
delighted with the troubles of the Established Church of Scotland, while Westminster
had little understanding of and little sympathy for the Non-intrusionist claim of
spiritual independence. But hopes were raised, when late in 1839, the Earl of
Aberdeen, a loyal member ofthe Church of Scotland and a leader in the Tory party,
announced that he intended to frame a bill that he believed would satisfy all parties.
After extensive correspondence and meetings with members of the Non-intrusion
committee, Aberdeen introduced his bill on 5 May 1840 in the House of Lords.
Several days later Cunningham received a copy of the bill. It was not the measure
he had sought. One who happened upon him as he was contemplating the contents of
the bill found him poring over it with the "deepest anxiety," again and again returning
to it "as if he could not make up his mind to the cruel conviction, that it kept carefully
short of the essential and indispensable provisions, and that all the consequences of
249
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rejecting it must be faced."

252

The bill, in fact, replaced the popular veto with a

presbytery veto and subjected the presbytery veto to review and revision by the civil
courts. In a word, both non-intrusion and spiritual independence were compromised.
For many Non-intrusionists who had negotiated with Aberdeen during the drafting of
the bill, the final content was a bitter disappointment.
For others, the bill was not at first viewed in such a negative light. Many
Evangelicals were evidently willing to acquiesce in the proposed settlement or were at
least content to wait for the judgment of the Evangelical Non-intrusionist leaders.
The first article, for example, to appear in the Evangelical Scottish Guardian after the
bill's introduction acknowledged that while not perfect, Aberdeen's bill was yet
adequate.

253

Moreover, the clergy of Glasgow, "almost to a man," it was said, were

ready to accept the bill.

254

Cunningham, however, was completely opposed to the

measure and began attempting to convince the Church to reject Aberdeen's bill. On
13 May 1840, eight days after the bill was introduced, Cunningham delivered one of
his "shattering speeches" in the Synod of Lothian and Tweeddale. Supporting a
motion by Candlish to oppose the bill, Cunningham declared Aberdeen's bill to be
"utterly and incurably bad. " 255 If such a bill were passed, Cunningham stated, the
State would be guilty of a "grievous act of national sin-having just a tendency to
depose the Redeemer from his throne, and to trample under foot the rights of His
Church." 256 The motion passed by a large majority of those in attendance, including
William Hanna, future son-in-law of Thomas Chalmers. Although he previously
expressed approval of the bill, he now "started off to the side of Mr Cunninghame
[sic]." 257 Cunningham also traveled to Glasgow to address fellow ministers and

252

Rainy, Cunningham, 151-2, footnote.
Macfarlane, The Late Secession, 86.
254
Turner, The Scottish Secession of 1843, 233-4.
255
Rainy, Cunningham, 151-2; Witness, 16 May 1840.
256
Witness, 16 May 1840.
257
A. Gordon, The Earl of Aberdeen (London, 1893), 137.
253

133

evidently convinced many there that the bill, was "intolerable."258 He may also have
influenced Chalmers, who, after seeing the bill, disagreed with it, but continued to
negotiate with Aberdeen for a compromise measure? 59 On 27 May 1840, however, it
was clear that his negotiations with Aberdeen were over. In delivering the first annual
report of the Non-intrusion committee to the General Assembly, Chalmers urged them
to use every means to ensure the bill's defeat, taking Cunningham's position that the
bill was "incurably bad." 260
On 1 July 1840 Cunningham moved in the Edinburgh presbytery to petition both
houses of Parliament against Aberdeen's bill. In his speech, Cunningham accused
Aberdeen and the Tory lay-elder, the Earl of Dalhousie, of ignorance regarding the
Reformers' view of non-intrusion:

I will here advert to another statement brought forward in high quarters by Lord Aberdeen, and
still more offensively by Lord Dalhousie, and which only served to show the ignorance of both.
They talk ofKnox, and Calvin, and Beza-I should like to know what these men know ofCalvin,
or Knox, or Beza. They know nothing about them .... I assert,-and no man here will venture to
dispute it,-that nothing can be produced from the works of Calviri or Beza, which, rightly
understood, can be made to prove that these men held the right of the Church Courts to thrust a
258
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Cunningham's motion passed by a vote of thirty-eight to eleven.
At a non-intrusion meeting on 23 May 1840 in the Assembly Rooms, Cunningham
had asserted that Aberdeen was not the real author of the bill introduced under his
name. "The bill has been constructed," he said, "by some others nearer home, to
provide for the restoration of Moderate ascendancy in the Church of Scotland."262 In
addition to the Tory Dean of Faculty, John Hope, who counseled Aberdeen
throughout the negotiation, Cunningham evidently referred to the Moderate minister
James Robertson of the Aberdeenshire parish of Ell on, whose letters were of 1nore
influence on Aberdeen than the appeals of the non-intrusionist ministers?63 In
December, Cunningham was more specific. Robertson, Cunningham stated, had
"most opportunely" published a 300-page treatise, in which he argued that the
Church's Veto Act was illegal and that the non-intrusion of the Reformers was
identical to that of the Moderate party. This he had published only a few weeks
before Aberdeen's bill appeared, and Aberdeen had used it to argue against the Nonintrusionists' position?64
In April 1840, Cunningham responded with Strictures on the Rev. James
Robertson 's Observations upon the Veto Act, the first installment of a three-fold

reply. Robertson's work, Cunningham wrote, was "without any exception, the most
respectable production that has yet appeared in opposition to those principles which
the Church of Scotland is at present maintaining. " 265 The non-intrusion of the
Moderate party, however, was nothing like that of the Reformers and could "be
established only on the ruins of the great Protestant principles of liberty of
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263 Machin, "The Disruption and British Politics," 29.
264
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conscience, the right of private judgement, and individual personal responsibility for
salvation."

266

To adopt the Moderate principle, moreover, would be to "leave to

church courts all the power necessary for enabling them to restore the horrors and
abominations of the violent settlements of the last century, and to re-enact the
atrocities by which Moderatism tracked its progress to the subjugation of the Church
of Scotland to the god of this world." 267
At the conclusion of Strictures, Cunningham promised a further rebuttal which
would demonstrate that Robertson, "from defective information," had "mistaken and
misrepresented the views held by our Church in former days. " 268 Before this could be
completed, Cunningham also sent a letter to the Witness, which appeared on 23 May
1840, identifying an embarrassing mistake in Robertson' s pamphlet. "Mr Robertson,"
he wrote, "had evidently taken his quotations from Calvin and Beza, from the speech
of one of the Lords of Session on the Auchterarder case, Lord Medwyn, and not
consulted- perhaps never seen-the originals. He faithfully copies Lord Medwyn's
errors .... "

269

In late 1840 Cunning ham published the most thorough of his replies to

Robertson-Defence of the Rights of the Christian People in the Appointment of
Ministers-a lengthy and detailed account of the history of the Church and the
principle of non-intrusion. The Church, he concluded, should not abandon the
principle of non-intrusion, though the Church may be overthrown "through the
infatuated folly of our adversaries." By maintaining this principle,

she is walking in the footsteps of the apostles,-the reformers,-and the martyrs,- of all who
laboured or suffered for Christ in Scotland, from the Reformation till the restoration of patronage.
Being 'compassed about with so great a cloud ofwitnesses,' we trust she will 'run with patience'
270
the race set before her, 'looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith.'
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The pamphlet duel was conducted between men who developed a deep respect for
each other's abilities.

271

Cunningham's command of historical detail and his power in

debate were well known. But with the publication of Observations, Robertson, future
Professor of Divinity and Ecclesiastical History at the University of Edinburgh,
emerged as possibly the most able defender of the Moderate position. 272 His notable
efforts were a reflection of the revival, after the patronage disputes, of the Moderate
party in the Church of Scotland, which, against the Evangelical Non-intrusionists,
advocated "a return to both the patronage policies and the more cordial Church-State
relations of the late eighteenth century" and "agreed \Vith the civil courts that the Veto
Act was illegal. " 273
The Aberdeen affair had further damaged the unity of the Church, increasing the
divide that existed between the two ecclesiastical parties. As the more militant Nonintrusionists began to dominate the Evangelical party, the Moderate party increasingly
declared principles in opposition to those of the Veto Act, sometimes denying the
doctrine of spiritual independence. 274 The Aberdeen episode had also destroyed any
real hope for a parliamentary solution to the controversy between Church and State.
Cunningham never again had confidence in the possibility of help from
government. 275 The vigorous opposition that Aberdeen's bill received from men like
Cunningham, Chalmers, and Candlish, led Aberdeen to withdraw his bill. 276 He
afterwards became a determined enemy of the Evangelical Non-intrusionists in the
C~urch,

an enemy who exercised considerable influence upon the Tory leader Sir
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Robert Peel.

277

The Whig government, mo;eover, used the Aberdeen episode to

extricate themselves from any obligation to aid the Church. The Non-intrusionists,
they declared, evidently preferred to deal with the Tory party. 278
The prospect of a legislative solution was further diminished with the continuation
of the Strathbogie patronage dispute. The Church, it will be recalled, had suspended
the seven ministers of the Strathbogie presbytery in December 1839 for defying the
General Assembly and giving trials to John Edwards. The dispute escalated when the
Court of Session responded by declaring the suspension invalid and instructing the
presbytery of Strathbogie to ordain Edwards minister of Marnoch. 279 Early in January
1841 it was well known in the Church that the suspended ministers intended to ordain
Edwards, and a special meeting of the Edinburgh presbytery was called. On 6
January 1841, at the unusually crowded presbytery meeting, Cunningham moved
resolutions against the recent decision of the Court of Session to ordain Edwards. In
addition to calling the Church of Scotland to stay the course, Cunningham took a
swipe at the suspended ministers? 80 "I hope," he said, "when they proceed to admit
and ordain Mr Edwards, they will not venture to do it in the name of the Lord Jesus
Christ; I hope they will have the courage and the honesty to do it in the name of her
Majesty Queen Victoria, according to their oaths of allegiance."281 On 21 January
1841, the seven ministers, in obedience to the Court of Session, ordained Edwards
minister of Marnoch.
The Marnoch ordination stiffened the resolve of the Non-intrusionists. In May
1841, the General Assembly, ignoring a Court of Session interdict, deposed the seven
suspended ministers of Strathbogie. Seconding Chalmers's motion to depose,
Cunningham stated that first, "they had broken the laws of the Church; secondly, that
277
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they had violated their ordination vows; and, thirdly, that they had been guilty of a sin
against the Lord Jesus Christ."

282

Moderates, outraged by the last charge, loudly

voiced their disapproval. Cunningham immediately repeated his assertion. The
suspended ministers had sinned against Christ because they had appealed to the State
in a purely spiritual matter, thus renouncing the allegiance "they owed to the Lord
Jesus Christ as the only King and Head of his Church. " 283 Their offense,
Cunningham continued, was "high treason against Jesus Christ," and "the sentence of
deposition they were this evening called to pronounce, was a sentence that would be
ratified in heaven."

284

After a debate of nearly twelve hours, the motion passed by a

vote of 222 to 125 ?85
What was now being caricatured as the "reel of Bogie" was not over, however.
Late in July 1841, several Moderate leaders, including James Bryce and James
Robertson of Ell on, expressed solidarity with the seven deposed ministers by
traveling to Strathbogie and assisting them in serving the communion sacrament. The
General Assembly Commission of August 1841 responded by issuing a "solemn
remonstrance and warning" to the Moderate offenders. 286 In a supporting speech,
Cunningham accused the offenders of committing "a great and heinous crime," and
noted that their actions revealed "a determination to make a schism in the Church."287
Nevertheless, the Church must adhere to its principles. "God in his providence is now
putting us to the test," and if a separation, which "I will sincerely deplore," does
occur, "we are not responsible for it." 288
Not long after the August Commission, Robertson of Ell on, in reply to a speech by
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Cunningham, began his own campaign against the Evangelical censure of the
Moderate ministers who had aided the deposed Strathbogie ministers. His efforts
culminated in a lengthy pamphlet, entitled, Answer to the Remonstrance and
Warning. Cunningham, in response, sent four letters to the Witness in January and
February 1842, and in April, published these with two others in Letters to the Church
Question. In the Edinburgh presbytery speech that began the contest between these
two men, Cunningham had labeled the Moderates erastian and argued that the
"Moderate party, in order to defend their principles, must maintain either that the
Civil Magistrate is entitled to exercise jurisdiction in the Church of Christ. .. or else
that an Established Church is not a Church of Christ."289 Robertson, in return, stated
that the Church was bound by compact with the State to do just as the Moderates had
done in the Strathbogie affair-to ordain Edwards minister of Marnoch. Because this
argument had become the most frequently voiced argument of the Moderate party,
Cunningham devoted most of his pamphlet to refuting the existence of such a
compact. It was, he wrote, inconsistent with Scripture, the rights of the Christian
people, and the best interests of religion; it was in itself sinful and therefore nonbinding; and it was contrary to the principles of the books of Discipline, and
consequently a compact to which the Church could never have consented. 290
Cunningham concluded his speech before the August Commission by
acknowledging the likelihood of a disruption of the Church of Scotland. The
Commission's deposition of the Strathbogie seven had made that disruption almost
inevitable, as a second attempt at a Parliamentary solution to the Church's trouble
would soon make clear. In early May 1841, the Tory Duke of Argyll had introduced
a bill in the House of Lords to legalize the popular veto, if it could be shown not to
have resulted from irrational prejudice. 291 The bill did not go far enough for
289
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Cunningham, in that it did not abolish patro~age, but he voted to accept it in the 1841
Assembly, because "it would put an end to the oppressions of the civil court, and
leave the ministers to go about the exercise of their ministry in peace." Though it
would not settle the existing patronage disputes, he continued, "it would prevent all
such cases in time to come." The Assembly, by a majority of 125, voted to approve
the bill, and in late June a deputation from the Church went to London to present their
cause before Sir Robert Peel, who had formed a government after the general election
in the summer of 1841. Peel, a strong erastian, decidedly hostile to the non-intrusion
cause, informed the deputation in June 1841 that his party would not support Argyll's
bill, or any similar measure, until the Assembly repealed the depositions of the
Strathbogie ministers?92
In their support of the ill-fated Argyll bill, the Non-intrusionists had been united.
A third attempt at a legislative solution, however, divided even the Non-intrusion
committee. Late in 1841 the Tory Scottish MP, Sir George Sinclair, proposed adding
a clause to Lord Aberdeen's bill which would give the presbytery enhanced power to
reject a presentee who was unacceptable to a congregation. The Non-intrusionist
committee replied that if no better measure could be obtained from Parliament, they
were willing to acquiesce in the bill in order to avoid a disruption, as long as it was
altered to contain what was known as a liberum arbitrium. A presbytery must have
the right, they argued, to reject a presentee even if the congregation's reasons for
objecting prove inconclusive to the presbytery. It must have the right to consider, in
addition to the soundness of the objections, the number of parishioners objecting to
the presentee and the extent to which they object. In early October the Non-intrusion
committee gave a qualified approval to the bill in this form. The Evangelical leader
and member of the Non-intrusionist committee, Robert Gordon, proclaimed from his
pulpit, "with joyfulness of heart," that an end to the Church's tremendous struggle
292
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with the State was a realistic hope, a legislative solution was now achievable? 93
Cunningham, however, by late November, was no longer willing to support the
bill.

294

By December, a majority of the committee agreed, and expressed its

dissatisfaction with the present form of the bill, claiming to have misunderstood its
full meaning?

95

Now the liberum arbitrium must be understood as providing the

presbytery with "absolute power to refuse to settle the presentee, on the specific
ground of the continued unwillingness of the people to receive him," even if reasons,
once stated, were then abandoned.

296

Even this, however, was not enough for many

in the Church of Scotland. Alarmed that the popular veto might give way to a
presbyterial veto and that the presbytery would then have the freedom to intrude an
unwanted minister, opponents of Sinclair's bill wrote letters to the newspapers against
the liberum arbitrium? 91
Cunningham and Candlish, in an effort to defend the committee's position and to
reassure the concerned members of the Church of their continued allegiance, called a
meeting with the Edinburgh Tradesmen's Association. On 6 January 1842,
Cunningham assured those in attendance that he and others in the Church would not
be completely satisfied apart from the abolition of patronage, but that conscience
allowed him to acquiesce in the liberum arbitrium, if offered by Parliament, in that it
was not inconsistent with the principle of non-intrusion. All that was necessary to
achieve the practice of non-intrusion, he stated, was "that the people shall be at full
liberty to give their dissent, and that the Church Courts be at full liberty to give effect
to it." 298 This the liberum arbitrium did. Cunningham acknowledged that it also left
the presbytery at liberty to intrude an unwanted minister, but, he continued, there was
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"no possible security against the growth of ~orruption in the Church." 299 He had thus
defended the position of the Non-intrusion committee, a position which was a
surprising compromise for Cunningham. He probably best spoke his own feelings,
however, when he stated in the same speech that "I can have no hesitation in saying of
the liberum arbitrium that I cordially dislike it-1 wish it had never been devised, and

°

that it were now entirely obliterated." 30 Cunningham received his wish. On 18
January 1842, Sinclair wrote to one of the members of the Non-intrusion committee,
that "I have now entirely dropped the whole concern." 301 "The Committee has,"
moreover, "in my opinion, thrown away the only means and last opportunity for
extricating the Church from her perilous position. " 302
By the end of December 1841, decisions within the Non-intrusion committee were
far from unanimous. Not all members were so ready to give up on Sinclair's
legislation. One of these men was Alexander Lockhart Simpson of Kirknewton, who
with about forty non-intrusionist ministers in the Synod of Glasgow and Ayr now
declared their willingness to accept Sinclair's modification of Aberdeen's bill. 303 The
formation of this "middle party" in March 1842, seemingly promising a break in nonintrusionist ranks, stiffened the resolve of Peel and the Tories not to negotiate with the
Church until the deposed Strathbogie ministers were reinstated. 304
Other forces were at work, however, which bolstered the resolve of the Nonintrusionist leaders not to bow to external pressure and compromise their principles of
non-intrusion and spiritual independence. In the summer of 1839 a religious revival
had begun in Kilsyth; by the autumn of 1839, the revival had spread to Dundee; and
during 1840 there were local revivals in Angus, Aberdeenshire, and Ross-shire
299
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counties. These revivals, writes S.J. Brown; "cast light on the real differences in piety
and doctrine that separated Evangelicals and Moderates, and brought many
Evangelicals to look more favourably on the idea of a gathered Church of true
believers, bound by shared emphasis on conversion and Reformed doctrine, and
enjoying independence from an increasingly secular state and society." 305
Cunningham, though not desirous of a disruption of the Church, was nevertheless
prepared for one. On 25 August 1841, encouraged by the revivals, he urged a packed
General Assembly Commission to "adhere firmly to our principles."

The Church has, at this moment, many grounds of thankfulness. There are many reasons which
induce us to take courage-, among others, the revival which, in various corners, God has been
giving to many portions of our Church; and I regard this as a distinguished token of divine favour
among the rest, that he is placing his Church in circumstances in which she is called on to contend
for those great truths, the maintenance of which has been the great glory of the Church of
306
Scotland, and adorns the brightest page in its history.

Interpreting these revivals as God's blessing on their efforts, the Non-intrusionist
majority in the 1842 General Assembly proceeded to pass two major acts. First, by a
vote of 241 to 110, the Assembly adopted the "Claim of Right," a renewed expression
of its resolve to maintain the principles of non-intrusion and spiritual independence.
This final appeal to the state recognized the right of the state to take back what it had
given- endowments and buildings,-but the Church would not recognize the power
over ordination and ecclesiastical discipline. To do so would be to rob the Church of
Scotland of its identity as a Church of Christ.
Secondly, despite Chalmers's request that the Evangelicals ignore the subject,
Cunningham introduced a motion calling for the abolition of patronage. 307
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Cunningham's views on the subject had changed greatly during the fifteen years since
his student essay for the Church Law Society in 1827. Then, it will be recalled, he
had argued that patronage did not violate any right of the Church-the election of
ministers was not an "inalienable right" of the Church. 308 By 1833, he had begun to
prefer the popular election of ministers to patronage as an aid to Church extension,
but still did not believe that it was required by Scripture or the Westminster
Confession.

309

By January 1834 he had begun to openly oppose patronage, and in

1835 he had given evidence on the subject before a committee of the House of
Commons. Demonstrating a comprehensive knowledge of the history of patronage in
the Church of Scotland, Cunningham argued against it largely on pragmatic grounds,
believing Scripture to be unclear on the subject. In response to a question on the
effects of patronage since its restoration in 1712, Cunningham stated:

Its injurious effects in producing simony, in leading to the introduction of useless, unfaithful, and
unacceptable ministers, in alienating the affections of the people of Scotland from the church, in
producing secession and dissent, and in obstructing the providing of church accommodation for
310
the increasing population, have been so great, that it is scarcely possible to exaggerate them.

In 1837, Cunningham had become the leader ofthe anti-patronage movement
when he first brought before the General Assembly a motion to declare patronage a
grievance and to appoint a committee to determine the best means to abolish it. 311
Here, in a further change of opinion, he had struck out at patronage as "not only
unscriptural but anti-scriptural." 312 The principle of men being able to nominate
ministers based solely on the civil qualification of property ownership was
"inconsistent with scriptural views of the freedom, independence, and spirituality of
308
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Christ's kingdom, of the authority which he exercises over it, and of the rights which
he has conferred upon it."

313

Cunningham's motion at the Assembly of 1837 had

been defeated by a vote of 166 to 96. At the General Assembly of 1841, he had made
a similar motion to abolish patronage, stating that "patronage is a plant which our
heavenly Father hath not planted, and which must therefore be rooted out." 314 This
time his motion had been narrowly defeated by the vote of 133-139.
In the 1842 Assembly, expecting a victory, Cutmingham made a motion to declare
that patronage was a grievance, that it was "the main cause of the difficulties in which
the church is presently involved, and that it ought to be abolished." 315 "It has always
been maintained by presbyterian divines," he declared, "that nothing ought to be
admitted into the worship and government of Christ's house which has not a positive
sanction and warrant from the word ofGod."316 Nothing in Scripture, he continued,
justified the "interference of patrons." That "the Christian people are entitled to the
substantial choice of their own officers" was, on the other hand, the position of
Scripture, the primitive Church, and the Reformers. 317 Cunningham had finished with
waiting for the State to effect a resolution to the problem:

I call upon you to remember the truth ... that God regulates the proceedings of nations, and that
with him there is nothing impossible; and that we will not be disappointed in depending on the
words of His mouth as to when and how we shall be delivered from the difficulties and dangers
which at present surround us. We shall, therefore, place our dependence on the word of His
power; and realizing this, we must consider not what paltry expediency would suggest,-whether
our proceedings shall conciliate one party or irritate another ~arty, .. .let us consider what is our
18
duty, according to the word of God, and follow it out boldly.

The Church should not take political opinion into consideration, but it should,
Cunningham believed, consider public opinion:
313
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If the Church of Scotland shall be mean and cowardly enough to refuse on the present occasion to
enter her decided protest against patronage, and demand its entire abrogation and removal, it will
forfeit the confidence of the great majority ofthe people of Scotland, who have a cordial and
heart-hatred of patronage, and on them, under God, must in a great measure depend the
deliverance of the church and her victory over her enemies. 319

The speech was long, the debate a two-day affair, and the Assembly hall crowded and
hot.

° Finally, by the unexpected majority of69 votes (216 to 147), Cunningham's

32

motion was carried, and petitions were sent to both houses of Parliament declaring
patronage a grievance and seeking new legislation to remove this source of evil. 321
After nine years of urging the abolition of patronage in the Church courts and in
public meetings, Cunningham achieved what the evangelical periodical, The

Presbyterian Review, described as a triumph for the anti-patronage cause. 322 The
periodical also declared the vote a vindication of the Church's assertion that it had not
been seeking power for the clergy, but "liberty for the Christian people." 323 In truth,
Cunningham' s war against patronage had been waged with an amalgam of
motivations-mixture of principle and expediency. The popular support which would
be gained by the abolition of patronage, he believed, was essential for the success of
Church extension, the stability of the Church of Scotland as an established Church,
and the spiritual independence of the Church courts. Especially after the fiasco of
Aberdeen's bill, which alienated both political parties from the Non-intrusionists,
popular support might offer the only voice to which Parliament would listen. 324 More
likely, in the event of a disruption, popular support would be vital to efforts to begin
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the new Church.
In mid-June, the Government gave the Church a preliminary answer to its desire
for new legislation and its "Claim of Right." Peel told the House of Commons that
after careful deliberation on the Church situation, "Her Majesty's Government had
abandoned all hope of settling the question in a satisfactory manner, or of effecting
any good by introducing a measure relative to it. " 325 By autumn, the Non-intrusionist
leaders were resigned to the certainty of an impending disruption. From 17 to 24
November 1842, they held a Convocation in Edinburgh to plan for the coming break,
inviting only ministers believed to hold Non-intrusionist principles to attend. 326 By
the time of the Convocation, it was widely believed that Cunningham and Candlish
were exerting excessive influence over Church affairs and over Chalmers himself.
Conservative ministers in London, Moderate clergy in Scotland, and even rural
Evangelical clergy, were critical of the extent of their sway over Church affairs. This
might explain why Cunningham, who had been so vocal throughout the Non-intrusion
controversy, had little to say during the Convocation (even declining to speak at one
point when called upon), believing it wise to remain in the background. 327 He did,
however, support Candlish's resolve to base the final stand with the Government on
spiritual independence and non-intrusion. 328 This was the minimum they would
require to remain an established Church. Near the close of the six-day meeting,
Cunningham, with 353 of the 465 ministers in attendance, signed a pledge to demit
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his charge if Parliament should reject the Claim of Right. 329
On 4 January 1843, the Government dismissed the Claim of Right as
"unreasonable," and announced its refusal to consider the demands. Later.that month
Cunningham participated in one of many deputations which now began to travel
throughout Scotland organizing support for a Free Church. 330 He also began
addressing large public gatherings in Edinburgh for the same purpose. These
meetings were opportunities to urge adherence to the principles of Non-intrusion and
spiritual independence. They were also opportunities to deride members of both the
Moderate Party and the Middle Party, who would remain behind in a "residuary
Establishment." On 13 April 1843, at a meeting in the United Secession Church,
Bristo Street, Cunningham's comments on these men was met with repeated and
continued laughter:

As to those who remain behind, they will consist chiefly of two classes, the old ordinary
Moderates, and a number of men who at one time professed to hold the principles which we hold,
and who profess, though not so loudly, to hold them yet. With regard to the Moderates, they will
certainly form the much honester part of the residuary Establishment, for, from the very
beginning of this controversy, they have virtually declared that they were determined to keep their
stipends, come what might, and accordingly they laid down their principles in a way which,
whatever happened, would enable them to do so. They have all along openly declared that they
see nothing wrong in thrusting a minister on a reclaiming congregation, and in having their
ecclesiastical procedure subjected to the control of the Court of Session. These are, and always
have been their principles-if principles they are, which are none-and now they find that having
laid such good ground some three or four years ago, they can, with perfect consistency just stay
331
where they are.

At a similar meeting held in the Waterloo Rooms, Edinburgh, on 22 March 1843,
Cunningham stated that the disruption was inevitable, that they could "no longer, as
honest men, remain in connection with the Established Church of Scotland." "Our
duty," he continued, "is to suffer rather than sin; and we may rest assured, that if we
329

Brown, "The Ten Years' Conflict," Scotland in the Age ofthe Disruption, 19.
Rainy, Cunningham, 187-9.
331
Adjourned Meeting of the Members of Lady Yester's Congregation Favourable to the
Spiritual Independence ofthe Church, 13 Apri/1843 ([Edinburgh], 1843), 24-5.
330

149

do that, God will bless and accept the testimony for His truth, and the sacrifices for
His cause. "

332

After ten long years of controversy, the Disruption was just weeks away. The
Church of Scotland had battled Voluntaries; Tory Evangelicals had battled Whig
Evangelicals; Evangelical Non-intrusionists had battled Moderates, Court of Session,
and House of Lords; and the more adamant Non-intrusionists had battled the Middle
Party. It had been a conflict in which Cunningham had confidently engaged,
committed throughout to a high view of the Reformation principles of spiritual
independence and non-intrusion. Even before the Voluntary controversy,
Cunningham had defended the Establislunent princip1e, but had argued that the
Church of Scotland would have to renounce its connection with the State if its
spiritual independence were compromised. 333
Cunningham had not sought a disruption of the Church, nor was he to blame for
the intrusion of the State into Church affairs, but his prominent role in the "Ten
Years' Conflict" had helped to popularize the Evangelical Non-intrusionist cause and
to strengthen the resolve of the Church courts to maintain their spiritual jurisdiction.
There had been two points during the controversy in which at least a temporary truce
between the Church of Scotland and the State seemed possible-at the tin1e of the
House of Lords Auchterarder decision in May 1839 and during the negotiations over
Lord Aberdeen's bill in early 1840. At both junctures, Cunningham, had adamantly
refused to compromise and evidently convinced Chalmers to do the same. Finally,
with Cunningham' s disapproval of Sinclair' s bill in its original form, the fate of the
Establislunent was sealed. The Disruption would have probably been less significant
in terms of the number of ministers and members leaving the Church of Scotland
without the charismatic figure of Chalmers. But it may never have occurred without
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the determination of Cunningham. Cunningham had exercised a tremendous
influence over the chain of events leading to the Disruption, not willing to give in to a
government which, according to historians A.L. Drummond and J. Bulloch, "had been
created to maintain the Church," but had become "an instrument for throttling her." 334
Through his many speeches and pamphlets, Cunningham had risen to the
leadership of the more zealous wing of the Evangelical party. Along the way, he had
made enemies, impressed friends and foes, and even won some converts to the cause.
"Apostate and perjured" Voluntaries, "hypocritical" Moderates, "chicken-hearted"
Evangelicals, and "lightweight" civil court judges had all received Cunningham's
stinging rebukes of their character and their arguments. Though often harsh, his
speeches demonstrated an ability in debate that was widely recognized. The hall on
St David Street, where Edinburgh presbytery met, was said to be "crammed to
suffocation" when Cunningham was to speak. 335 A leading Edinburgh Evangelical,
when asked why he did not make speeches in presbytery meetings, responded, "when
Cunningham and Candlish speak on a subject there's no need for any other man to say
a word." 336 Even the extreme Moderate James Bryce, though frequently disagreeing
with Cunningham, acknowledged that "all the speeches of this talented churchman"
produced "a very powerful effect on the Assembly." 337 One of those speeches, which
supported the 1841 General Assembly deposition of the Strathbogie seven, converted
the future Free Church minister and theologian Hugh Martin from Moderatism to
Evangelicalism. 338 Cunningham's brilliant, often severe, speeches commanded
respect, but his private manner surprised many who had only known his public
persona. In person, Cunningham was gracious and gentle, not at all what might be
expected.
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During the autumn of 1842, the College of Princeton in New Jersey recognized
Cunningham's "distinguished labours in the cause of Truth and Righteousness" by
conferring on him the degree of Doctor in Divinity. 339 Because Cunningham had
published little more than pamphlets by this time, the award was no doubt given in
honor of his efforts in the "Ten Years' Conflict." He had emerged as a leading
expositor in the Church of Scotland of the history of Reformation thought, having
acquired an extensive knowledge of the thought of Scottish and Continental
Reformers on the debated issues. It was their doctrines and that of the Westminster
Confession, rather than Scriptural arguments, which filled his speeches and defeated
his opponents. Cunningham' s desire to return the Church of Scotland to its
Reformation roots had helped to revive the Church, but it had also helped to bring
about the end of the Established relationship for the vast majority of Evangelicals who
had labored with him during the "Ten Years' Conflict."
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THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS (1843-1847)
"The Free Church has now allied itself to the great family of Christians who are
severed from all connection with the State."
I

On 18 May 1843, the opening day of the annual General Assembly, the Nonintrusionists were ready for the Disruption that had been inevitable for months. So
was the public, who by five o'clock in the morning had filled to capacity the public
galleries of St. Andrews Church in Edinburgh. By early afternoon thousands had also
crowded George Street in front of the Church-just to witness the momentous
occasion and to catch a glimpse of the leading figures of the ten-year-old controversy,
men who had obtained celebrity status for their involvement in the conflict. 1
Enthusiastic applause greeted Cunningham, Chalmers, Candlish, and other leading
Evangelical Non-intrusionists as they entered the Church? When the Assembly
finally opened that afternoon, the retiring Moderator, David Welsh, Professor of
Ecclesiastical History at Edinburgh University, read a lengthy protest directed at the
State. He then led a procession out of the Church, which nearly emptied the
Evangelical side of the building. Surprised at the extent of the departure, Robertson
ofEllon's face, wrote one Evangelical, "got elongated and ghastly pale."3 No doubt
the Middle-Party minister, Norman Macleod, expressed the feelings of many who
remained behind, when he lamented that the "best ministers and the best portion of
our people have gone. " 4
The approximately two hundred ministers and elders who filed out of St. Andrews
were joined outside by hundreds of ministers, not members of the Assembly, but
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pledged to join the Free Church. Together they marched, pressed by a large crowd of
applauding supporters waving hats and handkerchiefs, to Tanfield Hall in Canonmills,
which had been prepared as the Assembly hall for the new Church. 5 There, in the
presence of approximately 3000 spectators, the procession constituted themselves the
First General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland. While the remnant Church of
Scotland Assembly meeting at St Andrews Church reversed "nearly everything the
Church had done during the previous years," including the Veto and Chapels Acts, the
474 ministers in Tanfield Hall signed the "Act of Separation and Deed ofDemission,"
voluntarily relinquishing their churches, manses, social status, and stipends, for an
6

uncertain future. "They have abandoned," observed the Court of Session judge, Lord
Cock bum, "that public station which was the ambition of their lives, and have
descended from certainty to precariousness, and most of them from comfort to
destitution, solely for their principles." 7
Cunningham was exuberant that the step he had for so long encouraged had finally
been taken. He took pleasure in recalling to the Assembly ·his own part in the
controversy:

it pleased the Lord in His sovereignty to give me, unworthy as I am of any such honour, the
honour of taking the first step, and striking the first blow, in this great contest. The first overt act
taken in reference to this great controversy was, when I had the honour of moving in the
Presbytery of Edinburgh an overture, after the decision in the Court of Session in the
Auchterarder case, to the Assembly, to adopt a declaration of those principles held by the Church,
and which was adopted in the month of May following, on a motion by my friend Or Buchanan of
Glasgow. On that occasion, in the first speech made in this controversy, I stated those great
principles for which we have been contending, as to the sole right of Christ to reign in His own
house, the supremacy of His word as the only rule of ecclesiastical affairs, and the exclusive
8
jurisdiction of Christ's office-bearers in the government of the affairs of His house.

Since that time, Cunningham stated, "I have always felt that we needed, not so much
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wisdom to decide what ought to be done, as courage and faithfulness in doing it. " 9
Continuing, he justified their departure from the Established Church using apocalyptic
and pragmatic terms. First, in severing the State connection, they might escape the
"plagues" likely to befall the State for its "heinous" dealings with the Church of
Scotland.

10

Second, they were safer separated from Moderatism, "the Antichrist of

the Church of Scotland," the "beast" which "in 1834 received a deadly wound" and
"in God's good time ... may be visited with a more overwhelming destruction." 11
Third, they had devoted enough time to the controversy over their constitutional
rights, and the separation would allow them to get on with the "great object" of the
Church-"to make Christ known." 12
If the note oftriumphalism in Cunningham's remarks belied his stated humility, it
was consistent with the prevailing temper of the nascent Free Church, which held
great hopes for the future. "Carrying the light of the Gospel to every cottage door
within the limits of the Scottish territory" seemed within their grasp as nearly 600
congregations "rallied to the banner of evangelical freedom." 13 Less than two weeks
after the close of the Assembly, on 13 June 1843, Cunningham exhorted a large
public meeting of Free Church adherents in the Glasgow City Hall, with the same
sanguine outlook:

Be encouraged by the conviction, that by ardent zeal and wisdom, and cordial co-operation and
united exertion, by making sacrifices of your own ease, and comfort, and enjoyment. .. that over
the whole extent of Scotland something may yet be seen and realised similar to that described in
.
. was bom .m a day. " 14
the language of Scnpture,
that "a nation
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To the onlooking world, it must have seem~d like the Free Church was a nation "born
in a day." In four years, the fledgling denomination constructed over 730 places of
worship throughout Scotland, supplied them with ministers, paid each minister an
adequate stipend, and, by the following year, erected over 400 manses. Its newlycreated national system of over 500 elementary schools was staffed by nearly 650
teachers and filled by over 44,000 students. Two teacher-training academies and one
theological college were established. And its outlay for foreign missions during the
first five years more than doubled that of the Church of Scotland during the five years
leading up to the Disruption.

15

As S.J. Brown writes, the "building of the Free

Church was one of the great achievements of Victorian Britain." 16
The early successes of the Free Church and their attendant sacrifices drew
worldwide sympathy and encouragement. Ministers and laymen from "nearly all
Protestant denominations in all parts of the world," it was written, sent expressions of
approval.

17

While these friendly gestures encouraged a spirit of arrogance among

some in the Free Church, a spirit of defiance was fostered by other, less kind,
reactions to the Free Church. 18 The years from 1843 to 1847 have, in fact, been
described as the "time of trial" for the Free Church. 19 In the more remote rural
districts of Scotland, especially in the Highlands and Southern Uplands, Free Church
adherents encountered fierce opposition from landowners who considered the new
Church a subversive force, endangering the social hierarchy and political order.
Hoping that pressure would induce the tenants and laborers on their lands to abandon
the Free Church and return to the Established Church, some proprietors dismissed
15
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Free Church servants from their homes and, evicted Free Church tenants from their
lands.

° Free Church shopkeepers, moreover, were informed that they would "forfeit

2

the custom of the wealthy and fashionable," unless they forsook the Free Church? 1
Larger landowners even denied sites for Free Church construction of worship
facilities. This forced congregations to worship in the open air, causing widespread
suffering and at least some deaths. 22
In the rural parish of Canobie, in Dumfriesshire, the Duke of Buccleuch owned all
the surrounding land. Free Church attenders there selected a moor on Buccleuch's
property on which to worship, believing that using the infertile land would give no
offense to its owner. After three or four Sundays, ho·wever, the sheriff presented them
with an interdict prohibiting Free Church adherents from worshipping anywhere on
the Duke's lands.

