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Introduction

In days of great oecumenical interest and a tendency to reject all forms of ecclesiasticism,
the Plymouth Brethren movement has attracted a good deal of attention. In Great Britain
it is primarily represented by the “Christian Brethren” — formerly known as “Open Breth-
ren” — whose 1959 list of meetings contains some two thousand entries, there being per-
haps eighty thousand active adult members. Their theology is a moderate Calvinism, they
practise believers’ baptism, and there is a strong emphasis on the independence of the
local congregation. All preaching and teaching is in the hands of laymen, there being no
separated ministry, although progressive sections of the movement are beginning to advo-
cate a settled paid pastorate. The Christian Brethren practise “open communion”, wel-
coming other evangelical Christians to their weekly “breaking of bread” services, and
they are generally well-disposed towards oecumenical activity, particularly with other
evangelical bodies. Public attention has however more often been focussed by Press re-
ports, and even by discussion in Parliament, upon the activities of an extreme minority
group, the “Taylorite Exclusive Brethren”. This group, whose numbers are uncertain
although they probably do not exceed three or four thousand, is hyper-Calvinist, rigidly
puritan, and highly centralised in its ecclesiastical organisation. It rejects all links of fel-
lowship and contact with the outside world and even with other evangelical Christians;
rigid group endogamy is practised, and where only one partner in a marriage belongs to
the community, permanent separation is strongly [iii] advocated. Although the hope cher-
ished in all sections of the Brethren of the imminent personal return of Christ in the Sec-
ond Advent tends to foster a world-renouncing outlook, among the Taylorite Exclusives
it takes the extreme form of the rejection of newspapers, radio and television, the refusal
to eat a meal in the company of outsiders, and minimal social contact with non-members
of the community. Almost the only distinctive points of agreement between the two ex-
tremes described are the fervent Advent expectation, the absence of a separated ministe-
rial order, and the practice of charismatic or free worship — after the Quaker model
though with only male audible participation — in the breaking-of-bread services.

There are a number of other groups of Plymouth Brethren whose social conventions
and ecclesiastical practices are intermediate between those of the Christian Brethren and
the Taylorite Exclusives, the largest in Britain being the Lowe-Kelly Brethren, whose
ecclesiastical organisation is on the Taylorite model although their social outlook and
doctrinal tolerance are much broader.

Part of the purpose of this dissertation is to examine the nineteenth-century begin-
nings of the Plymouth Brethren movement in an attempt to explain how two Christian
communities with such apparently different ideals could spring from a common origin.
These beginnings have always been shrouded in obscurity, and the study of the subse-
quent development of the movement has presented peculiar difficulties to the historian.
There are two main reasons for this: the sparseness of documentary material, and the
emotional involvement of most of the individuals and [iv] families in possession of histori-
cal information.

The extraordinary absence of documentary material relating to the early history of
the Brethren may be explained firstly by their general expectation of an imminent Second
Advent, and secondly by their complete rejection of any kind of formal ecclesiastical or-
ganisation. If human history may come to an end tomorrow, there is little point in multi-
plying historical records which will shortly be consumed by fire; far better to spend the
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remaining “time of grace” in preaching the gospel and in making ready for translation to
heaven. The value of all human words - letters, documents, reports of meetings — should
be judged solely in terms of spiritual and pastoral usefulness. The criterion “does this
contribute towards the eternal salvation of the individual?” could be amply illustrated
from the days of Hannah More onwards — and hence the practice, widespread in Victorian
evangelical circles and frustrating to the historian, of publishing volumes of letters with
names, personal details, and what posterity might conceive to have been the more inter-
esting and controversial elements suppressed. The Brethren were not alone in holding this
attitude, but in their case the position was worsened by their principle of minimal formal
organisation. They claimed to be attempting a return to the New Testament pattern of
church life in which high value was placed upon preaching gifts. They felt that this charis-
matic ideal would be compromised by formal ecclesiastical arrangements, which they
denounced as “human systems”. This was the centre of their criticism of the institutional-
ised churches, which they felt “quenched the Spirit” by seeking to imprison Him within
human forms of liturgy, ordained ministry [v] and administrative machinery. Their reac-
tion against formal worship was so complete that to this day even the Lord’s Prayer is
never used in Brethren public worship or private devotion, and children are not encour-
aged to learn it for fear that a form of words may become a substitute for personal inti-
macy with God.