23

This forced the congregation to worship through the winter of

1843-1844 on the only place left-the grassy side of a public highway-exposed to
wind, rain, sleet, and snow. 24 Reminiscent of the Strathbogie affair, the Free Church
sent some of its most prominent preachers to Canobie to encourage the oppressed
congregation. On Sunday, 12 November 1843, Cunningham preached there twice. In
spite of rain, he wrote to the Witness, more than 700 people worshipped attentively as
he preached from a wooden tent. During the interval between forenoon and afternoon
services, with the weather worsening, the congregation shifted the tent to a position
less convenient for them, but one which would keep the driving rain from
Cunningham's face. "It was impossible," Cunningham wrote," not to feel indignation
at the cruelty which condemned the people to stand on the wet and dirty road,
exposed to the inclemency of the weather, but I deferred what it might be proper to
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say about their present position and duty till the meeting on Tuesday ."25
That meeting was apparently held five miles north of Canobie, in Langholm,
where a local minister recorded Cunningham' s words and the audience's response.
After discussing the principles of the Free Church and referring to site refusals by the
Duke of Sutherland in the Highlands, Cunningham continued:

But we need not go so far as Sutherland for an instance of this form of oppression. Your
neighbours in Canobie have been subjected to the same treatment. They too have been refused
standing-room on the soil of their native parish for the worship of God. The proprietor ofthe soil
expects that he will thus put down the Free Church cause. But it won't do. The Free Church of
Scotland is strong enough to fight the Duke of Buccleuch. We bid him defiance? 6

Inhabitants of the Duke's lands were unaccustomed to hearing the Duke of Buccleuch
spoken of in that way. "Some," reportedly, "held down their heads in fear. Others
looked at the speaker in amazement." 27 But once they got over their initial shock,
Cunningham' s speech, it was said, fixed their resolve to maintain the struggle for a
site on the Duke's lands. 28
The persecution of the Free Church, however, continued, prompting the General
Assembly in 1845 to petition Parliament for redress from the grievance of site
refusals. A Select Committee of the House of Commons, appointed to investigate the
sites question, issued their report in 1847, substantiating many Free Church
allegations against various landowners. Most remaining site refusers then gave in to
the "discomfort aroused by the Committee's revelations .... " 29 By 1848 "the time of
trial" was mostly over. 30
The persecution, suffering, and even deaths experienced by rural Free Church
congregations helped ensure that the membership of the Free Church would not return
25
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to the Established Church, in part because some Church of Scotland clergy took the
side of the landowners in the controversy. 31 But of more significance was the
religious fervor stirred by the Disruption, something critics who confidently predicted
the early demise of the Free Church at the hands of hostile landlords failed to take
'
32
into account. The Disruption marked a new Reformation, claimed those who had
gone out, and the leadership of the new Free Church had little intention of returning to
the Established Church. They were not a secession or schism, they argued, but rather
the true national Church of Scotland. They planned in fact to duplicate the national
Establishment. 33
Two days after the Disruption, the Free Church took steps toward the realization of
that vision. On 20 May 1843 the General Assembly appointed an Educational
Committee with David Welsh as convener. Five days later, on 25 May, Welsh's
committee called for the immediate establishment of a college in Edinburgh to
provide theological training for candidates seeking ordination in the Free Church.
Early November 1843 was the target date for beginning instruction. 34 Professors for
the new college were announced at a second Free Church General Assembly held in
October 1843. Chalmers was to be Principal and Senior Professor of Theology;
Welsh, Professor of Church History; John Duncan, "a brilliant scholar of ancient and
Semitic languages," Professor of Hebrew and Old Testament. 35 And, due to the
"general voice of the Church and country," Cunningham was appointed Junior
Professor of Theology. 36 The obviousness of this decision was best stated by Robert
Gordon at a meeting of the Presbytery of Edinburgh on 2 August 1843: "When the
idea of a new theological seminary was first seriously entertained, every man that
31
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ever thought on the subject at all turned his eye to Dr Cunningham as one of its
Professors. "

37

Cunningham had already announced his acceptance of the new post to

his kirk session on 27 July 1843.

38

Although Cunningham personally felt that he had

neglected his congregation during much of the "Ten Years' Conflict," the
congregation of Trinity College Church was reluctant to let him go. 39 They readily
acknowledged the benefit of Cunningham training future ministers of the Free
Church, but "they cannot without the deepest regret," recorded the secretary of the
Edinburgh Presbytery, "part with a pastor with whom they have for a number of years
been joined in the closest bonds of Christian communion and love." They had
received from him "a cordiality of sentiment and feeling rarely equaled and never
surpassed," which "was to be ascribed to the native urbanity and kindness of Dr.
Cunningham's disposition-the genuine characteristics of a great mind." 40
The new college which Cunningham would serve was just one facet of an
ambitious plan to create a national Church. In order for the Free Church to achieve its
aspirations apart from State support, it would be necessary .to exercise unity within the
denomination and to seek it among evangelicals without. 41 Ironically, efforts to
accomplish the latter objective-union and communion with other evangelical
denominations-would present the Free Church with the most serious challenges to
unity among its own membership during its early years. During the first year, for
instance, Free Church deputations traveled to England and to the United States of
America, promoting understanding of the Free Church, encouraging closer
relationships between it and other evangelical denominations, and seeking financial
aid for its building fund. 42 The efforts of the Free Church deputation to America
37
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would result in the most publicized controversy in the Church's young life. Because
Cunningham did not have to begin teaching until the session of 1844-45, he was to go
to the United States as leader of the Free Church deputation. Much sympathy existed
there for this new church which had sacrificed material comfort for the principles of
orthodox Presbyterianism, and Americans had already sent fraternal greetings and
offers of financial aid. 43
Before Cunningham sailed for America, he experienced an event of great
sorrow-the death of a child. Married for nine years, Cunningham was now the
father of five children. During the autumn, hooping cough spread through the family,
threatening to claim the life of his oldest daughter. She recovered, but Cunningham's
four-year-old son, Willie, also became ill. Though at first he seemed to have only a
minor case, the illness continued for some time. 44 Cunningham's wife, Janet, became
apprehensive, but Cunningham was not worried, fully expecting Willie to recover. 45
During a doctor's visit, however, and without any warning, Willie suddenly died. His
death came as a shock to Cunningham. He deeply felt the loss. Nearly thirty years
later, wrote Cunningham's biographer, "friends speak still...ofthe greatness of
Cunningham's grief."46
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11
In December, despite the recent death of his son, Cunningham sailed for the
United States. On 5 December 1843, just before setting sail from Liverpool, he wrote
his family, telling them that he was to have dinner that day with friends. "And then,"
he continued, "I commit myself to the ocean under the guidance and protection of him
who holdeth the winds in the hollow of his hand and stilleth the raging of the sea and
whose eyes are over the whole earth."47 Cunningham arrived in New York on
Wednesday, 20 December. Five days later he addressed a large gathering of
Presbyterian ministers, representing several Presbyterian denominations. The
meeting, which offered those gathered the opportunity to welcome Cunningham and
to learn from him the purpose of his visit, took place in the Mission Rooms of the
Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions. 48 After stating the objects of his trip,
Cunningham was asked if American Churches, most of which were committed to the
voluntary principle of financial support, could contribute to the Free Church on the
understanding that there would be no further connection between the Free Church and
the State. Cunningham' s response was telling of a new attitude already developing
within the Free Church. There was, he insisted, "not the least probability of any such
connection."49 "There were," he continued, "serious obstacles in the way of
entertaining any such proposal, and those obstacles were increasing every day. " 50 His
answer did not satisfy everyone present, however. What if, someone asked, the
British Government should concede all that the Free Church wanted? Would they
return to State connection? Cunningham's response, as reported in the New York

Observer, revealed the extent to which he and others in the seven-month-old Church
already valued evangelical unity over the State connection:
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... the Free Church has now allied itselfto the great family of Christians who are severed from all
connection with the State, and he was confident that his brethren would never consent to accept
anything at the hands of the State that would give one denomination the preference over another.
They were now dissenters, they had joined that brotherhood, and there they should abide. He did
not believe that there was the most remote prospect of their ever changing that position. 5 1

Although Cunningham qualified his profession by stating that the Free Church could,
under the conditions named, receive financial aid from the State without "the least
loss of liberty or sacrifice of principle," the general tenor of his answer came as a
surprise to those present.

52

Pleased that his views were in overall agreement with

their own, they agreed to commend Cunningham to the American Churches and
determined, to that end, to hold four public meetings in New York the following
week. 53
Cunningham soon realized that his comments, as reported in the New York

Observer, amounted to a public announcement that the Free Church was now
committed to the voluntary position, contrary to Chalmers' s proclamation in the first
Free Church General Assembly several months earlier that they were not Voluntaries.
In a carefully worded statement to the Observer, Cunningham rephrased the Church's
stance with regard to the Establishment principle. Nonetheless, this new written
statement was close enough to his previous oral statement that the American
Churches accepted the explanation. 54 By 2 March 1844, however, the Witness, which
had been reporting Cunningham's United States speeches, felt it necessary to state
that the Free Church was still committed to the Establishment principle.

55

Cunningham would himself later defend his statements regarding national
establishments. Upon his return to Edinburgh in May 1844, he addressed the Free
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Church General Assembly:

I need scarcely say, that neither I nor any of my colleagues ever concealed or compromised our
principles in regard to this matter, though, from their not being so familiar as we are with some of
our distinctions, ... our sentiments were on some occasions somewhat misunderstood and
.
d .56
m 1srepresente

Cunningham continued his appeals for American support in Boston, Philadelphia,
Baltimore, Washington, Richmond, and other cities throughout the states of the
Middle Atlantic and upper South-delivering the main address at each of nearly forty
meetings and preaching in numerous pulpits-usually three times a Sunday. 57 He was
well received not only by Old School and New School Presbyterians, but also by
Methodists, Baptists, and Congregationalists. 58 In his many addresses, Cunningham
covered the history of the "Ten Years' Conflict," vigorously expounding the various
Acts of Parliament and the Claim of Right. He also detailed the persecution of Free
Church adherents by the larger landowners, always concluding his speeches with the
same emotive illustration, probably chosen to appeal to democratic, anti-aristocratic
sentiment in the American republic. 59 In the village of Penpont, Dumfriesshire, an
area mostly owned by the Duke of Buccleuch, lived a poor woman, Janet Fraser, who
had a small cottage and garden. After the Duke refused a site on which the Free
Church could erect a church building, she offered her property. When word of this
reached the Duke, he sent an agent to offer Janet twenty five pounds for her land. She
turned the offer down. The offer doubled. To this higher amount, Janet Fraser
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declared "that she had given it the Lord, and would not recall it for all the dukedom of
Queensberry."

60

One ofCunningham's colleagues noted the response ofthe

audience:

On such occasion the starched features of our dear American friends were pleasantly relaxed into
something not unlike a laugh by the exciting contrast betwixt the outgoings of a massive intellect
and the playings of fancy around the circle of a "good story."61

Cunningham evidently convinced the American Churches of the Free Church plight.
One person sent him home with a gift for Janet Fraser; another, as related by
Cunningham, asked, "Why do not your whole 700 congregations come out here in a
body, and settle in some of our western states?"62
Cunningham had not gone to America just to make known the cause of the Free
Church, nor merely to seek financial aid for its building fund. He also desired to
gather information about theological education from American seminaries, to use in
the development of New College. 63 Especially interested in Presbyterian Princeton,
the bastion of Calvinistic orthodoxy in America, Cunningham paid three visits to the
school, the first during the second week of his trip to America. 64 There, he wrote to
Chalmers, he very much enjoyed his discussions with the theological professors; 65 to
his wife, Cunningham wrote that he was staying with "a very admirable and estimable
man"- Charles Hodge, who held the chair of Exegetical and Didactic Theology. 66
60
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Joseph Addison Alexander, professor of Oiiental and Biblical Literature recorded his

'

observations of that first meeting between the two theologians:
You know brother Hodge is one ofthe most reserved of men, nor is a first acquaintance with him
generally very assuring or attractive to strangers. But I remarked with what warmth and
cordiality he met Dr Cunningham, as if he had met an old friend from whom he had been long
separated. And it was so with Cunningham too. The two greatest theologians of the age were at
once friends and brothers. They seemed at once to read and know each the other's great and
67
noble mind.

Hodge 's later recounting of that same meeting corroborates Alexander's account. He
described Cunningham as:

a man whom you knew well as soon as you knew him at all. ... I do not recollect of ever having
met any one to whom I was so much drawn, and for whom I entertained so high a respect and so
warm a regard as I did for him, on such a short acquaintance. His strength of intellect and force
of character were manifest at first sight. With this strength was combined a winning gentleness of
spirit and manner in private social intercourse. It was, however, seen to be the gentleness of the
lion in repose. His visit was one of those sunny spots on which, whenever I look back on my life,
68
my eyes rest with delight.

Archibald Alexander Hodge, Charles's son, remembered "those ... days, the pleased
excitement of our father, as he lay back upon his easy chair listening to Dr.
Cunningham as he strode gesticulating through the study with his long arms laying
down the principles and narrating the story of the great Free-Church Exodus .... " 69
The two men became lasting and loyal friends. Cunningham later maintained that he
had more confidence in the theological opinions of Charles Hodge than those of any
other living theologian. 70
In addition to visiting Princeton, Cunningham traveled to Harvard College,
founded in 1638 by New England Congregationalists, and Andover Theological
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Seminary, founded in 1808 by an alliance ofNew England's Trinitarian
Congregationalists protesting Harvard College's drift toward Unitarianism. 71 On 24
March 1844 Cunningham preached twice to the students at Andover. 72 He also met
with the school's brilliant Professor of Biblical Literature, Moses Stuart, who told
Cunningham that he considered the Disruption the "most important event that had
taken place since the Reformation because it brought out the supremacy of Christ and
the supremacy of the bible in a way peculiarly fitted to arrest and to secure the
attention of the Christian world." 73
America's high opinion of the Disruption opened many doors for Cunningham, not
only in the Church. While in Washington, Cunningham received an invitation to
address Congress. Although he accepted, a severe attack of rheumatism in his lower
back kept him from making the appearance before Congress as scheduled on I 0
March 1844. 74 He was, however, able to attend a presidential reception and, in a
letter to Chalmers, reported that he "had a good deal of conversation with Daniel
Webster who is generally regarded as the ablest man and the greatest statesman in this
country."75 The reception took place beside the Potomac River, near Mount Vernon,
the residence of America's first president, George Washington. In a letter home,
Cunningham contrasted Washington to British rulers: "He was undoubtedly one of the
noblest and purest characters recorded in history, and immeasurably superior to the
common herd of kings and conquerors."

76

From Washington, Cunningham traveled to Richmond, Virginia. This was his
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only trip into the South, having originally p'lanned to tour only the Northern and
Middle Atlantic states. After several weeks in America, moreover, Cunningham had
become wary of indiscriminately accepting financial aid in the South, as some of that
aid would inevitably come from slaveholders. He, in fact, opposed the desire of other
Free Church delegates to venture southward. This was in part because some of the
Free Church party felt a need to testify against slavery, and Cunningham did not want
to become embroiled in the abolitionist conflict. Robert Burns, Free Church minister
of Paisley, traveled with Cunningham from early February to early April. His
practice of decrying the ills of American slavery while seeking American financial aid
provoked the frequent admonition from Cunningham "of the duty of being swift to
hear, and slow to speak."

71

George Lewis, Free Church minister of Ormiston, spent

much of his time in the Southern states, in spite ofCunningham's advice to the
contrary. Cunning ham had no desire to alienate the American Churches, many of
which were conservative in their stance towards slavery. Their primary aim, he
reminded both of his fellow delegates, was to collect financial aid for the building
fund, not to rebuke their "kind cousins." Moreover, he almost prophetically warned
them, "there was something hazardous in the thing." 78
While Cunningham was urging quiet on the subject of slavery on one side of the
Atlantic, Candlish was drawing attention to it on the other. On Friday, 29 March
1844, a public meeting was held at the Music Hall in Edinburgh to protest the death
sentence of John L. Brown in South Carolina for aiding the attempted escape of his
slave mistress. 79 In moving the third resolution against the sentence, Candlish labe led
slavery and slaveholding as sin, stated that his blood ran cold at the instance of an
American presbytery justifying slavery as biblical, committed himself to calling the
attention of the Free Church to the subject of slavery, and hinted that if after friendly
77

Burns, Burns, 176-8; Rainy, Cunningham, 210-12.
Bums, Burns, 178.
19
Witness, 30 March 1844; C. Duncan Rice, "The Scottish Factor in the Fight Against
American Slavery, 1830-1870" (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1969), 284.
78

168

remonstrances, the American churches continued to "tolerate slavery by admitting
slaveholders to their communion," fellowship from these churches should be
withdrawn.

80

The Edinburgh meeting was part of a vocal British response, which

commanded the attention of South Carolinians. Brown's sentence was commuted to
whipping, but Candlish's remarks were not appreciated by some American Free
Church supporters. On 24 May 1844, Thomas Smyth, minister of the Second
Presbyterian Church, Charleston, South Carolina addressed a friendly but cautionary
letter to Chalmers. Smyth, an important figure in the development of a theological
justification of slavery in the Old South, informed Chalmers that he was sending
further financial aid to the Free Church, but that the "course pursued by Dr.
Candlish ... [and] the sentiments ascribed to him have given me much distress." 81
Smyth was not alone in his concern about Free Church sentiment regarding slavery
in the United States. Perplexed Americans, including Church sessions, began writing
to Cunningham, complaining about Burns's declamations about slavery. 82 Robert
Jefferson Breck.rinridge, an Old School Presbyterian minister with whom
Cunningham had resided in Baltimore in mid-February, wrote Cunningham on 24
April 1844, urging him not to speak out strongly against the American Churches and
their relationship to slavery upon his return to Edinburgh:

We have quietly dropped all intercourse with the Congregational Union of England and Wales,
and refused to answer the letters of the United Secession Church ofScotland .... And what good
has it done to them, or produced to us, that they made their company so offensive to us that we
cut their acquaintance? And what is to be gained by an explosion between us and you? All this I
urge, even supposing there is nothing to say for ourselves or against our friends and enemies in
Britain. And I am sure you will believe my only reason for saying it at all, is a strong desire to
83
see the bonds which unite us to you made stronger instead ofweaker.

80

Witness, 30 March 1844.
W.P. and F.J. Garrison, William Lloyd Garrison 1805-1879, The Story of his Life Told by his
Children, iii, 1841-1860 (London, 1889), 151-2; George Shepperson, "Thomas Chalmers, the Free
Church of Scotland, and the South," The Journal ofSouthern History, xvii (November 1951 ), 521, 523.
82
Rainy, Cunningham, 211.
83
Cunningham, Rainy, 213.
81

169

Some Americans, on the other hand, began sounding the alarm as they grew
concerned about Free Church endeavors to collect financial aid from congregations
which included slaveholding members. On 24 March 1844, Burns received a visit
from one of the Tappan brothers, representing the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery
Society (AFASS), seeking an explanation of the Free Church's actions on American
soil, especially in the South.

84

This meeting was no doubt communicated to

Cunningham, with whom Bums was traveling at the time. About the same time, one
of the anti-slavery societies, presumably the AF ASS, approached Cunningham as
well, seeking the names of the other members of the Free Church delegation. 85 One
week after meeting with Bums, on 2 April, Tappan and the Executive Committee of
the AFASS addressed a stinging rebuke to the Free Church, accusing it of accepting
"adulterous silver" to "lay the foundations of FREE Churches," virtually sanctioning
slavery by accepting "slave-holders' bounty." 86 The letter concluded by imploring
the Free Church to discontinue fellowship with slaveholders as if they were not
Christians. 87
Cunningham and his delegation had somewhat unwittingly landed in the middle of
an escalating battle between the forces for and against American slavery. Abolition,
one of the reforms inspired in the North by the revivalism of the Second Great
Awakening, became increasingly characterized in the 1830s by aggressive attacks on
the South for its equivocal stance on slavery. This in turn hardened the socially
conservative South against the abolitionist movement and led to the construct of a
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theological defense of the institution of slavery by Southern ministers. 88 The one
group trying to abolish and the other trying to preserve slavery were now at a
standoff, neither having the upper hand. Abolitionists were, therefore, abnormally
sensitive to European opinion, especially that of Britain. 89 The American abolitionist,
Wendell Phillips, had made this point through a letter in 1839 to the Fifth Annual
Meeting of the Glasgow Emancipation Society, the center of anti-slavery activity in
Scotland. "I hardly exaggerate," he wrote, "when I say that the sympathy and
brotherly appeals of British Christians are the sheet-anchor of our cause."90 Not only
was British opinion in general respected, but in evangelical circles, the Free Church
was highly esteemed. As Lewis Tappan put it, the Free Church's acceptance of
Southern money would be enough to "paralyze" abolitionist efforts. 91
With pressure mounting from those on both sides of the slavery issue,
Cunningham also received letters from Scotland urging him "most strenuously" to
appear at the ensuing Free Church General Assembly. 92 On 29 March 1844,
Cunningham wrote Chalmers informing him that he intended to leave for Scotland on
1 May in order to be present at the Assembly. There is no evidence that he was
concerned over the effects of the slavery conflict on his mission. "I do not think," he
wrote, "that my staying a month or six weeks longer would be of much importance in
a pecuniary point ofview .... " 93 Arriving in Edinburgh on 16 May 1844, Cunningham
appeared at the Assembly just after the commencement of the evening meeting on 18
May 1844, when he was enthusiastically welcomed back with repeated applause by
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the overflowing crowd.

94

Two days later, on Monday, 20 May, Cunningham

addressed the Assembly with an account of his trip to America. 95 Though he still
accepted the Establishment principle, Cunningham was now more convinced that the
Free Church could succeed without Government aid and that Evangelical unity was
the key:

I have seen much, yea, abundant evidence, that a vast deal of good, and good in the highest sense,
may be done by Churches which have no State assistance; and I have seen much to confirm me in
the belief which God's word warrants, that there is nothing to which the energies of the Church of
Christ, when animated by the Spirit of Christ, are not fully adequate. I think it right also to say, in
regard to this matter, that in the course of my visit to the American Churches, I have been more
struck than I was before with the importance of the different Churches of Christ subsisting
together in one community,- maintaining a right state of feeling, and a right and Christian
relation to one another. I believe that a proper spirit in Churches, and, as a natural consequence,
to the Head of the Church, is of more importance in promoting religion than any thing the State
96
can do towards aiding the Church.

"Subsisting together in one community" with the divided American Churches,
however, would prove difficult for the Free Church, and would demand a heavy price
in terms of lost credibility and imperiled internal unity. The first fissure in the
Assembly of 1844 had already emerged. The Synod of Lothian and Tweeddale had
overtured the Assembly requesting that the Free Church address the American
Churches about "the countenance alleged to be given to ... [slavery] by professing
Christians and religious communities. "97 When the overture was read in the
Assembly, Candlish, showing more caution than he had in March when speaking out
on the plight of John Brown, successfully suggested disposing of the overture by the
appointment of a committee, with Cunningham as advisor. To this, Cunningham
agreed, opining that,
94
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so fa~ as c~ncern~ th: taking of any practical step by the churches in America, there are greater
practl~al d1ffi~ult1es m the w.ay. of such a movement than at first sight may be supposed. The
usual1mpre~s10~s that prevail, m regard to the relations of the churches to slavery, and which are
propagated m th1s country by the party who exclusively claim to themselves the title abolitionists,
may, a~er due inv.e~tig~tion.' require to be very materially modified. We do not need to modify
the feelmgs preva!lmg m th1s country of abhorrence against the system of slavery, but we may
need to modify the views we have hitherto entertained as to the relations of the American
churches to slavery, before we adopt a definite or specific measure. 98

Cunningham had himself returned from America with a modified opinion
regarding the relationship between the American churches and slavery. He had for
many years been opposed to the system of slavery, which the government had
abolished as of 1 August 1834 throughout the British empire. 99 In May 1835, for
example, he and other Church of Scotland ministers had facilitated the publication in
Britain of a book by the American minister George Bourne, entitled, Picture of

Slavery in the United States ofAmerica. The book attacked American slavery in
general and strongly criticized the Church, recommending excommunication for
every slaveholder.

100

Now after experiencing the American situation firsthand, seeing

the relationship of slavery and the Church from the perspective of various Americans,
especially those of Charles Hodge and R.J. Breckinridge, Cunningham was reticent
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about criticizing those American Churches' which were conservative in their stance
towards slavery. On 15 July 1844, he wrote to Hodge:

I succeeded in preventing our Assembly from doing anything on the subject of slavery, except
appointing a committee to consider it, and I shall do what I can to get them to do as little as
possible. I suppose I must submit to being branded by the Abolitionists as having been corrupted
by the money and hospitality of slave-holders. 101

Although Cunningham would attempt to minimize Free Church criticism of
American Churches, he was not satisfied with the languid response of those Churches
towards slavery. "I most earnestly wish, however," his letter continued, "that the
churches of the United States could be stirred up to do something more than they have
been doing of late years in regard to slavery, at least to the extent of seeking the
abolition of what all condemn, such as the prohibition of instruction and the
separation of families, for, although we generally profess here to hold anti-slavery
principles, I believe that it is these atrocious slave laws and their immediate practical
results that chiefly excite our indignation, not only against those who practice them,
but against all who may be supposed to connive at or tolerate them." 102 Cunningham,
evidently heeding Breckinridge's earlier advice, then added that "I will continue to do
what I can do to preserve peace, as I am satisfied that nothing we can do will have any
beneficial effect, and because I cannot see that there rests upon us any obligation to
testify upon the subject irrespective of a testimony being likely to do good."

103

After the May Assembly, Cunningham sought peace and quiet to prepare his
lectures for the upcoming term of 1844-45 at New College. A friend had arranged for
him to use a country house in Penicuik, about nine miles to the south of Edinburgh,
for three months of what Cunningham hoped would be "uninterrupted study."
101
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While there, Cunningham diligently guarded his time from outside interference

'
turning down even his good friend John Bonar when asked to take a communion
service at Bonar's Church in Greenock. 105 In November, however, his quiet retreat
came to an abrupt end. Besides beginning as Junior Professor of Theology,
Cunningham fell under frequent criticism for his stand on slavery and the American
Churches. The catalyst for this burst of criticism appears to have been the Free
Church Commission's "canonization" of Cunningham' s position on American
slavery. On 11 September 1844, the General Assembly committee appointed to
consider the overtures on slavery (with Cunningham as advisor) had submitted its
report. Though it condemned the institution of slavery "in all its forms" and
characterized American slavery "as one of the most deplorable forms of that evil," it
called for improving-rather than terminating- fellowship between the Free Church
and the American Churches, in order to exercise "a mutually beneficial influence"
upon them.

106

When the Commission supported the committee's recommendation,

the opposition became vocal. What had begun as a single voice in March 1844 at a
meeting of the Glasgow Emancipation Society (G.E.S.) soon escalated into a
cacophonous band of agitants attempting to embarrass Cunningham, Candlish, and
the Free Church into returning financial support received from American Churches
with slaveholding members. 107 Later dubbed the "Send Back the Money Campaign,"
this controversy, which Cunningham considered "a matter of great inconvenience,"
would attract "more attention than any other event in nineteenth-century Scottish
church history except the Ten Years' Conflict and the Disruption itse1f." 108
The attention came primarily from two sources. First, from abolitionists deeply
concerned at this pivotal time in the battle against American slavery. So significant
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did American abolitionists view Free Church acceptance of "slave money" that the
American Anti-Slavery Society "carried the war right into the heart of the enemy's
camp by dispatching to Great Britain ... three seasoned warriors of the abolitionist
cause"-Henry Clarke Wright and James Needham Buffum, both from New England,
and the escaped slave, Frederick Douglass. 109 These three men began their campaign
in Scotland with their old colleague, George Thompson, the British abolitionist who
had been instrumental in the formation of anti-slavery opinion in Great Britain. And,
in 1846, the most famous of all American abolitionists, William Lloyd Garrison,
would accept the request of the G.E.S. and add his presence to the battle. 110
Second, attention came from old enemies of the Free Church, eager to return inkind the blows they had suffered in the past from many Evangelicals now in the
Disruption Church. Voluntaries, still healing from the wounds inflicted on them
during the Voluntary Controversy, and Church of Scotland members, whose wounds
from these men were still fresh, were pleased to find a chink in the somewhat selfrighteous arm or of the Free Church. Both of these old foes jumped at the opportunity
to join forces with the abolitionists in denouncing the Free Church. At a meeting of
the G.E.S. on 25 November 1844, for example, four Voluntary speakers were on the
platform, only one of which had been associated with the G.E.S. before 1844.

111

The

meeting, called specifically to attack the Free Church, was part of the more aggressive
strategy implemented by the G.E.S. in response to the Free Church Commission's
declaration of commitment to develop closer ties with American Churches.

112

Specifically citing Cunningham and Candlish, Henry Wright accused them of
"robbery and theft of the deepest and most damning dye."

113

The "price of blood was

in the hands of the Free Church of Scotland," he concluded; "the sooner they returned
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it the better for their own characters, and the better for that religion of which they
were the privileged expounders." 114
"After this meeting," writes the historian, C. Duncan Rice, "the controversy
maintained its momentum because it had become a battle royal between different
factions of the Scottish churches."

115

The controversy, however, was not confined to

a battle among different Scottish Churches; it was also waged within the Free Church
itself. Less than two weeks after the G.E.S. meeting, the Free Church minister, John
Willis, made a motion in the Glasgow presbytery to suspend communion with "proslavery" Churches in America. In the end, the presbytery agreed to overture the
General Assembly requesting that it consider the question of communion with "proslavery" American Churches and that it require future deputations to avoid those
Churches. 116
In his speech, Willis took the position of American abolitionists, disagreeing with
Cunningham's statements that had appeared in a recent article for the North British
Review. In "The United States of North America," an otherwise sympathetic
portrayal of America, Cunningham had castigated American abolitionists for their
"ultra-abolition principle"- "that slave-holding is directly and in itself a sin, in the
same sense in which murder is a sin; and that every man holding slaves .. .is ipso facto,
a thief and a robber, and ought to be regarded and treated as such." 117 Cunningham
accepted the view held, he believed, by most of the clergy in America, who:

... maintain, that the system of slavery is inconsistent with the natural rights of men, opposed to
the moral bearing and general spirit ofthe Word of God, and injurious to the interests of religion,
and on these grounds are anxious to see the system abolished; though they hold themselves
precluded by the statements and conduct of the Apostles from regarding mere slave-holding as in
every instance, and independently of circumstances, essentially sinful, and on the same grounds,
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177
believe that the Church of Christ is not called upon to apply the exercise of ecclesiastical
discipline to mere slave-holding, or to sacrifice opportunities of preaching the Gospel and
promoting the interests of religion, to agitating the general or abstract question of slavery. 118

Cunningham concurred with their position, though he did not believe it could "excuse
.
d Inaction.
.
. " 119 The " time
. sure1y has come," he wrote, "when the abolition of
continue
the slave laws, and preparations and arrangements for the ultimate abolition of
slavery, should be taken up and promoted by wiser and more judicious men than the
present Abolitionists."

120

But his overarching concern for the spread of the gospel

and his dependence upon evangelical unity to that end stifled any action he might
have otherwise encouraged. The force of his conviction reveals itself at the close of
his article for the North British Review:

Britain and the United States contain nearly all the true religion that is to be found in the world.
They are the only countries to which we can look at present for any vigorous or extensive efforts
for promoting the cause of Christ, and advancing the welfare of the human race. On the Churches
121
of these two countries depends, humanly speaking, the destiny of the world ....

"It is the duty of the Churches of these two countries," he concluded, "to ... maintain

friendly intercourse with each other.... " 122
Maintaining friendly intercourse with Churches in the slave-holding states,
however, was something with which not only Willis disagreed. During December
and January, the slavery issue became a regular feature of the Free Church Witness. 123
At the February meeting of Edinburgh presbytery further disagreement within the
Free Church surfaced, with the protest against communion led this time by someone
close to Cunningham-a fellow professor. On Wednesday, 5 February 1845, John
118
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Duncan stated his intent to submit a motion at the next meeting calling for the
presbytery to overture the General Assembly to make a clear statement regarding
slavery and those American Churches which tolerate slaveholders. Cunningham
responded immediately. Taking Duncan's statements to mean the Free Church should
sever ties with those Churches, Cunningham stated that "there was nothing in the
relation sustained by the evangelical Churches of America to slavery ... which afforded
any sufficient reason for refusing to hold communion with them as Churches of
Christ."

124

The Edinburgh presbytery deemed the issue important enough to hold a special
meeting seven days later, on 12 February. Cunningham, however, could not be
present; instead he wrote a letter to the editor of the Witness, reiterating what he had
stated at presbytery and concluding that the Free Church had "discharged the whole
duty which is at present incumbent upon her in that matter." 125 The presbytery
declined to drop the matter and instead set a second date for the special meeting, this
time to be held in Candlish's vestry at St George's a week later. Before the meeting
began, probationers, students, and others completely filled the room. Cunningham
again failed to show. At Duncan's suggestion, the meeting was postponed to the next
regular meeting of presbytery. 126
At the presbytery meeting on 12 March 1845, at presbytery, Duncan brought
forward his motion calling for the presbytery to overture the Assembly to state
unequivocally that slavery was wrong, to address an uncompromising remonstrance to
Churches with slaveholding members, and to refrain from using moneys received
from them until the Churches had repented. Henry Grey, moderator of the General
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Assembly, seconded the motion.

127

Although Duncan began his motion with the

"hope that all manifestations of feeling would be abstained from," Cunningham
showed his disdain for the opinions of his opponents, while focusing the issue with
his uncanny ability to state the question:

I feel it to be a matter of great inconvenience, and at the same time, annoyance, to be called upon
to discuss this subject in such circumstances. It is personally to me exceedingly inconvenient;
and I feel it annoying, because I think it is distracting the attention, and occupying the time, of
ministers that might be much better employed .... It is quite plain, from Or Duncan's speech, that
the main point which we are called upon to consider resolves substantially into this,-Is it, or is it
not, a matter of imperative duty upon every Church of Christ to exclude every slaveholder, no
matter what may be his character, from the Church and religious ordinances? The controversy
turns mainly on that point; and yet, in the course of this discussion, we have scarcely heard a
word that bore with anything like directness, or pertinency, or logic, or scriptural argument, on
that position .... [Grey's ar~ument] does not come within 1000 miles of the only points we are
18
called upon to consider....

After citing legal hurdles which he believed made it virtually impossible for
American slaveholders to release their slaves, Cunningham distanced himself from
two American positions, put forth primarily by Southern Presbyterian ministers. 129
The first was that the Bible sanctions slavery. By this, he explained, they "mean that
the ... example of the patriarchs of the Jews, by God's permission under the law, and of
the Apostles, in admitting them to ordinance and office, proves that there may be a
certain sense in which a man may have a sort of property in another, without being
thereby necessarily guilty of sin." 130 Though Cunningham believed that the Bible did
not sanction slavery, he felt that it was no "heresy" to hold that it did in the way he
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state d.

131

The second position with which Cunningham disagreed was based on the doctrine
later referred to as the "spirituality of the Church." Attributed to James Henley
Thornwell, Professor of Moral Philosophy at South Carolina College and later
Professor of Systematics at Columbia Theological Seminary, the position was
summed up by Cunning ham as "We [the Church] have nothing to do with the laws of
the land, that is for citizens."

132

In essence, Thomwell delineated two distinct spheres

of jurisdiction and function. The Church, he wrote,

is exclusively a spiritual organization, ... she has nothing to do with the voluntary associations of
men for various social and civic purposes .... Her mission is to bring men to the cross ... and then
send them forth to perform ... the functions that pertain to their social and civic relations. 133

In other words, though the individual Christian was not limited in scope of activity,
the Church was. Coupled with the jure divino view of the Church that was held in the
southern American states, this doctrine effectively rendered the Church inactive with
respect to slavery:

The Church of Christ is a spiritual body, whose jurisdiction extends only to the religious faith and
moral conduct of her members. She cannot legislate where Christ has not legislated, nor make
terms of membership which He has not made ....
Since Christ and his inspired Apostles did not make the holding of slaves a bar to communion,
we, as a court of Christ, have no authority to do so; since they did not attem~t to remove it from
14
the Church by legislation, we have no authority to legislate on the subject.

Cunningham regretted that the Southern Presbyterians had "peculiar notions on the
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extent to which Churches ought to interfere in civil matters," but no heresy could be
charged against them-they were yet Churches of Christ, and communion should
~
be ma1ntmne
. . d. 135 T o re fu se them communion would mean the "prevention
there1ore

of union among the Churches of Christ. " 136 Abolitionism would then he continued
'
'
137
have "prevented the union of the Churches in the New and Old Worlds."
Although scattered voices, like Duncan and Willis, pushed for severing ties with
the American Churches, Cunningham's position had already been adopted by the Free
Church leadership. The Witness reflected this stance by reporting only a small part of
Duncan's presbytery speech, while reporting most of Cunningham's. 138 After hearing
Cunningham's speech, particularly when he argued that there were instances in which
it might be impossible or even immoral not to purchase slaves within the American
context, Dun can withdrew the last part of his motion, which required the Free Church
to set aside the money until the American Churches repented. 139 Others, however,
were not so easily persuaded. Henry C. Wright replied with a pamphlet entitled,
"American Slavery Proved to be Theft and Robbery," citing Cunningham's
presbytery speech:
But Dr Cunningham says, "The slave laws, beyond all question, are most infamous," and then
declares, "the legal position of a master of slaves is not necessarily sinful!" What can he mean?
A law authorizes one hundred men to hold Dr Cunningham as a slave-a chattel. It is certain that
one of the hundred will thus hold him. The Doctor prefers to be owned and used as a beast by
me, in preference to the others. He goes down upon his knees, begs, pleads, weeps, to have me
buy him. I hire the money, and buy him, and hold and use him as a beast. Could I innocently buy
him, and thus sanction "the most infamous law" that made him a slave?" "Yes," says the Doctor,
"you only submit to what you cannot help." Suppose the law authorizes every man in Scotland to
assassinate the Doctor. He knows that I am a kind, praying, Christian assassin. He entreats me to
assassinate him. So, lest somebody else should give him more pain, I at once strike the dagger to
140
his heart. I "submit to what I cannot help."
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Wright also took pleasure in highlighting the seeming irony that Cunningham and
Candlish refused to have "Christian fellowship" with Church of Scotland ministers
who receive support from the State, but had no problem doing so with slaveholders. 141
One month after the meeting in March, Cunningham's presbytery speech also
came in for criticism from his old Voluntary rival, John Ritchie of the United
Secession Church, who had attended the meeting. On 16 April, at a meeting held for
the public in Edinburgh, Ritchie said that Cunningham' s speech had caused him to
weep. "It was, indeed," he said, "a strange thing to hear a minister of the gospel of
Christ maintain that slavery was not condemned by the Word of God. Dr
Cunningham should have recollected what was written, that Christ came 'to give
liberty to the captive,' and that 'whatsoever ye would that others do to you do you so
to them. "d 42
By the time of the General Assembly in 1845, the Free Church, probably
motivated by external abolitionist pressure and Cunningham's counsel, presented a
more united face than in previous meetings. 143 The report on slavery, which referred
to the "heinous sin in the institution of American slavery and criticized the
"considerable supineness" in the American Churches with regard to slavery justified
by their distinction between Church and citizen, nevertheless maintained that the best
course of action was to maintain fellowship with them in order to admonish them
about slavery . 144 After Candlish read the report, Duncan, now generally satisfied with
the Free Church position, seconded the motion to accept the report; Grey expressed
his delight over the harmony on the subject and felt the report to be a step in the right
direction; and Cunningham expressed his own concurrence. But the report
represented a compromise. Duncan and Grey wanted it to say more; Cunningham felt
141
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no need to express the view of the Free Church at all and he "hoped there would be no
further discussion on this subject." 145
The report was unanimously adopted, but further discussion was inevitable. 146
Shortly after the Assembly, Wright responded to the report with a pamphlet entitled,

Manstealers: Will the Free Church ofScotland Hold Christian Fellowship With
Them? Wright stated that he considered "each Slaveholder as guilty of all the crimes
that necessarily belong to Slavery," thus justifying his use of the term manstealer for
slaveholder.