The insistence on the principle of minimal organisation meant that there were no
formal annual conferences or other official gatherings, so that no published Minutes or
records of proceedings are available for study. Even the semi-official conferences among
the Exclusives after 1848 were carefully presented as having been convened by individu-
als acting under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and the Minutes taken were held pri-
vately. There were no lists of accredited ministers or preachers, since any male member
who exhibited a preaching gift would be invited to exercise it among the local Brethren
communities without the necessity for any kind of formal recognition or ordination. In
practice those who preached were limited in number, and common consent would exclude
a man who taught unsound doctrine, but there was a strong aversion to any suggestion of
ministers possessing official standing. No organisation was established to control the own-
ership of chapels and meeting-places, which were always owned by individuals, though at
a much later stage groups of Open Brethren established Trust Funds to control the owner-
ship of certain properties. The only early periodical, the quarterly “Christian Witness”
(Plymouth, 1834-1841) was concerned solely with propagating doctrinal and ecclesiastical
views, and sheds light on the development of the Brethren movement as such, only by
inference; nor was it in any sense [vi] an official organ of the community, since it was ef-
fectively controlled by a small number of self-appointed individuals in the meeting at
Plymouth responsible to no-one but themselves. However, in the absence of formal ad-
ministrative machinery, an informal power-structure inevitably grew up among the Breth-
ren, centred in a few key individuals who exerted influence on the basis of their acknowl-
edged spiritual and moral stature. Locally these were often men who by their previous
social standing or their wealth had been most prominent in the founding of Brethren com-
munities. Those of them most disposed to travel and to preach in different places, or to
publish tracts and spiritual works, acquired by these activities a much wider informal
authority throughout the whole Brethren community. This explains why in most sections
of the Brethren, personalities counted for a great deal; and one of the happy results of this
from the point of view of historical research has been the preservation, for sentimental or
polemic reasons, of a certain amount of material in the form of unpublished letters and
personal documents.
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This dependence of the Brethren movement upon the influence of dominant individu-
als is at the root of the second reason why the study of Brethren history is so difficult: the
intense emotional involvement of the members of various sections of the community.
Membership of one or other of these sections — notably the “Open” and “Exclusive” sec-
tions after the schism of 1848 — has carried with it definite and widely differing moral
viewpoints about many of the events in the early history of the movement, which make
it difficult to reach an objective understanding of them. The various “charismatic leaders”
had immense [vii] followings, and it can hardly be denied that personal loyalties and antip-
athies often obscured the real issues at stake in the controversies. Although the same
might be said of domestic battles in many other churches during the nineteenth century,
the Brethren’s peculiar brand of spiritual idealism — which was often commented upon by
opponents and even by their own more clear-sighted members — seems to have made
them particularly susceptible to bitter theological and ecclesiastical warfare. Another re-
sult of this emotional involvement, especially among older Brethren today, is a cautious
reticence about the unhappy events and divisions of the past, and a general unwillingness
that the “work of the Spirit” should be subjected to scrutiny by unbelieving historians.
Among the Christian Brethren, however, there is a growing healthy awareness of the
failures of the past and of the continued relevance of many of the original insights of the
founders of the Brethren movement. I should like to pay tribute to the great assistance
and encouragement I have received in my research from many members of the Brethren,
in particular those associated with the Christian Brethren Research Fellowship, whose
fearless approach to matters long obscured by emotional overtones have done a great deal
to clear away the mist shrouding the early days of the Plymouth Brethren.

P. L. E.
August 1966
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Sources

Some description of the sources used in preparing this dissertation is essential, to amplify
and interpret the bibliography given below, and in particular to indicate where new pri-
mary sources have become available since the publication of the one standard work on
the Brethren, W. B. Neatby “A History of the Plymouth Brethren” (London, 1901). The
three main sources which were not consulted by Neatby, but which have been used exten-
sively in the present work, are the Sibthorpe and Fry manuscript collections, described
below, and the individual Returns of the 1851 Census of Religious Worship in England
and Wales, many hundreds of which have been scrutinised at the Public Record Office,
Chancery Lane, London.

Many of the personal effects of John Nelson Darby, one of the first Dublin Brethren
and the great leader of the Exclusive section after 1848, are carefully preserved among
the Lowe-Kelly Brethren at Redruth in Cornwall; this “Sibthorpe Collection” contains
hundreds of original letters to Darby and copies of letters from him, although the majority
refer to the period after 1870. It also contains various personal documents which furnish
incidental information about Darby’s movements, and copies of the Wills made by Darby
and George Wigram, a leading Exclusive. A similar collection of letters and tracts known
as the “Fry Collection” exists among Christian Brethren in the Isle of Wight, and is com-
posed of material from the personal effects of Benjamin Wills Newton, a young Oxford
don who was involved in the foundation of the Plymouth meeting in 1832 and who was
its leading figure in the period leading up to the schism of 1845 in which he and Darby
were the main protagonists. The Fry Collection [ix] contains all the original tracts and
works of Newton, who like Darby was a prolific writer, and a large number of original
letters and documents. Much of this material was preserved for polemic reasons, and there
is a special folder of letters relating to the 1845 schism at Plymouth, which will be re-
ferred to in footnotes by year and folio number. Of great value also is a series of letters
written by Newton from Oxford to his mother at Plymouth in the years immediately pre-
ceding his alignment with Brethren. The Fry Collection also contains a series of letters
written by Samuel Tregelles, a member of the Plymouth meeting from 1835 and a great
friend of Newton’s, although these deal mainly with matters of Biblical textual criticism.
Probably the most important items, however, are several manuscript books containing
Newton’s unpublished reminiscences in old age, when he had long since left the Brethren,
written down by F. W. Wyatt, a colporteur who spent some years with Newton. The most
significant of this material, especially relating to Newton’s connection with the Brethren,
was collected by Mr. A. C. Fry, a member of the Open Brethren, in one smaller manu-
script book which is carefully paginated and which for convenience will be referred to as
“Newton Memoirs”. The material needs to be treated with caution, since it was written
many years after the events related and at a time when Newton’s ecclesiastical views were
strongly antagonistic to those of the Brethren; the dates recorded are vague and there are
often apparently several accounts of the same event which conflict in detail. Nevertheless
the Newton Memoirs provide the only surviving account by any of the participants of the
origin of the Plymouth meeting of the Brethren and of the first services of worship held
there.

[x] The recollections of John Gifford Bellett, another of the original Dublin Brethren,
in a letter to James McAllister dated 7th June 1858, with later appended notes by Darby,
Wigram, Cronin and Stoney (all prominent Exclusive Brethren), circulated for years in
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manuscript among Exclusives, and were printed after Darby’s death in an undated tract
entitled “Interesting Reminiscences”. The notes by Cronin and Stoney are dated July
1871; Cronin’s is especially valuable for the Dublin origins, in which he participated,
although he unfortunately gives no dates. An early manuscript copy of these reminis-
cences is in the Sibthorpe Collection; they will be referred to for convenience as “Bellett
Recollections”.

Primary material relating to the origin and development of the Brethren meeting at
Tottenham, including early lists of those in fellowship and minutes of disciplinary meet-
ings, is still in existence locally, but access to it was refused. Similar material relating to
the Hereford meeting is available but was not consulted. Certain material, including a
manuscript volume of J. N. Darby’s unexpurgated letters and at least one volume of Min-
utes from the Park Street London metropolitan meeting of Exclusives, is said to be still in
existence among Taylorite Exclusive Brethren, but access to it was not possible. A consid-
erable amount of information was obtained from contemporary newspaper reports of
religious meetings, secessions of clergymen, etc., especially at Dublin, Plymouth, Hereford
and Hull, and from lists of persons and religious meeting-places in local Directories. Infor-
mation about the origins of the Brethren in Ireland was amplified by consulting the re-
cords of the Church of Ireland (now held by the Representative Church Body in Dublin),
and by paying personal visits to surviving Open Brethren meetings at Ballina, Cork, and
[xi] Merrion Hall, Dublin; original copies of Darby’s early anonymous tracts, while he was
still a practising clergyman, were consulted in the Halliday Collection in the National
Library, Dublin. In this library also is a historian’s report on the surviving Powerscourt
Papers, but as might be expected from an aristocratic family wishing to forget the eccen-
tric religious activities of one of its members, nothing has survived which bears upon the
connection of Lady Powerscourt with J. N. Darby and the Brethren. The original letters
of Lady Powerscourt during the last few years of her life, expurgated versions of which
were published with all names excised, do not appear to have survived, if they could yet
be discovered they might shed considerable further light upon the Irish origins of the
Plymouth Brethren movement.

The general viewpoint of the early Brethren can be judged from the issues of “The
Christian Witness” and from the early published tracts by the founders, especially Darby,
Newton, Anthony Norris Groves and Capt. Percy Hall. No British library has “The Chris-
tian Witness”, but the complete bound volumes are in the possession of Mr. G. C. D.
Howley and also of Mr. F. R. Coad, leading members of the Christian Brethren in London.
Mr. Coad’s volumes contain early pencilled annotations giving the authorship of the anon-
ymous contributions; these have been checked and found to be accurate wherever the
articles were published elsewhere, and there seems no reason to doubt the remaining
ascriptions. Important light is also shed on Brethren origins by the tracts explaining the
reasons for their secession published by various clergymen and ministers who joined the
movement, especially J. L. Harris, Henry Borlase, Charles Hargrove, Andrew [xii] Jukes
and Lancelot Brenton (all clergymen), W. H. Dorman (Independent), and William Trotter
(Methodist New Connexion). These may be compared with similar apologiae by evangeli-
cal clergymen who seceded but joined other denominations — especially, in the same pe-
riod at Oxford, Henry Bellenden Bulteel, J. C. Philpot and William Tiptaft. Other docu-
mentary sources for the study of Brethren origins include Quaker tracts connected with
the Beacon Controversy of 1835-1837 and a monthly publication “The Inquirer” (Lon-
don, 1838-1840) produced by evangelical seceders from the Quaker movement, some of
whom subsequently joined the Brethren; the Minutes of the Methodist New Connexion
Conferences for 1841-1843 dealing with the Barkerite secessions, and numerous polemic
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tracts connected therewith; and various tracts connected with the secession of Andrew
Jukes from the ministry of the Church of England in 1843. These domestic controversies
all resulted in the accession of disaffected members to the Brethren. The M. N. C. Confer-
ence Minutes are now at the Methodist Archives and Research Centre, City Road, E. C. 1;
“The Inquirer” in three bound volumes, and most of the Quaker and M. N. C. tracts are
in the British Museum Library; the tracts about Jukes, which also provide considerable
information about the Brethren meetings in Yorkshire at the time of the 1848 schism, are
in the Hull Central Library and were consulted there.