147

"Had there been," he continued, "as many sheepstealers as there were

manstealers in the General Assembly of last spring," referring to the annual meeting
of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, "would Doctors Burns and
Cunningham have sat and communed with them as an "Evangelical" Assembly? 148
For Wright, communion with that body made the Free Church culpable of
"manstealing."

149

Far from having the Free Church accept the report on slavery,

Wright suggested they refuse communion not only with "manstealers" but also with
apologists for "manstealing. " 150
In August 1845, two months after the General Assembly, Frederick Douglass
arrived on British soil, stopping first in Liverpool. Having published his Narrative of

the Life of Frederick Douglass two months earlier, Douglass, himself a runaway
slave, was by this time a highly sought after abolitionist speaker. 151 Of all the
abolitionists active in Britain at the time, he was "the one people came to hear-and
145
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to see."

152

Encouraged by leaders of the American Anti-Slavery Society at home and

by ardent antislavery societies in Great Britain, Douglass began to stir British hearts
against American slavery with speeches of rare oratorical skill. 153 He was, according
to a later admirer, "an orator... the listeners never forgot." 154
In January 1846 Douglass reached Scotland with a single motive: to change the
mind of the Free Church on slaveholders' money. 155 "Send back the money" became
Douglass' s constant demand as he traveled across Scotland. Audiences shouted the
slogan back to Douglass; children called it out to him when he passed them on the
street; and arriving in Edinburgh in April, he carved it into the turf on Arthur' s Seat,
the great crag rising above the city. 156 In May, as a show of abolitionist force,
Douglass was joined in Edinburgh by Thompson, Wright, and Buffum, who had also
been raising the "war-cry" of "Send Back the Money" throughout Scotland. 157 These
men, according to the Edinburgh abolitionist Mary Welsh, "have done wonders in
opening the eyes of the public to this enormous iniquity, never was there such
excitement as at present." 158
The fracas, which had been raging for two years, was approaching its climax as the
Free Church General Assembly of 1846 approached. 159 Even a Free Church
sympathizer, quoted in the Witness on 2 May 1846, acknowledged the disturbance.
""Send back the money" has now become," he wrote, "through the agency of a few
itinerant orators who ... have this week alighted in our own city, the hue and cry of the
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day."

160

What Mary Welsh described as "glorious meetings ... against the Free

Church," were being held by these men as the culmination of their efforts in Scotland,
the intent of which "was to force the Free Kirk to send back the money ... or to split in
two."I61
The Free Church was becoming a "house ... divided against itself' in its struggle
over whether or not to maintain communion with the American slaveholding
churches.

162

One Free Church member conceded that the controversy "may no doubt

unsettle the minds of some of our people,-it may even detach some who were not
connected with us by principle ... ;" many of the laity were "anxious to have the money
sent back;" some Free Church ministers were publicly at odds with the Free Church
position; the New College Missionary Association, made up of students studying for
the Free Church ministry, wrote to their counterparts at Princeton Theological
Seminary stating a somewhat radical antislavery position; Candlish would soon
express his hope to "satisfy the "uneasiness and apprehension" of "our friends
throughout the church and throughout the country" who were willing to make
concessions to "popular clamour" to get the Free Church out of its "awkward
predicament;" and Duncan, who had publicly acquiesced in the Free Church position
at the General Assembly of 1845, wrote an approving letter in early May 1846 to Free
Church members in and around Dundee who were planning a meeting to oppose
slavery and fellowship with slaveholding Churches in America.
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denomination faced the most serious crisis of its three-year history.
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slavery question had been significant in the Assembly of 1845, it was now of central
importance. Two days were set aside to debate overtures on the issue. 165 The debate
began on Saturday, 30 May 1846, when the hall at Canonmills was "densely
packed."

166

Candlish opened the debate urging acceptance of the report by the

Standing Committee on Correspondence with American Churches, which in effect
suggested that Free Church policy should continue as before. James Macbeth,
minister of the Lauriston Free Church, Glasgow, responded by introducing a motion
to exclude from communion with the Free Church any Church in the United States
which did not first excommunicate their slaveholding members. 167 Macbeth,
however, found himself completely isolated in the Assembly. He had recently
published a pamphlet, entitled, The Church and the S/aveho/der: or Light and
Darkness, in which he had urged the approaching Assembly not to adopt the "utterly

unsound and fallacious" arguments of Cunningham. 168 Cunningham, Candlish, and
other leading conservative abolitionists in the Assembly now ostentatiously ignored
him as he spoke, and no one seconded his motion. 169
Dun can, now generally satisfied with the report of the Standing Committee,
supported Candlish's motion with a brief speech. Cunningham then went forward to
address the Assembly. Having already been greeted with enthusiastic applause when
he entered the hall that morning, Cunningham now received, according to Douglass,
who was seated in the audience, "almost tumultous [sic] applause." 170 Though
Cunningham intimated that he need not occupy much of their time on the matter, he
delivered a speech of nearly one hour, beginning with a few words of self-defense.
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... it may be ex~ected that I should wish to say a few words on the question, especially as I have
had the unmented honour of being supposed to have done something in the way of introducing
what are called pro-slavery views into the Free Church of Scotland. Of course there is no person
in the Free Church of Scotland who believes this. It is perfectly well known to all who have paid
the least attention to the proceedings of the Free Church of Scotland, ever since this matter was
brought before us, that there has been no real or substantial difference of opinion among our
ministers upon this subject, and that, in common with others who have taken part in it, I have
never had the least hesitation in openly and fully declaring my thorough conviction that the
system of slavery is sinful. .. because it is inconsistent with the ordinary and natural rights of man,
opposed to the general bearing and spirit of the word of God, and injurious to the interests of
. • 171
re 11g1on.

Like Candlish before him, Cunningham stressed the unity among Free Church
ministers. Then he belittled Macbeth for airing his differences so "openly and
broadly ... in the face of the General Assembly." 172
The focus of Cunningham's speech, however, was to put the onus on his
opponents to show the "absolute unlawfulness" of continuing communion with the
American Churches in slave- holding states. To do this they must prove that the
American Churches are guilty of heresy or heinous sin and that the Free Church by its
communion with them is "necessarily involved in the guilt of all that they are saying
and doing." 173 Cunningham then argued that neither of these was true, noting subtle
distinctions overlooked in his opponents' arguments. First, to show that American
Churches were not guilty of an excommunicable offense in their inclusion of
slaveholding members, Cunningham distinguished between the system of slavery and
individual instances of slaveholding. Second, to show that the Free Church was not
guilty of whatever shortcomings the American Churches did have in the matter of
slavery, Cunningham distinguished between membership in and communion with a
slaveholding Church.
To demonstrate the speciousness of the abolitionist assumption of a direct
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corollary between the sinfulness of slavery as a system and that of every individual
instance of slaveholding, Cunningham employed the discipline of moral theology:
... there is not a more difficult class of cases in the whole range of moral theology, than the
bringing out the whole bearing of the different parts of Scripture that have reference to the
obligations of the social and domestic relations (hear, hear). But the Word of God shows us that
there is somehow or other a class of cases intermediate between those on the one hand which are
characterised by external and immutable morality, and those, on the o~her, which are m'erely
expedient, proper, and becoming, or the reverse-a class of cases in regard to which there are
some moral considerations bearing on their general character, and affecting the general duty of
men regarding them, but respecting which you are not at liberty to look upon them as involving in
every instance direct and immediate obligation. I venture to say, that this is ... the case with
174
slavery ....

In his speech, Cunningham invoked the classical Christian approach to moral
conflicts- that of case analysis, or casuistry, a subset of moral theology made
"Protestant" by English Puritans.

175

To make sense out of a general principle for a

specific situation, case analysis recognizes that circumstances may alter the nature of
a case. In previous speeches, it will be recalled, Cunningham had given examples in
which it was difficult if not impossible for slaveholders in the American context to
release their slaves. Before the Assembly he now offered a hypothetical case to
demonstrate the necessity of distinguishing between the assertion of sinfulness of
slavery as a system and the assertion of sinfulness of individual instances of
slaveholding:

Suppose the Parliament of Great Britain were to pass a law, declaring and enacting that, from and
after the first day of July next, all the hired servants in all the families in Great Britain were to
become the slaves of their masters- so that they, the masters, should have the same right over
them as the laws of the slave states confer, and should be entitled to treat them, with legal
impunity, as slaves are often treated in America. Well, suppose that this law obtained the
Queen's consent- from that moment I become a slaveholder. I could not avoid becoming a
slaveholder ....... This being the case, I do not see that I thereby, ipso facto, became a sinner, if I
never made use of the power given me by the law to treat them harshly or oppressively, as slaves
may be treated, but continued to treat them, as would certainly be. my duty, just as I did before I
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acquired them by the law.

176

Case analysis also requires the principle of tota scriplura (that is, universal norms
must be defined by the whole teaching of Scripture). Thus, to take the general
principle that slavery is sinful and apply it to individual slaveholders would require
qualification by precedents, counsel, examples, and other forms of scriptural direction
found throughout the Bible on the subject of slavery. This Cunningham did by
referring to the example of the apostles. As a "conclusive proof that there is a
distinction between slavery as a system, and slave-holding in the case of individuals,
and that a slave-holder is not necessarily ... a sinner, I venture to say that it is certain
that the apostles of our Lord and Master admitted slaveholders to the table of the
Lord, and to all the privileges of the church." 177 This was more than the British
abolitionist, Thompson, seated in the audience, could bear. Douglass recorded what
happened next:

... George Thompson in, in a clear, sonorous, but rebuking voice, broke the deep stillness of the
audience, exclaiming, "HEAR! HEAR! HEAR!" The effect of this simple and common
exclamation is almost incredible. It was as if a granite wall had been suddenly flung up against
the advancing current of a mighty river. For a moment, speaker and audience were brought to a
dead silence. Both the doctor and his hearers seemed appalled by the audacity, as well as the
fitness of the rebuke. At length a shout went up to the cry of"Put him out!" Happily, no one
178
attempted to execute this cowardly order, and the doctor proceeded with his discourse.
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Thompson's interjection, though halting Cunningham for the moment, provoked him
to reiterate and intensify his remarks upon resuming the speech, the reception of
which was evident by the spontaneous greeting of cheers, applause, and "hear, hear"
that immediately followed.
After distancing the American Churches in slave-holding states from the guilt of
slavery, Cunningham distanced the Free Church from the American Churches. This
he did by distinguishing between membership and "friendly intercourse." 179 In
contradistinction to his opponents, Cunningham argued that detennining the duty of a
nation with respect to its legally existing slavery determines neither the duty of a
Church in that country nor the duty of a Church in another country towards that
Church.

180

The determination of a nation's responsibility toward its own slavery,

Cunningham argued, was the only issue discussed in Great Britain during the
agitation for abolition of slavery in the West lndies. He had no hesitation in stating
that it was a nation's duty to abolish slavery. The duty of a Church in that nation,
however, was a more complex issue. Even here though Cunningham felt that
abolition should be the goal, and that some American Churches had "sunk into
inexcusable apathy in regard to a great practical evil." 181 Still, this did not provide
sufficient ground for the Free Church to discontinue communion with the
Presbyterian Churches of America. Although members are in some sense responsible
for all the doctrines and practices of their Churches, those who merely maintain
"friendly intercourse" with those Churches are not. 182
Cunningham closed by stating that it was the duty of the Free Church to maintain
fellowship with the American Churches. By "prosecuting, in a faithful and
affectionate spirit the course we have adopted," Cunningham stated, "we may be
instrumental in promoting much more fully than we could. in any other way, the
179

Proceedings ofthe Free Church, 1846, Appendix, 41.
ibid.
181
ibid., 45.
182
ibid., 41.

180

191

general welfare of the catholic church of Christ over the world." 183 Cunningham then
sat down, "amidst the warm and repeated applause of the Assembly and the
. "184
pu bl 1c.

c unn1ng
. ham ' s arguments carried the day; no one seconded Macbeth's

motion; and the report laid on the table by Candlish was unanimously adopted. 185
The "Send Back the Money Campaign" had peaked. By the time of the Assembly
of 184 7, with Garrison and Douglass back in America and Wright in Ireland,
Cunningham felt no need to add anything new to the discussion; instead he reiterated
previous arguments and took advantage of another opportunity to deride his
opponents (who likewise missed no opportunity to do the same). Quoting from a
letter he had received from Alexander Duff in which Duff had called the agitation "an
ingenious device of Satan to injure the Church," Cunningham added his concurrence:

I have no doubt it was an ingenious device of Satan,-a device of Satan, not, however, so
ingenious at its first concoction; because, in the form in which it came first before the community
of this country, -with the Garrisons, the Wrights, the Buffums, the George Thomsons [sic], and
the Douglasses,-{laughter)-with that class of persons, the character which they exhibited, and
the spirit which they manifested, I think Satan entirely outwitted himself. (Laughter and
186
cheers.)
·

After this Assembly, abolitionist pressure against the Free Church diminished to such
an extent that the Assembly of 1848 did not debate the issue further. 187
Cunningham had been a reluctant participant in the controversy; as he had been
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quick to point out, it was an annoying distraction for him. Occurring during the
founding years of the new Church and its New College, the "Send Back the Money
Campaign" could not have come at a less opportune time for Cunningham. More
importantly, it damaged Cunningham's efforts to strengthen ties with evangelical
Churches in America (to say nothing of his endeavors to maintain unity within the
Free Church). But it was also a threat to Cunningham's reputation. As he had feared,
his stance against returning the money made him vulnerable to the charge of "having
been corrupted by the money and hospitality of slave-holders." 188 Cunningham's
newly acquired tolerance toward Churches with slaveholding members lent credibility
to the charge, a point which did not go unnoticed by the abolitionists. 189
More than any other issue, the debate over slavery revealed that Cunningham was

°

at times susceptible to the influence of his Sitz im Leben. 19 Cunningham's reversal
with respect to communion with Churches in slaveholding states left him open to the
charge of expediency. During the Voluntary controversy, when defenders of the
Established Church had been quick to criticize Voluntary Churches for their seeking
of help from the "blood-stained" Churches of America where "the earnings of slave
labour are cast into Christ's treasury," Cunningham had reportedly denounced
vehemently the connection between slaveholding and Christianity. 191 During the
188
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The abolitionist considered by the Free Church to be their "chief assailant," George
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"Send Back the Money Campaign," however, when the Free Church was also seeking
aid from American Churches, Cunningham distinguished between the system of
slavery and slaveholding, and, citing the practice of the Apostles, declared
slaveholding not necessarily sinful and therefore not necessarily subject to
ecclesiastical discipline.
In truth, Cunningham's antipodal positions were not entirely motivated by
expediency. He sincerely hated slavery and desired its abolition. He had become
irate, for instance, after perusing the book, Picture of Slavery in the United States of
America, with its graphic portrayal of the brutality of American slavery, and, it will be

recalled, had facilitated its publication in Scotland in 1835. 192 But his condemnation
of American Churches with slaveholding members had been based more on
impression than on firsthand knowledge or theological reflection. Only after his
return from America, did his position evidence extensive thought on the subject.
While the abolitionists relied primarily on general principles, Cunningham turned to
the discipline of moral theology, marshaling sophisticated arguments that steeled the
Free Church against radical abolitionist demands to send back the money.
Unity with Free Church ranks, however, had not been achieved without great effort
on Cunningham's part. Inducing others to say "as little as possible" on the subject of
slavery had been a constant battle, both in America and more importantly back home.
Although Cunning ham's position on communion with Churches in the slaveholding
States was consistent with that of Chalmers, it was different from that of Candlish,
who in March 1844 had threatened to withdraw fellowship from those Churches and
Cunningham had repeatedly stated the conviction that "slaveholding and Christianity were
incompatible and irreconcilable," can be found in the Glasgow Argus, 27 April 1846. Blassingarne,
The Frederick Douglass Papers, 430, footnote 11. Church of Scotland Magazine, August 1835, 278;
October 1836, 352. Cunningham, it will be recalled, had been one of the founders of and contributors
to the Church of Scotland Magazine.
192
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Thompson.) Although the publication of Picture ofSlavery in the United States of America in Scotland
was primarily an attempt to attribute the continuing existence of American slavery in part to America's
Voluntary system of Churches (see preface, v), Cunningharn was sincerely angered by what he read
within its pages.

194

pledged to bring the subject to the attention of the Free Church. Nevertheless, at the
General Assembly two months later, several days after Cunningham's arrival back in
Edinburgh, Candlish suggested that they not do "anything hasty" and instead appoint
a committee to report on the subject. No doubt Cunningham had cautioned Candlish,
as he had Burns, and as he would others, about the danger of speaking out on
American slavery. During the years 1844 to 184 7, Cunningham, whether conversing
on a personal level, advising the Free Church committee on slavery, contributing to
the North British Review, or speaking in the Church courts, devoted countless hours to
building consensus and suppressing disunity, at times castigating friends and fellow
laborers who disagreed with him. In doing so, he effectively warded off the twopronged attack of the abolitionists, who had attempted to force the Free Church either
to send back the money or to "split in two."
Cunning ham's exertions in the "Send Back the Money Campaign" did more than
thwart abolitionist plans and unify the Free Church. In spite of his antipathy for the
controversy from the outset, the debate ironically contributed to Cunningham's
emergence as the real leader of the Free Church. He had been Chalmers's most
trusted supporter and was now becoming his true successor, who unlike Candlish,
vigorously defended the same position Chalmers had long held on communion with
slaveholding Christians. By this time, Chalmers was becoming too ill to actively
participate in Church affairs, and Candlish, at least for a time, acquiesced in
Cunningham's leadership in the matter. 193 Cunningham's more relaxed views on the
Establishment principle, moreover, undoubtedly endeared him to those in the Church
who recognized the impressive results the young Church was achieving through
Voluntary means. There was in fact, writes S.J. Brown, "a growing tendency towards
Voluntaryism, particularly among younger Free Church members who had not
193
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participated in the Voluntary controversy of the previous decade." 194
Cunningham had borne the brunt of the agitation in the "Send Back the Money
Campaign," whether in the Church courts or outside the Church doors. Letters,
speeches, pamphlets, and placards posted throughout Edinburgh frequently cited his
statements and vilified his name.
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On 23 September 1846, the former slave,

Frederick Douglass, spoke in Paisley. Although he referred specifically to the debate
on slavery that year in the Assembly, Douglass's epithet summarized Cunningham's
role in the entire controversy. Before humorously noting the physical resemblance
between himself and Cunningham, Douglass acknowledged that Cunningham was
considered "the able man" in the debate and named him the "the lion of the
occasion." 196

Ill

Cunningham, it will be recalled, had informed the General Assembly of 1844 that
his trip to America had strengthened his conviction that evangelical unity was of more
value to the success of the Church and its mission than was the State connection.
Since his Divinity Hall days, Cunningham had held a high view of the unity of the
Church, at least in principle. Now, having experienced the financial and moral
support of that unity at first-hand, Cunningham's speech only heartened the desire of
the Free Church to develop closer ties with other evangelical Churches. This sense of
a growing desire for Christian unity was not limited to Cunningham and the Free
Church. In England, for example, the Anglican minister, Baptist Noel, of the
proprietary chapel of St John's, Bedford Row, had been encouraging union among
evangelicals since the 1820s. By the 1840s, a handful of Anglican evangelicals and a
194
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much larger number of moderate Dissenters were expressing the same sentiment. 197
In continental Europe, Mer le D' Aubigne, author of The History of the Reformation,
and others at Geneva sought to form a fraternal confederation of Evangelicals in
Switzerland during the mid 1830s, while in 1842 the Archdeacon of Danzig toured
Germany, Belgium, and France to promote friendship among established and
dissenting members of different Churches. 198 In America, the Presbyterian minister
William Patton of New York, in 1845, with the support of other leaders, wrote to John
Angell James, the well-known Congregational minister in England, urging the
cooperation of evangelical Churches. 199
There were three main causes of this increased interest in evangelical unity-the
recognition that divisions within Protestantism had hindered its mission; a mood of
millennia! expectation; and the resurgence of Roman Catholicism. T.R. Birks, son-inlaw and biographer of the Anglican minister, Edward Bickersteth, described the first
cause. There was, he said,

the growing conviction, in the minds of sincere Christians, belonging to different bodies, that
their real union of heart and judgment was far greater than the outward appearance. It was,
however, almost entirely hidden from the eyes of the world, by the variety and frequent bitterness
of ecclesiastical controversies. The evil thus arising was great and notorious, and had a most
200
pernicious effect in weakening the hands of Christians, and hindering the spread of the gospel.

Evangelicals, many of whom had been embroiled in protracted controversy, were
beginning to take seriously the command and prayer of Christ that his followers
should be one?01 As the Church historian, John Wolffe, has pointed out, they now
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viewed this to be "as much an obligation upon them as the texts which they felt
buttressed their denominational peculiarities. " 202 This was not merely an obligation,
however. It was also, they believed, a significant means to the spread of the gospel.
The unity of believers should affect outsiders who would see in that unity a
demonstration of the reality of Christ's presence in the believers' midst. 203
Secondly, bolstering this desire for unity, was the expectation in some quarters that
evangelical union might usher in the millennia! reign of Christ on earth. This was the
hope, for instance, of James Massie, a Manchester Independent minister. Similarly,
Edward Bickersteth urged unity as "a work entirely accordant with [God's] mind,"
during what he believed to be the last days, when Christ would return and the saints
would be raptured.

204

These expectations emanated from the renewed interest in

premillennialism, popularized by the flamboyant Edward lrving in a deluge of books
and lectures during the 1820s. Henry Drummond, a founding member of the Catholic
Apostolic Church, reinforced its dissemination by hosting premillennial prophetic
conferences at his Albury mansion in Surrey during the years 1826-1830. 205
Thirdly, the "growing zeal" of the Roman Catholic Church spurred Protestants to
"close their ranks." 206 The religious toleration secured by Catholic Emancipation in
1829 was still bitterly opposed by a significant body of Scottish Protestants;
immigration from Ireland was increasing, with Roman Catholics flooding into
Scotland, especially in the 1840s; and from 1845, the Oxford Movement in England
resulted in the widely-publicized secession from the Anglican Church to Rome of a
group of High Churchmen, the most prominent of whom was John Henry Newman?
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These events, according to historian J.F. Maclear, "ministered to Protestant anxieties
which broke into a storm of protest when the government proposed to triple its annual
202

Wolffe, "The Evangelical Alliance in the 1840s," 341.
John 17:21.
204
Wolffe, "The Evangelical Alliance in the 1840s," 341; Birks, Bickersteth, 356.
20
~.R. Needham, "Millennialism," DSCHT, 563.
206
Rainy, Cunningham, 252.
207
J.R. Wolffe, "Roman Catholicism," DSCHT, 728; Ewing, Goodly Fellowship, 11-12.
203

198

grant to the Irish Catholic seminary at Maynooth."208
In 1842, the undivided General Assembly had taken a step toward promoting
cooperation among Reformed and Presbyterian Churches throughout the world. 209
Deciding to celebrate the bicentenary of the Westminster Assembly in the upcoming
year, the Assembly invited other Presbyterian bodies to participate. 210 The meeting
was held at Canonmills Hall on 12 and 13 July 1843 and included a speech by
Cunningham, who had just recently returned from England where he had been
promoting the Free Church cause. Asked to speak on "the opposition of the
Westminster Assembly to Popery, Prelacy, and Erastianism," Cunningham touched
on the three major causes for the increased interest in Evangelical unity. 211 First, he
expressed the hope that:

all the Churches of Christ who hold the Head, and are the members of Christ's body, may dwell
together in love and unity,- may entertain and encourage kindly feelings towards each other;
always remembering that, as Churches of Christ and members of His body, they have in view a
212
common object, ... to promote the cause ofChrist.. ..

Loud applause had already punctuated his previous statement:

And I trust that God will so overrule events, as that we may not...be guilty of the sin and
egregious folly of contending with each other. I trust we have seen enough of the evils of
controversy among ourselves; and for my own part I will say that I will not be very easily led
.
. E . . 213
again into any controversy, unless it be against Popery, agamst Prelacy, or agamst rasttamsm.

Second, Cunningham voiced his hope that this cooperation "may contribute to the
bringing in of the glory of the latter day," reflecting the language of those who
208
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harbored the premillennial expectation of Christ's imminent retum_2 14 Considering
Cunningham' s own lack of strong millennia! convictions throughout his life, his
words indicate the pervasive influence of premillennialism on Evangelical movement
toward unity. A fellow minister who later tried to pin Cunningham down on his view
ofpremillennialism was held at bay by Cunningham's response that "he saw nothing
to alarm or repel in views which were entertained by some of the soundest among the
Westminster divines, but that, for himself, he had not as yet had leisure to look into
the matter."

215

His friend, John Bonar, would later write that Cunningharn's lack of

interest in the subject stemmed from the fact that millennialism did not form a part of
the Reformers' theology. 216
Third, in accordance with the committee's request, Cunningham spoke of the
necessity of evangelicals uniting to oppose error, especially Roman Catholicism,
prelacy, and erastianism, which he declared to be "rising in strength and influence. " 217
"Popery" received the most severe of Cunningham 's denunciations. It was, he said,
"the grand enemy of the Lord Jesus Christ" and "the corruption of everything about
Christian doctrine, government, discipline, and worship." 218 In a stem warning, he
told those in attendance that:

... the Church of Christ must be involved in ruinous error if at any time it be brought to believe,
that it ought to pay no regard to the schemes and machinations of the Papacy, and to think that no
danger is to be apprehended from the Man of Sin. Scripture assures us that Popery will not
change, that it must be destroyed. All other Churches may be refonned, but we know that the
Church of Rome .. .is not to be refonned, but to be destroyed by the brightness of Jehovah's
.
219
commg.

Cunningham summed up the positive and negative motivations for evangelical
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unity when he reminded his hearers that all Churches of Christ "have in view a
common object, and are called to contend against a common enemy."220 The
celebration had been called in part to strengthen the ties of Presbyterian bodies, but
Cunning ham broadened the scope of unity in his speech. Denouncing what he called
"gross" Erastianism and Prelacy "in the High Church sense of it," Cunningham went
on to say that differences regarding Church government should present no great
obstacle to their mutual cooperation.

221

This broader vision was reiterated when

Cunningham concluded by stating that "the truths to which our attention has now
been called, as contrasted with the opposite errors to which I have adverted, surely
afford important materials for a basis of union between the evangelical Churches of
Christendom. " 222
It was this broader spirit, as opposed to the narrow intent for the commemoration,

that led David King, minister of Greyfriars Secession Church in Glasgow, to write
that the Bicentenary of the Westminster Assembly most directly led to the formation
of the Evangelical Alliance in 1846. 223 One of the speakers at the Bicentenary had
been Robert Balmer, Professor of Theology for the United Secession Church. His call
for visible unity of all who belonged to Christ, first by cooperation in the things
agreed, and then by eventual incorporation, so moved United Secession elder John
Henderson, that he invited leading men in different denominations to each write an
essay on unity. Published as one volume in 1845, Essays on Christian Union
included a letter from the American Presbyterian minister, William Patton. In his
letter, Patton proposed the calling of an international meeting in London to be
attended by delegates from all evangelical Churches. The invitation for the
conference, he stipulated, should clearly spell out those essential doctrines held in
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common by all "consistent Protestants."

224

J-Iis suggestion was immediately

approved, but because of an atmosphere of suspicion in England engendered by the
Voluntary controversy, there was some question as to who was most suited to issue
the invitation and to draft the list of essential doctrines. King concluded that a
preliminary meeting should be held to develop the doctrinal basis, to which the
Anglican minister, John Angell James, agreed, but added that "the state of the parties
in England did not allow them to take the initiative and, therefore, the first move must
be made from Scotland. "

225

King then suggested to friends in other Scottish Churches

that this meeting might be held in Liverpool. This was agreed to, and in June 1845
Scottish ministers and laymen of seven ecclesiastical bodies, including Cunningham,
Chalmers, and Candlish from the Free Church, "issued a common circular to the
churches of England, Wales and Ireland to meet them through delegates at
Liverpool." 226
On 1 October 1845, 216 Church leaders, representing twenty denominations,
began the three-day conference at the Medical Hall in Liverpool. Expectations were
mixed. Opponents and supporters alike predicted one of two outcomes:

... either the meeting would be a holiday affair-a shaking of hands, a bandying of compliments,
while consistency was forgotten, conviction smothered, and truth sacrificed--or, if the parties
assembling should speak out freely, the statement of differences would embitter alienations ... till
the combustible materials would ignite and explode, to the shame and scandal of the christian
. 227
pro fiess10n.

Edward Bickersteth arrived with "fear and trembling;" others never arrived, being so
apprehensive of the outcome that they turned around and returned home without ever
reaching Liverpoo1. 228 Although there was disagreement, especially when carrying
224
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out the task of drawing up a list of fundameptal doctrines, two resolutions helped to
dissipate misgivings to the extent that a credal basis for membership was finally
hammered out. The first resolution relieved them from any "compromise of their own
views, or sanction of those of others, on the points on which they differ;" the second
relieved them from committing their respective Churches to the Evangelical Alliance,
as it was to be an alliance of individual Christians and not of denominations. 229
The high point of the conference, however, and that which did more to alleviate
strife and foster unity than any single resolution or speech, occurred early Friday
evening, the last day of the convention. Once the delegates had reassembled for the
evening session, the 133rd Psalm was sung, James Massie offered the opening prayer,
and John Brown of Edinburgh, with whom Cunningham had so acrimoniously
contended during the Voluntary controversy, was called to the Chair. Bickersteth
then offered a resolution calling for "humiliation before God and His Church, for all
the divisions of the Christian Church, and especially for everything which we
ourselves may have aforetime spoken, in theological and ecclesiastical discussions,
contrary to speaking the truth in love .... " The motion was seconded, and then,
unexpectedly, Cunningham rose to speak. "My sole reason," he stated,

for attempting to speak at this early period of the evening is my wish to say, what I have
repeatedly said before, that I concur most cordially in the expressions of contrition and
humiliation which this Motion embodies. I feel and know that I myself have been no slight
offender. I trust that I have sometimes felt sincere repentance for harsh judgments, and harsh
words employed in theological and controversial discussions .... so strong often are the
temptations to indulge in undue severities, and so great is the deceitfulness of the human heart,
that there is an adequate call and abundant reason for our not only expressing our regret for past
short-comings, but publicly and deliberately under the influence of the feelings we now cherish,
and, by the aid of Divine grace, resolving that we will take care again not to offend in this way.
230
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Then, turning to John Brown, Cunningham concluded: "and I feel it to be in some
respects peculiarly satisfactory and gratifying, that. ..I have the opportunity of making,
such statements as these in a Meeting over which you, Sir, preside."231
The response to Cunningham's remarks was recorded in the Proceedings of the
convocation: "The effect produced on the brethren by the concluding sentence of this
address it is impossible to describe; silence for a moment-and then a loud burst of
feeling, indicative of the admiration felt by the Meeting at the Christian dignity and
grace of the acknowledgment. "

232

John Brown immediately rose, deeply affected,

and confessed that he too had erred. Acknowledging that even during their
estrangement he had never ceased to admire Cunningham, he concluded by stating
that "henceforth, I shall esteem and love him more than ever."233 Immediately
applause started again.

234

Not only was this a fruit of the convocation, they believed,

but "signs of the working in their midst of the Spirit of divine love." 235 Massie, who
had opened the meeting with prayer, later wrote that the "candour and honourably
ingenuous acknowledgments of [Cunningham] occasioned one of the most
memorable displays of Christian magnanimity and tenderness witnessed in the history
of the church."236
Those who attended the Liverpool Conference considered it a success-they
passed all resolutions unanimously; they determined to organize officially as the
Evangelical Alliance in London the following summer; and many remained in their
seats after the conclusion of the last meeting, "as if reluctant to quit when the business
was concluded."237 Outside the Conference, however, there was opposition. The
Established Churches spoke by their absence-only fifteen attended from the Church
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of England, four from the Church of Ireland_, and two from the Church of Scotland. 238
The Anglican clergy in Liverpool held a meeting the week before the conference and
unanimously agreed to boycott the meeting. A paper from the pen of one member of
that group charged the Free Church and other denominations represented there with
schism and insisted that, before the Anglican clergy of Liverpool would join the
movement, those denominations guilty of schism must first "return to the unity of the
Church."

239

North of the Tweed, the pro-Church of Scotland periodical, Macphail's

Edinburgh Ecclesiastical Journal, weighed in against the Liverpool Conference.
After mocking Cunningham' s apology to Brown, the writer declared that "those who
are Sectarians in principle and practice," are "totally in the dark as to the remedy of
[schism] and the attainment of [union]. " 240 In truth, this attack, which focused
primarily on the Free Church, was motivated by more than the events leading up to
the Disruption. Ministers in the Church of Scotland had in fact been snubbed. What
invitations they received arrived late. 241
The response of the Established Church was no surprise; of more consequence to
Cunningham and other Free Church leaders was the response of ministers and
members within its own ranks. At the October meeting of the Edinburgh presbytery,
dedicated to furthering the ideals of the Liverpool Conference, Cunningham followed
Candlish and Begg with a speech designed to unify Free Church sentiment. After
stating that those who attended the meeting ought to take courage from it and give
thanks to God for it, Cunningham continued:

As ministers of Christ, however, they ought never to forget that there was a higher ultimate object
to be aimed at by all who loved the Lord Jesus Christ, and that was not merely union as far as
they were agreed, with the entire absence of compromise on their points of difference, but the
aiming at entire agreement on all points. They were somewhat in danger of forgetting or
overlooking this, that so long as the Christian Church was broken up by denominational
238
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differences, there was something wrong, something to be deplored, something for which to be
humbled, and an important object still to be gain~d. He would farther say, in virtue of what he
had seen at Liverpool, that a higher measure of Christian union, might with reason be more
confidently expected, and more fervently prayed for. He thought that the Lord had placed them in
circumstances, and set before them events, well fitted to strengthen their faith, and to lead them to
ask for great things in regard to all matters connected with the welfare of the Church ofChrist. 242

Six weeks later, on Monday, 1 December 1845, a public meeting in Canonmills Hall
was held to encourage the evangelical cooperation called for at the Liverpool
Conference. Although Cunningham was too busy to speak at the meeting, he wrote
the chairman of the event, reiterating his approval of the Alliance and acknowledging
that difficulties "may, indeed, arise in the way of accomplishing all that may be
. d.... ,243
desue
The most immediate difficulties for the Free Church emanated from ministers in its
own communion who began to express reservations about the proposed Alliance.
Objections were being raised in "many private communications" to Free Church
leaders who had attended the Liverpool Conference and in "the various Presbyteries
of the Church."244 In a lengthy debate of the Glasgow presbytery on 4 February 1846,
for instance, it was agreed, by a vote of twelve to ten, to overture the General
Assembly "to withhold their countenance from any scheme for promoting union
which would compromise our principles .... " 245 The objections being raised were not
unlike the misgivings harbored by those who had attended the Conference, misgivings
which had been, it will be recalled, allayed by resolutions making the Alliance an
organization of individuals who, with respect to their differences, were not
compromising their own beliefs nor sanctioning those of other members.

246

Apprehension and disagreement over the Alliance within the Free Church grew to
such an extent that Cunningham, Chalmers, and Candlish invited ministers to
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Edinburgh for a private meeting to be held oq Tuesday, 3 March 1846, the day before
the meeting of the Commission of Assembly. Discussion was heated and
lengthy-apologies were made, and an extra day was given to the debate. After two
days, some had been persuaded; others had not. 247 Continued disagreement led to
what some have called the "first formal debate" in the Free Church. 248 It occurred in
the General Assembly later that year when Candlish and the Glasgow Free Church
minister, James Gibson, made opposing motions. In a speech supporting Candlish's
motion, Cunningham summarized the practical effect of both motions: Candlish's
would have the Church remain silent on the Alliance and leave the choice of joining
or not to individual ministers, while Gibson's would have the Church condemn the
Alliance and disapprove of ministers who joined. 249 Then Cunningham pointed out
the fallacy in thinking of the Alliance as a Church, which he believed answered all
objections against it. "The sum and substance," he stated, "of what had yet been done
in this matter was, that a number of ministers of different denominations, and of
course differing from each other upon many points, had met together, to consult about
alleviating the evils of a divided Church and promoting Christian union ... and there
was surely nothing in all this to require the Church to interfere in the matter
authoritatively .... " 250 In a warning to the Free Church "in her present circumstances,"
Cunningham reminded the Assembly of the unwarranted interference by the General
Assembly of 1651 in the affairs of individual ministers, which effectively split the
Church of Scotland into Protesters and Resolutioners. 251 In the end, the motion put
forth by Candlish won by a vote of 311 to seven.
While Cunningham and other Free Church leaders were successfully averting an
intense effort to end Free Church involvement in the Evangelical Alliance, the
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Alliance began to encounter opposition from ynemies of the Free Church. The
General Assembly of 1846, it will be recalled, was the occasion for a convergence on
Edinburgh of radical abolitionists demanding that the Free Church "send back the
money." Within a few months of the Assembly the intensity of that campaign waned,
partly because the abolitionists realized their efforts had largely failed, but also
because they hoped to achieve more success elsewhere. "The fierce storm of
abolition agitation," wrote one contributor to the Free Church Magazine in October
1846, "with which we were lately visited has been transferred to England, and instead
of being directed against our Free Church, now spends its fury on the Evangelical
Alliance! " 252
As early as November 1845, British anti-slavery societies had been attempting to
discover what stance the Alliance would take on slavery, since American Christians
were to be included.

253

The Glasgow Emancipation Society put the question before

the organizers in early 1846 with a tract entitled, The Evangelical Alliance: Will
Slave holders Be Admitted to Membership in It and Will Its Influence Go to Support
and Perpetuate Slavery? 254 Soon afterwards, the secretary of the British and Foreign

Anti-Slavery Society, John Scoble, lodged an official protest with the London
Division of the Alliance Provisional Committee, imploring them to deny fellowship to
all "who either directly participate or acquiesce, in upholding the enslavement of their
fellow men. " 255 And in March, after discussing the same issue, abolitionist ministers
attending the meeting of the Scottish Division of the Alliance Provisional Committee
pledged to change the basis for union at the approaching plenary session of the
Provisional Committee at Birmingham.
"Thus," writes J.F. Maclear, "the Birmingham Conference, the final preparation
for the Evangelical Alliance, opened in April 1846 under the new cloud of slavery
252
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con roversy.

,256

F

.
d.
.
.
or a tlme, 1scuss1on vaclll~ted between two positions, some

seeking to exclude slaveholders, while other more moderate delegates wanted to
avoid antagonizing American Protestants, which would decrease the possibility of an
international ecumenical union. At the end of the day the delegates accepted a
compromise suggested by Candlish: though slaveholders would not be specifically
excluded, "invitations ought not to be sent to individuals, who, whether by their own
fault or otherwise, may be in the unhappy position of holding their fellow-men as
slaves."