The events of the 1845-1848 schism have been reconstructed from primary sources
in the Sibthorpe and Fry Collections and from the contemporary publications from the
various viewpoints: Darby’s “Narrative of the facts, connected with the separation of the
writer from the congregation meeting in Ebrington Street”, “Account of the proceedings
[xiii] at Rawstorne Street in November and December 18467, and other tracts printed in
Collected Writings of J. N. D. (ed. William Kelly), Ecclesiastical Vol. IV; William Trotter’s
“The Whole Case of Plymouth and Bethesda”, the authoritative contemporary Exclusive
account; Samuel Tregelles’ “Three Letters” in general support of Newton; and on the
Open Brethren side Henry Groves’ pamphlet of 1866 “Darbyism: its rise and develop-
ment, and a review of the Bethesda question”. The best objective contemporary account
of the whole dispute, by someone who obviously possessed accurate inside information
although not himself a member of the Brethren, was the anonymous “Retrospect of events
that have taken place amongst the Brethren”, London 1849. This was accompanied by a
companion tract “An appendix illustrating the Retrospect” which printed four of the
“Confessions” issued by Newtonians who seceded to join Darby. These last two tracts are
in the British Museum (B. M. L. 4135.e.36 (1) & (2).) After the 1848 schism polemic tracts
— often giving only the author’s initials (a widespread Brethren custom) or even anony-
mous — proliferated; with due allowance for partisanship these furnish important historical
information, and the most valuable of them are listed in the bibliography.

Biographical memoirs were published posthumously for several prominent Open
Brethren, including A. N. Groves and Lord Congleton (J. V. Parnell), both of whom were
involved in the Dublin origins. The “Memoir of A. N. Groves” prints a number of letters
and is of considerable value, although the material is badly arranged. The connection of
Francis William Newman with the Brethren in 1830-1833 is best illustrated by his autobi-
ography “Phases of Faith”, written in 1850 at a time of scepticism. This work is also [xiv]
important for its accurate appraisal of Darby at an early stage in his ecclesiastical career.
The “Collected Writings of J. N. D.”, edited by William Kelly, a prominent Exclusive who
after the schisms of the 1880s gave his name to a considerable party of the Brethren, con-
tain a good deal of incidental information about the development of the Brethren. There
were in all thirty-four volumes, many of which are still reprinted among Exclusive Breth-
ren, arranged in groups under headings such as Expository, Doctrinal, Ecclesiastical, Pro-
phetic, Apologetic, Miscellaneous etc. More important for the purposes of historical recon-
struction are the three volumes of Darby’s collected Letters. These include many not rep-
resented in the Sibthorpe Collection; the dates and places of writing are given, and al-
though names and personal references within the text are usually excised, they can often
be restored with a high degree of probability from other internal evidence. It should be
particularly noted that these “Letters of J. N. D.” appeared in various undated editions,
with differing contents, and the page references in the footnotes to the ensuing text are
from the volumes in the author’s possession, which are believed to be the original bound
editions, c. 1890. A similar caution applies in the case of quotations from, and references
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to, the Collected Writings of J. N. D.; all such references apply to the complete set of
bound volumes in the Library of Trinity College, Cambridge.

In the absence of official lists of accredited meetings, the Returns of the 1851 Census
of Religious Worship in England and Wales are essential sources for estimating the distri-
bution and numerical strength of Brethren meetings shortly after the schism of 1848. The
Census Returns furnish information about places of worship and attendances on Sunday
30th March [xv] 1851. The Brethren practised weekly communion, and the great majority
of full members, but few others, would normally have been present at their “breaking of
bread” services; since these were invariably held on Sunday mornings, the morning atten-
dances recorded on the Census Returns give a fair guide to the actual membership of
Brethren meetings. Those who completed the Returns on behalf of the meetings only
rarely described the congregations as “Plymouth Brethren”, and often felt obliged to
register a special protest in the “Remarks” column against accepting any denominational
title. Catholic Apostolic (formerly Irvingite) churches often made similar protests, but the
forms of words used are usually distinctive, and often the signatures reveal to a researcher
conversant with Brethren annals which meetings were Plymouth Brethren. Study of the
actual Returns was essential, because the Census Report, which appeared in 1853, con-
tains many inaccuracies in its Summary Tables due to the difficulty the Returning Officers
had in determining the ecclesiastical affiliations of groups such as the Brethren which
refused to accept a definite denominational title.