257

Although this course of action satisfied many at the conference, it clearly

annoyed Chalmers and no doubt Cunningham, who had for some time been trying to
keep the slavery issue from interfering with relations between the Free Church and
American Christians. 258
By the time the Evangelical Alliance officially convened in London on 19 August
1846, it had become entangled over the slavery question. Southern American

evangelicals, almost without exception, stayed hon1e, while the British evangelicals,
and the Americans who did attend, were all preoccupied with American slavery.
After several days of animated discussions, no agreement could be reached between
American and British evangelicals regarding membership of slaveholders. At the
suggestion of William Patton, two alliances would be formed-one in Britain and one
in America. The profound sense of failure found expression in one delegate's
outburst: "This is virtually a dissevering of the Alliance. We are now to have a
British Alliance, instead of having, what has heretofore been the charm and the glory
of the whole project, an Alliance for the world." 259 William Lloyd Garrison, who had
traveled to London to speak out against the Alliance, wrote to a friend telling of its
demise: "What a fact to chronicle in the nineteenth century, that a body claiming to
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have been divinely suggested, and composed of the holiest men on earth crumbled at
.
'
the touch of the Slave Power, and vanished into thin air, so that it is no longer visible
to the eye, or palpable to the touch! 260
Within a few months, the British branch organized, agreeing to exclude
slaveholders, which alienated American evangelicals, and the American branch failed
to organize at all.

261

Interest in the Evangelical Alliance in Britain, however, was

maintained. The London convocation had not been a complete failure. Nearly a year
later, on 14 June 1847, Cunningham addressed a packed Music Hall in Edinburgh on
the subject of the principles of the British organization of the Alliance. In an
admission of the organization's struggles, Cunningham declared that anyone not
anticipating difficulties with a movement of this nature "must know little of human
nature and of the history of the Church. " 262 The Alliance, nonetheless, was "the most
important movement to the great object of the Saviour's prayer, which had marked
the history of the Christian Church since the period of the Reforn1ation."263 It was
time, he declared, to "do something by union for important common Christian objects,
and at the same time ... [to] be paving the way for that more complete union upon
which the Christian heart alone could rest with complacency, and which alone could
be a full realization of the Saviour's prayer." 264
Complete union was a noble goal. And Cunningham had earnestly desired to
strengthen communion among evangelicals throughout the world. But the goal of a
worldwide Evangelical Alliance had failed before it started, and after the early years,
support in Scotland became "intermittent and lukewarm. " 265 Cunningham, himself,
seems to have lost interest after 1847. Nevertheless, through his involvement in the
260
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movement, he had expanded his own sphere <?f influence among evangelicals
nationally and internationally. His efforts on behalf of the Evangelical Alliance,
making speeches, attending meetings, and especially seeking Brown's forgiveness at
a public forum, helped to repair his reputation with Voluntary Churchmen in
Scotland. His trip to America and his subsequent stance on communion with
Churches in the slaveholding States had enabled him to maintain relationships with
American evangelicals at a time when many in Britain were unable to do so. He had
also risen to a new level of influence within the Free Church itself, partly through the
"Send Back the Money Campaign." At the end of May 1847, Thomas Chalmers died.
Not unexpectedly, Cunningham succeeded him as Principal ofNew College.
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5
SEMPER REFORMANDA (1845-1855)
((There is hardly a Popish scheme which Satan could suggest that would not gain
the concurrence of the British Government and Parliament as at present
constituted. "

I

At the age of forty two, William Cunningham succeeded Thomas Chalmers as
1

Principal of New College. In his inaugural lecture on 9 November 1847
Cunningham characterized Chalmers's death as "the severest blow" the institution
could receive? This was the second time death had robbed the four-year-old college
of one of its professors and the second time it had directly affected Cunningham's
responsibilities there. Cunningham had previously accepted the Chair of Church
History following David Welsh's death in 1845. 3 Having begun his tenure at New
College as Junior Professor of Theology, teaching prolegomena, the move to Church
history was a welcome one. 4 Here he could not only teach a subject for which he was
uniquely qualified, but also teach it in a way that fitted his disposition-covering the
history of doctrine, polemically describing the leading controversies of the Church in
the past. 5 Consistent with this emphasis, Cunningham preferred the designation,
Professor of Historical and Polemic Theology, to that of Professor of Church History.
Cunningham continued as Professor after becoming Principal and thus was in a
position to exert tremendous influence on the lives of his students as well as the
direction of New College itself.
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As might be expected, however, Cunningham's early years at New College were
not without controversy. Two of his most significant battles, in fact, would consume
many waking hours between 1845 and 1855. The first, the Roman Catholic
controversy, was his "favorite"-nothing, he believed, was "more deserving of the
attention of religious men;" the second, which later came to be known as the College
controversy, was probably his least favorite and surely the most personal of his public
6

battles. If there were a common thread running through the two, it was
Cunningham' s desire to foster the faith and practice of the Reformation, both by
hindering the advance of Roman Catholicism and by establishing New College as an
international center of Reformed scholarship.
Anti-Catholicism can, of course, be traced back to the Reformation, with
Protestant agitation ebbing and flowing through the years somewhat in concert with
external stimuli. Although the late 1700s and early 1800s enjoyed a lull in activity,
the years of Cunningham's ministry, with few

exc~ptions,

were times of intense anti-

Catholicism. Protestant efforts to check legislative concessions to Catholics, promote
loyalty to Protestantism, and engage in missions to Catholics were fueled by
theological, sociological, and political factors. First, the evangelical revival, so
conspicuous in the 1820s, had heightened awareness of the differences between
Protestant and Catholic belief. 7 Reformation debates, particularly those over
authority and the means of grace, were revived. Protestants held that Scripture alone
was the final authority for faith and practice. They, therefore, viewed with aversion
the Roman Catholic notion, formulated at the Council of Trent (1546) during the
Catholic Reformation, that Scripture and tradition are equivalent authorities and are to
6
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be venerated "with equal affection of piety a11d reverence. " 8 Inflaming this dispute
was the Reformers' identification of antichrist with the Roman papacy, a position
taken up again by Protestants in the nineteenth century. Prone to raise the ire of
Protestants nearly as much as the question of authority was that of the means of grace,
especially with respect to justification. Martin Luther's contention of an alien
righteousness imputed to an individual through faith had been formally repudiated by
the Tridentine statement on justification. This Catholic formulation instead ratified
the necessity of human cooperation and the sacraments, condemning those who held
that man can be justified through faith alone. Such debates reflected points of real
theological difference between Roman Catholics and Protestants, and the polemical
approach that accompanied them only intensified the centuries-long controversy. 9
Second, as Irish migration to Scotland and England escalated during a time of
resurgence in the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland, "Rome seemed to lie
immediately across the Irish sea." 10 After 1815, the slow but steady flow of Irish into
Britain during the eighteenth century increased to such an extent that by the time of
the Disruption, the Roman Catholic Church, a negligible and dwindling minority
throughout much of the eighteenth century, was a clearly visible factor in Scotland,
especially in the Clyde valley. In Glasgow, for example, during the famine of 1848,
up to 1000 Irish migrants arrived each week, and by 1851, the Irish-born made up
18.2 per cent of the population there. Attracted by the industrial revolution and the
demands of the cotton mills and coal mines for cheap labor, the Irish migrants, mostly
Roman Catholic, often competed with native Protestants for employment,
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compounding an already entrenched sectarianjsm. 11 With the substantial increase in
the number of Roman Catholics in Scotland came a rapid building of chapels-a
visible manifestation of the fact recorded by A.L. Drummond and J. Bulloch that "the
Irish made the Roman Catholic Church in the nineteenth century ... by far the fastest
growing church in Scotland."

12

The revitalization of Catholicism in Scotland was

accompanied by an increase in Catholic militancy in Ireland, especially by the
celebrated Irish national agitator, Daniel O'Connell, and by the enthusiastic hope
south of the Tweed that England might be won again to the ancient faith. 13
Third, an ever-widening toleration and support of Roman Catholicism by
Parliament played into Protestant fears that the British political system, with what
many considered its inherently Protestant constitution created at the Revolution of
1688, might eventually be subverted. 14 This concern, it will be recalled, had been
voiced in Scotland at the introduction of the Emancipation Act of 1829, which when
passed actually strengthened Protestant agitation against Catholicism. 15 A Catholic
writer in 1831, notes John Wolffe, "complained of the polemical onslaught which was
being waged against the faith, on platforms and in the press •... " 16 There was a lull in
Protestant activity in 1832 and 1833, but it revived in 1834, reached a peak in the
summer of 1835, and remained at a high level until 1841. A new wave of agitation
began with the Maynooth Act of 1845, introduced by Sir Robert Peel's government. 17
Peel, cognizant of the fact that despite several centuries of Protestant efforts to
convert Irish Roman Catholics, nearly three-quarters of Irishmen were still in some
sense Catholic, proposed to triple the annual grant to Maynooth, the leading Roman
11
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Catholic seminary in Ireland, and remove it from annual parliamentary debate by
making it a permanent charge on the consolidated fund. 18 The new wave of"No
Popery" frenzy aroused by Peel's Maynooth Act would continue throughout the
decade and rise to its highest level in seventy years over the decision by Pi us IX in
1850 to restore Roman Catholic episcopal hierarchy in England. 19
In 1845, as Peel introduced the Maynooth Act, Cunningham republished The
Doctrines and Practices of the Church of Rome by Edward Stillingfleet, Anglican

bishop of Worcester during the latter part of the seventeenth century. With
Cunningham's extensive preface and notes as lengthy as the original work, the new
edition provided a compendium of the disputed points between Protestants and
Catholics. Noting its republication, the Free Church Magazine stated that "Popery
has recovered ... and is putting forth perfectly amazing vigour and energy, in the
endeavour to resume her deadly power. It is high time for all Protestants to resume
their long-neglected controversial weapons, and to prepare for the renewed
conflict."

° Cunningham's additions, it continued, brought the subject up to the

2

present day and "is a work beyond our praise."21
Cunningham's edition of Stillingfleet had first appeared in 1837. At a meeting in
Edinburgh of the newly-formed Protestant Association, in December 1835,
Cunningham had referred to A Papist Misrepresented and Represented. This
apologia for the Roman Catholic Church, originally published in 1685, had seen
nearly thirty editions. Cunningham believed that the book, written by the English
Catholic priest, J. Gother, had been intended to foster Catholic ascendency in Britain
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by explaining "away all that is offensive and lpathsome about Popery .... " 22 Though
he severely criticized the work during the meeting, he acknowledged that it was "a
very clever pamphlet. "

23

This four-word description, devoid of its context, soon

afterwards appeared prominently in a prospectus for a new edition of Gother's book
in an attempt to capitalize on Cunningham' s name. The prospectus, which was
circulated "from house to house, in newspapers, and on the walls," was written in
such a way as to make it difficult for a layperson to know whether Gother was in
favor of Catholicism or against it.

24

Cunningham immediately determined to

republish Stillingfleet, which he completed in 1837. "The leading object," he wrote
in the preface, "indeed is to incite to the study of the popish controversy, and to point
out the sources from which sound views, and full information upon the subject may

. d .... ,25
be denve
Believing that many in Scotland and America "seem determined to believe nothing
unfavourable of Popery," Cunningham argued that the "point to be ascertained is not
the opinion of individuals, but. .. what it is that the Church of Rome teaches .... " 26 This
could be found in her authoritative standards. After citing a discrepancy between two
recent Catholic translations of the Catechism of the Council of Trent into English
from Latin, Cunningham continued: "We must, then, examine for ourselves the
authorized standards of Popish doctrine in the original language, and not take our
views of their meaning implicitly either from Popish representations or
translations." 27 The immediate reason to peruse the writings of this debate was to
counter current positive views of Catholicism, but Cunningham also pointed out a
more general reason to do so.
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There is no department of theological literature which affords finer displays of talent and learning
than t~e contro~ersy with the Church of Rome, and none which furnishes fuller scope for the
exercise of the mtellectual powers. Many men seem to suppose that Popery is ... such a mass of
downright absurdity, that it would be mere trifling and waste of time to read, with attention, what
has been written for or against it. Such persons, however, only manifest their ignorance, and
would be very likely themselves to fall a prey to the arts of Popish priests .... The subjects of
dispute between Papists and Protestants extend over the whole field of divine revelation. In
almost every department of scriptural truth, with regard either to doctrine or duty, there is some
Popish heresy or corruption which should be refuted and exposed?8

Cunningham not only covered the specific points in dispute between Protestants
and Catholics, but also generally categorized Roman Catholicism as the "Man of Sin"
referred to in 2 Thessalonians 2:2-13, stating explicitly what others only implied.
"Every particular mentioned in these verses," he wrote, "has been fulfilled in the
doctrines and practices of the Church of Rome .... " 29 Reflecting his own interpretation
of Roman Catholicism's place in the history of the Church, Cunningham wrote that:

When God created man after his own image, Satan resolved to tempt him to commit sin; and was
permitted to succeed. Since man fell, there have been three leading forms of the true religion, all
embodying the same fundamental principles-the Patriarchal, the Jewish, and the Christian. The
great enemy of mankind having secured a most important advantage in man's fall, has exerted
himself to corrupt and pervert each of these forms of the true religion .... Under his agency the
Patriarchal religion degenerated among the mass of mankind into Paganism; the Mosaic
into ... Pharisaism; and the Christian religion into Popery. 30

Catholicism, Cunningham continued, was like paganism in that idolatry, "that is,
worshipping those who are no gods, or worshipping God by images," was the leading
feature of both, though in a mitigated form in Roman Catholicism.

31

Catholicism was

like Pharisaism especially in:

That it was founded not upon the written Word of God, but upon the traditions of men; that the
28
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t~ue ground of a sinner's hope ~~s obscured, if not overthrown, by a principle of selfnghteousness; that personal rehg1on was supposed. to consist in the observance of outward rites
and ceremonies, rather than in genuine holiness of heart and life; and that to a considerable extent
the authority of the divine law was made void by human traditions. 32

Cunningham had produced an inexpensive edition of Stillingfleet's work, adapting it
to the present stage of the Protestant-Roman Catholic controversy. Many in
Edinburgh believed it to be a significant expose of Catholic efforts to make Roman
Catholicism appear more palatable to Protestants by toning down aspects of their
theology typically offensive to Protestants. 33 The work was incisive, replete with
historical detail, and a reflection of Cunningham's extensive study on the subject.
According to his biographer, "Cunningham has not left anything behind him that
displays his learning more remarkably .... " 34
Negative comments in the reviews of Cunningham's edition of Stillingfleet were
limited-his occasional "severity" of language or "excessive fear" of the revival of
Catholicism in Britain-but a notorious incident in 1836 brought him bad press and a
law suit.

35

At a Protestant meeting in Edinburgh in 1836, with the Earl of Dalhousie

present and the Marquis of Tweeddale in the chair, Cunningham accused Catholics of
having threatened to use their growing influence to hinder the circulation of an
upcoming edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica unless they were allowed to have
editorial involvement in articles relating to Roman Catholicism. He also accused the
Britannica editors of bowing to their pressure. There were, he said, in the new

edition, "plain traces of Popish influences in altering several articles from the way in
which they stood in former editions. " 36 The proprietor of the Britannic a, Adam
Black, immediately sued Cunningham for damages. Having received the information
32
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about editorial concessions from an Episcopal _minister who now refused to go public,
Cunningham backed down, publishing a retraction. "I am now satisfied " he stated

'

'

"that the information on which I acted does not warrant the inference that any
concession was made, or any inference injurious to the character of the
'Encyclopaedia Britannica. "'

37

At his own expense he also attempted to circulate the

apology as widely as the offense. The apology of course was cited against him by
foes, but as friends informed him of instances of this, he smiled and said nothing
against them; instead, out of a kind of self-contempt that arose in him when he
realized he had gone too far in a statement, he spoke only against himself. Although
Cunningham' s foes benefited from the incident, Cunningham also discovered that he
had many friends. All the expenses of his apology were covered by others. 38
The next year, 183 7, the Edinburgh Protestant Association invited Cunningham to
speak on the subject of justification. In his speech, he showed that he was no mere
Catholic-hater. Although the system of Catholicism was apostate and destined for
destruction, the individual Catholic was in need of conversion. The Roman Church,
he felt, had by her corruption of the doctrine of justification obscured the path to
salvation. It is, he said, "the heresy which she maintains upon this subject, which
more than any of her other tenets is attended with danger to men's souls." 39 Instead
of the "great doctrine of the Reformation," that of justification by faith alone,
Catholics, Cunningham argued, held to a doctrine of human merit. 40 With the
assistance of divine grace, good works before justification prepare a person for
salvation; good works after justification "merit a continuance and increase of grace,
and even heaven and eternal happiness." 41 Believing that these views degraded Jesus
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"to the level of a mere auxiliary in the work of, our justification," Cunningham noted
the similarity between them and the erroneous doctrines propagated by false teachers
in the Church of Galatia.

42

Summing up the Apostle Paul's denunciation of those

views, Cunningham stated that, "if you seek justification through the works of the
law, or indeed from any other source than Christ, you lose all benefit of him, you
exclude yourselves from all interest in the divine method of justification.... " 43
Cunningham spoke out frequently against Catholicism, sometimes addressing
doctrinal issues, other times addressing political ones. On Wednesday, 2 April 1845,
one day before Peel formally introduced his Bill to substantially enhance the
Maynooth grant, Cunningham supported Candlish' s motion in the Edinburgh
presbytery to petition both houses of Parliament against the proposal. 44 At first,
Cunningham had been opposed to this step for two reasons-one pragmatic, the other
theological. First he saw little prospect that the petition would have much effect.
Second, reminiscent of the Southern presbyterian notion of the "spirituality of the
Church," he was uncomfortable with the Church, as Church, engaging in agitation
outside "its own church avocations."45 He felt instead that it would be more
appropriate to proclaim their own views as individuals and inform their people of the
same. By April, however, opposition to Peel's measure had increased to such an
extent throughout Britain that many no longer viewed the effort as hopeless. 46
Cunningham now intimated that his objections to petitioning were removed, but, as
evident in his support of Candlish's motion, for a different reason.
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I .cannot ~ay that ~y opi~ion is yet much shaken as to the hopelessness of preventing this national
SI~, n.otw1thst~ndmg the mcreased zeal and activity ?fthe community; for one cannot help
thmkmg that, m the present state of affairs, there is hardly an infidel or Popish scheme which
Satan could suggest that would not, humanly speaking, gain the concurrence of the British
Government and Parliament as at present constituted; and I have no doubt that the grant to
Maynooth will also gain their concurrence. There is, however, I am happy to think, good and
satisfactory grounds for expecting that important and beneficial results will flow from the
movement,-not, perhaps, in preventing the perpetration of the iniquity, but in rallying
Evangelical Dissenters on Protestant ground .... 4

The zenith of the anti-Maynooth agitation, writes historian J. Wolffe, occurred
between 30 April and 3 May, when 1039 delegates from all over the United Kingdom
attended a conference in London at the Crown and Anchor Tavem. 49 On 29 April, the
eve of the conference, opponents of the Bill held a "Great Anti-Maynooth

°

Demonstration" at the Music Hall in Edinburgh. 5 Cunningham, speaking at the
meeting, distinguished between the Catholic Relief Bill and the Maynooth Bill, giving
his reasons for supporting the former while opposing the latter. After noting that
opposition to the Maynooth grant was the bond uniting the various groups represented
at the meeting, he stated that the tendency of the measure, unlike that of the Relief
Bill, was to "promote the spread, and prolong the duration, ofPopery." 51 He had no
problem, Cunningham continued, when necessary to accomplish something the
Presbyterian Church was unable to do, contributing to Churches which contain the
main truths of Christianity-Baptists, Congregationalists, or Episcopalians-but he
could not support Roman Catholicism. Not only because it did not contain all the
main truths, but also for apocalyptic reasons. There is, he stated, "a sin mentioned in
the Scriptures which is to be signally marked with punishment, namely, when the
kings of this world give their power to the Beast, which just means,-laying aside the
symbolical language of inspiration,- applying the national means to perpetuate
Antichrist. " 52
48
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In May, Cunningham spoke at a banquet il). Edinburgh held to oppose the
endowment of Maynooth. His words revealed a less adamant stance on the
establishment principle than during the Voluntary controversy. Speaking in an effort
to show how Voluntaries and Free Churchmen might reasonably unite in opposition
against the Maynooth grant, Cunningham stated that the Free Church was not
prepared to abandon the establishment principle, but might be prepared for Parliament
to abandon the practice. Proponents of Maynooth had put forth the argument that the
endowment was based on a principle of justice. The maintenance of an established
Church for a part of the population, they argued, should require a similar provision for
others. If this principle were to be accepted, Cunningham stated, it would be better
for the government to discontinue the establishments. This was especially true in the
case of Ireland.

The obligation to promote the cause of God was not limited to individuals, but was extended to
man in his public capacity. But they were not to do evil that good might come, the more
especially as there was another way by which the evil now proposed to be done could be
3
avoided,-namely, by sweeping away the Irish Church Establishment altogether. 5

In spite of Protestant protests, the agitation against Maynooth was too fragmented to
affect the outcome of the Bill. On 30 June 1845, it received the royal assent. 54
The Maynooth grant had generated a great amount of resistance primarily because
it was viewed as fostering Roman Catholicism. For evangelicals, however, especially
Anglicans, it was also seen as encouraging the even more sinister "Romanizing
designs of the Tractarians." 55 Tractarianism, alternately known as the Oxford
Movement, was so named because of ninety tracts published in Oxford between 1833
and 1841 by Anglican high Churchmen including John Henry Newrnan, John Keble,

53

Rainy, Cunningham, 318.
Wolffe, The Protestant Crusade, 210, 199.
55
Machin, Politics and the Churches in Great Britain, 171.
54

223

and Edward Pusey. Inflaming evangelical fears of Tractarianism at the time of the
Maynooth proposal was Newman's conversion to Roman Catholicism during that
same year. Cunningham, having believed for some time what Tractarians so
deliberately denied-that Tractarianism tended toward Catholicism-pointed out that
with the secession ofNewman and some of his followers, the matter was "now
practically decided. " 56
Born during a perceived crisis in the Church of England with respect to the nature
and authority of the Church and her ministry, the Oxford Movement was an attempt to
rescue the Church from spiritual disaster. 57 The immediate event which gave rise to
the movement was the Church temporalities (Ireland) bill introduced by the Whig
government in the House ofConlmons on 12 February 1833. As a part of Whig
Church reform, the bill in effect abolished two archbishoprics and eight bishoprics of
what some felt to be a top-heavy Church for so small a Protestant population. 58 As
Church historian, Owen Chadwick, argues, "By annihilating ten bishoprics the Whig
government invited the English clergy to open their eyes to apostolic succession and
its connexion with the independent authority of the church." 59 It is not surprising then
that tracts by the "Oxford divines" emphasized the importance of apostolic
succession. In addition, some tracts encouraged a high view of the sacraments and
dependence upon the early Church Fathers for the interpretation of Scripture.
It was this last emphasis that Cunningham particularly rejoined in his lectures at

New College and in an article for the North British Review. This necessarily involved
him in a discussion of the rule of faith, or, as Cunningham summarized it, "Where is
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the supernaturally revealed will of God to be found?" 60

The Protestant answer to this infinitely important question is, that it is to be found in the canonical
Scripture, ex~luding t~e Apocrypha, and nowhere else. The Popish answer is, that it is to be
foun~ partly m the wntten word, including the Apocrypha, and partly in unwritten tradition, i.e.
doctrmes and precepts al~eged to have been delivered orally by Christ and his apostles, and to
have been handed down m unbroken succession in the church. 61

Cunningham believed the differences between Roman Catholics and Tractarians on
this point to be "slight and insignificant," both relying on Scripture and tradition
jointly as the rule of faith and both systems, therefore, are "to be ascribed to the
agency of the father of lies .... "

62

Pusey' s argument that Catholics held tradition and

Scripture to be coordinate authorities while Tractarians held tradition to be
subordinate to Scripture provoked from Cunningham the charge of "a very
discreditable, if not a positively dishonest misrepresentation. " 63
Pusey's views, however, were not Cunningham's greatest concern. Cunningham
considered Newman the able scholar in the group and he devoted an entire article in
the North British Review to refuting Newman's "Essay on the Development of
Christian Doctrine." Written before Newman decided to leave the Church of England
for the Church of Rome, N ewman' s essay, Cunningham wrote, was "substantially an
exposition of the process of thought by which he convinced himself of the truth of
Romanism, and of the course of argumentation by which he thinks that system can be
best defended. " 64 Newman, in other words, had devised a sophisticated argument
justifying not only Catholic reliance upon unwritten tradition traceable to Christ and
the apostles, but also upon modern developments in the Church with no obvious
connection to the apostles. In place of a "chain of testimonies to apostolic times,"
Newman's system relied on the Church of Rome as a "developing authority" to
60
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legitimize what it held to be true developments of apostolic doctrine, though, in
Cunningham' s words, "never taught by the apostles [nor] "heard of till centuries after
their death."

65

These doctrines surfaced later, Newman argued, because "time is

necessary for the full comprehension and perfection of great ideas." 66 Cunningham
agreed with the notion of a subjective development of doctrine, in the sense that
individuals and Churches should increase in understanding of "what is actually
contained in, or deducible from, the statements of the written word .... " 67 Objective
development, however, which Cunningham believed Newman assumed throughout
his essay, was another matter. Rather than an increase in the knowledge of God's
revealed will as found in the Scriptures, objective development changes, adds to, or
even diminishes that revelation. This theory of development, posited Cunningham,

manifestly implies that the revelation made by Christ and His apostles was very defective and
imperfect,-was greatly influenced, even as to its substance, by local and temporary causes,-that
it was not adapted or fitted for permanent and universal application,-that it stands much in need
of enlargements and improvements, -and that these enlargements and improvements might be
made, as circumstances suggested or required, by men themselves, without divine inspiration.
This is just the fundamental principle of the modern German Rationalists; and of all who hold it,
whether Rationalists or Romanists, it may be said with truth, that they would act a more
straightforward part if they would openly deny the divine origin and authority of the New
68
Testament.

Whether or not the Maynooth grant fostered Tractarianism, it was not the last
effort by the government \Vhich gave rise to Protestant agitation. The Catholic
Emancipation Act of 1829 had opened the door for the reemergence of Roman
Catholics into the mainstream of national life, but ancient disabilities still remained.
It was still illegal, for example, for the British.government to negotiate with or to

conduct business with the pope and for Roman Catholic bishops to assume territorial
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titles.

69

With the resurgence of vigorous Catholic nationalist agitation in Ireland,

however, the desire to establish control there "made even Tory statesmen anxious to
influence the Irish clergy by establishing a concordat or at least a diplomatic exchange
with the pope," "thus hoping to rule Ireland through Rome." 70 In September 1847 the
government appointed Gilbert Eliot, second Earl of Minto, ambassador to Rome. On
7 February 1848 Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice, third Marquis ofLansdowne, introduced
legislation in the House of Lords to legalize this diplomatic representation. 71
Anti-Catholic forces were quick to respond. Public meetings were held and
petitions signed. On 22 February Candlish moved in the Edinburgh presbytery to
petition both houses of Parliament against the bill. Cunningham spoke in favor of the
petition, but did not believe, as did several speakers before him, that the establishment
of diplomatic relations with the pope was a national sin as was the endowment of
Maynooth. Although, as a British subject, Cunningham "felt it to be a foul
degradation that this country should be making concessions to the Pope, in order to
secure his assistance in governing Ireland," he was not convinced that the measure in
itself was a violation of Protestant principle, in that it did not necessarily endorse
Roman Catholicism. 72 His reason for making this observation was,

that he thought it of great practical importance to keep the line of demarcation clear and distinct
between the class of measures which could be proved to involve necessarily, and in their own
nature, a direct violation of Protestant principle, and those measures in regard to which this could
not be very clearly established, or could be made out only by construction and inference, by going
beyond what was necessarily involved in the nature of the measure itself, and taking into account
the motives and objects of the parties proposing it. There were many grounds on which he could
oppose this measure; but the chief ground on which he concurred in the Presbytery petitioning
against it was, that he had no doubt that the Pope would contrive to make the proposed
73
interchange of ambassadors a means of advancing the interests ofPopery.
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The Bill passed its third reading in the House qfLords on 28 February 1848, but its
second reading in the House of Commons was delayed for nearly six months,
suggesting that "the government was nervous about raising a 'No Popery' cry."74
Although the bill finally received the royal assent on 4 September 1848, it was so
modified with amendments that the Act could never be implemented.
At the time of these negotiations it was rumored that Pope Pi us IX intended to
reinstitute a national hierarchy for Roman Catholics in England. Since the
seventeenth century, English Catholics had been under a type of Church organization
headed by vicars apostolic instead of bishops, a form of government usually reserved
for mission lands like China, India, and Oceania. 75 As early as September 1847,
however, the Salisbury Herald announced that the pope had authorized the
establishment of a hierarchy of archbishops and bishops, each to take his territorial
title from towns not already the seats of Anglican bishops. And, in fact, on 5 October
Pius IX approved the plan to replace the apostolic vicariates with an Archbishop of
Westminster and seven other bishoprics. 76 Three years later, after several lengthy
delays, the pope issued the brief on 29 September 1850, creating thirteen sees instead
of eight. "The papal brief," writes Owen Chadwick, "broke upon an astonished
England at the end of the second week of October."77 In response to what was
perceived as an attempt to restore papal dominion in England, English newspapers
mounted an offensive little more than a week later. By early December Scotland
joined the battle with the founding of the Scottish Reformation Society, which in
constitution was interdenominational, but in truth was dominated by the Free Church.
Even before the founding of the Scottish Reformation Society, however, the Free
Church addressed what had become known as the "Papal Aggression." On
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Wednesday, 20 November 1850, at the Comm~ssion of the General Assembly,
Cunningham seconded the adoption of resolutions against the pope's action. In this
speech and in articles written about this time for the North British Review it is evident
that Cunningham' s focus was no longer theological differences between Protestants
and Catholics, but the history of Roman Catholic attempts at "secular aggrandizement
78
.
an d un1.versa1 supremacy. " "I n regard to any act, " Cunn1ngham
stated,

of such a system as Antichrist, or of its representatives, it will become them to learn one of the
most obvious lessons which history taught, viz., that they ought not to look merely at the act in
itself, as it might be viewed in the abstract, but they must view it in the aspect of the claims, and
pretensions, and designs of Popery; and what they knew they would ultimately have to face
wherever Popery prevailed and got power. The Papacy has always been in the habit of shuffling
between civil and spiritual things, shifting from the one side to the other, and calling an act a civil
act when it served her purpose, and calling it a spiritual one when that answered the object she
had in view; and this was just one ofthe tricks by which Popery contrived to blind men's minds. 79

Cunningham illustrated this point with the example of the Inquisition, arguing that the
Church exercised civil power while claiming to be spiritual, thus preventing
intervention by the State. He concluded by expressing his concern that Scotland no
longer had a clear understanding of the true nature of Roman Catholicism. "The
grand thing, therefore, to be aimed at was to thoroughly leaven the community with
scriptural views of Popery, and thus create a determined heart-hatred to it, founded
upon an intelligent basis." 80
On 5 December 1850, the founding meeting of the Scottish Reformation Society
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was held in the Music Hall on George Street, Edinburgh. Admission was by ticket
only, all of which were sold two days before the meeting. Hundreds of people were
turned away, the room was still overcrowded, and many police were posted
throughout the building to preserve order. 81 In moving the second resolution,
Cunningham continued to warn against the possibility of Papal interference in the
temporal welfare of nations, citing Catholicism's history of employing "its spiritual
power for advancing its temporal interests, and acquiring universal contro1." 82
Cunningham opposed reenacting the civil disabilities that were eliminated with the
Emancipation Act of 1829, but he wanted to lawfully fence the toleration of
Catholicism in Great Britain with securities, guarantees, and even limitations. This
was not a positive toleration which would give countenance to the Roman Church, but
what he later described as a bare or negative toleration, in which Catholics should
receive what they were "strictly entitled to as men and as British subjects." 83 Even in
Roman Catholic countries, Cunningham argued, "the unrestrained power of the Pope
to issue bulls and exercise other acts of jurisdiction, has been found to be inconsistent
with national independence, insomuch that it has been necessary to limit it by
concordats and treaties." 84 Speaking against those \\rho were "squeamish" about
anything that might seem to interfere with the principles of toleration, he asked,

If the red hat and the red slippers of a cardinal-for these are his proper insignia of office-are to
be tolerated in this country, what next, do you think, will be attempted? Very likely the next step
will be a Popish procession carrying the consecrated Host along our streets, and requiring us to
85
fall down and worship the wafer.

"Christ's great adversary," Cunningham concluded, "has come out openly and boldly
to the field of battle .... That is the position now taken by the Pope of Rome on the soil
81
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of Great Britain; and we cannot, and we dare n9t, decline the contest." 86
Cunningham assumed a prominent role in the formation of the Scottish
Reformation Society, which soon operated throughout most of Scotland. Particularly
effective in raising anti-Catholic feeling was The Bulwark, a journal closely
associated with the society, to which Cunningham also actively gave his support.
Consistent with Cunningham's philosophy, The Bulwark aimed "to convert, by means
of full intelligence, the instinctive and traditional hatred of [Roman Catholicism]
which prevails amongst our population, into an enlightened determination to resist its
progress and seek ... to convert its adherents."s 7 Cunningham contributed numerous
articles to the early issues of the journal, served on its Acting Committee with
Candlish and Begg, and was revising editor, though he openly acknowledged that "its
success was owing to the ability and energy of Dr Begg. ,ss The Bulwark proved to be
the most successful nineteenth-century Protestant j oumal, claiming a circulation by
May 1852 of 30,000. s9
In that same year, Cunningham contributed an article to the North British Review,
in which he defended Protestantism by arguing that Roman Catholicism encouraged
that which was evil in human personality. Throughout the article he points out the
"peculiar guilt and danger of the Popish system as distinguished from the
Protestant. .. in cherishing and fostering the depraved tendencies of human nature,
instead of mortifying and subduing them, and, as a consequence of this, in exhibiting
in point of fact far more extensively their baneful and ruinous operation, both on the
temporal and spiritual welfare of men. " 90 This point Cunningham demonstrated by
different aspects of Catholic religion. The system of ceremonial observances, with
five additional sacraments, promoted the tendency to rely upon them to gain God's
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favor; the professed ability of priests to forgive, sins, not only declaratively, but
judicially and authoritatively, encouraged reliance upon the merit of others; the
infallibility of the Church led to undue reliance upon human authority; and especially
the doctrine of justification resulted in self-righteousness. In "adducing and
establishing against the Church of Rome," Cunningham wrote, "the charge of
fostering and cherishing men's natural tendency to self-righteousness, we have no
difficulty in showing that it encourages men to rely unduly and unwarrantably both on
good works, or external conformity to the moral law, and on outward ceremonies."91
This natural tendency to self-righteousness, Cunningham continued, was seen by the
Apostle Paul to be the most significant obstacle to the furtherance of the gospel. And
this further proved, Cunningham concluded, "that Popery, in its complex character
and as a system, is Satan's great scheme for frustrating the leading objects of the
Christian revelation. " 92
Cunningham helped stamp a rigorous anti-Catholicism on the Free Church,
promoting what he called a "determined heart-hatred" of Roman Catholicism. This
hatred, however, was not for the individual Catholic, but for the system, which he
believed obfuscated biblical Christianity and left its adherents in bondage to
ceremony and ritual, rather than leading them to the freedom offered in the gospel.
Although there were true believers in the Catholic Church, they were so, he argued, in
spite of their religion, which fostered a reliance upon self rather than upon God. As
an evangelical Protestant, Cunningham sought the salvation of Catholics and could
not help but abhor a religious system that he viewed as barring people from that
salvation. Nor could he tolerate his government's support of the "Man of Sin," which
was not to be reformed, but was instead destined for destruction. So adamantly did
Cunningham believe this, that he was prepared to abandon establishments altogether
if Parliament felt obligated to assist Catholicism out of an abstract sense of justice
91
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based on the establishment principle.
Cunningham loathed Roman Catholicism, but he respected the sophistication of its
doctrine and practice. And, to a greater extent than most, he was able to contrast the
system, both in its details and as a whole, with that of Protestantism. His edition of
Stillingfleet' s work evidenced a systematic understanding of the history of the debate
to the level of minutiae; and, though severe, his characterization of Catholicism as a
degeneration of Christianity, as was paganism of the Patriarchal religion and
pharisaism of Judaism, evidenced an ability to evaluate the system as a whole in light
of the history of the Church.

93

He did, moreover, have a nuanced understanding of

what he referred to as the Protestant Principle, arguing, for example, that establishing
diplomatic relations with the Roman Catholic Church was not a national sin as was
the endowment of Maynooth, because the former did not necessarily endorse
Catholicism. Cunningham wrote extensively, spoke frequently, and argued
vehemently against Roman Catholicism in an effort to counter what he believed was
an increasingly euphemistic portrayal of her tenets coupled with unwitting acceptance
of those tenets by increasing numbers of Protestants. To this end, he achieved a level
of success, contributing significantly to the rise of anti-Catholicism in Scotland. It is
not so evident, however, that these efforts ultimately checked legislative concessions
to Catholics or converted many Catholics to Protestantism. By the mid 1850s the "No
Popery" frenzy begun with Peel's Maynooth Act was over.

11
The Free Church was united in her efforts against Roman Catholicism. What
became known as the College controversy, however, caused the greatest division
within her own ranks that the fledgling denomination experienced during the first
twenty years of existence. The Scottish Church had since the Reformation placed a
93

Cunningham believed that the Church began in the Old Testament, encompassing both the
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high premium on the need for a fully educated ministry, as evident in the
comprehensive plan for the ordering of the universities set out in the First Book of

Discipline. But, as Church historian, David F. Wright, writes, "Vision ... could not
itself ensure realization .... "
system was deeply flawed.

94

95

By the early decades of the nineteenth century the
In 1830 the Royal Commission of Inquiry into the

Universities of Scotland had, it will be recalled, cited numerous defects in the
Divinity Hall at Edinburgh University. These included irregular attendance, the short
length of the Divinity session, the lack of a professor of Biblical Criticism, the
infrequency of Divinity lectures, the absence of examinations, and the uniting of
chairs and urban pastorates. Cunningham and other fellow students, therefore, gained
much of their education outside of the classroom. 96
Deeply dissatisfied with the theological education provided in the Divinity
Faculties of the universities, the Free Church intended New College to become one of
the best equipped theological halls in the world. Cunningham's trip to America, as
reflected in the following resolution of 7 July 1843, was one step taken to achieve this
ambitious plan:

The Committee, deeply impressed with the great importance of having the theological instruction
in the New College conducted according to the best principles, and after the most approved
models, and assured that for the accomplishment of this, great benefit would be derived from a
personal investigation, by an individual so peculiarly qualified for the important duty as Or
Cunningham, into the constitution and working of some of the most eminent of the American
Theological Institutions, unanimously Resolved most earnestly to request that the Revd. Doctor
would proceed for this purpose to America, whereby he would confer on this Committee and the
Free Church, the highest obligation, and promote in very great degree, they feel assured, the
97
character of the New College, and the cause of Religious Instruction in this country.

Writing for the North British Review in November 1844, after his return from
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America, Cunningham described what he perc~ived to be advantages in the American
system:

There is in the American colleges and theological seminaries less of that mere lecturing ex
cathedra, which has usually been the great staple of academical labour in our Scottish
Universities, and which left a considerable portion of the students in a state of intellectual
dormancy, and more of mental training, by means not only of examinations and frequent
exercises, but by there being much more of discussion, upon all the topics that enter into the
course, between the professors and the students. It is not uncommon to have something
resembling the old disputationes, in which the students state their difficulties or propose
objections, and the professors are expected to remove or solve them. This practice is of course
somewhat trying to the professors, and unless managed with great ability and skill on their part,
may be fitted to foster a habit of caviling, and a love of mere disputation and display, on the part
of students, but it is manifestly u~~ful as a mere intellectual exercise, and tends greatly to sharpen
and stimulate the mental powers.

In May 1845, at the General Assembly, Cunningham acknowledged the great loss
to the College due to Welsh's death and expressed concern about following in his
footsteps. He then stated what he considered to be the first priority for the College
Committee-the development of a formal theological curriculum, which would
enable students to progress through courses covering the core theological disciplines
in a set order over four years. 99 Before the Disruption, only three professors-in
Divinity, Hebrew, and Church History-made up the faculty of the Divinity hall at
Edinburgh University. The Divinity and Church History Professors each offered one
series of lectures which took four years to complete. Some students, then, began their
studies in the third or fourth session of Divinity or Church History and completed the
earlier sessions in their final years of attendance. In short, the system failed to
recognize the importance of presenting the subjects to the students in a set order.

100

Consistent with a plan advocated by Chalmers, Cunningham proposed that each
professor teach two classes in his subject-a junior and a senior class-to each of
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whom he should devote two hours a day . 101 Students then would progress through a
four-year, defined program of study, with two years of study in each of the core
disciplines. In 1846 New College embraced this plan along with other proposed
developments that would significantly reform theological education.
Before all of the improvements were implemented, however, a "shadow became
visible of a controversy which exercised a very disturbing influence on the
Church .... "

102

At the first General Assembly of the Free Church, Welsh, as convener

of the Education Committee, had spoken of the necessity of establishing a theological
college in one of the University seats and of the desirability of establishing at least
three separate theological colleges, one in Edinburgh, Aberdeen, and Glasgow.
Initially, however, the Church would conserve its resources-both ministers and
finances-by founding only one college. 103 Thus the Education Committee purchased
rooms at 80 George Street, in Edinburgh's New Town, and opened for its first session
in November 1843 with 168 students. Until Chalmers's death in 1847 there existed a
general agreement in the Free Church that before developing a theological college at
Aberdeen, and perhaps at Glasgow, New College would be fully established. 104 And
in Cunningham's inaugural address on 9 November 1847 as Principal ofNew
College, he expressed his intent to make that his priority. I hope, he stated, to
"imbibe more of the spirit of our lamented father, and to follow out more fully the
conceptions which he had formed of a theological institute .... "

105

The General

Assembly of 1847, however, had decided to seek the "mind of the Church" on the
subject of theological education, and instructed each presbytery to deliberate the
matter in preparation for next year's Assembly. 106 By early 1848 it was clear that a
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different spirit was animating many in the Church. Presbyteries from the north and
west of Scotland began overturing the General Assembly calling for the additional
halls to be established immediately.
On Wednesday, 5 April 1848, at the meeting of the Edinburgh presbytery, the
motion to overture the Assembly recommending the establishment of a second college
at Aberdeen was vehemently resisted by Cunningham. Considering himself, as head
of the Free Church's only College, to be the guardian of theological education for the
Church, and believing that the Free Church was not financially able to support a
second college, Cunningham argued "that to establish another Divinity hall at
Aberdeen, was at once to seal the fate of any attempt to improve and complete the
system of theological education in the Free Church." 107 He believed that their first
priority should be to significantly raise the standard for the training of the ministry,
devising a complete system of theological education, "which in Scotland had hitherto
been too much of a farce."

108

Although Cunningham made no counter-motion, "he

was," in his own words, "determined to resist the proposal of establishing a Divinity
hall at Aberdeen by all the fair means in his power." 109 In the end, his opinion held
sway, and the motion was defeated.
In the following month, however, at the General Assembly, on 24 May 1848,
Andrew Gray, pastor of the West Free Church, Perth, reported on the number of
presbyteries for and against establishing a theological hall at Aberdeen, noting that
presbyteries were considerably more favorable towards the proposal this year than
they were at the same time last year. Cunningham then opened, with a speech lasting
two hours, what became a lengthy and rancorous debate on college extension. "I
confess," Cunningham stated, "I feel disposed to cherish something like annoyance
and dissatisfaction, that, practically, and in the circumstances in which we are placed,
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the consideration of the extension of theological education will, I fear, prevent this
General Assembly from giving to the subject of the curriculum the measure of time
and attention which its importance demands." 110 Continuing, he noted that college
extension was, more than any other subject, responsible for "keen feeling and lively
interest. .. in the mind of the Church."

111

With typical clarity, Cunningham stated the

question that above all others must be considered. "What is," he asked, "the right
mode of providing an adequate and efficient theological education for the candidates
for the ministry of the Free Church of Scotland?" 112 The question of theological
extension, therefore, must not be considered apart from the question, "what is a ... full
and adequate theological education?" 113 Cunningham then stated what he felt should
be the priorities for the Free Church with respect to theological education, taking into
account the problem of candidates who found it difficult to relocate to Edinburgh.
The pressing need

is to set forth what would be a right and fully equipped theological institute, and to realise a full
and proper theological curriculum, in order to bring that into full and practical operation, then to
regulate her arrangements in such a way as would tend most fully to secure to all the candidates
for ministry the full benefits of this fully equipped theological institute, and then, having done
that, to consider what provision of an inferior or supplementary kind it was needful and
practicable to make for those candidates for the ministry for whom she found a difficulty in
securing the enjoyment of the best theological education she could give. 114

Cunningham then suggested a number of improvements to the existing system of
theological education, all of which he believed must be in place prior to the
consideration of extension. First, rather than presbyteries examining prospective
students for the divinity hall, as to their previous studies, the General Assembly
should appoint a body of examiners consisting of ten to twelve "of the most
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This would provide a more uniform
standard of testing than each of seventy one presbyteries examining, according to
their own standard, prospective students. Second, students should enter New College
with a working knowledge of Hebrew so that during each session, beginning with the
first, they will be able to study the Word of God in the original languages.
Cunningham believed that this would help to correct what he considered to be the
great defect, almost a great scandal, in theological education in Scotland during the
last 100 years-the lack of systematic exegesis of the Old and New Testaments. This
meant, thirdly, that five professors would be required instead of four-two professors
of systematic theology, two professors of exegetical theology (one for each of the Old
and Ne\v Testaments), and one in Church History (or, Historical and Polemic
Theology, as Cunningham preferred). Cunningham felt so strongly about the need for
the additional professor in exegetical theology that in the event the Church decided to
stay with four professors, he thought they should consider abolishing his Chair of
Church History and replacing it with one in Exegetical Theology. He did, however,
call for five professors:

I cannot see ... any plan whereby a full and adequate theological education, adapted to the
necessities and wants ofthe age, can be effectually provided, except by such arrangements as
these. I fear that a feeling may spring up in the minds of many of the brethren as to the having of
five Professors, which may develope itself in this way,- 'We feel that this is a great number of
Professors; we never had so many before,-{laughter),-we have made very respectable
ministers, and done very well without any such multiplication of Professors or extension of
curriculum, and, without incurring any increased expense, we may do very well again.' Now I do
not mean to say that we have not done very well; but I am very confident that we might have done
a great deal better,-{hear}-for I am satisfied that there have been radical defects in the existing
116
system of theological education hitherto in operation in this country ....

Although Cunningham acknowledged that the General Assembly of 1845 had
expressed the opinion that there should be a full theological faculty at Aberdeen-

115
116

ibid., 115.
ibid., 117.

239

something he opposed even then-he viewed -that opinion as non-binding on the
Church, and for various reasons, something that should now be reconsidered. The
establishment of an additional college, he argued, was unnecessary, impracticable,
and, most importantly, detrimental to the existing education for the ministry.
Unnecessary because New College was capable of graduating more than twice the
number of candidates for the ministry than the number of vacancies in the Free
Church; impracticable because funds were not then available to support more than
one college-New College was already 2060 pounds in debt; and detrimental because
it would divert resources and energy away from efforts to complete the faculty and
develop the curriculum at New College. 117 Concluding, Cunningham read his motion
proposing that "the General Assembly are of opinion that the Church is not called
upon at present to make provision for extending the means of theological education
by establishing another full Divinity Hal1." 118 As a harbinger of difficult days ahead,
Candlish brought the opposing motion, arguing that a central divinity hall was
inadequate for a national Church, thus initiating a course of action that would lead to
a future division between the two men who now led the Free Church. Cunningham's
motion, with a vote of 189 to 126, won, but years of heated debate would follow. 119
Since 1844, the presbyteries of the university seats, Glasgow, Aberdeen, and St
Andrews, had been authorized by the General Assembly to superintend theological
studies for students unable to attend New College. The General Assembly of 1845, it
will be recalled, had indicated its desire to establish a college in Aberdeen. As a first
step toward the fulfillment of that prospect, the Revd Maclagan was appointed as
Professor to the students in Aberdeen. In July 1848, less than two months after the
General Assembly passed Cunningham's motion not to increase the provision for
theological education at Aberdeen at present, the Theological Committee of Aberdeen
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Presbytery challenged the decision. Maclagan, as convener of the committee wrote

'
to the College Committee proposing that several ministers of Aberdeen assist him in
providing theological education to the students. The College Committee, of which
Cunningham served as convener, refused to sanction the proposal. Nevertheless, in
an obvious challenge to the decision of the Assembly of 1848, Aberdeen Presbytery
enlisted four ministers from Aberdeen and one professor from Marischal College to
instruct the students in Systematic Theology, Natural Theology and Geology, Church
History, and Greek and Hebrew Exegesis. The College Committee chose not to
address the matter further until the Assembly of 1849. 120
On Saturday, 26 May 1849, Cunningham presented the report of the College
Committee to the General Assembly, seeking an opinion on the action taken by the
presbytery of Aberdeen. After some discussion, it became a non-issue, Cunningham,
himself, recommending that the provision for theological instruction at Aberdeen
remain the same for another year. 121 Another closely related matter, however,
threatened to enliven the debate over college extension at Aberdeen. Since the death
of Chalmers in 184 7, the chair of Theology had been vacant. Cunningham, for two
years, therefore, had taught not only his class, but also that of theology. Candlish had
initially accepted the professorship, but resigned before his responsibilities began,
choosing instead to remain as minister of St. George's Free Church after his
replacement unexpectedly died. The Assembly of 1848, therefore, had charged the
College Committee with submitting to the Commission in August, one or more names
of ministers whom they considered best suited to fill the vacancy. The Committee
recommended James Bannerman, minister at Ormiston, whom they had considered in
1845 for Professor of Theology for Aberdeen before choosing Maclagan. The
Commission, however, chose to delay filling the post after Maclagan's name was also
brought forward, leaving the decision to the Assembly and thus setting in motion nine
120
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months of agitation within the Church, reflecting a serious division of opinion over
the nomination.

122

On Tuesday, 5 June 1849, at the General Assembly, Candlish nominated
Bannerman as Professor of Theology for New College. Friends of Mac lagan, then,
put his name forth for the post. After much discussion, those favoring extension at
Aberdeen, in an attempt to protect their interests, asked who would replace Maclagan
if he were removed to Edinburgh. If the Assembly did elect Maclagan, Cunningham
responded, he would "hold it to be his duty" to ask whether or not provisions for
theological training at Aberdeen should be discontinued. 123 His statement created a
sensation in the Assembly and inflamed the discussion, some suggesting that
Cunningham was attempting to insure the election of Bannerman by fear tactics,
others realizing the precarious nature of theological training at Aberdeen. In truth,
Cunningham was at this stage attempting to keep the peace in the Church. By
recommending Bannerman, he had hoped to prevent a thorough discussion of college
extension, which he knew would occur if Maclagan were removed to Edinburgh, and
which he knew would lead him to argue against any permanent situation at Aberdeen.
Cunningham held a position on extension different from many, if not most, in the
Church. A good number of those opposed to college extension at this juncture felt
that additional divinity halls should be established once the improvements to New
College, which Cunningham had recommended to the Assembly of 1848, were
complete. There is no evidence, however, that Cunningham believed an additional
college should ever be considered. His dream was to perfect one institution, going
significantly beyond the initial corrections, always critiquing and improving the
education provided to ministerial candidates. 124 In the end, Cunningham succeeded in
forestalling a discussion on the merits of college extension, and moments later

122

ibid., 226; Rainy, Cunningham, 348-350; Walker, Chapters, 102.
Proceedings of the Free Church ofScotland, 1849, 227.
124
Rainy, Cunningham, Appendix E, 519.
123

242

Bannerman was chosen for the post by a vote of 108 to 88. Although a protracted
heated debate was averted, the significant division evidenced by this vote reflected a
far more serious division forming in the Free Church.
The agitation over college extension heated up after the Assembly, becoming so
bitter that some began to compare it to the days leading up to the Disruption. 125 In the
autumn, the presbytery of Aberdeen took steps to secure their position. Plans were
made to construct and offer to the Free Church a building for a divinity hall, rendering
more permanent the previously temporary accommodation. The College Committee,
viewing this move as an unfair attempt to bias the Church on the question of college
extension, censured the act. By November, rules of civility regarding personal
exchange were abandoned. In a letter dated 26 November 1849, which appeared on
the front page of the Witness, Andrew Gray addressed the ministers of the Free
Church regarding the College committee. "Dr Cunningharn," he wrote,

represents me as not believing in the honesty of the account given privately by himself, and
publicly by the College Committee, concerning the reason of their censure upon the Presbytery of
Aberdeen. I object altogether to that invidious construction of my conduct. It is unfair to me. I
126
do not deserve the odium with which it would cover me in the eyes of the Church.

Cunningham had written privately to Gray on 7 November denying that the motive
underlying the College committee's censure was the ultimate suppression of a divinity
hall in Aberdeen. Gray responded with a letter to Cunningham, intended for the
College committee, containing much of what he now published in the Witness. In his
letter to the Witness, Gray implies that Cunningham suppressed that letter, but
concludes on a conciliatory note: "I little thought that anything would occur to give
rise to a public difference of this kind with one whom I love and admire as I do Dr
Cunningham; but this I will say, that he has a place in my heart of which nothing that
125
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I believe it to be possible for him to do will ever deprive."121
The day after Gray's letter appeared in the Witness, Cunningham responded with a
letter that also appeared on the front page on 1 December 1849: "Mr Gray published
in the Witness, a letter, previously addressed to me, in which he charged me and other
Members of the Acting Committee ... with having been influenced, in disapproving of
a proposal for erecting a building for a Divinity Hall, by a regard to the object of
suppressing the Aberdeen Professorship .... " 128 Cunningham then attempted to put the
matter behind him.

In this point of view, I consider it a sufficient answer to say, that I understand it to be a rule
universally acknowledged and acted upon among honourable men who are living on friendly
terms with each other, that an explicit disclaimer of a motive imputed, ought to be at once
received and admitted, and ought to prevent a repetition of the imputation .... I am done with this
.
129
su b~ect.

Cunningham's involvement with the subject of college extension, however, was only
just beginning.
College extension had now become a public affair, and a pamphlet war ensued. 130
The first into the fray was Candlish. Although he favored establis_hing additional
colleges in Aberdeen and Glasgow, Candlish, noting the public skirmish between
Cunningham and Gray, pleaded for a lull in extension debate and activity until New
College was thoroughly established in accordance with Cunningham's plans. 131 In
doing so, he decried the potential for a party spirit to develop. With rumors of
packing the Assembly already surfacing, Candlish asked extensionists to consider the
121
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harm of making extension a litmus test for returning elders to the General
Assem bl y.

132

James Buchanan, spurred to action by the rising conflict between the College
committee and the presbytery of Aberdeen, immediately followed with a pamphlet on
the merits of the case against extension, echoing Cunningham's reasons and crediting
Cunningham with improvements to Chalmers's revised curriculum. 133 More
important, perhaps, he defended the censure handed out by the now-besieged College
committee. Reminding the Church that the committee was appointed by the
Assembly to oversee all the arrangements for the collegiate education of ministerial
candidates, Buchanan stated that Maclagan, at the committee's behest, had submitted
the reason for Aberdeen presbytery' s sanction of a college building. They had done
so "in the confident hope" of securing one or more additional Professors. 134
Concerned that the College committee might be seen as acquiescing or even
countenancing the Aberdeen plan if they left them to proceed after receiving an
official intimation, "and not wishing to be committed to the ultimate adoption of
measures which they conceived to be unwarranted by the Church, at variance with the
latest decision of the Assembly on the subject, and, to say the very least, inopportune
and premature," the committee had resolved to publicly express their disapproval. 135
Buchanan also noted that he had been present when Chalmers had invited Maclagan
to accept the appointment to the Chair at Aberdeen. Maclagan, wrote Buchanan,
accepted the appointment with "the clear understanding that Dr Chalmers and the
Committee had expressly discountenanced 'the imagination' of a colleague."

136

Buchanan's pamphlet provoked a response from Francis Edmond, an advocate
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from Aberdeen enlisted by the Aberdeen presbytery to represent their cause. Edmond
denied Buchanan's claim that Maclagan had accepted the appointment with the
knowledge that he would operate indefinitely without an additional professor. But he
went much further than defending Maclagan. He also took opportunity to attribute
what he saw as a change in direction-from several colleges to one college-to a
change in conveners of the College committee from Chalmers to Cunningham. In the
process Edmond ascribed a nobility of character to Chalmers which he implied was
lacking in Cunningham. This he based on the College. committee's refusal to release
their minutes to Edmond, who had sought access to them in order to prove that the
committee was using the proposed college building as an occasion to render extension
less certain. Edmond' s pamphlet revealed a growing suspicion between those who
favored extension in Aberdeen and those in Edinburgh opposed to it. With his
pamphlet the rhetoric intensified as he finally blamed the conflict on the fact that New
College was now being managed by its professors, or as he called them, "a small
metropolitan oligarchy."

137

Cunningham and others who had been part of the College

committee at the time ofMaclagan's appointment responded with an advertisement in
the Witness, which appeared on 23 March 1850. "We know," they wrote, "that Mr
M'Laggan, when the appointment was offered to him, endeavoured to persuade the
Committee to appoint another Theological Professor to co-operate with him, or to
hold out some hope that such an appointment would soon be made. The Committee
.
. any count enance to thi sst ep. " 138
decidedly
refuse d totaketh'Is step ... or to give
Edmond then responded with a second pamphlet, stating that the actions taken by the
College committee were not only jeopardizing extension in Aberdeen, but the
existence of the Free Church in the north ofScotland.
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He further responded with a

strongly worded letter to the Witness, especially critical of Cunningham and
137
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Buchanan.
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d
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ust ays efore the General Assembly, the Aberdeen Banner joined the

battle with a letter to the Witness, reflecting a defiance previously reserved for those
outside the Free Church:

The meeting of the General Assembly is at hand, and the Witness, therefore, comes out strongly
against college extension, if, peradventure, by so doing he [Hugh Miller] may aid the cause of the
Edinburgh Professors,-our 'central institute,'-and prevent the full discussion of this important
subject. The tactic, however, we opine, will not succeed. Neither pamphlet nor article, neither
speech nor advertisement, will deter the friends of extension from prosecuting an object involving
so much the present and future prosperity of the Free Church of Scotland. The advocates of
centralization have due warning that this is the case, and they may bethink them of the prudence
of the course they are pursuing. Let it, then, be distinctly understood by the Acting College
Committee and by the Witness, that they have mistaken their men: to the laws of the Church we
will pay all deference, but we will neither be ruled by, nor become an appendage to, any
Edinburgh clique, however talented .... 141

Just as the conflict over college extension was about to reach crisis proportions,
efforts at reconciliation began to be exerted. Gray, in yet another pamphlet on the
college question, made a half-hearted apology to Cunningham and the College
Committee for what "seemed" to be imputing a motive to them after it had been
specifically disclaimed.

142

More importantly, Cunningham and Candlish met

extensively, negotiating with men on both sides of the question to seek a resolve to
the conflict which could be proposed in the upcoming General Assembly. The
Assembly opened on 23 May 1850. Seven days later, on Thursday, 30 May,
Cunningham opened the discussion with words of hope. After acknowledging the
sincere intentions of those involved in the negotiations leading up to the resolutions
he was about to make, he continued:

Proposals would be made to the House, in which, there was reaso~ to believe, that ~ ve~ large
proportion of its members could cordially agree, and that there mtght thus be~ bas1s lat~ on .
which, if it were fairly and fully followed out, they might cherish the expectation of seemg thts
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pai~ful contention brought to an end, and seeing the united strength and vigour of the Church
agam brought to bear on the accomplishments of the objects which they all concurred in holding
to be of such paramount importance. 143

Acknowledging the mood of the Church, Cunningham stated that college extension
would almost certainly take place once it was "safe and practicable." 144 Before this,
however, he let the Assembly know that his own conviction was that

they had the best security practicable, both for the soundness of their theological teaching, and for
the efficiency of theological training, in one fully-equipped theological seminary, accessible to
the whole Free Church, and closely watched and superintended by the Church, and with that
feeling of undivided responsibility on the part of the Church as to the way in which the affairs of
145
the Hall were conducted.

With these considerations in mind, Cunningham proposed resolutions requiring the
Church to ( 1) provide financially for theological education in a more secure way than
by the annual collection; (2) encourage endowments for theological education; (3)
properly endow New College first; (4) accept endowments for particular locations
such as Aberdeen and Glasgow; (5) keep in mind an increase in provision for
theological education at Aberdeen, but for now require two regular sessions at New
College; and (6) terminate the arrangements for instruction at Glasgow altogether. As
Cunningham concluded, Candlish rose. Upon announcing that he intended to second
the proposals, Candlish was greeted with loud applause, many in the house pleased to
see the two leaders of the Free Church, though on opposite sides of the issue, working
together to restore harmony. Loud applause also greeted him as he noted "the
admirable tone and spirit of all his [Cunningham's] remarks in introducing this
subject." 146 Begg followed Candlish with a speech strongly objecting to the
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resolutions, which he argued would "smother Glasgow and throttle Aberdeen." 147
Instead he moved for immediate recognition of Aberdeen College. Begg, however,
was doomed to failure. Even Gray sided with Cunningham, acknowledging both
Cunningham' s extraordinary ability and generous concession. He

felt that a tribute which came from the bottom of his heart was due, as he was sure all in this
Assembly must feel, to the magnanimity of Or Cunningham-(cheers)-in his opening address.
There was no man in the country who ever occupied the floor of a public assembly in the
kingdom, or even engaged in the discussion of any legislative question, who had less reason than
Or Cunningham to fear entering into the abstractions and merits of any question with which he
might be called to deal. (Hear, hear.) Or Cunningham, with his usual frankness and energy, had
pronounced the views of some others on this question to be unsubstantial plausibilities. He (Mr
Gray) must say that he would rather defend unsubstantial plausibilities in controversy with an
ordinary man, than he would oppose them in controversy with Or Cunningham. (A laugh.) He
(Mr Gray) rejoiced .with his whole heart at the pacific spirit which had entered into this
discussion, and which was assuredly to be attributed to the forbearance of Or Cunningham and
148
the College Committee.

After hours of debate, the cry of "vote" began to be heard. Nevertheless, a third
motion was proposed as a sort of via media between those of Cunningham and Begg.
Although it was not adopted, Cunningham felt the need to reply. Rising amidst loud
applause, he made it clear that the resolutions he proposed represented concessions on
both sides-the non-extensionists conceding that the abstract question of college
extension was not again to be a matter of debate within the Free Church; the
extensionists conceding that there was no possibility at present of taking any practical
steps toward extension. Moments later, by a vote of 195 to 92, the house accepted
Cunningham's resolutions over Begg's.
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Cunningham had entered the hall that day discouraged and deeply depressed at the
prospect of a protracted debate with men whom he had served with for so many years
and for whom he had great respect and affection.
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much in order to achieve, at least for a season, harmony in the Church. He did, of
course, reserve the right to discuss the compatibility of any future proposals for
extension with existing obligations, but he relinquished what he so strongly believed
to be the best method of theological training-a single college. This was a major
compromise for Cunningham, who felt, probably more than anyone else in the Free
Church, the weight of responsibility for perfecting the education of her ministerial
candidates. In spite of the cost of compromise, Cunningham walked home that night
relieved that the members of Assembly had for the most part acted together and that
the potential for several years of harmony seemed good. 151
During the summer of 1850, great efforts were made to complete the New College
building for the opening of the new session in November. Although at times the goal
seemed impossible, the first of three proposed quadrangles was finished in time, and
formal opening exercises were held on Wednesday, 6 November in the Free High
Church, forming the eastern side of the edifice. 152 Demand for tickets greatly
exceeded the number of seats, and all parts of the Church were densely crowded, with
ministers and students filling the lower section and the public occupying the gallery.
At twelve o'clock, Principal Cunningham and the other professors, in full academic
regalia, entered from the vestry and sat down in front of the pulpit. The singing of
sixteen lines from the sixty eighth Psalm commenced the devotional exercises, after
which Cunningham delivered his address. 153 Noting that New College, by resolve of
the Free Church, represented an endeavor to provide professional training for
ministerial candidates in a more complete way than had ever been attempted by any
unendowed Church in Scotland, Cunningham went on to describe his view of a
theological college. The primary object, he stated, "is to secure that those who pass
through it shall possess, in a respectable measure, the mental qualifications which are
151
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thought necessary in order to entering upon the office of the ministry."I54
Cunningham had no intention of deprecating the importance of spiritual qualifications
for those entering ministry, but he considered "originating and fostering personal
piety" to be a collateral object, the first in fact of three. 155 A second was the
encouragement of those gifted intellectually and desirous of literary attainment to
"reach distinguished eminence, and make valuable additions to professional
156
literature."
A third and final collateral object was the promoting of "a manly and
elevated, honourable and generous tone of sentiment and of feeling, and enlarged
sympathy with every thing that is excellent, lovely, and of good report .... " 157
Concluding, Cunningham tied the success of the Free Church to the character and
qualifications of her ministers.

Truth, indeed, like its Author, is eternal and unchangeable; and having been brought into our
present position, as we believe, by the honest maintenance of a portion of God's truth, we are
warranted, while we continue to adhere to that truth, to expect the divine blessing upon our
labours. But we cannot reasonably expect some of the adventitious advantages we have hitherto
enjoyed as a church to be long continued to us, and we must look, mainly, under God, to the
character and qualifications of our ministers for our permanent usefulness and respectability. It
holds true universally of every profession or class of men in society, that their permanent
efficiency and influence depend mainly upon strength and steadiness of principle, diligence and
fidelity in the discharge of duty, and a high standard of professional skill and ability. And, with
all that is peculiar-fundamentally peculiar-in the office of gospel ministers, with reference to
its appropriate objects and ends, this general principle applies also to them. Their permanent
influence and respectability in the community, and thereby, in some measure, the probability of
their success in the great object they profess to aim at, depend upon their exhibiting, in
combination with that diligent and unwearied discharge of the duties of their calling, which can
result only from the operation of genuine piety and devotedness to God, a high standard of
professional ability and acquirements. And, upon this ground, let me again commend this
institution, and every thing that may affect its welfare and efficiency, to your kindness and to your
158
prayers.

The next day Cunningham delivered his introductory lecture on Church History to
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his students. "We have now," he stated, "the prospect of being able to carry out, to a
considerable extent, some of the changes, and, as we believe, improvements, which
we have long desired to introduce into our arrangements for theological education.~' 159
The optimism in his words, based partially on his hoped-for lull in debate over college
extension, was to some degree unwarranted. Extensionists who strongly disagreed
with the decision of the last Assembly renewed their efforts in the lower courts,
procuring overtures from four synods and seven presbyteries in their support.
Prepared to ask the Assembly for increased provision at Aberdeen and Glasgow, these
men renewed the discussion at the General Assembly of 1851. On Thursday, 29 May,
the debate on college extension began, with Cunningham quietly observing, prepared
to speak only if he felt it necessary to do so. Candlish initially called on the
Assembly to forego the discussion on extension altogether, declaring it inexpedient.
When this was countered with another motion to debate, and the speeches again
became heated, Robert Buchanan, amidst cries of"Vote, vote," and "Adjourn,
adjourn," rose to offer an alternative to a vote. 160 Rather than divide the house, the
two motions should be remitted to a committee for a resolution to be laid before the
Assembly within a day or two. One member of the house rose immediately to agree
with Buchanan, stating that the question before them "was destroying the whole
Church." 161 "It was perfectly evident," he concluded, "from the temper of this House,
that the sooner the matter was settled the better." 162 Within minutes, the proposal was
agreed to, and Robert Buchanan returned the committee's report the next day. After a
brief debate, Cunningham, who had served on the committee, closed the discussion on
another note of personal concession. The resolutions proposed by the committee were
consistent, he believed, with those he had brought the previous year. They were
159
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merely explanatory and supplementary. The only point on which they exceeded the
previous resolutions was the resolve to appoint an additional professor for Aberdeen
as soon as sufficient means were available. On a personal note, he stated that he "was
willing to entertain a proposal for proceeding with Aberdeen piecemeal, and the more
so that he considered it was an element of producing a large measure of harmony, and
[would] save them from the consequences of going on in a certain line of
discussion."

163

The Assembly applauded his words and agreed to the new resolutions.

Cunningham, however, had acted in haste, feeling pressure to compromise. He later
described his sense of the proceedings: "the disturbance got up, the Assembly
frightened out of its wits, the Committee appointed." 164 He declared, moreover, that
there was a "reign of terror" over the proceedings which deprived it of any clain1 to
respect. This impression was contradicted by others, but it remained in
Cunningham's mind as the debate over extension continued. 165
Although not intended by Cunningham, the resolutions accepted in the Assembly
of 1851, encouraged a shift in the mind of the Church. The deliverance of the
Assembly of 1850, considered in the context of the history of the debate, represented
an acknowledgment on all parties in the Free Church that extension, when practicable,
was inevitable. The resolutions, however, were viewed in such a way as to
discourage immediate steps toward that object. But the deliverance of the Assembly
of 1851 had the effect of inviting steps toward extension. 166 By the end of the year, it
became public that Aberdeen was taking advantage of the new resolutions by
attempting to endow an additional chair. At the Assembly of 1852, the Committee on
College Finance and Endowments presented a communication from Edmond,
announcing that he was ready to hand over 2000 pounds as a partial endowment, on
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the condition that the Assembly appoint an additional professor at Aberdeen. 167
Rather than discuss the matter immediately, the Assembly appointed a committee to
return a recommendation at a future diet. The Assembly later embraced their
recommendation to accept the endowment of a chair, to be instituted only when the
Church was satisfied she had sufficient means. 168 Thus the Assembly of 1852 ended
quietly, there being no further discussion on college extension.
On 16 August 1852 Cunningham and Bannerman left Edinburgh for Amsterdam,
arriving in Rotterdam three days later. The purpose of the trip was to work out the
details for accepting a generous gift offered to the Free Church. An elderly woman,
residing near Amsterdam, who had herself suffered religious persecution, desired to
support the Free Church mission to the Jews in Amsterdam, and had offered a Church
building in the central part of town along with five classrooms and an endowment of
eighty pounds per year. The business took two days, was conducted in Dutch,
English, French, and Latin, and was interspersed with food and tributes to
Cunningham and Bannerman. The trip proved successful, not only due to the
business accomplished, but also because it offered Cunningham a respite from his
ordinary work and from the turmoil of the debate over college extension. It turned
out to be a peculiarly happy and lighthearted time for Cunningham. He and
Bannerman, who by now had become the closest of friends, traveled to many of the
cities of the Calvinistic divines of the seventeenth century-Dart, Leyden, and
Utrecht-and on to Frankfurt, Strassburg, and Paris. In the Senate Hall of the
University of Leyden, wrote Bannerman, "We dressed up Dr Cunningham in a Dutch
Professor's gown and cocked hat, and put him into the chair." 169 In Strasburg they
lost their luggage, giving Bannerman opportunity "to dwell with exaggerative
unction" on the "crestfallen air" of Cunningham, who prided himself in his ability to
161
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make successful travel arrangements. 170 This Bannerman did, not only when the
luggage failed to show, but also the next morning when "they were forced to appear at
breakfast in a dilapidated condition." 171 In Paris, Cunningham spent long hours
sightseeing, paying special attention to the libraries. Finally, after Brussels, Waterloo,
and Antwerp, the two travelers sailed for Hull. 172
Returning home, buoyant from his travels, Cunningham was greeted in England
with the news of the death of his eighteen-month-old daughter, Elizabeth. He reached
Scotland one day before the funeral, only to find his six-year-old son, Andrew, dying
of the same illness. Within three or four days, Andrew too was dead. In a letter to his
daughters, not present at the time, Cunningham wrote of his hope that God had been
dealing with Andrew at the last, preparing him for heaven.

Little more than two hours before his death a very interesting and pleasing incident occurred. I
proposed to pray with him, and when I began to speak he quite unexpectedly, and altogether of
his own accord, repeated audibly the words after me, and continued to do so until I had finished.
173
May the Lord enable us all to receive aright and improve these painful trials.

Cunningham also wrote Bannerman informing him of the loss of his children.
When I contrast the abundant enjoyment I had while with you on the continent, and, indeed, the
goodness of all the way through which the Lord has led me, with this accumulation of sorrows, I
feel that I have special reason to adopt the language of Job and to say, 'Shall we receive good at
174
the hand of the Lord, and shall we not receive evil.'

The death of his two children was soon to be followed by what Cunningham would
consider the death of his dream. In the spring of 1853 he would enter the worst
season of the debate over college extension, culminating in the most humiliating
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defeat of his professional career. In October 1852 Maclagan died. By the end of
November a call to discontinue Aberdeen College appeared in a local newspaper.
During the next several months, presbyteries concurring with Cunningham' s view of
extension began overturing the Assembly questioning the validity of continuing the
existence of the Aberdeen hall. In February 1853 notice was given of a motion to the
same effect in Edinburgh presbytery. The ensuing debate was so long that it required
two meetings to complete, the second of which took place on 14 April. Cunningham,
largely responsible for the movement to reconsider the merit of the Aberdeen college,
spoke to the motion and vindicated its propriety with brilliance, revealing a change of
heart over concessions made previously. 175 He spoke of his "most anxious wish" to
put an end to the "unspeakable misery" caused by the annual disturbances in the last
Assemblies. 176 But,

I do not expect peace. I have been fully alive to the evils of these contentions. I have made
sacrifices for the sake of peace. I have restrained myself on former occasions to some extent.. ..
have yielded to some extent my own judgment to the convictions and opinions of others. I have
made concessions beyond what my judgment approved of.... I have submitted to a good deal of
insolence, publicly and privately, without retaliating, for the sake of peace. I have, for the sake of
peace, or rather to prevent mischief to the college, seen it to be my duty to withdraw to a large
extent from taking any part in the public business of the Church, just for the purpose of avoiding
coming into collision with my opponents, and endeavouring to give them as little handle as I
could. I have done these things for the sake of peace, and without the least success. And, just to
speak plainly, I am tired, thoroughly tired, of this system of concession and expedients. (This was
spoken with great emphasis, and was loudly cheered.) I cannot bear it any longer; and I just
intend now to do what to my own judgment seems right, without much regard to consequences.
(Applause.) I can assure the brethren that whatever I am doing just now, or whatever I may
hereafter do in this matter, I do it, not certainly with any hope of being able either to avert evil or
to effect good,-not, certainly, with any sanguine hope of attaining any object of a practical
kind,- for I have long abandoned hope,-but just for the purpose of exonerating my own
conscience, and escaping from the responsibility of measures of which I cannot approve. I
177
support the transmission of the overture. (Applause.)

The motion passed by a vote of twenty five to twenty two.
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Cunningham, convinced by this time that Aberdeen would urge extension at every
Assembly, had not only indicated a willingness to reopen old discussions, but had
spoken in harsh terms, directing some of his most acerbic remarks against old friends.
Five days after presbytery, Candlish, deeply offended by statements Cunningham had
directed against him, wrote to Murray Dunlop. Referring to the outcome, Candlish
stated that "The advocates of College Extension and of Aberdeen are naturally, and I
think justly, incensed; and it will be difficult to moderate and to keep the peace." 178
At this point Candlish spoke of the possibility of not attending the Assembly. Several
days later, however, Cunningham wrote to Candlish. Whatever the contents of that
letter, Candlish informed Dunlop that he had "replied in a way as to prevent further
mischief."

179

Candlish now decided to go to the Assembly, again informing Dunlop

that, "I may hold my peace on the College question, and certainly will make no
complaint."

180

By opening day of the Assembly, however, Candlish had changed his

mind and decided to introduce a motion opposing that of Cunningham's.
On Saturday, 21 May 1853, two days into the Assembly meetings, Cunningham
informed the gathering that Wednesday had been set apart for the debate over college
extension. Citing a precedent in the General Assembly of 1839, he suggested that all
motions to be made on the subject be laid on the table prior to their discussion. He
was prepared to do so on Monday. Candlish concurred. 181 Two days later
Cunningham read his motion to the Assembly, requesting that body to appoint a
committee to consider whether or not a theological institution should be continued at
Aberdeen. This committee should also obtain the mind of the Church through the
presbyteries and report to the next Assembly. In the interval, an interim professor
should be appointed to assume the duties of the Chair of Theology left vacant by the
death of Mac lagan. Candlish then read his motion. The resolutions and acts of the
178
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Assemblies of 1850, 1851, and 1852, should not, he moved, be interfered with. The
General Assembly, accordingly, must resolve to replace Maclagan. 182
On Wednesday the debate began. Cunningham was the first to speak. Greeted
with loud applause, he spoke to his motion.

I have resolved again to take the responsibility of introducing this painful and perplexing
subject,- the most painful and perplexing, perhaps, which in the course of the last ten years this
house has had to consider,-notwithstanding that I am well aware that in so doing I expose
myself to a good deal ofmisconstruction and a good deal of obloquy. I have certainly never
entered on the discharge of any duty under a deeper feeling of pain, and under a deeper sense of
responsibility, than I do upon this; but I have firm and deliberate conviction, that in what I have
done in this matter, and in what I am now doing in it, I am ... doing what I can, as an office-bearer
of this Church, to help in guiding the Church to a right and accurate view of what she ought at
183
present to do.

Continuing, Cunningham spoke of the "extraordinary exertions" and "great amount of
canvassing and correspondence" that had occurred in an effort privately to influence
the vote. Greeted with loud and repeated cries of"hear, hear," he went on to defend
himself against many in various quarters who had recently sought to stifle the debate
by decrying the evils of disputation, specifically the evils of Cunningham revisiting
the merits of the Aberdeen institution. This tactic, he stated, is one that "men employ
or not, as it may happen to suit their own purposes for the time. (Hear and applause.)
It used to be," moreover,

a standing maxim with us in the days of'The Ten Years' Conflict,' that when a man, in
professing to discuss a question, talked a great deal about peace, and about the evils of contention,
and the mischief of controversy,- when he gave to that the foremost and most prominent place
in his statement, ... that this was a sign of a bad cause-{applause)--that he talked so much about
peace because he had nothing else to say-(laughter and applause)--and because he was unable
.
.
. 184
to f:ace t he question on tts ments.
.
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There was a right side and a wrong side to most issues, he stated, and the best way to
preserve the peace of the Church was to discuss the question thoroughly enough to
reach a correct decision. His compromises of the past had been a mistake; the hopedfor hiatus from the debate had not and would not come. "Annual disturbances" to
extend the provision at Aberdeen now seemed inevitable. 185 "It was very much the
prospect of that," he informed the house, "that really enabled me to screw up my
courage to the sticking point-(laughter)-to break through the course of concession
and timidity in which I had indulged for several years past, and to bring my mind to
the conclusion, that the time was come when we must make a stand. (Great
,186

app1ause. )

Speaking to his motion, Cunningham stated that purposes and proceedings of an
earlier period should not necessarily determine present duty, nor should resolutions of
an earlier period, specifically those of the last three Assemblies, preclude a full and
deliberate discussion of the question of present duty when the occasion arises. One
precedent in favor of this argument, he said, was the status of the once-envisioned
Free Church University. The intent to establish a full Faculty of Arts in Edinburgh
and a college at Aberdeen had both been expressed right after the Disruption, a time
of great success, when no scheme seemed impossible. The intent to establish a full
Faculty of Arts in Edinburgh, discussed at the same time, had, however, been more
thoroughly enunciated and more strenuously attempted. Yet that effort has been
practically abandoned, partly in light of a more reasonable understanding of the
Church's existing responsibility and means. Previous plans regarding Aberdeen were
not, therefore, obligatory on the Free Church in her present situation. These plans,
moreover, should be considered in light of the Church's current duty and resources.
This point, Cunningham supported by citing David Welsh, first convener of the
Education Committee:
185
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The Committee conceive it will be proper, in the first instance, with regard to college education,
to aim at presenting a complete specimen of theological instruction .... Time and experience will
show whether after this, '-after this-'the next step should be the establishment of a second
. . .
187
mstJtutJOn ....