Histories of the Brethren have been written from the standpoint of the various parties,
the most important being the following: Exclusive, Andrew Miller, “The Brethren, their
origin, progress and testimony” (1879); Lowe-Kelly, Napoleon Noel (ed. W. F. Knapp),
“The history of the Brethren”, 2 vols. (Colorado, 1936); Open, David J. Beattie, “Breth-
ren: the story of a great recovery” (Kilmarnock, 1939). Miller’s narrative of the Dublin
origins is based on statements Darby made to the author, and is somewhat misleading;
Noel’s work abounds in hagiography and lacks perspective, [xvi] though giving some use-
ful statistics; Beattie is especially useful in recording local recollections and domestic de-
tails about the origins of many Brethren assemblies in the British Isles. The Taylorite Ex-
clusive history is concerned almost solely with the successive doctrinal schisms from 1845
onwards, and is entitled “The Recovery and Maintenance of the Truth”; written by A. J.
Gardiner, it has appeared in two editions, the first in 1951 and the second, with many
additions, in 1963.

In the last few decades of the nineteenth century, which were the hey-day of
Exclusivism, a number of books about the Plymouth Brethren appeared which were po-
lemic attacks by bitter and sometimes ill-informed opponents. Into this category fall the
works by J. C. L. Carson, T. Croskery, J. Grant and W. Reid; not quite so unsympathetic
are those by J. S. Teulon and E. J. Whately. Most of these writers’ adverse criticism ap-
plies mainly to the Exclusive Brethren. Among contemporary works describing life among
the Brethren by men who had left the community, two of the most useful are William
Townsend “Church and Dissent” (1872, revised 1880) and Dr. Alexander Murdoch “Life
among the Close Brethren” (1890). All these works are listed in the bibliography for the
sake of completeness, although detailed study of Exclusivism after 1848 is outside the
scope of this dissertation. In any case little can be added to Neatby’s excellent description
of the theological and social outlook of the Exclusive Brethren and of the character of
Darby as their leader. Neatby’s work is by far the most objective scholarly account of the
movement, in which his family had been prominent as Exclusives, though his narrative of
the origins and early development is weak through lack of primary material.



Chapter 1
The background: evangelicalism in Britain in the 1820s.

(a) The Established Church.

The great majority of the founders and earliest adherents of the Plymouth Brethren move-
ment had formerly been members of the established church in England and Ireland. This
interesting fact may help to explain why there has always seemed to be more affinity
between Brethren and Anglican evangelicals than between Brethren and other noncon-
formists. This affinity was, and still is, both social and theological: social, in the strong
appeal to an upper-middle class suburbanism, and theological in the moderate Calvinist
theology of both Christian groups. It has persisted throughout nearly a century and a half
of the existence of the Brethren as a distinct Christian community. It is obviously very
important in any study of the origins of the Plymouth Brethren to investigate the atmo-
sphere of evangelicalism within the establishment in the 1820s.

The second generation of a movement rarely retains the fire and zeal of its founders,
since the intensity of their insight is inevitably diluted by increasing popular support.
Another inevitable result of success is institutionalism, for any organisation founded to
further an ideal necessarily absorbs a proportion of the energies devoted to that ideal.
These are fair general comments to make about the early nineteenth century inheritors of
the evangelical revival. Their protest made, the evangelical seceders from the Church of
England consolidated themselves [2] in Methodism and the Countess of Huntingdon’s Con-
nexion, and among the former energies were already being dissipated by domestic frag-
mentation.” In the case of evangelicals who had remained within the established church,
the secession of the extreme elements reduced tensions and lessened the atmosphere of
crisis. The crusading fervour of the pioneers gave way to the more genteel piety of men
like Wilberforce and Simeon; “enthusiasm” waned almost in proportion to the increase in
popular support for the evangelicals. In 1760 the evangelical revival was still represented
in the established church by a persecuted minority of isolated individuals — Fletcher at
Madeley, Berridge at Everton, Grimshaw at Haworth and others. Evangelicals enjoyed
scant social acceptance and were often regarded with distaste by the upper classes, who
particularly disliked the physical manifestations which often accompanied emotional evan-
gelical preaching. By 1820 the “evangelical party” in the Church of England was an ac-
cepted part of the religious and social scene, and many fashionable people were evangeli-
cals. An increasing proportion of energies, however, were directed towards holding public
meetings, forming Committees, and founding Societies in support of social welfare or
missionary endeavour. The value of a social conscience is unquestionable, and the subse-
quent record of evangelicals in the Victorian era is a noble one’; but this tendency inevita-
bly siphoned off a proportion of energies which might otherwise have been directed to-
wards basic evangelism among the unchurched masses of a booming population. Contrib-
utory reasons for these tendencies were the influences of the so-called “Clapham Sect”

1. [230] The Methodist New Connexion was formed in 1797, the Primitive Methodists effectively in
1807, the Bible Christians in 1815.