A completed example of theological instruction had not yet been accomplished,
Cunningham posited, due to the disturbances over college extension. The class of
exegetical theology was not compulsory, and the Church had not yet ruled on a fifth
theological professor. The timing was clearly inappropriate for extension, but more
importantly, merit was being overlooked, made subordinate to previous commitment.
"Let them try to shew the community," he pleaded, "that this is not only obligatory,
because the Church has been committed, but that it is right and reasonable upon the
merits itself." 188
By the time of this debate, the tide had turned in favor of extension, and
Cunningham knew there was little hope for success with his motion. He fought for
what he was absolutely convinced was the right path for the Church to take, in part
out of a sense of duty to effect that result, in part to exonerate his own conscience. At
one point, his despair was obvious: "let them bring the College to the hammer, let
them make a kirk or a mill of it, if they like. I do not care one straw about the
matter." 189 The debate went late into the night. Cunningham rose again at a quarter
past one o'clock, having been called upon by many voices to address the house.
Having "assailed without mercy all who differed from him," Cunningham apologized
for some of his harsh comments during the proceedings. He did, however, still
believe that there was no obligation upon the Free Church to maintain a theological
institution at Aberdeen. If there were any sense of legal obligation, it had arisen
through excessive pressure. "Of course," he acknowledged with a touch ofhumor,
"this implied that he had acted a weak and unworthy part in the whole matter; and if
187
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that was the answer to be given to his position, of course he could not deny it. He
must just confess it, and say-'Tis true 'tis pity, and pity 'tis 'tis true." 190 In the end,
Cunningham had spoken brilliantly, proving conclusively, according to one
extensionist, that the Free Church was not in fact under obligation to extend the
means of theological education beyond New College. But to many, the deliverances
of previous Assemblies had created the expectation at least that extension, barring
significant changes in the position of the Church, was a settled issue. Some,
therefore, who had taken no position or who had agreed with Cunningham in the past,
now determined to vote against him. 191 The roll was called, and Cunningham lost by
a vote of222 to 147. Patrick Fairbairn, who had served as Maclagan's assistant, was
appointed to the chair of theology at Aberdeen.
This loss signaled the beginning of a succession of personal defeats for
Cunning ham, each one tending to embitter the man on whom Chalmers' s mantle had
been placed. For the remaining two years of the controversy, Cunningham's resolute
efforts against extension met with little success. At the Assembly of 1854, Robert
Buchanan, now convener of the College committee, moved the acceptance of 4,000
pounds, offered as completion of the initial gift of 2000 pounds for the endowment for
a second chair at Aberdeen. Cunningham chose not to oppose the motion, proposing
a rider instead. His amendment stated that the General Assembly would not by
accepting this money be obligated to "maintain permanently, and in all
circumstances," a theological institution at Aberdeen. 192 After his rider was
characterized as rather "the horse that was to run away with the whole affair,"
Cunningham was defeated by an even greater majority than that of the previous
year-242 to 118. 193 After that, again against Cunningham's opposition, the
Assembly agreed to send down to presbyteries an overture stating that Aberdeen
190
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should be established as a full hall upon the provision of three professors. Before
doing so, however, the house unanimously voted to send down another overture
which would formally establish the number of theological professors for New College
at five. At the Assembly of 1855, both of these overtures were passed into standing
law. Cunningham thus received the very thing he sought to complete the curriculum
at New College at the same time he had to watch helplessly as the Free Church
sacrificed her deliberate conception of a full curriculum for the expediency of
establishing the Aberdeen college. The Church's willingness to accept three
professors at Aberdeen justified, in Cunningham's mind, every statement he had ever
voiced to the effect that college extension would inevitably result in lowered
standards. Although he had chosen not to press to a vote the decision to establish the
Aberdeen college, Cunningham nonetheless stated his complete dissatisfaction with
the whole history of the debate and announced his decision to withdraw from the
controversy. After decrying the "tremendous power of the formidable combination
which now governed the Free Church," Cunningham stated that he felt himself
exonerated and fully exempted from all future responsibility in opposing anything to
do with extension or theological education. 194 He would, he concluded, "not again
meddle with any of these matters." 195
Cunningham had never before retreated in defeat. He did so a bitter man, refusing
to attend future Church courts. The controversy had elicited from Cunningham his
best and worst traits-his masterful logic and his intemperate tongue. Sadly, it was
his language and not his argument that had greater impact on the outcome and his
own position in the Free Church. Out of frustration and a deep sense that the affairs
of the Church and ofNew College were increasingly being controlled by a few
individuals, he had often lashed out at his opponents. At one presbytery, when all
seemed lost, he retaliated with sarcasm:
194
195
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let them have eight or ten Halls-(applause)-{)ne of course at Aberdeen; one of course at
Montrose- (laughter)-another of course at Perth-(renewed laughter)-and another of course
at Dundee-(continued laughter)-and in that case he supposed they would have two in
Edinburgh,- one for the Old Town and one for the New-(laughter)-and two for
Glasgow,-one for the east end, and one for the west end. (Laughter and applause.) 196

Far more harmful, however, had been his personal attacks on once dear
friends-notably, Robert Buchanan and especially Robert Candlish. He blamed these
two men for raising the controversy in the first place and for bringing New College
"to the verge of ruin" through their "management" of Church affairs. 197 Most of
Cunningham's speeches between 1853 and 1855 revealed his intent to discredit the
leadership of Candlish and Buchanan in the public affairs of the Free Church. So
angry was he at Candlish, that in 1855 he sent him a formal letter suspending their
friendship. The two great leaders of the Free Church now became completely
estranged.
Cunningham' s retreat from the public life of the Church was due in part to his
sense that not only his friends, but also the majority of the Free Church, now looked
at him with disapproval. In truth, many did blame him for the controversy. They
took offense at his often resolute stance against extension, some accusing him of
"popedom" with respect to New College. 198 Some were insulted by his harsh words
against associates, others by what they perceived as his patronization of the majority
of ministers, referring to them, wrote one Free Church minister, as "being led by the
nose by two or three designing men." 199 To some degree, the Church voiced its
opinion in 1855 by refusing Cunningham the Clerkship of the Assembly, something
under ordinary circumstances he could have had for the asking.
Cunningham's impression of the Church, however, was more dour than warranted.
Many on both sides of the extension question were quick to publicly praise
196
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Cunningham, frequently attempting to assure him of their continued esteem. On one
occasion Cunningham had suggested that if he were to resign as Principal of New
College a majority of the Church would readily accept it. If it were accepted, one
extensionist stated, "it would be the heaviest blow which the Free College, and the
Church of which it is a beloved fruit, could at this moment sustain. Dr
Cunningham .. .is at once the firmest pillar and brightest ornament of that
institution. "

200

Others rose in Church courts to defend Cunningham. Guthrie, for

instance, at the Edinburgh presbytery, spoke against the accusation that Cunningham
had impugned the character of the "leaders." Cunningham, he stated, had impugned
only their management and not their moral integrity. "Some men," he continued,

meant a great deal more than they said; everybody knew that the Principal often said a great deal
more than he meant. Some men's words were smoother than butter, but mischief was in their
hearts. The Principal's words were rougher than-he did not know what-( a laugh)-and
mischief was never in his heart .... If there was a man standing head and shoulders high over all
the ministers of the Church in downright blunt honesty, that man was Principal Cunningham.
(Continued applause.) It was within the bounds of possibility-for it was human to err-that the
Principal might, in the heat and fervour of debate, do and say what was wrong.... Had Or
Cunningham really done anything of the kind imputed to him, he would have been the first man
to have retracted it. (Hear, hear..) Indeed, if the Principal had a fault at all, it was that he was too
201
ready at retracting. (Laughter.)

At the same meeting ofpresbytery, William Hanna, Chalmers's son-in-law and
collegiate minister of FreeSt John's, Edinburgh, also spoke in Cunningham's
defense.

He would not try to put himself in the position of Or Cunningham-a man whom God in his
providence had made successor to Or Chalmers, and a man who had it left to him, as his chief
heritage, to complete the plan of theological education which he had sketched out for the
systematic study of theology. He should try to think how he would have felt when he found
himself hampered and thwarted at every step and stage of this work, by the interposition of an
inferior object. He did not wonder that Or Cunningham had retired almost disgusted from the
general business of the Church. But he could not thus throw up the business of the College.

200
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(Hear, hear.) ... Nothing ... that Or Cunningham had said warranted the offensive interpretation
that had been put upon it. Perhaps he (Or Hanna) felt less at all these late events and in
particular, felt less about all he had heard about the "leaders" of the Church, bec~use for some
years before Dr Chalmers' death he had been accustomed to hear much more vehement phrases
from him than any that Or Cunningham had employed, but with this difference, that now they
were directed to the leaders, while then they were directed to the lads. (Loud Iaughter.)202

In spite of abundant praise of his abilities and frequent defense of his actions,
Cunningham entered a period of melancholy, frustrated in defeat, estranged from
friends, disappointed in his own contribution to the strife, and filled with selfreproach for his inability to tame his tongue.
Cunningham had paid a high price in his attempt to establish one theological
college that could serve the international Reformed community. With the successes
of the Catholic Church under Pi us IX, especially the rise of an assertive,
Ultramontaine piety with emphasis on an authoritative Papacy, Cunningham was
genuinely concerned about the danger this new spirit in Roman Catholicism posed to
Protestantism. This new confidence was evidenced in Nicholas Wiseman, the first
Archbishop of Westminster and Primate of England, and in Paul Cull en, Primate of
Ireland from 1850. Such men had a clear view of Catholicism as a global faith, with
strong centralized leadership from Rome, and destined to achieve the return of Britain
to the ancient faith. Determined to resist a triumphalist Ultramontane Catholicism to
his fullest ability, Cunningham evidently believed that Reformed Protestantism would
need to marshal all its intellectual resources. The Free Church could afford only one
great theological college, with the highest standards of scholarship and the best
equipped library and lecture halls. Such a college would not only serve Scotland; it
would act as a beacon for the Reformed world, educating

student~

from all over the

world and providing international leadership for what he viewed as the great struggle
between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. A number of small, undistinguished
colleges, serving only Scotland, could never achieve what one great college, serving
202
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the Protestant world, could achieve. Defeated, Cunningham would now deliberately
retreat from the public affairs of the Free Church, cloistering himself behind the walls
ofNew College to focus almost entirely on his lectures, his students, and his writing.

266

6

RETREAT, REFORMATION, AND RECONCILIATION (1855-1861)
"He would regard his work for God accomplished, were he only able to lift Calvin
up to the eminence anti supremacy which once were his."

I
On the day in 1845 when Cunningham was appointed to the Chair of Ecclesiastical
History, a friend offered her congratulations and spoke of the satisfaction felt
throughout the Free Church at the news. "Well," replied Cunningham, "I'm told that
some people are opposed to it on this ground, that I have no imagination. Don't you
think a want of imagination is rather a good feature in a historian?" 1 From the very
beginning, Cunningham approached the teaching of Ecclesiastical History in a unique
way, preferring the designation of Historical and Polemic Theology to that of Church
History. His plan for teaching the subject marked a significant change from current
practice at the older University seats and at New College. Typically, the professor
surveyed the history of the Church through successive lectures, elaborating at points
of interest and expertise? Cunningham described a different method on 7 November
1850, as he delivered the introductory lecture on Church History to his students at the
opening of the new session of New College. Although he noted that. the Church in its
broadest sense describes the worshippers of God since the fall of mankind,
Cunningham intended to confine their course to the time period beginning at the
apostolic era. The main object of his lectures was to

make the history of the church subservient to the purpose of assisting you to form clear and
definite conceptions of the real meaning and import ofthe revelation which God has given us, and
of the best mode of explaining, illustrating, and defending the truths which it unfolds. With this
view, and, as it is necessary to make a selection among the vast variety of subjects which the
history of the church embraces, the more formal lectures ofthe course will be restricted almost
wholly to the history of theology, properly so called-that is, of the doctrines taught in Scripture,

1
2
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or professedly deduced from it, and of the discussions to which they have given rise-or what is
now generally treated by continental writers as a distinct department, under the head of dogmatic
history, or the history of dogmas; and, even under this head, our attention will be chiefly confined
to a surver of those subjects of discussion, which still continue to divide the opinions of men and
churches.

His was a practical approach. Rather than lecture on the whole history of the
Church, Cunning ham used the classroom to relate the history of theological debate to
the needs of present-day ministry, helping ministerial candidates to understand the
Bible in areas of doctrine, Church practice, and pastoral duties. Guiding the student
to an understanding of Scripture was, he believed, the primary purpose of theological
education; everything was subservient to that purpose-the critical study of the Old
and New Testaments, the systematic delineation of their contents, and the Church's
handling of their truths throughout history. Within the broad field of ecclesiastical
history, moreover, "only the history of theology and of theological discussions ... can
be said to bear upon this important object." 4 A more general knowledge of the
subject was to be acquired mainly from outside reading. 5
Cunningham' s treatment of Church history would not be merely historical.
Moving beyond the domain of dogmatic history, he intended to hold past theological
discussions up to the "lamp of divine truth," to determine the extent to which they
concurred with the "unerring standard of the Word of God." 6 Although he believed
that continental writers, especially those from Germany, had contributed more to the
study of dogmatic history than all others, Cunningham was not satisfied with their
unwillingness to evaluate, by the measure_ of Scripture, the historic doctrines they
surveyed. Anyone desiring to "make up his mind upon theological questions ... can
scarcely regard men who prosecute the study of dogmatic history in this way ... as any
thing better than hewers of wood and drawers of water, whose labours are indeed
3
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useful and important in their sphere, but who occupy a very humble place in the
erection of a well-founded, well-digested theology."7 Continental writers,
Cunningham argued, refrained from criticism out of a fear of polemics, something
they regarded as having a tendency to corrupt the truth of history. Cunningham
agreed that a "polemic spirit is sinful, and to be carefully guarded against, in so far as
it is inconsistent with the royal law of love; and controversial discussion is at all times
attended with some danger, as it often leads men to be guilty of violations of the laws
of justice and candour, and tempts them to misconstrue or pervert the statements of
Scripture and the facts ofhistory." 8 "But," he continued,

it must not be forgotten, that in regard to most, though not all, of the controversies which have
agitated the church and influenced the progress of opinion, there was a right and a wrong side,
even when neither party in the controversy may perhaps have been wholly right or wholly wrong,
and that an investigation into the precise opinions which may, in point of fact, have been held and
advocated by the different parties, is really important and valuable only in so far as it affords
materials which may furnish some assistance in estimating aright the truth, the importance, and
the relative bearings of the opinions that may have been broached. 9

Cunningham distinguished his plan from that of other dogmatic historians at
another point as well. He had mixed emotions about their attempts to explain the
origin of certain doctrines by tracing them to various contexts. Examining features in
natural character, in external circumstances, or in intellectual processes and influences
is a legitimate and useful subject of investigation, which when carried out
successfully can help to guard against the sources and occasions of error. It is rare,
however, that definite conclusions can be made, and many attempts to do so, while
displaying much ingenuity, have ended only in "fanciful conjectures possessed of no
real value or solidity." 10 "I shall certainly make no attempt," he continued, "to
theorize about the origin of peculiar notions or opinions held by particular individuals
7
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or classes of men; but, having ascertained what opinions were actually maintained,
and what were the grounds on which they were supported, will endeavour to render
you some assistance in forming a right Scriptural estimate of their accuracy,
importance, and bearings, and of the way in which the truth upon the point, if it be
still a matter of controversy in the church, may be best defended and promoted, and
the error may be most successfully refuted and discouraged." 11
One thing remained in Cunningham' s approach to Church History-weighting the
various truths arrived at in the study of theological discussions. His goal was to hit
the right medium between what he described as "bigotry" and "latitudinarianism,"
between "the extreme, on the one hand, of practically regarding almost all truth and
all error as equally important, and unceremoniously denouncing as heretics men who
were otherwise and in the main respectable and orthodox, but who may have been
tempted to cherish doubts, or to embrace errors, upon some points of no great intrinsic
importance; and the extreme, on the other hand, of treating differences of opinion that
really involve important doctrinal principles, and in their full development affect
important Scriptural truths, as if they were mere logomachies, and involved nothing
vital or valuable." 12 Concluding, Cunningham noted that,

There can be nothing acceptable to God, and honouring to Christ, nothing that is really the
discharge of Christian duty, where there is not the spirit of love-of love to God and love to man;
but it is of no small importance, especially in these times, that to the spirit of love there should be
united the spirit of power and of a sound mind; and it is my earnest desire and prayer, that the
study of ecclesiastical history, and especially of the history of theological discussions, may be
blessed by the great Head of the church, not only for assisting you to form correct and intelligent
views of divine truth, but for promoting, in combination with ardent zeal for the truth of God and
the spiritual welfare of men, that enlargement of mind, that sound judgment, and that manly
sense, which in their place are so important in guarding against errors and dangers, in making you
workmen that need not be ashamed, and in securing the unity and efficiency of the church of the
. Go.
d 13
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Cunningham' s program for teaching Church History required that he master
numerous volumes of historical literature. So many that his first session as Professor
of Historical and Polemic Theology ( 1845-1846) arrived with lectures unwritten and
arguments unprepared. The summer had been spent surveying materials for the
course, and were it not for a singular ability to catalogue and recall information from
memory, there would have been no Church History course that year. Cunningham
spent three sessions developing his lectures, in addition to repeating his previous
theology course more than once due to Chalmers's death. These requirements plus
assuming more than his share of critiquing student essays meant that for much of
three years he worked until2:00, 3:00, or even 4:00 o'clock in the morning. By the
end of the session in 1848, Cunningham was exhausted. It is doubtful that he ever
recovered fully from the strain of those years preparing his course of history
lectures. 14
Cunningham's strenuous efforts, however, did provide the basis for his most
important work, Historical Theology, published posthumously in two volumes by
colleagues at New College. The introductory lecture of the first volume covered the
same points he had delivered to his students on 7 November 1850. In addition,
Cunningham wrote of the differing values he assigned to the various periods of
Church history. "There can be no doubt," he wrote,

that much the most important period in the history of the church is the Reformation from Popery,
and the period intervening between that great era and the present day. And the reason of this is,
that at and since the Reformation, every topic in Christian theology, and indeed every branch of
theological literature, has been discussed and cultivated with much greater ability and learning, or
at least in a much more rational, systematic, and satisfactory way, than during the whole previous
period of the church's history. There can, I think, be no reasonable doubt, that in point of
intrinsic merit as authors, as successful labourers in expounding and establishing Christian truth,
in bringing out clearly and intelligently, and in exhausting the various topics which they
discussed, the Reformers and the divines who succeeded them are immeasurably superior to the
theologians of preceding generations. In the respects to which I have referred,-and they are,
beyond all question, the most important, so far as concerns the real value of authors and their
writings,-the Fathers and the Schoolmen are mere children, compared with the Reformers and
14
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with the great Protestant divines of the seventeenth century .... On the ground of this general truth,
it is of much gre~ter importance for all the proper ends of historical theology ... to survey and
investigate the history of theological literature and discussion during the last three, than during
. C'
•
15
the prece dmg .ourteen, centunes.

Consistent with this view, nearly two-thirds ofCunningham's lectures covered the
period extending from the Reformation to his day. The other third consisted mainly
of great strides through momentous doctrinal disputes, key personalities, and
significant systemic approaches to theology.
Cunningham's lectures and Cunningham himself proved immensely popular with
students. Marcus Dads, for example, later Professor of New Testament Exegesis and
Principal ofNew College, wrote his mother on 8 December 1855 about his teachers,
just weeks into his first session as a student. "I enjoy his [Cunningham's] class very
much, but find Dr. Buchanan painfully prolix." 16 Students demonstrated their
appreciation for their professor in several ways. Roll was rarely called, for instance,
in his classroom. The crowded benches negated the need to do so. Many students
also attended meetings of Presbytery, Synod, and General Assembly when
Cunningham was expected to appear. They filled the galleries of the Church courts,
often boisterously supporting him, at times cheering his speeches and at other times
hissing the speeches of his opponents, especially during the impassioned debates of
the College controversy. Others later sought the publication of his theological
lectures, originally delivered during Cunningham's first sessions at New College. 17
Still others noted their respect for Cunningham in their memoirs or letters. Dads, in
another letter to his mother, dated 23 February 1856, spoke of the high standard of
Cunningham's coursework. "I have got my discourses for this year read," he wrote.
"My Latin one for Dr. Cunningham cost me more thought than anything I have ever
15
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done .... "

18

From the pen of Alexander Ross, a student at New College between 1856

and 1860, it is clear that Cunningham was highly esteemed at the professional and
personal levels. Ross admired each of his professors, but Cunningham, he wrote,
"was the greatest theologian I ever knew. I learned from him more than from all the
professors put together."

19

Ross appreciated Cunningham's lectures on Church

history to such an extent that he attended all of his classes twice and credited them
with enabling him to develop his theological method. "I learned from Dr.
Cunningham ... how to ascertain precisely the point in dispute, and thus to state the
question to be argued. This being done, it is comparatively easy to get and arrange
our reasons in support of the view we take, and also answer the question of
opponents. Neglect the status questonis, [sic] and it will be all confusion .... 20 Ross's
regard for Cunningham's abilities was matched by his affection for his character.

But I admired and loved Dr. Cunningham for his excellencies as a man, not to speak of him as a
theologian. In public he had a most commanding aspect; dignity and authority sat on his every
feature. In private he was meek and amiable, humble and straightforward: He would just say
1
what he believed at once, and was then done with it. He loved simplicity_2

Ross was particularly moved by the effect on Cunningham of a tragic event that
occurred during his first session at New College. Hugh Miller, after years of
suffering with massive fibrosis of the lungs, brain disease, and bouts of depression,
committed suicide. Cunningham had no more loyal supporter than Miller, who had
allied the Witness with Cunningham during the College controversy. His death was
deeply felt. "Oh how overwhelmed with grief he appeared to be," Ross wrote, "when
letting Hugh Miller's coffin down into his grave and while the grave was being closed

18
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As would be expected, Cunningham's popularity with his students was not due to
creative or eloquent pedagogic ability. Other features of his ability and personality,
however, some of which Ross had written about, set Cunningham apart as a
theological professor and attracted near worship from many of his students. First, he
was very erudite in his field, mastering much of the literature of Church history,
especially that of the Reformation period. The impression of most of his students,
according to one, was that Cunningham "was in the theological curriculum perhaps
more than Sir William Hamilton had been in the literary curriculum." 23 Cunningham
devoted extraordinary amounts of time to reading, and his encyclopedic memory
enabled him to draw from this reading at a moment's notice. Whether in the
classroom or at a private gathering in his home, he was able to answer questions at
great length, solving difficulties and even charming guests by the alacrity with which
he discussed a topic? 4
Second, Cunningham's lectures were full of powerful logic and obvious
enthusiasm. Avowedly, he made ample use of scholastic methodology and
distinctions. Although a small number of his students, not naturally systematic in
their disposition, may have been repelled by his rigorously scientific approach, most
benefited by it. One student, for example, argued that Cunningham's "effectiveness
as Professor of Theology was singularly great. Chalmers excelled him in making
fervent evangelists. But we question whether he has ever been equaled by any other
Scottish professor in impelling students to real and honest work as scientific
theologians." 25 Added to Cunningham's exceptional reasoning ability was his deep
conviction about the absolute importance of the subject matter, often resulting in a
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vehement ardor in the classroom. "I seem to see him even now," stated one student,
"seated at his desk reading his lectures, hurried along by the course of his argument
like a torrent, his right arm swinging behind his desk, and his eye sometimes kindling
into a glare of enthusiasm."26
Third, and perhaps at least as important as the first two reasons for Cunningham' s
success in teaching, was his sincere concern for the welfare of his students.
Cunningham felt a deep sense of obligation to his students, to promote their best
interests. At the General Assembly of 1851, he urged upon his colleagues this same
obligation. Because of the uniqueness of the relationship between professor and
student, he stated, "We ought to feel as strongly our responsibility and concern in the
spiritual welfare of our theological students, as in the spiritual welfare of those who
are our children according to the flesh. "27 Careful attention to their needs, he hoped,
would compensate to some degree for the physical separation of many students from
their natural parents during their college years? 8 Cunningham' s dealings with his
students, both in and out of the classroom, ·reflected his heartfelt desire to treat them
as he would his own children. There was patience in the way he dealt with a student's
struggles and gentleness in his private conversation with them. One student noted the
contrast between Cunningham's almost violent denunciations in the classroom and his
easygoing, approachable manner immediately afterwards in his office. "In this
combination of the lion and the lamb, lies, I believe, in great measure, the secret of
the extraordinary power which he came to have over many of us. "

29

There was also a

surprising willingness in Cu!illingham to discuss a wide range of topics. A. B.
Davidson who later followed 'Rabbi' Duncan as Professor of Hebrew and Old
'
Testament Exegesis, had numerous private conversations with Cunningham, more so
than with his other teachers. Impressed by some of the new ideas of Biblical criticism
26
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coming out of Germany, Davidson was at times astounded that Cunningham not only
allowed him to broach those theories but that his professor could then converse with
great breadth of mind about them. Cunningham's obvious interest in his students was
reinforced by his remarkable memory, which enabled him to give his students the
impression that he never forgot a name or a face. Referring to this ability in
Cunningham, one of his students wrote of a rare occasion.

Only once in four sessions do I remember an effort required for a statement which he had to
make. That was a very small matter. He was to mention the name of a student who was to read a
discourse next day, but he could not recall the name. He hesitated, and turned over the leaves of
his notebook, but the name was still refractory. He rose at length to pronounce the blessing and
dismiss the class, conquered for the moment, but only for the moment, for when he had finished
the words of blessing, the name was at command and duly intimated, amid the cheers of the class,
who had hoped in vain to see him beaten for once. 30

Cunningham kept up with the careers of his students once they left the college. They
were often surprised when they met him in later years and found him well acquainted
with their progress in ministry. 31

11

Cunningham, it will be recalled, retreated from the Church courts after the General
Assembly of 1855. And now, with his Church history lectures in place, he found
himself with time to write. Between 1855 and 1860 Cunningham edited the British
and Foreign Evangelical Review, contributing numerous articles. The Review had
begun in 1852 with the intent of countering what the publishers deemed to be the
threat posed to evangelicalism by Roman Catholicism on the one hand, and a
rationalistic skepticism on the other. Initially the Review made accessible to British
readers articles in defense of evangelicalism which had previously appeared in
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American and Continental journals, such as the Prince ton Review and Bibliotheca
Sacra. From the issue of March 1853, however, the journal included original as well

as reprinted material. Covering philosophical, theological, biblical, and historical
themes, the articles it contained were written to a high academic standard. The ten
articles Cunningham contributed to the journal during the years of his editorship and
in 1861, the last year of his life, were some of the best he had written. Pregnant with
historical detail, these articles presented a mature and nuanced defense of Calvinism,
interacting with what Cunningham perceived as contemporary assaults on the
Reformers and their theology.
In April 1856 Cunningham's article on Martin Luther appeared in the Review.
Provoked by recent criticisms of Luther by Sir William Hamilton, who had in several
publications cited "rash and offensive" statements ascribed to the Reformer,
Cunningham noted that this was the same tactic used in Roman Catholic polemics.
"The great general position," he wrote, "which Romanists are anxious to establish by
all they can collect against the Reformers, from their writings or their lives, from their
sayings or their doings, is this, that it is very unlikely that God would employ such
men in the accomplishment of any special work for the advancement of His gracious
purposes. " 32 Protestant response to this "favorite allegation of Romanists,"
Cunningham continued, was threefold: first, the allegation was irrelevant-the Bible
rather than the character of the person determines the real merits of the ProtestantCatholic controversy; second, the allegation was untrue-nothing about the character
of the Reformers as a whole rendered them useless in God's economy; and third, the
allegation could be applied "with far greater effect" to Catholics.

33

Cunningham

confined his retort to the second of the Protestant responses. In doing so, he
demonstrated a shift in his historical methodology, revealing an openness to
contextual influences. "In dealing with the materials which papists have collected for
32
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depreciating the character of the Reformers, ... there are three steps in the process that
ought to be attended to and discriminated, in order to our arriving at a just and fair
conclusion:

1st, We must carefully ascertain the true facts ofthe case as to any statement or action that
may have been ascribed to them or to any one of them; and we will find, in not a few instances,
that the allegations found in ordinary popish works on the subject are inaccurate, defective, or
exaggerated,-that the quotation is garbled and mutilated, or may be explained and modified by
the context,-or that the action is erroneously or unfairly represented in some of its features or
accompanying circumstances.
2d, When the real facts of the case are once ascertained, the next step should be to form a fair
and reasonable estimate of what they really involve or imply, taking into account, as justice
demands, the natural character and tendencies of the men individually, the circumstances in
which they were placed, the influences to which they were subjected, the temptations to which
they were exposed, and the general impressions and ordinary standard on such subjects in the age
and country in which they lived.
3d, There is a third step necessary in order to form a right estimate of the common popish
charges against the Reformers, and ofthe soundness of the conclusion which they wish to deduce
from them, viz., that we should not confine our attention to their blemishes and infirmities, real or
alleged, greater or smaller, but take a general view of their whole character and proceedings,
embracing, as far as we have materials, all that they felt, and said, and did, and endeavour in this
way to form a fair estimate of what were their predominating desires, motives, and objects, of
what it was that they had really at heart, and of what was the standard by a regard to which they
34
strove to regulate their conduct.

Cunningham utilized this evaluative process in this and future Review articles as he
defended the character, actions, and doctrines of the key Reformers, especially Martin
Luther, Jolm Calvin, and Huldrych Zwingli. His defense of Calvin' s notorious
participation in the heresy trial and consequent death of Michael Servetus, for
example, evidences each of these three steps. First, against the allegation that Calvin
had long sought an opportunity to put Servetus to death, Cunningham convincingly
demonstrated, after investigation of the sources cited as authorities for the allegation,
the insufficiency of the evidence against him. He adduced one of the authorities, for
instance, who himself acknowledged that there was only conjecture and no proof.
Another "expressly admits that it could not be proved," and still another relied solely
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on a statement made by Servetus at his trial. 35 Second, without defending Calvin's
conduct toward Servetus, Cunningham showed that Protestants and Catholics alike
almost universally held to the legality and responsibility of putting heretics to death at
that time. Even two of the more moderate Reformers, both in theology and in
character, Philip Melancthon and Johann Heinrich Bullinger, had given their full,
formal approval. A Catholic tribunal at Vienne, moreover, had already convicted
Servetus of heresy and had condemned him to die by a "slow" fire. Calvin, on the
other hand, had at least exerted his influence in a failed attempt to have Servetus die
in a less cruel manner. Third, Cunningham acknowledged defects of both character
and doctrine in Calvin, disagreeing with Calvin's defenders who had attempted to
clear his name from responsibility in Servetus's death. But these defects, he argued,
did not present a balanced portrait of Calvin, not even of his dealings with Servetus.
In the face of extreme provocation by Servetus, for example, Calvin had at one point,
at the risk of his own life, exerted great effort to convince him of his errors, and
having failed, he corresponded with Servetus for years on friendly terms in a
continuing attempt to change his mind. In the end, Cunningham' s lengthy and
detailed defense of Calvin's dealings with Servetus revealed an intimate knowledge of
the primary and secondary sources of the debate and was in fact a masterful
demonstration of his historical method. 36
On the pages of his Review articles, Cunningham, with a tenacity reminiscent of
his speeches and pamphlets during the "Ten Year's Conflict," proficiently defended
the Reformers and their theology. He also revealed much about his own theology.
Cunningham was looked upon by his colleagues as the scholastic Calvinist of the Free
Church. 37 There is much in these articles to substantiate that characterization and
much to negate it. In truth, Cunningham's theology, as found in his articles and
35
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classroom lectures, is more nuanced than that categorization would imply. Although
resolutely loyal to the more developed, scholastic form of Calvinism of the
seventeenth century, generally labeled Calvinist orthodoxy, he did on occasion
disencumber earlier Reformed theology from its seventeenth-century accessions. And
at times he disencumbered what he understood as Apostolic theology from the
mistaken views of the Reformers.
Scholasticism, a form of Christian theology and philosophy which flourished
during the medieval period of European history, attempted systematically to integrate
ideas expressed in the writings of Roman and Greek philosophers, Scripture, the
patristic fathers, and other Christian authors preceding the Middle Ages. Through
careful arguments and precise definitions, the schoolmen, as these scholars came to be
called, developed a model of argumentation relying on both faith and reason in an
attempt to apprehend reality from a human perspective. A peculiarly Protestant
model of scholasticism developed early in Protestantism and received widespread
acceptance in the seventeenth century as a way to develop Protestant systematic
theologies. Although the major Protestant Reformers assailed the theology of
medieval scholasticism and called for total reliance on Scripture, doctrinal conflicts
requiring complex theological reflection made the use of scholastic argumentation
beneficial. Protestant scholastics, moreover, began to rely on reason to develop
coherent theology from the great number of biblical texts. The Institutio, by the most
important of the Reformed scholastics, Franc is Turretin, became the standard work
for nearly two centuries.
In Cunningham's lectures on Church history, he recognized the considerable
influence that medieval scholasticism had exerted on both Catholic and Protestant
theologians. The works of the scholastics were, therefore, worthy of study, and their
theology and methodology worthy of critique. Negatively, the great defect of the
schoolmen, argued Cunningham, was their reliance upon other standards than that of
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Scripture to settle theological disputes. Prior to the age of scholasticism, it had
already become common to appeal to tradition, the authority of the fathers, and the
decrees of the popes and councils. The schoolmen, however, further corrupted this
method of theological investigation by adding to these authorities "something
resembling the rationalistic element of the supremacy of human reason -not indeed
'
'
'
that they formally and avowedly laid down this principle, but that their neglect of
Scripture, and their unbounded indulgence in unwarranted and presumptuous
speculations upon points in regard to which there could manifestly be no standard of
appeal but just their own reasonings, had a tendency to encourage it." 38 This endless
discussion of questions, which inevitably resulted in speculation rather than solution,
was the second great defect of scholastic theology. "The schoolmen," Cunningham
stated, "seem never to have entertained the question of settling the limits between
what could be known and\. decided, and what could not. ... " 39
Positively, Cunningham appreciated both the goal and methodology of
scholasticism. "The general object of the schoolmen," he argued, "was to exhibit the
substance of Christian truth in a systematic and connected order,-an object
undoubtedly of the highest importance, and constituting indeed, when rightly
accomplished, the crown and completion of the study of theology as science .... " 40
And, though scholasticism did little to establish truth or expose error, it did
significantly influence the way in which theology had been done since the medieval
period. Many of their distinctions, he stated, have been successfully used by modern
theologians to explain and defend various theological positions. Cunningham
acknowledged that the Reformers, who generally avoided intricate theological
discussions, made little use of scholastic distinctions and phraseology. But Protestant
theologians, in subsequent times, faced with more subtle debates, found it necessary
38
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to have recourse to the scholastic dialectic. Of these theologians, Cunningham most
prized Turretin, whose lnstitutio was a book of "inestimable value." And even though
the scholastic distinctions and phraseology may initially be difficult to understand,
familiarity with these will enable the reader to "see more and more clearly how useful
they are, in the hands of a man like Turretine, in bringing out the exact truth upon
difficult and intricate questions, and especially in solving the objections of
. ,41
adversanes.
Cunningham often employed scholastic argumentation and distinctions and he
clearly enjoyed being regarded as "the scholastic" of the Free Church, but he firmly
believed that apart from methodology there was little difference between his theology
and that of the Reformation.

42

And for that matter, there was for him little difference

between the theology of Calvin and that of seventeenth-century Calvinism. By the
mid nineteenth century, some were alleging that, beginning with Calvin's colleague
and successor, Theodore Beza, theologians in the Reformed tradition, especially in
the seventeenth century, significantly departed from Calvin's theology. Cunningham
challenged this view in an article for the British and Evangelical Review, appearing in
July 1861, entitled, "Calvin and Beza." Although he acknowledged that these
theologians did further develop Calvin's theology, Cunningham argued that Beza's
theology and that of the reformed confessions of the seventeenth century were
essentially in line with Calvin's thought. Alleged differences, he wrote, were over
points on which Calvin never gave explicit deliverance, because they were not then
subjects of discussion. Cunningham defended his thesis at three significant points of
contention: the logical order of the decrees of predestination in the mind of God, the
imputation of Adam's first sin to his descendants, and the extent of the atonement.
First, with respect to predestination, it was argued that Beza believed that God first
decreed to save some and to condemn others and then decreed the fall, while Calvin
41
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believed that God first decreed or permitted the fall and then decreed to save some
and to condemn others. In other words, Beza held to the position of
supralapsarianism, and Calvin to the position of infralapsarianism. On this point,
Cunningham conceded that Beza, "in his explicit advocacy of Supralapsarianism,
went beyond his master."

43

Calvin, however, could not strictly be claimed by either

side as an actual adherent. The preponderance of evidence was in favor of the
infralapsarians, but Calvin, more cautious than Beza, insisted only on a doctrine of
predestination to which all Calvinists would agree. Cunningham, more like Calvin
than Beza, leaned toward infralapsarianism, but refused to speculate on the order of
the decrees, not willing to go beyond what he believed was clearly described in
Scripture. To do so, he argued, "runs up into topics which lie beyond the reach of our
faculties, and which are not made known to us in Scripture."44 Although Beza
differed from Calvin on this matter, most Calvinists on both sides of the issue,
Cunning ham wrote, "admitted that the difference involved nothing of material
importance, and did not really affect the substance of any doctrine revealed in
Scripture."45 Consistent with this view, the synod of Dort and the Westminster
Assembly, the "two most authoritative representatives of Calvinist theology," left the
question open, though the great majority of members on both councils were decidedly
infralapsarian in their own convictions. 46
Second, regarding the imputation of Adam's sin to his posterity, it was argued that
while Calvin's views were ambiguous, Beza's were explicit, in full accordance with
the more precise tenets generally held by Calvinistic theologians. The alleged
differences between the two men centered on the theories which offer explanation for
the "universal and pervading proneness or tendency to sin."
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Specifically, Beza
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argued that the imputation of the guilt of Adam's sin was antecedent to and the cause
of a person's sinful nature. This doctrine, referred to in the seventeenth century as the
federal or representative headship of Adam, later comprised a significant part of the
more developed covenant theology of scholastic Calvinism. Calvin, some argued,
either rejected this position altogether or believed that Adam's sin was imputed, not
directly, but as a "result of the moral depravity which is admitted to attach to men, in
consequence somehow of their connection with Adam .... "48 Against this
interpretation, Cunningham contended that Calvin held to the substance of the
doctrine later developed by Beza, though he may not have used the definite
formulations Calvinists subsequently came to employ. This was due to the status of
the debate during the Reformation. "The course which the discussion of this whole
subject took in his time," Cunningham wrote, "not only did not tend to lead his
thoughts in that direction, but tended powerfully to lead them in what may be called
an opposite one."