2. K. Heasman, “Evangelicals in Action”, London 1962.
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and of Simeon’s long ministry in Cambridge. The Clapham Sect was an informal group of
wealthy evangelicals which [3] flourished in the early years of the nineteenth century and
which included among its members John Venn, Rector of Clapham from 1792 to 1813
and father of the John Venn who as Rector of Hereford figured in Brethren annals later in
the century, Zachary Macaulay, Henry Thornton, and William Wilberforce. The high
standing in society of the members of this group gave it an influence over both Parliament
and public opinion out of all proportion to its numbers; and its successes in the fields of
the social applications of Christianity — of which the abolition of the slave trade in 1808
was the greatest but by no means the only one — played an important part in gaining for
evangelicals the mixed blessing of greater social acceptance. The other great centre of
Church of England evangelicalism was at Cambridge, where Charles Simeon exercised an
unequalled influence as Vicar of Holy Trinity from 1782 to 1836, especially in undergrad-
uate circles, where his disciples were known as “Sims” and were noted for their serious
demeanour and disciplined life. Simeon was moderate and austere in theology and prac-
tice; he hated controversy and liked regularity. Above all, he was a strict churchman. It
had been the compulsory terminal communion which had precipitated his own “conver-
sion” on his arrival in Cambridge in 1779, and he enjoined regular attendance on his
followers. He was instrumental in keeping many evangelicals within the Church of Eng-
land at a time when large numbers were defecting to Methodism.’

It cannot be suggested that the Christianity of Wilberforce and Simeon was anything
other than sincere and whole-hearted, even if it sometimes appeared to be opportunist,
tempered principle with expediency, and shrank [4] from idealistic excesses®. Nevertheless
its very moderation, and the increasing support it received, contributed to the change in
atmosphere among evangelicals. The pioneers of the evangelical revival had felt them-
selves gloriously liberated from the shackles of “formal religion”, and had endured criti-
cism, lack of preferment, and social ostracism for the sake of their convictions. Each of
them had experienced a personal spiritual crisis carrying with it the thrill of discovery,
and they often stood alone amid misunderstanding and distrust. But in the 1820s a new
formalism threatened: a formalism in which the watchwords of the evangelical gospel
became commonplace to those who grew up with them among increasing numbers of like-
minded people. As evangelical families and churches proliferated, the proportion of “sud-
den conversions” inevitably decreased, since children could be brought up under the con-
stant influence of evangelical thought and language. Evangelicals of this generation had
often not “discovered” their faith — they had grown into it from early years, accepting its
orthodoxy without question. Simeon himself was forced to admit that conversion was
often a gradual process — an admission which earlier evangelicals might have questioned.

The picture of evangelicalism about 1820 as a spent force, more concerned to hold on
to its gains than to break new ground, is unduly pessimistic particularly in view of the
missionary movement much of whose expansion was still in the future, but it has been
commented upon by too many writers for it to be completely dismissed.” It has been

Charles Smyth, “Simeon and Church Order”, Cambridge 1940, esp. Ch. VI.

F. K. Brown, “Fathers of the Victorians”, C. U. P. 1961, esp. Forewd. & Ch. IL.
cf. H. Willmer, “Evangelicalism 1785-1835” (Hulsean Prize Essay 1962), Ch. II “Providence and
Prudence”. (In Cambridge University Library).
5. L. Elliott-Binns, “Religion in the Victorian Era”, London 1936, pp. 49-51.
W. H. B. Proby, “Annals of the Low Church Party”, 2 vols. 1888, esp. Ch. 27.
F. K. Brown, op. cit. note 4, pp. 518-9 et al.
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pointed out that a whole generation of leading evangelicals became disillusioned with the
party and left it — including Wilberforce himself towards the end of [5] his life. Many emi-
nent Victorians had been brought up in evangelical households — John Henry Newman,
Edward Pusey, Gladstone and Palmerston to name but a few.® This disillusionment with
evangelicalism on the part of educated men is mirrored instructively in the spiritual pil-
grimage of Francis William Newman, the brother of John Henry, whose evangelical pe-
riod included three years among the Plymouth Brethren.” These strictures on evangelical-
ism hold true even though almost all evangelical churches could point to increasing num-
bers in the 1820s, since absolute increases were common to all Christian churches — ex-
cept apparently the Quakers — at this time, being in any case swamped by the population
boom.

Disillusionment with the stagnant state of Church of England evangelicalism contrib-
uted also to a renewed spate of secessions in a very different direction — towards Calvinis-
tic Dissent — after 1815, rising to a peak in the early 1830s. It may not be unfair to com-
pare the birth of the Primitive Methodist (1807) and Bible Christian (1815) movements,
which represented charismatic protests against what was felt to be the stifling
organisationalism and complacent orthodoxy of method shown by the parent Wesleyan
body.® At this point however a distinction must be attempted between theological and
practical reasons for secessions. Until about 1815 the main points of cleavage among
evangelicals had been over matters of church order and discipline. Dislike of the parochial
system and episcopal control, with the consequent restrictions upon itinerant and lay
preaching; desire for the ordination of men without University degrees; desire for the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper in their own communities of the converted — these were
the matters, rather than any doctrinal [6] question, which had been decisive in separating
Methodism and the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion from the Church of England.
Within Methodism too, the schisms of 1797, 1807 and 1815 were over ecclesiastical is-
sues, in particular congregational independency and lay control.” Even the well-known
doctrinal disagreement between Wesley and Whitefield was not now a burning issue;
Calvinist and Arminian had learned to live together, and it seems probable that by the
1820s there was not a great deal of high Calvinism within the Methodist Churches. Even
the Primitives and Bible Christians were largely Arminian in outlook. In fact many of the
most powerful high Calvinist clergymen - such as John Newton, William Romaine and
Robert Hawker — never left the established church.

From about 1815, however, seceding clergymen gave increasingly doctrinal reasons
for their action in leaving the establishment, and it is clear that this renewed spate of se-
cessions was largely Calvinistic. In 1814 there was a block secession of laymen from the
Church at Kilkenny which led to the formation of a group very like a later Brethren as-

W. G. Hutchinson, “The Oxford Movement”, London 1906, Introduction p. xii.
Y. Brilioth, “The Anglican Revival”, London 1925, pp. 40ff.

F. K. Brown, op. cit. note 4, p. 6.

F. W. Newman, “Phases of Faith”, London 1850.

J. Petty, “The History of the Primitive Methodist Connection”, Lond. 1860.

H. B. Kendall, “History of the Primitive Methodist Church”, London 1919.

T. Shaw, “The Bible Christians 1815-1907”, London 1965.

9. See a series of articles on Methodism after the death of Wesley, in the London Quarterly Review,
beginning in October 1884.
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sembly. Since the incumbent of the parish, Rev. Peter Roe, was one of the foremost evan-
gelicals in the established church in Ireland, it is clear that the issues involved were do-
mestic ones within evangelicalism. In the following year Roe published a tract entitled
“The evil of separation” comprising a number of letters on the subject from evangelical
clergymen, apparently including Simeon.'’ In 1815 also there took place in Hampshire the
first of a series of secessions by clergymen. The leading figure of this so-called “Western
Schism” was James Harington Evans, late Fellow of Wadham College Oxford from 1805
to 1810. He became a Baptist, and in 1823 at [7] Islington as the pastor of John Street
Chapel, was the instrument of conversion of Robert Chapman, later for many years the
foremost figure in Devonshire Brethrenism. Evan’s [= Evans’] reasons for seceding were
significantly different from those of clergymen who had become Methodist preachers a
generation earlier. It was no longer simply a matter of obtaining a wider freedom to
preach, but a crisis of conscience over doctrinal beliefs. Evans, like the laymen at Kil-
kenny before him, objected to the union of Church and State and the practice of infant
baptism, not only because of the practical abuses which he believed followed from them,
but because he felt them to be clearly contrary to the teaching of the New Testament, and
inconsistent with the nature of the gospel message. He also objected to the absence of a
genuine communion discipline in the Church of England, which allowed the careless and
ungodly to participate." This new doctrinal awareness in evangelical discontent thereafter
increased, and in the 1820s and 1830s it led to the secession from the established church
of at least thirty young clergymen — many of them connected with Oxford — and an un-
known number, though certainly hundreds, of educated laymen. Many of them joined the
Particular Baptists or, after 1831, the Plymouth Brethren.

It is a little too facile to explain these secessions as some Brethren historians have
done, simply as a reaction against evangelical formalism, though there is almost certainly
some truth in this assertion. Evangelical clergymen who left the establishment at this time
sometimes waxed hotter about their evangelical brethren who “stayed in Babylon” than
about high churchmen with whom they had much less theological sympathy. The irony of
being “so near and yet so far” — of being “awakened” and yet not seeing the [8] inconsis-
tency of remaining within the State Church - this called forth some of the strongest invec-
tive and the most impassioned appeals from the seceders, both clerical and lay, of the
1830s."