49

The doctrine of the fall of the human race in Adam has been a

part of the creed of the universal Church throughout most of her history, but Albert
Pighius, a leading Roman Catholic opponent of Calvin, "maintained that the guilt of
Adam's first sin imputed constituted the whole of the sinfulness of the estate into
which man fell; and ... denied the transmission of an actually corrupt or depraved moral

°

nature from A dam to his descendants .... " 5 Calvin, therefore, gave more prominence,
"in his expositions and discussions of this subject, to the transmission and actual
universal prevalence of a depraved moral nature than to the imputation of Adam's sin,
which was not then a subject of controversy ."51 This was, Cunningham argued, the
true explanation for Calvin' s less definite formulations on the subject. Calvin,
moreover, never explicitly or implicitly denied the imputation of the guilt of Adam's
sin to his posterity and, in fact, on numerous occasions plainly asserted it.
48
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The.re is no r~ason, then, to fear that, in maintaining the higher and more precise views upon the
subJect..., which have been held ~y the great majority of the ablest and most accurate theologians,
we rray expose ourselves to the nsk of having the venerable authority of Calvin adduced against
5
us.

Third, concerning the extent of the atonement, Beza, and most Calvinists after him,
held to the doctrine of a limited atonement or particular redemption, in which Christ
died only for the elect. But Calvin, many alleged, asserted a universal atonement. On
this point, Cunningham acknowledged that there were no explicit statements in
Calvin's writings which pointed to any limitation in the object of atonement, but that
there was sufficient evidence to deny that he held to a universal atonement. 53 "It is
true," Cunningham noted,

that Calvin has often declared, that the offers and invitations of the gospel are addressed by God,
and should be addressed by us, indiscriminately to all men, without distinction or exception; and
that the principal and proximate cause why men to whom the gospel is preached finally perish, is
their own sin and unbelief in putting away from them the word of life. But these are principles
which the advocates of particular redemption believe to be true, and to be vitally important, and
4
which they never hesitate to apply and to act upon .... 5

Evidence that Calvin denied the position of universal atonement was twofold. First,
Calvin "consistently, unhesitatingly, and explicitly denied the doctrine of God's
universal grace and love to all men," in the sense that there was no purpose or intent
to save each and every person. 55 And, Cunningham argued, the doctrine of an
/
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unlimited atonement, as admitted by its supporters, stands inseparably connected with
this doctrine of universal grace. Second, Calvin interpreted key texts, used by
advocates of unlimited atonement to support their position, in such a way as to
preclude those texts from providing that support. 1 John 2:2, for example, states that
"He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only, but for the sins of the whole
world."

56

Here Calvin comments that John's purpose in writing was not universal

salvation, but simply to show that this benefit is available to the whole Church to

'

those who by faith embrace the gospel. Cunningham concluded this section with a
practical appeal and a willingness to leave to God what he believed Scripture did not
resolve.

The doctrine of particular redemption ... does not...throw any greater obstacle in the way of
preaching the gospel to every creature, than the doctrines which all Calvinists hold, of the
absolute unconditional election of some men to eternal life, and ofthe indispensable necessity and
determining influence of the special agency of the Holy Spirit in producing faith and conversion.
The difficulty of this whole subject lies in a department which belongs to God's province, and not
to ours. He has imposed upon us the duty of making Christ known to our fellow-men, not only as
57
able, but as willing and ready, to save unto the uttermost all that come unto God by Him....

At the end of the article, Cunningham offered mature reflections on the study of
theology, pertaining to the use of views held by eminent theologians and of
theological statements fashioned in the heat of controversy. "In almost all theological
controversies," he wrote, "much space has been occupied by the discussions

~f
/

extracts from books and documents, adduced as authorities in support of the opinions
maintained; and there is no department of theological literature in which so much
ability and learning, so much time and strength, have been uselessly wasted, or in
which so much controversial unfairness has been exhibited."

58

Cunningham agreed

of course with the study of historical theology and was especially pleased that so
56
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much attention was then being given to "the full and scientific treatment of the history
of doctrines" by scholars on the Continent. 59 It was important, he felt, to ascertain the
significant doctrinal views which have prevailed throughout the history of the Church
in every country where theology had been studied and to understand the views held
by "epoch-making men. "

60

But, he cautioned,

no deference that may be shown to the opinions of men, should ever be transmuted into
submission to authority, properly so called; as if it ever could be of essential importance, or of
determining influence, to ascertain what other men believed on matters which are revealed to us
in God's word. No document has ever been prepared by uninspired men, which did not exhibit
some traces of human imperfection,-not indeed always in actual positive error, yet in something
about it defective or exaggerated, disproportionate or unsuitable,-exhibited either in the
document itself, or in its relation to the purpose it was intended to serve. There is no man who
has written much upon important and difficult subjects, and has not fallen occasionally into error,
.
. an d.mcons1stency
.
con f us1on,
o bscunty,
.... 61

With this caveat in place, Cunningham noted that some historical figures were
more worthy of study than others. With few exceptions, he wrote, time spent on the
early Church Fathers could be regarded as nothing more than "learned lumber." 62 Of
far more value were the writings of Augustine, the Reformers, especially Calvin, "the
greatest of them all," and finally, "the great systematic divines of the seventeenth
century." 63 From this last group of writers, the works ofFrancis Turretin, John Henry
Heidegger, Herman Witsius, and Peter Van Mastricht "are based wholly upon the
theology of the Reformation; but they carry it out to its completion, and may be said
to form the crown and the copestone of theological science, viewed as an accurate,
comprehensive, and systematic exposition and defence of the doctrines revealed in the
word of God." 64 In the writings of the Reformed scholastics, he continued, the
discussion of Biblical doctrines "concerning all matters of universal and permanent
59
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importance, concerning God and man, Christ and the way of salvation, the church and
the sacraments-is dealt with and disposed of,-is practically exhausted and
conclusively determined."

65

Controversialists working with their writings needed to

remember, however, "that it is only the mature and deliberate conviction of a
competent judge upon the precise point under consideration, that should be held as
entitled to any deference. "

66

When dealing with historical authors, therefore, the

theologian must first discern whether the writer being referenced has formed and
expressed a decided opinion on the point under consideration; he must then examine
carefully the whole of what that authority has written on the subject; and finally, he
must be familiar with the significance of both sides of the issue at the time of the
author whose works are being investigated.
Cunningham concluded on an ecumenical note, suggesting lessons from the
history of controversy in the Church. Doctrinal debates should result in a fuller
understanding of Scripture, but matters of minutiae, not clearly revealed in Scripture,
should not be the subject of controversy. Nor should they, even if revealed in
Scripture, be made terms of ordination to the ministry or grounds of communion
among Churches. Calvin, he argued,

would probably have made a difficulty about adopting precise and definite deliverances on some
points, concerning the truth of which the great Calvinistic divines of the seventeenth century had
not hesitation. But it will probably be admitted that he was qualified for the office of a minister in
67
a Calvinistic church, even in this advanced nineteenth century.

The objects to be finally aimed at were embodied in the famous maxim, adopted by
Witsius as his favorite: "In necessariis unitas, in non necessariis libertas, in omnibus
caritas" (unity in things necessary; liberty in things not necessary; in all things

65

ibid., 412.
ibid., 408.
67
ibid., 410,412.
66

288

. ) 68
chanty
.

In two other articles for the Review, Cunningham separated Biblical theology from
its scholastic additions. In the first, he distanced himself from Chalmers and in the
'
second, from Calvin. One aspect of scholasticism that Cunningham deplored was the
intertwining of theology and philosophy. This was especially apparent in his article
of January 1858, entitled, "Calvinism and the Doctrine of Philosophical Necessity,"
written in response to Sir William Hamilton's criticism of Chalmers. Simply stated,
advocates of philosophical necessity, following Jonathan Edwards, offer a
deterministic answer to the relationship between God's sovereignty and human free
will, maintaining that "there is an invariable and necessary connection between men's
motives and their volitions. "

69

In other words, actions "are invariably determined by

the last practical judgment of the understanding." 70 Therefore, God, who foreordains
all things that come to pass, can guarantee that his goals will be accomplished freely
because God's decrees include not only his chosen ends but also the means to those
ends. "Such means," writes philosopher John Feinberg, "include whatever
circumstances and factors are necessary to convince an individual (without constraint)
that the act God has decreed is the act she or he wants to do. And, given the sufficient
conditions, the person will do the act."71 Referring to Chalmers's near identification
of necessity and predestination, Hamilton had argued in his Discussions on
68
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Philosophy and Literature that "nothing can be conceived more contrary to the
doctrine of that great divine [Calvin] than what has latterly been promulgated as
Calvinism .. .in our Calvinistic Church of Scotland." 72 This belief, he continued, was
not only opposed to Calvin's beliefs, but also to those contained in the Bible and in
the Westminster Confession of Faith. Hamilton's argument, of course, represented
another version of the contention that later Calvinists had corrupted Calvin's
theology, now, however, specifically addressed to Scottish Calvinism. In
Cunningham's response, he refuted Hamilton's argument, but he also disagreed with
Chalmers' s entanglement of the philosophical notion of necessity with the theological
doctrine of predestination.
Against Hamilton and Chalmers, Cunningham noted that nothing in the Bible
either proves or disproves the doctrine of philosophical necessity. The Bible, in fact,
"does not tell us anything about the causes or principles that ordinarily regulate or
determine men's general exercise of their natural power ofvolition."73 The
psychological considerations of volition, moreover, were not subjects of Calvin's
contemplations or discourses. It could not, therefore, be determined whether he
denied or held the position of philosophical necessity. Finally, Cunningham wrote,
nothing in the Westminster Confession of Faith precludes someone from
countenancing the doctrine of philosophical necessity; nor does anything in the
confession require it. To prove that the Confession excludes the doctrine of
philosophical necessity, it would be necessary to show that philosophical necessity
compels people to do what their will detests, contrary to the Confession's disclaimer
that no violence is done to the will of people in God's foreordination of all things.
This is a view of the doctrine, Cunningham noted, that not even its opponents hold.
To prove that the Confession requires the doctrine of philosophical necessity, it would
be necessary to show that philosophical necessity is logically and necessarily deduced
72
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from the doctrine of predestination. However, Cunningham wrote,
Predestination implies that the end or result is certain, and that adequate provision has been made
for bringing it about. But it does not indicate anything as to what must be the nature of this
provision in regard to the different classes of events which are taking place under God's
government, including the volitions of rational and responsible beings. 74

Cunningham viewed the doctrine of necessity as a possible way in which God
accomplishes his purposes without interfering with human will and moral
responsibility. But he believed it to be a dangerous step to assume a certain
connection between necessity and predestination. Chalmers's evident assumption that
the two stand or fall together tended to lead people to regard the proof of one as
dependent upon the proof of the other, thus elevating the doctrine of necessity to a
place higher than it warranted and placing a burden on the doctrine of predestination
to which it should not be subjected. Since it is a doctrine, Cunningham wrote, "which
usually calls forth strong prejudices, and is assailed by plausible objections, it is right
that we should beware of attempting to burden it with any weight which it is not
bound to carry; or representing it as obliged to stand or fall with a doctrine so much
inferior to it, at once in intrinsic importance, and in the kind and degree of evidence
on which it rests." 75
Far more serious to Cunningham than scholastic intermingling of philosophy and
theology was the medieval interpretation of the sacraments. In "Zwingle and the
Doctrine of the Sacraments," appearing in the British and Foreign Evangelical

Review in October 1860, Cunningham argued that the "nature, design, and effects of
the sacraments occupied a large share of the attention of the schoolmen; and, indeed,
the exposition and development of the Romish and Tractarian doctrine upon this
subject, may be justly regarded as one of the principal exhibitions of the antiscriptural
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views and the perverted ingenuity of the scholastic doctors. " 76 Against their doctrine
of ex opere operata (the understanding that the sacraments contain the grace which
they signify and confer it upon all who receive them, unless the recipients present a
barrier to that grace), Cunningham held that the faith of the recipient was the
necessary instrument by which God conferred grace through the sacraments.
Although he stood closer to the Reformers than the schoolmen in his view,
Cunningham felt that the Reformers, influenced by their historical situation, tended to
exaggerate the importance and efficacy of the sacraments. Calvin's doctrine of the
Lord's Supper, for example, was "the greatest blot in the history of [his] labours as a
public instructor."

77

His attempt "to bring out something like a real influence exerted

by Christ's human nature upon the souls of believers, in connection with the
dispensation of the Lord's Supper ... resulted only in what was about as unintelligible
as Luther's consubstantiation."

78

Cunningham was more sympathetic to Zwingli's

doctrine of the sacraments.

It was in the highest degree honourable to Zwingle that he so entirely threw off the huge mass of

extravagant absurdity and unintelligible mysticism which, from a very early period, had been
gathering round the subject of the sacraments, and which had reached its full height in the
authorised doctrine of the Church of Rome .... Zwingle's rejection ofthe whole of the erroneous
and dangerous doctrine in regard to the sacraments which had been inculcated by the schoolmen,
and sanctioned by the Church of Rome, was, in the circumstances in which he was placed, one of
the most arduous and honourable, and, in its consequences, one of the most important and
79
beneficial achievements which the history of the church records.
/

Cunningham <;lid acknowledge, however, that Zwingli fell short of the truth in his
doctrine of the nature and efficacy of the sacraments. Although in his later writings
he may have moved beyond a near memorial view, Zwingli did not fully bring out the
spiritual blessings God intends to bestow through the sacraments to those who by
76
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faith will receive them.
In the same article, Cunningham defended the Westminster Shorter Catechism
against the allegation that it, in agreement with the Church of Rome, teaches
baptismal regeneration.

80

"This doctrine," Cunningham wrote, "whatever else it may

include, is always understood to imply, that all baptized infants are regenerated. Now
there is nothing in the 'Shorter Catechism' which gives any countenance as to the
bearing upon infants."

81

The only possible ground for alleging that the catechism

teaches baptismal regeneration, Cunningham continued, would be that its statements
on the sacraments apply to all who have been baptized. Thus, for example, the
description of baptism as a sacrament which signifies and seals "our in grafting into
Christ, our partaking of the benefits of the covenant of grace, and our engagement to
be the Lord's" must apply equally to adults as well as infants. Cunningham, however,
in a rather remarkable interpretation of the catechism, argued that these descriptions
applied only to believers. The statement that "baptism signifies and seals our
ingrafting into Christ," he wrote, must mean, "that it signifies and seals the ingrafting
into Christ OF THOSE OF US who have been ingrafted into Christ by faith. This
construction, of course, removes all appearance of the catechism teaching baptismal
regeneration. " 82 "The Westminster divines, then, have given a description of a
sacrament. .. which does not directly ... comprehend infant baptism .... This is the only
explanation and defence that can be given of the course of statement adopted in the
catechism. " 83

Ill

In 1858, after three years of retreat from the public life of the Free Church,
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Cunningham suddenly lost the sight in his right eye. He did not realize, however, that
the sight was gone until one night while out at dinner. After spilling some of the wine
he was pouring, he returned home and tested his sight by covering one eye at a time.
When he discovered that he was blind in his right eye, he sought medical treatment,
but to no avail. A small blood vessel in the back part of his eye had burst, leaving the
eye permanently useless. Just before the opening of the session at New College in
November, the Church became aware of his partial blindness. Cunningham's
condition elicited widespread sympathy, both out of a sense of obligation to his many
years of service to the Free Church and out of a desire to assure him that, in spite of
the controversy over college extension, he was still highly esteemed. Candlish, on the
day he heard ofCunningham's situation, wrote to him immediately, using the old
familiar form of address he had stopped using when their friendship had been
suspended. "My dear Cunningham," the letter began, and then it continued with an
expression of sympathy and an offer to help. 84 After sending the letter by special
messenger, Candlish became worried about how Cunningham might receive the letter,
wondering if it might make matters worse between them. Candlish, therefore, on the
same evening, wrote to Guthrie, who lived near Cunningham, asking him to call on
Cunningham the next day to determine Cunningham's response. In the morning,
Candlish received a letter from Guthrie, stating that Cunningham had been "quite
melted." 85 Without explanation or apologies, the estrangement was over.
/

On 22 September 1858, Candlish wrote to Robert Buchanan informing him that a
friend had seen Cunningham and his wife on several occasions during the last few
days and had said that "both of them are much depressed and cast down. "
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At the

time Cunningham was anxious about losing the sight in his other eye, which his
doctor had warned him was a real possibility. Although this fear later eased, and he
84
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did retain the sight in his left eye, he labored for a time under great disquiet. Candlish
found out that Cunningham had considered going to Germany to see a specialist, but
did not have the means to go. Candlish, therefore, initiated an effort to raise several
hundred pounds to enable Cunningham to take the trip. George Dalziel, a barrister
and friend of the Free Church, then got involved and changed the scope of the fund.
Dalziel saw Cunningham's situation as an opportunity for the Free Church to thank
him for his years of extraordinary service and to do so in such a way as to provide
financially for Cunningham' s family in the event Cunningham could no longer do so.
Seeking to raise at least 5000 pounds, a circular was sent privately to many in the
Church. The circular recognized some of Cunningham' s significant contributions to
the Church, acknowledging that without him, "the course of our history might have
been very different from what it has been." 87 Guthrie contributed the concluding
sentence. "And we owe it to the Church of Christ, to prove to the world, that while,
as was exhibited at the Disruption, there is such a thing as public principle, there is
also such a thing as public gratitude." 88 In the end, over 7000 pounds were raised.
Cunningham was amazed at the gift, but he received it as an indication of both
appreciation for his public service to the Church and as an expression of personal
affection for him, the latter meaning more to him than the former.
Cunningham' s re entry into the public life of the Church was cemented in
November 1858. As the Commission ofthe General Assembly approached, many in
the Free Church were of the decided opinion that Cunningham should be the next
moderator. On Wednesday, 15 November, he was unanimously nominated. Later
that day, Alexander Beith, the current moderator, Guthrie, and Candlish, breaking
with tradition, delivered the nomination to Cunningham in person. When Beith
informed Cunningham of the reason for their visit, there was silence for a minute or
87
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two. Then Guthrie could stand it no longer. "I tell you what it is gentlemen," he said,

ifDr Cunningham refuse you, Come to me-1'11 not refuse you! Do you know, a lady said to me
only yesterday, "Or Guthrie, if they make you Moderator, I'll give 200 [pounds] a-year to the
Sustentation Fund. I give already what I think becomes me, but I will give what I have said if
they make you Moderator." Think of that, gentlemen. IfOr Cunningham says No Come to
89
'
me!

With that, they all broke into a laugh, and Cunningham, when able to speak, told them
that he had been totally unprepared for the offer. "He counted this the highest honour
the Church and his brethren could confer on him .... " 90
At twelve o' clock, on Thursday, 19 May 1859, Beith, as retiring moderator, took
the chair at the General Assembly, now meeting for the first time in the new hall on
Castle Hill. Then, after preaching from Matthew 6: 10 ("Thy will be done on earth as
it is in heaven"), he called the attention of the house to the incoming moderator. In a
brief speech, Beith lauded Cunningham, citing his extraordinary ability and
exemplary character. "As to all these points," he continued, "Dr Cunningham's
celebrity is not Scottish merely, nor British, but European and world-wide .... I have,"
he concluded, "the honour to propose Principal Cunningham as the Moderator of this
Assembly." 91 The response of the hall was overwhelming, often interrupting the
speech with applause and prolonged cheers. The Free Church was consciously
welcoming Cunningham back to the arena in which he had rendered such great
service. In the seconding speech, Lord Panmure reminded the Assembly of the
principles of the Disruption.

I think that this is a fitting occasion for us mentally to renew those vows; and in selecting William
Cunningham to be our Moderator-{loud cheers)-! am sure it is needless to remind this
Assembly that none contended for those great and sacred principles more nobly, more eloquently,

89
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more courageously than did William Cunningham. (Prolonged cheers.) The letter c was famous
in the Free Church alphabet. (Cheers.) Chalmers, Cunningham, Candlish-(renewed cheers)were those three eminent men who met every argument that was raised against our principles with
eloquence and conviction that spread itself over the land; and when our principles were assailed
on the score of their theological bearing, I have only to call to your recollection that most acute
pamphlet written by William Cunningham to confute the assertions of one now no more and
which did more, I believe, to convince men's minds of the righteousness of the cause of,the Free
Church than almost any other publication. (Applause.) 92

According to the accepted practice, Cunningham was then conducted into the
Assembly by the seconder and the clerk. At his entrance, wrote one observer, the
members rose in one body to welcome him,

every eye gazing at him with affectionate sympathy, the green shade at once indicating his
indisposition, and partially concealing his emotion, few will ever forget his bow as he took the
Chair. It seemed as if he flung from him a load of gratitude which was almost weighing him to
the earth, and which he now discharged on those to whom he believed it to be due. I never
imagined that so much meaning could be expressed by a gesture. 93

In Cunningham' s speech, it was apparent that he viewed his reconciliation with
Candlish and other members of the Church and his then being called to this position
as more than just a human result. They represented, he stated, "a token that the Lord
is still waiting to be gracious towards us; that He is not dealing with us as we had
deserved; that, as on many former occasions, He has again been disappointing our
fears and surpassing our expectations .... 94 To Cunningham, who had been depressed
for some time, not only the Free Church, but God himself was welcoming him back to
an active role in the public life of the Church. Now, with renewed vigor, he made an
earnest plea for the Church to focus on "the great ends of the Christian Church,-the
proclamation of Jesus Christ, the effusion of the Holy Spirit, the renovation and
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sanctification of human souls."95
To this end, Cunningham called attention to the revival then occurring in America:

There can be no reasonable doubt that this has been a very remarkable outpouring of the Holy
Ghost given in answer to believing prayer, and making the preaching of the gospel effectual for
the conversion of many thousands of immortal beings. This has been going on for a long period
of time, over a vast extent of country, and among all the different evangelical Churches. There
has not, so far as I know, been anything that might be compared with this since the great
Reformation of the sixteenth century; and this of itself is sufficient to shew that it is pre-eminently
worthy of the attention of the Churches ofChrist. 96

Continuing, Cunningham noted that Great Britain and the United States were the only
countries in the world in which Christianity's influence was pervasive, and that "true
personal religion" seemed to be about as generally diffused in the one country as the
other.

97

But, he stated, religion in America had been largely produced by revivals,

while religion in Britain had been mainly produced by "a more quiet and gradual
process," though Britain was not without occasional "outpourings of the Spirit."98
Cunningham then suggested the use of Thoughts Concerning the Present Revival of
Religion in New England, an evaluation, written by Jonathan Edwards, of the
American revival which occurred in the early part of the eighteenth century. This
book, he said, would help them to form a just estimate of the current more extensive
revival and would foster a sense of obligation to give more consideration to this
"great work of God ... which has not yet excited the attention or produced the practical
results in this country which might reasonably have been expected from it .... " 99
Concluding, Cunningham noted the dearth of Christianity in places like China, India,
continental Europe, and even Scotland, and called for renewed efforts in foreign
missions. "Let it be the one great desire of our hearts," he pleaded, "that God would
95
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pour out His Spirit everywhere abundantly, in connexion with the preaching of the
gospe 1.... "100
Cunningham' s remaining years were perhaps the most peaceful of his professional
life. Restored to old friends and to the Free Church, he also enjoyed the liberty of
involving himself only in matters of personal interest, while at the same time leaving
the burden of details to others. He became something of an oracle to the Free Church,
a general adviser, who was "by common consent the supremely great master of her
principles, and distinctively and grandly the theologian of his Church." 101 His
Assembly speeches in 1859 and 1860 were devoted to commemorating the beginning
of the Reformation in France and Scotland, respectively. Speaking at the Assembly
of 1860, Cunningham reiterated his belief that Calvinism was consistent with the
truths contained in the Bible:

It would be no difficult matter to shew that one whose mind was filled with the truths set forth in
the Word of God, who was able to take a comprehensive view of the condition of things before
the Reformation began, and to contrast them with what was stated in that Word, would come to
the conclusion that the only real and effectual cure for the fearful condition of things that then
prevailed was to go back at once, without hesitation, without palliation, without any attempt to
stop at intermediate rositions-to go back decidedly to the Calvinism and Presbyterianism of
10
God's own Word.

There is no evidence in this speech or in any other during the last years of
Cunningham' s life that he ever changed his view that theology had reached its highest
point of development in Calvinism, especially that of the seventeenth century. "There
are some," he argued in his Assembly speech of 1860, "who profess to be men of
great progress, and to have made great advances and discoveries in theology; but the
great evidence of this progress they give is usually to wrap up everything in confusion
and obscurity." 103 Nor is there any evidence that Cunningham was affected by the
100

ibid., 16.
MacGregor, "Dr. William Cunningham," 780, 782.
102
Proceedings of the Free Church of Scotland, 1860, 139.
103
ibid., 141.
101

299

views of higher criticism coming primarily from Germany. He was familiar with the
work of the German Romantic theologian, F.D.E. Schleiermacher who had
'
'
contributed to a more critical approach to the Bible with his questioning of its
inspiration and authority. Cunningham acknowledged that Schleiermacher "had had a
great deal of influence," but, he stated, that influence was "to some extent for evil and
to some extent for good."
of Scripture.

104

Cunningham, himself, remained pre-Critical, in his view

105

In addition to praising the theologians and the theology of the Reformation in these
speeches, Cunningham increasingly called for unity amongst the various Presbyterian
bodies. "With all those who stand on an intelligent Calvinism and Presbyterianism,"
he stated at the Assembly of 1860, "we may surely enter into friendly relation, bid
them God speed in their work, and give them every assistance in our power." 106 At
the Assembly of 1861 he repeated this cry for unity, specifically countenancing the
proposed formal union of the various Presbyterian Churches in Australia. On
Thursday, 30 May 1861, after the debate on this question had been going on for
hours, Cunningham rose to speak around midnight, at the urging of those around him.
Another minister caught the Moderator's eye first, however, and was given the chair,
amidst loud calls for Cunningham. The speech was brief, and then, with loud and
prolonged cheers, Cunningham rose a second time. With a mastery of debate typical
of Cunningham, he cleared away extraneous issues, removed objections, and finally
gave reasons in support of the union. His speech finished the debate, and the house
voted nearly six to one in favor of the motion he supported. A rural minister, who had
been greatly concerned that the debate would wreak havoc in the Assembly, came
into the hall the next morning and unburdened himself to a fellow minister: "was not
104
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yon a wonderful speech of the Principal's? a wonderful speech! I have got no sleep
all night thinking of that verse of the Psalm:-'Then Phinehas rose, and judgment did,
And so the plague was stayed! "'

107

It was a truly great Assembly speech; it was also

his last.
On Wednesday, 4 December 1861, Cunningham felt sick and unable to teach his
classes at New College. Remaining home, he summoned his doctor, who diagnosed a
bilious attack. Cunningham stayed at his house until Monday when he returned to
college and performed his normal duties. The day's work exhausted him, however,
and he retired early that evening. Throughout the week his condition worsened,
takin~

on the symptoms of pleurisy. On Friday, 13 December 1861, Robert Rainy,

pastor of the Free High Church, where Cunningham worshipped, stopped in at
Cunningham's home at 17 Salisbury Road. At the doctor's request, Rainy informed
Cunningham that he would probably not live through the night. Although
Cunningham was unprepared for the message, "he seemed at once to adjust himself to
his position." 108 During the conversation, Cunningham's colleagues, James
Bannerman and James Buchanan arrived. Cunningham explained his situation and
thanked them for their loyal friendship. He then requested that they take charge of his
papers, lectures, and manuscripts, doing with them whatever was in the best interests
of the Church and of his family. When asked if he had any message for his students,
he replied, "let them give themselves first to Christ, and then dedicate their whole
lives to His service, seeking to be able and faithful ministers of the New Testament,
not of the letter but of the spirit." 109 At their departure, Cunningham told Buchanan
and Bannerman twice that "We shall meet at the right hand."

110

The last few hours of

Cunningham' s life were spent with his family, comforting them and instructing them
about future responsibilities. After 10:00 o'clock, his mind began to wander, and he
107
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seemed to be moving among the people and events of the Reformation. At one point,
with a demonstrative motion of his hand, he said, "it was strange that so good a man
should have been left to do such an act." 111 Evidently referring to Calvin's
involvement with Servetus's death, he later believed that he was Calvin and cried out,
"I did not kill Servetus."

112

Coming back to his senses and seeing his family gathered

around him, he told them, "I have done with fighting; I am going quietly home." 113
Moments later, just into the new day, Cunningham died, apparently without pain and
with little struggle.
Cunningham was buried in Edinburgh on Wednesday, 18 December 1861. The
funeral service was held at the Free High Church, with sermons from both Robert
Rainy and James Buchanan. Following the service, a procession of mourners,
including the Magistrate and Town Council, the Edinburgh presbytery, the Senatus
and students of New College, members of the Free High Church congregation,
representatives from nearly every Protestant denomination, friends, and family
walked slowly from Cunningham's home on Salisbury Road to the Grange Cemetery.
The entire route was lined with people crowded together to witness the event. On that
occasion, Candlish commemorated his friend:

The roll of her departed worthies has from year to year been lengthening with terrible rapidity.
And now a name is added that will never have another written after it so noble or so dear. To me
personally the stroke comes very near; so near, that it may well take away my breath. My equal
in age, only a few months between us; my close companion from the beginning of my ministry;
my frequent counselor and helper, on whose strength of judgment and exhaustless store of ever
ready learning I have been wont to draw; my brother in arms, -can I see him fall before me, and
not stand appalled? ... He who has last gone to his rest was, I might almost say, the pillar among
us; always straight, and staunch, and firm.

111
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CONCLUSION
" ... his name will be permanently embalmed in the history of the Church in
connection with that of CALVJN, of whose peculiar views, in regard alike to
Christian doctrine and ecclesiastical polity, he was a most strenuous, consistent,
and judicious advocate."

Cunningham, "with marked decision, ... used to declare that the only credit due to
him, either in the pulpit or the chair, was 'this, and no more; that he had resuscitated
Reformation doctrine, like Hodge, and caused the Churches to look at it in its noble
1

features .... '" Cunningham had, in fact, devoted the better part of his life to the
recovery of the theology of the Reformation, especially as developed and codified in
the Westminster Confession of Faith. Convinced of the need for this during the
Evangelical revival of his college days, Cunningham later exhausted himself in
controversy-filled years of service as preacher, Churchman, Professor, and Principal.

I
As preacher, Cunningham exhorted his flock with biblical expositions of
Reformation theology. Consistent with Evangelical preachers of his day,
Cunningham included in his sermons the Reformers' emphasis on the doctrine of
salvation by grace through faith in Christ. "We must never forget," he stated, "that
the doctrine of the Cross of Jesus Christ and Him Crucified is the great Central point,
in which all the diverging lines of Christian truth ultimately meet." 2 The death of
Christ as an atonement for sins, moreover, is the foundation ... of the whole scheme of
salvation." 3 That did not mean, however, that the preacher should limit his
expositions to this single subject,
Bonar, ed., Sermons, by W. Cunningham, pre f:ace, xx1..
Cunningham, Sermons, 126.
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b~t simply,. that this was ~he great Cardinal principle which ought to be kept constantly in
v1ew,-wh1ch o~ght. to d~r~ct and regulate the general character and object of ministerial
addresses,-wh1ch, m spmt, at least, ought to pervade them all,-which ought to be the sum and
substance o: our knowle~ge of divine truths,-and ought to furnish the great animating principle
of our pract1cal conduct.

In truth, Cunningham can be faulted for limiting the range of topics in his
preaching. Rarely straying from the central doctrines of salvation, his sermons
evidenced little variety of theme. His close friend, John Bonar, in his preface to
Cunningham's posthumously-published sermons, portrayed this as a positive
attribute:

Let any one read the first and the last Sermons in this volume ... and he will perceive that it is the
same truth he unfolds, and the same motives he appeals to, and the same duties he inculcates
throughout. ...... he was most jealous of speculation when it appeared on the domain of Christian
doctrine, and his test for it was instinctively: 'Can it save?' 5

Notwithstanding Bonar's perceptions, the restricted nature of Cunningham's sermon
topics resulted in a presentation that, in its totality, truncated the content of Scripture
and of Reformed theology. Two practices accounted for this: first, though
Cunningham continued to preach throughout his life, averaging about sixty times a
year, he repeated his old sermons wherever possible. This was done, wrote Bonar,
because Cunningham believed "that he needed to counteract the love of novelty,
which was creeping in, by the exhibition of plain truth .... " 6 Although Cunningham
opposed novel theology-in preaching or elsewhere-time constraints and increasing
interest in matters beyond the realm of the pastorate were probably more responsible
for the repetition of sermons. As a result, the scope of Cunningham' s serm~n topics
was limited, inadequately reflecting the breadth of his knowledge as well as the
4
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greater body of Reformation and biblical thought.
A second and more significant reason for Cunningham's limited subject matter in
preaching was his method of selecting Scripture for the messages. Rather than
working through a book of the Bible, allowing the variety in the text to dictate the
subject from week to week, Cunningham evidently chose texts that addressed the
subjects on which he desired to preach. That practice, joined by his customary use of
only one verse of Scripture per discourse, not only restricted the diversity in his
sermons, but also overlooked the various emphases and nuances in different passages
and even whole books of the Bible. His tendency to reduce preaching to prooftexting
meant that Cunningham often determined a priori, based on his views in systematic
theology, the doctrines he wished to preach and the aspects of those doctrines he
wished to present. Thus, while Cunningham stressed the need for careful biblical
exegesis, relying on a competent knowledge of the original languages, his method of
Scripture selection mitigated against many of the benefits that should have derived
from that study.
Although Cunningham's sermons, taken together, failed to give a full-orbed
presentation of the doctrines of Scripture and, in effect, reduced the doctrines of the
Reformation, they did convey much of what was central to Reformed theology. In
addition to reviving the battle cries ofthe Reforrnation-"solafide," "sola gratia,"
and "sola Scriptura"-Cunningham frequently referenced the doctrines settled on by
the Synod of Dort and the Westminster Assembly. Further, while at the Middle
Parish Church in Greenock, he based a lengthy series of Sunday-afternoon lectures on
the Shorter Catechism. Cunningham' s brief period of popularity as a preacher while
in Greenock was due mainly to his ability and willingness to preach these doctrines in

/
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the face of the perceived threat to Westminster Calvinism known as the "Row
heresy." Greeted by a congregation confused and even divided over the "Rowite"
doctrines, Cunningham wasted little time in transforming the Middle Parish Church
into a vocal center of opposition to the new doctrines and the men who promoted
them. As a young man, not long out of the Divinity hall and already bent toward
controversy, Cunningham was well suited for the task. Exuding the kind of arrogance
that comes from both the over-confidence of youth and newly-acquired knowledge,
and motivated by the probable combination of opportunism and zeal for truth, he
never hesitated to address in his sermons and lectures what he considered to be their
dangerous heresies. Against Campbell's doctrine of universal atonement and pardon
through the death of Christ, for instance, Cunningham preached the doctrine of a
limited atonement, arguing, consistent with the Westminster divines, that the payment
of Christ's death was limited to "as many as were ordained to etemallife."7 Against
Campbell the man, Cunningham revealed his less-than-collegial spirit towards those
with whom he disagreed. By gathering evidence against Camp bell's preaching at the
Floating Chapel in Greenock harbor, Cunningham showed his determination to see
Campbell deposed. There was no attempt by Cunningham beforehand to meet with
his fellow minister in private to try to bring him around. This was not an atypical
response by Cunningham, who consistently demonstrated more concern for his view
of truth than for the feelings of his opponents. When leaving Church one Sunday
years later, he remarked to his good friend, John Bonar, "with the compression of lips
which was peculiar to him when inclined to be severe: 'We made short work with
John Camp bell for setting forth the love of God too loosely; perhaps we might do

7
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worse than turn our attention to those who preach the wrath of God as all His
8

goodwill to men. " Not long after Cunningham listened to Camp bell preach at the
Floating Chapel, Campbell returned the favor by attending the Middle Parish Church,
seating himself conspicuously in front of the pulpit. Cunningham completely
changed his sermon, directing every word against Campbell's views.
Called to the Middle Parish Church to heal a troubled congregation, Cunningham,
partly through his confrontational approach, succeeded in doing far more. To a
congregation confused about what they believed, he brought confidence in the
doctrines of the Reformation; to a congregation in danger of dividing, he brought the
kind of popular appeal that filled the pulpit and gallery stairs and required the
construction of additional seats in every available space. In that context, Cunningham
emerged as a popular defender of Westminster Calvinism.
Cunningham enjoyed significant influence as a preacher, however, only in
Greenock. That same level of success was not reached at Trinity College Church in
Edinburgh. Reasons for this were several. First, though his sermons were clear,
logical, and filled with doctrinal exposition, they were uneven and often not
particularly noteworthy. Horatius Bonar, writing privately to his brother John after
the publication of Cunningham's sermons, expressed what many must have thought.

I have seen your Preface to C's Sermons with great interest & sympathy .... I confess I cannot get
myself up to your estimate ofCunningham's sermons. Some are admirable, some are tame, some
9
are dry-very dry .... Some of your epithets I wd [sic] have toned down a little ....

8
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Cunningham' s sermons evidenced neither eloquence nor imagination. While the
popular preachers in Edinburgh generously illustrated their sermons, Cunningham,
wrote one observer, "stuck to the statement of facts, and shut his eyes and ears against
all analogies and illustrations which a vivid fancy would have conjured." 10 This
matter-of-fact manner of presentation may have been appreciated amid the Rowite
controversy in Greenock, but it was out of step with the cultivated congregations of
the "Modern Athenians" in Edinburgh.
Second, Cunningham failed to exhibit the enthusiasm in his role as preacher that
he did in that of public speaker. At times he could seem less than earnest in his
prayers and reading of Scripture before the sermon. John Smith, author of Our
Scottish Clergy, after hearing Cunningham lead two services of worship, described

him as "going through his introductory services as if he had been asleep." 11
Cunningham's lackluster preaching while in Edinburgh, moreover, has been attributed
to the practice of reading his sermons. The evidence, however, does not support this
conclusion. Cunningham had, in fact, already begun reading his sermons while still
in Greenock. More significantly, Cunningham read his classroom lectures, yet with
as much "fiery power" as in his public speeches. 12 In truth, Cunningham' s lack of
zeal in the pulpit probably stemmed from lost confidence in his ability to be a popular
preacher and in his increasing interest (and involvement) in the ecclesiastical affairs
during the "Ten Years Conflict."
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As Churchman, Cunningham contributed significantly to the events leading up to
the Disruption and then helped to establish the Free Church of Scotland as a
denomination deeply entrenched in Reformed theology. His appetite for controversy,
whetted by the library affair of his Divinity Hall days and enlarged by his conflict
with the "Rowites" in Greenock, found abundant opportunity for satisfaction with his
move to Edinburgh in 1834. Only twenty-eight and often impertinent, Cunningham
was uncompromising in his idealism and unequivocal in his determination to confront
all opponents. Confrontation had served him well, introducing him to the inner circle
of the Evangelical party during his Divinity Hall days, bringing him notoriety while
ministering in Greenock, where he gained experience in the Church courts, and
probably contributing to his translation to an Edinburgh parish. Bolstered by these
events and by the increasing awareness of his significant abilities in this arena,
Cunning ham was ready for the events of the "Ten Years' Conflict."
The Voluntaries were the first to face Cunningham's invective. His clear
articulation of the Reformation doctrine of the "two kingdoms" theory during the
Voluntary controversy was both brilliant and harsh. His brilliance helped galvanize
the Church of Scotland against Voluntary denunciations of the Establishment
principle as it recalled their Reformation heritage; his harshness helped ensure the
further tearing apart of friendships and missionary and philanthropic societies once
comprised of both Churchmen and dissenters.
Although Cunningham opposed the Voluntaries in numerous ways-helping, for
instance, to found the Church of Scotland Magazine and the Edinburgh Young Men's
Association for Promoting the Interests of the Church of Scotland-it was his
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harshness that gained recognition for Cunningham and provided a platform to display
his understanding of historical theology, especially that of the Reformation. In a
lecture on 7 November 1834, at St Andrews Church, Edinburgh, for example,
Cunningham defended the right of establislunent against Voluntary efforts to
disestablish the Church of Scotland. Referring to first and second generation Scottish
Reformation leaders, John Knox, Andrew Melville, Alexander Henderson, George
Gillespie, and Samuel Rutherford, as supporters of the establishment principle,
Cunning ham argued for a Reformed view of the relationship between Church and
State like that of the Second Book of Discipline. Church and State, both societies
instituted by God, are, Cunningham argued, two different provinces of his kingdom
with the same overarching reason for existence- the promotion of God's glory. The
primary purpose of the Church is the "salvation of souls" and that of the State the
"welfare of the community," but each should cooperate with the other, exercising
reciprocal independence to promote the glory of God. Although Cunningham
presented a very able defense, he at times used less-than-defensible terms to describe
his opponents. His statement that "the friends of the Church ... had determined to stem
the tide of atheism, infidelity, popery, and Voluntaryism, and to resist attacks made
upon them by an apostate and perjured Secession" provoked such a storm of criticism
from the Secession Churches that Cunningham promised to prove his allegations. 13
Six articles, penned by his hand, for the Church ofScotland Magazine, were devoted
to this task. Full of historical detail, these articles revealed Cunningham' s abilities as
a historical theologian, enhancing his esteem within the Church of Scotland. They
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may not have convinced the Secession Churches but they provided the Establishment
with ammunition against its Voluntary opponents.
Cunningham also blamed the Moderates in the Church of Scotland for contributing
to the Voluntary attacks, charging the Moderates with Erastianism:

The Moderate party in the Church of Scotland, whose ruinous policy gave to Voluntary
arguments all their plausibility, and to Voluntary efforts all their influence, ... seem to think that
the magistrate's obligation to promote the interests of religion and the welfare of the church,
brings these subjects within the sphere of his jurisdiction, and entitles him to exercise authority
over others in regulating them. 14

Many of Cunningham's efforts during the years 1834 to 1843 were, in fact, devoted to
opposing Moderate beliefs and practices as he sought to return the Church of Scotland
to its Reformation foundation. And, at times, Cunningham was willing to rely on
threats and political action to gain that end. Concluding his speech in support of the
veto at the General Assembly of 1833, for instance, Cunningham warned the
Moderates that:

This right cannot be much longer withheld, and it would be well if this house would learn from
what is passing around them. Last year we came to this house asking merely for a committee to
investigate the subject, but this was refused; we have come up this year in far greater numbers,
and making a much larger demand; and if you refuse this, I trust that many will come up next
15
year, who may ask still more, and ask it in a way which will compel you to grant it.

After the Evangelicals lost that vote, Cunningham wrote an article for the
Presbyterian Review entitled, "Hints towards the Formation of the next General

Assembly," which appeared in January 1834. In the article, Cunningham divided the
elders into two categories-"wrong men," or Moderates, and "right men," or
14

15
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Evange 1.tea1s.

16

Th e art1c
. 1e then went on to encourage Evangelicals to "manage" the

election of "right" elders for the next Assembly.
Much of Cunningham's influence during the "Ten Years Conflict" was due to his
resolute stand on significant issues before the Church. Once convinced of a position,
he was immovable, often to the chagrin of colleagues and friends. Patronage was one
such issue. When, early in 1834, he concluded that the veto was an insufficient
measure, Cunningham began a clamorous campaign to abolish patronage. By 183 7,
he had become an acknowledged leader of the anti-patronage movement. When he
began his campaign, most Evangelicals were content with the veto, and many in his
own presbytery found themselves annoyed and offended when he added his voice to
arguments there for the abolition of patronage. Their response was no doubt due in
part to Cunningham's publicly brash manner. Referring, for instance, to his fellow
presbyters who were unwilling to stand for abolition as "cowardly & chicken hearted
Evangelicals" did little to endear himself to them. 17 And yet, it was this resolute, and
sometimes tactless manner, combined with logical argument and a comprehensive
grasp of historical detail, that enabled Cunningham to emerge to leadership in the
Church of Scotland. His pamphlet of 1840, The Defence of the Rights of the Christian

People, issued in defense of the Veto Act of 1834, argued, with imposing erudition,
that no pastor should be forced on a congregation against its wishes. Cunningham
ardently believed in popular election and cited a multitude of witnesses from the early
Church up to the eighteenth century in support. It has been noted that this "pamphlet
probably changed the Ten Years' Conflict from a movement for the control of

16
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patronage into a struggle for its abolition." 18 Cunningham helped to revive the "two
kingdoms" theory of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, persuading many to seek
uncompromisingly the spiritual independence of the Church. It was his most
important theological contribution during the conflict.
Cunningham's resolute posture affected the outcome of the Ten Years' Conflict in
other important ways. After the Court of Session, in March 1838, denied the legality
of the Church's Veto Act, there were two junctures at which the move toward
Disruption could have been halted. Both times, Cunningham, whose influence was
then nearly equal to that of Chalmers, opposed the measures and ensured the
inevitability of the Disruption. In the first instance, Cunningham persuaded Chalmers
not to submit to the Auchterarder decision by the House of Lords, a decision which in
effect overturned the Veto Act and subordinated the Church courts to the civil
government. That decision alone probably guaranteed the Disruption, but the Court
of Session, in subsequent findings, expanded its attempt to reduce the Church to a
department of the State. When the Evangelical Non-intrusionists then sought
successive parliamentary solutions to the impending collision between Church and
State, Cunningham opposed each one. Upon reading Aberdeen's bill, for instance,
which replaced the popular veto with a presbyterial veto subject to review and
revision by the civil courts, he determined to oppose it. Although many Evangelicals
were willing to acquiesce in the proposition, Cunningham convinced many others,
including Chalmers, to reject it. Aberdeen withdrew his bill. In truth, Cunningham
had determined in 1838, after the Auchterarder decision, that a break with the State
was necessary. By his own admission, one of his great contributions to the events that
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Macleod, "William Cunningham," DSCHT, 229-30.

313

led to the Disruption was his opposition to compromise. Since the time of the
Auchterarder decision, Cunningham stated, "I have always felt that we needed, not so
much wisdom to decide what ought to be done, as courage and faithfulness in doing
't

1.

,19

Many-like Alexander Dunlop, Thomas Guthrie, and Hugh Miller-had played a
significant part in the events leading to the Disruptio~, but it was generally recognized
that Chalmers, Candlish, and Cunningham were the key players. The legal mind of
Dunlop, the winsome imagination of Guthrie, the journalistic endeavors of Miller, the
charisma of Chalmers, and the political adroitness of Candlish all contributed to the
climactic event of the Ten Years' Conflict. But without Cunningham's knowledge of
the history of Christian thought and his unyielding determination not to compromise
with the State, the Non-intrusionists may have been willing to accept the conditions of
the Government in order to remain within the Established Church. As Church
historian A. C. Cheyne has noted, the Disruption period "was an age of crusades and
campaigns-not only the Voluntary Controversy and the Ten Years' Conflict, but
also Chartism and Owenite Radicalism and the Anti-Corn Law League as well, an age
in which claims tended to be pitched at their highest, and the language of
denunciation stretched to its limits. "20 In many ways, Cunningham epitomized this
attitude, unwilling generally to conciliate or concede anything, and he convinced
many of the Evangelical Non-intrusionists that compromise with the State would have
eternal repercussions.
One of Cunningham's greatest achievements during the early years of the Free
Church was his success in holding the fledgling denomination together-by building
19
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consensus on potentially divisive issues and by silencing opposition. Cunningham
had pinned his professional career to the success of the Free Church. But more
important was his sense of the importance of the mission of the Free Church in
conjunction with the other evangelical churches of Great Britain and the United
States:

Britain and the United States contain nearly all the true religion that is to be found in the world.
They are the only countries to which we can look at present for any vigorous or extensive efforts
for promoting the cause of Christ, and advancing the welfare ofthe human race .... On the
Churches of these two countries depends, humanly speaking, the destiny of the world .... 21

Of the denominations in Britain, Cunningham held, the Free Church was the most
consistently Reformed and evangelical. Much was at stake; much depended on
avoiding any disunity within its ranks. Church history, however, is replete with
examples of the occurrence of schism within denominations formed as a result of a
split from another body. The Free Church faced that possibility during its earliest
days, with the onslaught of the "Send Back the Money Campaign."
The potential was there from the outset of the campaign for a collision between the
two men who many assumed were prime contenders in succeeding ChalmersCunningham and Candlish. They had, it will be recalled, adopted opposite stances
with respect to American Churches with slaveholding members-Cunningham urging
quiet on the subject, and Candlish drawing attention to it, threatening to withdraw
fellowship from those Churches in America that continued to "tolerate slavery by
admitting slaveholders to their communion." 22 Cunningham, who was concerned to
maintain relationships with the evangelical Churches in America and to keep the issue
21
22
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of slavery from dividing the Free Church, worked both privately and publicly to keep
his denomination from taking action against the American Churches with
slaveholding members. First, he persuaded Candlish to recommend to the General
Assembly of 1844 the appointment of a committee to address the issue of slavery;
Cunningham was to act as advisor. This the Assembly did, effectively killing any
action it might otherwise have taken against the American Churches. Second, during
the years in which the campaign was waged, Cunningham provided a theological
justification for the Free Church to keep the money. As with the justification for
slavery provided by Southern Presbyterians in America, this did much to sooth
troubled consciences and preserve the unity of the Free Church. In the end, after
several years of potentially divisive controversy, the Free Church suffered only minor
damage.
Cunningham also took a leading role in uniting the nascent Free Church around a
"determined heart-hatred" for the system of Roman Catholicism as he sought to
hinder the advance in Great Britain of what he called "Satan's great scheme for
frustrating the leading objects of the Christian revelation." 23 During a time in which
the British Government was increasingly endeavoring to be fair to Roman
Catholicism, as the faith of a large proportion of the population of the United
Kingdom, anti-Catholicism was a sentiment around which members and ministers of
the Free Church, as Protestants, could readily unite. Cunningham made it even easier
to do so. This he did through publications, public speeches, and classroom lectures.
His particular contributions in this area were several. First, unlike many Protestants
of his day, Cunningham respected the sophistication of Catholic doctrine and devoted
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tremendous energy to understanding and cataloging for the public the points of
difference between Catholic and Protestant theology. One of his reasons for doing
this was to convince Protestants that Roman Catholicism had not changed from the
time of the Reformation. At a time when Cunningham believed that Roman Catholics
were portraying their religion in a manner more acceptable to Protestants than
warranted, he directed attention to the official teachings of the Roman Church and in
the process helped to re ignite the fires of the Reformation.
Second, Cunningham portrayed Catholicism as flawed not only in its parts but also
in the whole. He characterized Catholicism as a degeneration from Christianity, as
was Pharisaism from Judaism and Paganism from the Patriarchal religion of the Old
Testament. This served to make Catholicism historically irretrievable from its
downward spiral. The system itself, Cunningham believed, was not only ruined but
also ruinous to its adherents, fostering humanity's natural tendency to selfrighteousness. If that were not enough, Cunningham offered a third and ultimate
objection-Catholicism was nothing less than the "Man of Sin" and therefore
destined for apocalyptic ruin. Scripture, he believed, gave assurance that Catholicism
would not change and therefore had to be destroyed. While other Churches might be
reforn1ed, the Roman Church was not to be reformed but extinguished at the return of
Christ. This was an argument that precluded discussion and made it difficult to
separate hatred for a system from hatred for those within that system. It was also an
argument that reflected a harsher view of Catholicism than that of Chalmers, who in
his contribution to Essays on Christian Reunion in 1845 had looked beyond the union
of evangelicals and spoken wistfully of possible union even with Rome and
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Orthodoxy_2 Cunningham's espousal of a more rigorous anti-Catholicism may have
done little to check legislative concessions to Roman Catholics, but it did much to
feed popular anti-Catholic sentiment in Scotland and in the Free Church as he rallied
them around the Protestant principle of giving no positive support to the "Man of

. "
S1n.

Ill
As Professor, Cunningham presented his students at New College with a polemical
summary of the history of Christian thought, championing a conservative Reformed
theology. This was especially true of his lectures in Ecclesiastical History, but also
the case in his first lectures as Junior Professor of Theology. These lectures, which
dealt with natural theology, evidences of Christianity, the canon, and inspiration of
Scripture, were published by his surviving students nearly twenty years after
Cunningham' s death. The occasion of their publication in 1878 was the controversy
over the critical views of Scripture advocated by William Robertson Smith, Professor
of Hebrew at the Free Church College in Aberdeen. In that context, writes John
Macleod, Cunning ham's students "wished the Church and the world to know how
such a master in the field of theological training dealt with the type of questions that
were now thrust upon them for solution."25 Cunningham's apologetic for the
conservative doctrine of scriptural authority was largely a commentary on the first
chapter of the Westminster Confession of Faith, which deals with, among other
things, the inspiration of Scripture. So thorough was his presentation that A. C.
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Cheyne has written that Cunningham's lectures "probably constitute the ablestcertainly the most learned and subtle-exposition of traditional views by any Scottish
theologian in modern times. "

26

In May 1881 Smith was deposed from his chair on the

grounds that one of his articles in Britannica contained "statements which are fitted to
throw grave doubt on the historical truth and divine inspiration of several books of
Scripture .... "

27

Although many factors were at work in Smith's dismissal,

Cunningham' s traditional exposition of the divine authority and infallibility of
Scripture reminded the Free Church of her Reformed heritage at a time when that
view was being challenged by a higher criticism emerging mainly from German
scholars, "some of whom," Cunningham had written, "have brought to this work a
large amount of learning, accompanied generally with a miserable lack of common
sense and sound logic." 28
The series of lectures with which Cunningham' s name is most closely associated
was given to his students in Church History and published in 1862 as Historical

Theology. As the title implies, the lectures dealt more with the history of Christian
thought than the history of the Church, and were more thematic than chronological.
This reflected something of a departure from the practice in the theological halls of
Scotland at the time ofCunningham's appointment. Typically, according to Rainy,
"the history of the Church [was rehearsed] in successive lectures, very much as it
might be narrated in a tolerably full compendium,-the professor dwelling in more
detail on topics which happened to interest him, and adding such reflections as the
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insight he possessed enabled him to make." 29 This was apparently the practice of
Cunningham's predecessor, David Welsh, assuming his Elements ofChurch History
is an indication of his class lectures. Welsh's work, according to Cunningham,

contains only a view of what is commonly called the external history of the Church till the time of
Constantine. It is therefore almost entirely historical, and does not, from the nature of the
subjects treated of, afford much scope for the exercise of the functions, and the manifestation of
the qualifications, of the theologian. 30

Referring specifically to the teaching of the history of doctrine or historical
theology, Rainy described three distinct approaches practiced during Cunningham's
day. First, it may simply answer the question, "What was believed and maintained
during given periods of the Church's history?" 31 Examples include G. Bull's Defence
of the Nicene Faith and German compendiums of the history of dogma, such as
Textbook of the History of Christian Doctrine by K.R. Hagenbach. A second

approach, represented by works like F.C. Baur's History of the Doctrine of the Trinity
and J.A. Dorner's History of the Doctrine of the Person of Christ, focused on
contextual influences on the development of doctrines in history. This methodology
sought "to explain the nature of each theological tendency, the soil it grew in, and the
fruit it bore,-to trace the forces, intellectual and moral, which formed and guided
each theological school,-and to shew how the various influences, inherent in the
theology, or working on it from without, explain the course of speculation, or of
controversy. " 32 Finally, there was the approach followed by Cunningham, "different,
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wrote Rainy, "from that adopted, as far as I know, in any work that exists. ,33 "It
refuses," he argued,

to be contented with t~e bare reporting of the first method; but it also refuses to linger, like the
second~ over spec~lat1?ns a~ to causes and consequences. It presses on at once to the practical
and ult1mate.quest~on m "':'h1ch the.theologian is interested, viz., What is true? ... everything falls
away exc~ptmg th1s quest1on, apphed to each great discussion, What was truly in debate? ... and
what was 1t all worth when summed up and sifted?34

Of necessity, then, the "charm of historic detail was ... sacrificed; the cross lights from
human nature and human experience faded away ... " 35
Cunningham, it will be recalled, had acknowledged at the beginning of his tenure
as Professor of Church History that imagination was not his strong suit, arguing that
this deficiency was actually a positive feature in a historian. And though he later
became more receptive to considering the possible influences of contextual situations,
his historical methodology would have benefited from a closer consideration of the
genetic development of doctrines in history. Without this aspect of study, his
conclusions could at times be somewhat naive, not recognizing the personal and
cultural biases affecting even the most deliberate theologians in the history of the
Church. Unwilling to wrestle with the subjectivity inherent within the discipline of
historical theology, Cunningham, did not always succeed in answering the question,
"What is true?" There were occasions on which he merely propagated the theology of
the men he admired or of the system he held.
In his address at the ceremonial opening ofNew College in 1850, Cunningham
suggested that, consistent with his treatment of the course, his department might more
33
34
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properly be designated Historical and Polemical Theology than Church History,
something to be distinguished from, and supplementary to, Systematic Theology.
"Never again," writes A.C. Cheyne, "was the subsidiary-and frankly theologicalrole of Ecclesiastical History stated with such assurance and precision." 36
In truth, Historical Theology approaches in its content a work of systematic
theology. Cunningham used the major controversies of the Church, which he viewed
as commentaries on the Word of God, as springboards from which to explore the
main themes in Christian dogmatics. 37 As theologian Donald Macleod has written,
Cunningham provides the student, through these lectures, with training in theological
method as he "states the issue, summarizes the views of the various parties, indicates
the evidence for the orthodox position and finally deals with the objections." 38
Cunningham represented "the last phase of the Calvinistic tradition in Scotland," and
his methodology has largely been discarded today. 39 The work makes sense, in fact,
only in light of his Reformation historiography, the foundation of which was the
objective ground of the scriptural canon. The goal of Church History was to ascertain
the meaning of Scripture:

The two most important questions that can call forth men's interest, or exercise their faculties, are
these: first, Has God given to men a supernatural revelation of His will? and secondly, If so, what
is the substance of the information which this revelation conveys to us? All other subjects of
40
investigation are subordinate to these.

As Church historian Joel Beeke has noted, Cunningham "believed that church history
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was essentially the hammering out of dogma in the fires of ecclesiastical
controversy····

,41

c unntng
. ham used these controversies to assess subjective

development of Christian thought, enabling a pronouncement of true or false-that is
consistent or inconsistent with the Scriptures.

I mean, therefore,. to attempt to ~urvey the most important discussions on doctrinal subjects which
have taken place m the. church smce God's full and completed revelation was bestowed upon it,
for the purpose of makmg use of the materials which this survey may afford in aiding to ascertain
where the tr~th, the scriptural truth, in the leading controversies which have been carried on really
lay; and to discover how the truth upon the particular subject may be most accurately stated, and
most successfully defended, and how the opposite error may be most conclusively and effectively
refuted. 42

Sectarian in his approach, Cunningham believed that the ancient and medieval
periods of the Church were marked primarily by growing corruption. He therefore
relied mainly on the controversies of the Reformation. The value of that period, he
wrote, was the "restoration ... of the doctrine, worship, and government of the church
to a large measure at least of apostolic purity."43 For this reason, Cunningham
devoted nearly two-thirds of his lectures on Church History to the formulations of
Christian doctrine during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The "Fathers and
the Schoolmen are mere children," Cunningham wrote, "compared with the
Reformers and with the great Protestant divines of the seventeenth century. "

41
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Cunningham believed that the seventeenth-century theologians clarified and in
effect carried out the theology of the Reformation to its completion, substantially
anticipating future discussions on important points. In the writings of these Reformed
scholastics, he wrote, the discussion of major Biblical doctrines "is practically
exhausted and conclusively determined. "

45

For the most part, doctrinal developments

after the seventeenth century were dismissed by Cunningham as unwanted novelties.
Indeed, Cunningham could even regard post-seventeenth-century innovations in
Reformed systematics as disloyal to Reformed theology. 46
Although Cunningham was convinced of the contributions of the seventeenthcentury divines, he valued Calvin far more than any other single theologian. Men like
H. Witsius, P. van Mastricht, and especially F. Turretine supplemented Calvin where
his thought was defective on minor points, but Cunninghan1 felt that Calvin gave to
the Church a comprehensive view and a balanced proportioning of biblical truths.
Cunningham's Historical Theology stressed theological proportion. "Taking his cue
from Calvin," writes Donald Macleod,

Reformation." ibid., 8. Having said this, however, Cunningham went on to dismiss the authority of
the Apostolic Fathers and the Ante-Nicene Fathers with respect to "the interpretation of particular
passages of Scripture, or in the exposition of the scheme of divine truth." ibid., 172. See also ibid., 94I 20 and I 34-7 I for his discussion on the individual Fathers and writings attributed to their pens. The
one bright spot during this era, in Cunningham's mind, was Cyprian who became Bishop ofCarthage
about the middle of the third century. "Cyprian is," Cunningham wrote, "altogether one of the finest
characters we meet with in the history of the early church; and his letters may still be read with profit,
both by private Christians prosecuting the work of sanctification in their own souls, and by ministers of
the gospel desiring to cherish the spirit in which their arduous and often very difficult and trying work
ought to be carried on .... Cyprian seems to have taken his views of divine truth somewhat more purely
and simply from the Scriptures than many ofthe early writers; to have had less tendency than many of
them to mix up scriptural truth with philosophical speculations, or to invent mere fancies of his own
without any scriptural warrant; and to have had somewhat more of at least the spirit of the gospel."
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Cunningham
insisted
• f.".
•
•
fthat
· ·there
. .was a hierarchy among Christian truths·. "th ere ·ts a great
dtflerence,
Importance,
·
" m
A pomt o mtnnstc
d
. . among the many truths of differe nt k'mds ta ug ht us ·m
S~r~pture · . ~ a r~su 1t, ough~y. Calvmtst though he was, Cunningham repeatedly warned against
gtvmg the dtstmcttves of Calvmtsm a prominence unwarranted by Scripture.47

Controversy provided the subject matter for Cunningham's lectures; it also
influenced the manner in which he taught his subject. "Even in the quiet of a college
class-room," one of his students wrote, "his lectures, regarded simply as a spectacle of
battles-the battles of system against system-were what no student can ever
forget. "

48

Cunningham was greatly loved and respected by most of his students.

Although there were students who disliked the rigor of his logical presentation, given
without eloquence or imagination, the great majority of Cunningham's students were
greatly impressed by his magisterial command of the history of Reformation thought,
his zealous defense of those truths, and his sincere concern for his students' welfare.
As Professor, Cunningham won most of his students over to Reformed theology,
stamping on their impressionable minds a thoroughly developed seventeenth-century
scholastic Calvinism.
While serving as Professor at New College, Cunningham' s influence extended
beyond the classroom walls. A series of carefully prepared lectures, first delivered to
his Church History class, was published in the British and Foreign Evangelical
Review, which he edited between 1855 and 1860. Published as ten separate articles,

these essays defended the thought and character of the leading Reformers, while at the
same time criticizing them on points at which Cunningham believed they departed
from Scripture. The Word of God was the ultimate standard; the Reformers were
judged accordingly. Nevertheless, for the most part, the theology of the Reformers
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was consistent with the Bible.

We b~lie~e that the th.eo!ogy of the Reformation, in its great leading features, both as it respects
doctr~ne ~~the more hmtted sense of the word, and as it respects the organization of the church as
a soctety, ts the unchangeable truth of God revealed in His word, which individuals and churches
are bound to profess and to act upon. 49

In these articles, Cunning ham's intense loyalty to the Reformers is plainly evident.
Any perceived assault on the relevance of their theology was met in these pages by a
mature and nuanced, though sometimes exceedingly harsh, defense of Calvinism.
The stenmess with which he condemned other writers was evident in his comment on
a statement by Sir William Hamilton: "We hope to prove that this elaborate statement
contains about as large an amount of inaccuracy as could well have been crammed
into the space which it occupies; and, if we succeed in doing this, we may surely
expect that Sir William's authority upon theological subjects will henceforth stand at
least as low as zero." 50 In spite ofCunningham's severity, he was then the foremost
living authority on Reformed theology in the Free Church (and probably in Scotland).
His arguments were accepted as given and were in fact highly successful in defending
the character and beliefs of the Reformers. With respect to his article defending
Luther, "It was said in the Edinburgh of that day that Dr. Cunningham had simply
killed Luther's assailant. "51
Cunningham thus demonstrated a theology firmly rooted in seventeenth-century
Reformed orthodoxy. Nevertheless, three factors helped to prevent his theology from
being labeled as hyper-Calvinism. First, he was not absolutely tied to that theology.
49
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Like Calvin, Cunningham was unwilling to go beyond the limits of Scripture on
doctrinal formulation. In his article for the Review entitled, "Calvinism and the
Doctrine of Philosophical Necessity," Cunningham criticized the scholastic
intertwining of theology and philosophy. Second, in his article entitled, "Calvin and
Beza," Cunningham demonstrated that Beza's theology and that of the Reformed
confessions of the seventeenth century were substantially in line with Calvin's
thought, even though they represented further developments ofCalvin's theology.
Third, his evangelicalism gave him an appreciation for non-Reformed Christians who
were yet evangelicals. In an article that Cunningham contributed to the North British

Review, for instance, he wrote that the founders ofMethodism "were honoured by
God to be the great instruments of the revival of true religion in England in the
eighteenth century." 52 "Of course," he continued, "we believe that the extraordinary
success of Wesley and his followers was vouchsafed to them, not because of their
Arminianism, but in spite of it. ... " 53

IV
As Principal of New College, Cunningham felt the weight of succeeding
Chalmers. Nothing was more important to him at this juncture than fulfilling
Chalmers's dream for New College as a theological hall. It was to be a bastion of
Reformed truth and old-style Protestantism, surrounded by an expansive Roman
Catholicism and the incipient higher critical approach to biblical scholarship. To this
end, New College would need to rival the best-equipped theological halls in the
English-speaking world, with a demanding theological curriculum and a full
52
53

Cunningham, "Wesley and Methodism," North British Review, xvi (February 1852), 507.
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complement of Professors. Cunningham wanted the Free Church to devote her
resources for theological education to one college that could be steadily improved.
With the onset of the College controversy, however, he feared that his dream might
fade.
In addition to his sense of duty to New College, Cunningham's own academic
ambitions were at stake, and he made the battle against proposals to establish
additional Free Church colleges a personal one. It became the most divisive event of
the Free Church's first two decades. From the start, Cunningham seemed to have no
intention of recognizing any merits in his opponents' arguments. He was fixated on
the business of enhancing the one college. Sadly, Cunningham held to his onecollege position as fiercely as he held his doctrinal positions, unwilling even to
remain friends with those who opposed him. In the end, though Cunningham lost his
battle for one college, he did receive from the General Assembly of 1855 the
commitment to complete the curriculum by establishing five theological professors at
New College.
Cunningham's vision for New College was more circumscribed than that of
Chalmers. During Cunningham's fourteen years as Principal, the college narrowed its
mission from one of building a free university to the more modest one of forming a
theological seminary. Cunningham lacked the enthusiasm of his predecessor for a
university and as a hint of things to come, in his inaugural address as Principal, he
referred to New College as a theological institute. Further, under Cunningham's
leadership, the theology of New College became more conservative and Calvinistic.
As A. C. Cheyne notes, "Theological criticism and innovation were at a discount."
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Among the Professors of New College, Cheyne adds, "it is Cunningham who more
than any of them embodies the fiercely conservative, combatively orthodox, high
Calvinism in its earliest phase." 55
Through his roles as Principal and Professor, Cunningham largely determined the
character and theological ethos of New College until his death in 1861. Under his
leadership, New College was also firmly established and housed in a majestic new
building sited prominently on the Mound. The completion of the curriculum provided
students with a comprehensive theological education. 56 And Cunningham's restless
quest to continue the perfecting of New College contributed greatly to what became
recognized as the most important Reformed seminary in Europe in the middle part of
the nineteenth century. Through New College, Cunningham's imprint on the Church
extended beyond the borders of Scotland as his students found their way to "almost
every nation in Christendom" and to "every quarter of the globe." 57

V
Cunningham died at the age of fifty six, having exhausted himself in years of
tireless service as preacher, Churchman, Professor, and Principal. In each of those
positions, he had quite deliberately embroiled himself in controversy. His intellectual
constitution fitted him well for life as a controversialist, but the personal strain he
experienced may well have contributed to his early death. From the library affair in
his Divinity Hall days to the debate over the number of theological colleges during his
Free Church years, Cunningham never spent a whole year without a major
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controversy. Immediately after his student days, he faced the Rowites in Greenock·

'
during the Ten Years' Conflict, he contended first with Voluntaries and then with
Moderates and an encroaching Government; after the Disruption, he battled
abolitionists, Free Church ministers, and ministers of Scottish denominations that
identified with the principles of the "Send Back the Money Campaign;" afterwards, he
warred with some of his closest friends and colleagues in the "College Controversy;"
and throughout his career, Cunningham fought Roman Catholics. Only in the last five
years of his life did he enjoy a respite from the strenuous demands of heated debate.
As a controversialist, Cunningham had few equals, either in the Church or in
Parliament. His extraordinary power in debate was both a blessing and a curse-a
blessing because it enabled him to rise to a place of prominence within the Church
and to exercise extensive influence; a curse because his abuse of that ability obscures
for many his important accomplishments. Cunningham could at times be highly
confrontational with opponents. But there are several mitigating factors that must be
considered in an assessment of his overall character. First, he believed the
controversies in which he engaged to be of great consequence, affecting, for example,
the credibility of the fledgling Free Church of Scotland and her ability to promote and
defend the principles of Reformed, evangelical Protestantism against an increasingly
confident Roman Catholicism and an increasingly liberal Continental influence.
Believing that Great Britain and America were the only major nations with a
significant Christian witness only increased in Cunningham's mind the importance of
Free Church efforts to frustrate any form of Christianity not consistent with the
principles of the Reformation. Also at stake for Cunningham was the nature of the
Church, especially with respect to her relationship with the State, and the nature and
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proclamation of the gospel. These were matters of eternal consequence.
Second, in modern psychological parlance, Cunningham would probably be
labeled a perfectionist. He had many tendencies that lend credence to that
characterization. In his relationship with the United Secession minister John Brown

'
'
for example, Cunningham allowed disagreement over the Apocrypha controversy to

sour a once close relationship. "Intimacy with him after that," Cunningham wrote,
"was out of the question, because it was impossible for me any longer to respect
him. "

58

Cunningham evidently found it difficult to appreciate the overall balance of a

man's character if he perceived the existence of a single significant defect. Principle
sometimes took precedence over people for Cunningham. He so strongly felt the
consequences of wrong belief that he could treat adversaries harshly in order to win in
debate. Cunningham also drove himself extremely hard and seemed to be surprised
that others did not do the same. This was especially evident in debate when he
castigated his opponents for what he considered to be lazy, irrelevant argumentation.
Third, Cunningham recognized that his propensity to deal severely in debate was
not only wrong, but also detrimental to the cause of religion. He was frequently
disappointed over his inability to change, and he often went out of his way to
apologize, often to his own humiliation. His apology to John Brown at the founding
meeting of the Evangelical Alliance is one such example. And in his later years,
Cunningham did finally soften to some degree. John Duncan, his colleague at New
College, witnessed Cunningham's closing address as Moderator at the General
Assembly of 1859. "Very admirable," he remarked; "all his strength, but finely

Edinburgh Advertiser, 28 November 1837. Cunningham, however, later change~ ~is m~nd, ~t will.be
recalled, and sought to restore the relationship between himself and Brown. In a stmtlar situatiOn, hts
friendship with Candlish was also restored after a time of estrangement.
58
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mellowed; Hercules still, but he has no club!"59
Fourth, in spite of Cunningham's intimidating public persona, he was gentle and
warm-hearted in person. Young couples who went to see him to discuss their
weddings and students who met with him after class in his office were all relieved to
find him gracious and personable in private conversation. This aspect of
Cunningham's personality is generally accepted and has not been challenged. Even

Macphail's Edinburgh Ecclesiastical Journal, no friend of the Free Church or of
Cunningham, conceded this point when addressing Cunningham's appointment as
Principal of New College.

He was in private humble, modest, manly, and kind. He reserved his rudeness for the stormy
public arena of debate; but in private the native genialities of his heart found ready expression and
kindly play. He had the qualities that create friends, and secure their attachment; and this feeling
of personal regard and kindness operated greatly to promote his election. 60

Cunningham fought hard throughout his professional life to revive the doctrines of
the Reformation. Perhaps his greatest contributions in that endeavor were his efforts
toward the building of the Free Church of Scotland. For nearly two decades,
Cunningham stamped his brand of Reformed orthodoxy on candidates training for
pastoral ministry. His death, however, "marked the end of the first phase of the
history of New College."61 Commitment to Reformed orthodoxy quickly lessened
with the appointment of younger liberal scholars like A.B. Davidson and W.G.
Blaikie, who introduced New College to new perspectives. Nevertheless, through
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Cunningham' s published works, recently reprinted by publishers such as The Banner
of Truth Trust and Still Waters Revival Books, his influence continues, especially
among those loyal to the theology of the Westminster Confession of Faith. Through
his books, Cunningham's lectures still give students the impression of a "learned
theologian" who "had no difficulty .. .in admitting and affirming the peculiar doctrines
of Calvinism, obnoxious as they are to many cultivated minds, simply because he
believed that the Bible is the word of God, and was assured that these doctrines can be
proved by the sure warrant of Scriptures."
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APPENDIX

Camp bell's peculiar doctrines are difficult to comprehend, partly because he gave
new meanings to commonly understood biblical terms and partly because his theology
was in a state of flux as he sought theological answers to a pastoral problem. Even
Eugene Bewkes' s eulogistic account of Camp bell's theology, Legacy of a Christian
Mind, acknowledges that Campbell was "struggling" in his theological development

at this time.

1

The key, however, to understanding his soteriology begins with his

belief that God loves all people (without exception) and demonstrates this love in the
life and death of Christ, the representative of each and every person. 2 Because Christ
is the representative of all, the atonement is for all, reconciling God to man, but not
man to God.

3

In other words, the atonement places all people in a state of grace or

pardon, removing the judicial barrier which guilt interposes between the sinner and
God, thereby giving everyone a right and title to come to Christ. 4 This universal
pardon (not universal salvation) is intended to lead people to be reconciled to God. 5
In order for this reconciliation to occur, the individual must believe that God has
pardoned him or her, and the only way to come to this conclusion is to believe that
God has pardoned all through the atonement ofChrist. 6 This in fact is the gospel, that
Christ has died for all and therefore for you. 7 Being assured of this is equated with
repentance and reconciles the individual to God. (This is why assurance is of the
essence of faith and necessary for salvation.) 8 In truly believing this gospel, a person
1

E.G. Bewkes, Legacy of a Christian Mind (Philadelphia: The Judson Press, 1937), 40.
of the General Assembly, 1831, xix; ibid., 43, 74, 90, 106-7; Campbell, Notes of
Sermons, i (Paisley, 1831), 5.
3
Jinkins, Atonement, 7, footnote 10; Proceedings of the General Assembly, 1831, 56.
4 ibid., 32-5; Jinkins, Atonement, 253, 263-4; Proceedings of the General Assembly, 1831, 24,
57-8.
5
ibid., 37-8.
6"Many said, 'Believe that Christ died for you, and your faith wil~ be ~n evidence to yourself
that you are one of those for whom Christ died:' he said, 'Believe that Chnst d1ed for you because He
died for all mankind."' Camp bell, Reminiscences, 27.
1
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receives Christ as Savior, through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, who works faith in
us and thereby unites us to Christ. Only the elect will believe the gospel and be
united to Christ, and therefore only the elect will escape the wrath to come. Those
who are not elect, who refuse to respond to the universal pardon of God by being
reconciled to God, will be ultimately judged on this refusal (rather than on the basis of
breaking God's law) and be placed in the lake offire. 9
This understanding of Campbell' s view of union with Christ differs strikingly from
that of a prevalent contemporary interpretation, which is most clearly expressed by M.
Jinkins. He wrote that there "is only one union with Christ, for Campell, Christ's
union with humanity in the incarnation." 10 In other words, Campbell "understood our
union with Christ to be that which Christ did in uniting himself with all humanity in
the incarnation, and not an event in the individual's religious experience." 11
Campbell, however, believed that union with Christ was an event in the individual's
religious experience. "In as far as the work of God in Christ is a thing exterior to a
man," Campbell stated, "and not a part of the history of his own soul, that to that
extent the thing is universal as respects the children of men." 12 There are people, he

argued, outside this union (all non-Christians) who because they stand outside of this
relationship with Christ are condemned by God. 13 Further, only through the personal
exercise of faith does Christ enter into union with a person. 14 When Campbell spoke
of Christ being given to all people, he did not mean that Christ was in everyone (or

the assurance of God's love towards someone that placed that person in a state of pardon, an assurance
which can only be derived from believing that God has placed all in a state of pardon. The latter is the
assurance that someone has come to believe in the former, thereby becoming a child of God and
therefore "in a condition of looking peacefully and contentedly along the tide of coming events, and
anticipating eternity, and committing it to God in the assured confidence that his eternal state shall be a
blessed one in the enjoyment of God." Proceedings of the General Assembly, 1831, 58-60.
9
Proceedings of the General Assembly, 1831, 43-4; ibid., 38; ibid., 37-8, 190, 229; Camp bell,
Sermons and Lectures, ii, 228-9; Jinkins, Atonement, 278-9.
10
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11
ibid.; see also 9; footnote 12, 280f.
12
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14
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that everyone was in Christ), but that Christ had been given by God to die for all
people. 15 This merely gave everyone "a right to share in this his nature;" to take
advantage of this right, we must by faith "receive God in our nature .... "

16

434
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