10.  Rev. S. Madden, “Memoir of the late Rev. Peter Roe”, Dublin 1842, pp. 255ff. “The evil of separa-
tion from the Church of England, considered in a series of letters addressed chiefly to the Rev. Peter
Roe, minister of St. Mary’s Kilkenny”, with preface & concluding address by Roe; 1st edn. Kilkenny
1815; 2nd edn., corrected & enlarged, London 1817. (Camb. U. L.) The authors of some of the letters
are not named, but Madden (loc. cit.) ascribes one of them to Simeon and another to himself. The
influences of James Haldane and Thomas Kelly are mentioned in the accounts of the Kilkenny seces-
sion; see text pp. 33, 35, 37-8. Roe opposed Kelly’s teaching by publishing “A letter from the Rev.
Thomas Scott M. A. to the Rev. Peter Roe on a publication entitled ‘A plea for primitive Christianity’
by Thomas Kelly”, Kilkenny 1816.

11.  [2311J.J. Evans, “Memoir & Remains of the Rev. James Harington Evans” 2nd edn. 1855.
F. Holmes, “Brother Indeed — the life of Robert Cleaver Chapman”, London 1956, pp. 11 & 15-19.
12.  e.g. L. C. L. Brenton (see text pp. 17, 19-20) “A sermon on Revelation 14 verse 13 ... to which is

appended ... Remarks on the present position of the Evangelical clergy”, 2nd edn. Ryde 1849. (in
B.M. L)

J. C. Philpot (see text pp. 15, 16, 19, 22-24) “A letter to the Provost of Worcester College Oxford ...
with a new preface, containing more decided remarks on the national establishment, and on the
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Two other factors contributing to the swelling tide of secessions deserve mention. One
which had prepared the ground particularly in the case of laymen, was the problem of
maintaining an evangelical ministry in a particular church. This was often impossible when
the patronage was in the hands of a hostile person who would not risk another of his in-
cumbents becoming “serious”, and the next nearest evangelical parish might be some
miles away — too far for regular Sunday commuting even supposing the home Vicar did
not object. Sometimes, when all efforts to secure an evangelical successor had failed, a
large part of the congregation scattered as soon as the non-evangelical incumbent arrived.
There are descriptions of events of this kind at Reading in 1798 and at Wallingford in
1808, and they must have been repeated, perhaps less spectacularly, in many places.” It
was to avoid such occurrences that Simeon and other leading evangelicals began to buy
patronages in order to secure a continuous evangelical ministry in as many places as possi-
ble. Their shrewd strategy in seeking to position these in places of maximum influence
shows a foresight which hardly deserves the criticism it has sometimes received.'* Failure
to achieve continuity, however, often generated large numbers of disaffected evangelicals
without positive church affiliations, or at least whose former allegiance to the Church of
England had been seriously and permanently weakened. Many of these “floaters” subse-
quently founded, or joined existing, Baptist or Brethren communities. In the 1830s and
1840s [9] Brethren membership was often gained from evangelicals who had left their
Parish Churches because of dislike of a non-evangelical clergyman; a spectacular example
of this was at Hereford in 1837 where it is said that more than a hundred parishioners
seceded at one time, and in this case the incumbent was a moderate evangelical.”

A further more theoretical factor was that in spite of the conservatism and stabilising
influence of men like Simeon, one of the inevitable results of the evangelical revival had
been the minimising of the distinctions between clergy and laity and between churchmen
and dissenters. Evangelicals found themselves more concerned with the distinction be-
tween “vital” and “nominal” Christians. This division might very well cut across both
ministry and denomination, so that an evangelical layman in the Church of England could
feel more affinity with an evangelical Baptist than with his own high-church Vicar. Such
fellowship was made more common by increasing interdenominational missionary and
philanthropic activity, for example in the Bible Societies, which were gaining ground
against considerable opposition. The new awareness of the unseen line between the vital
and the nominal paved the way from evangelicalism within the established church, to-
wards the Brethren’s “church of the redeemed”, and lubricated the passage of many later
seceders. Once the distinction was accepted, it was but a short step to feeling that the

conduct of the evangelical clergy in continuing ministers of the same”, 10th edn. Lond. 1836.

A. J. Jukes (see text pp. 141-3) “The way which some call heresy, or, Reasons for separation from
the established church: A letter to the Christians of Hull”, Hull 1844. & esp. 2nd edn., 1862 (see note
250).

For this plea from a layman, P. F. Hall (see text pp. 71-4, 96-7) in “Discipleship! or reasons for re-
signing his naval rank and pay”, 2nd edn. Plymouth 1835.

13.  C. Smyth, op. cit. note 3, p. 238.
14. e.g.inF. K. Brown (op. cit. note 4) passim.

15.  Pamphlet issued locally on the occasion of the centenary of Barton Hall; Hereford, 1958. See text pp.
129-130.

Other examples of this are mentioned in D. J. Beattie, “Brethren: the story of a great recovery”,
Kilmarnock 1939; e. g. at Shaftesbury, Dorset.



THE ESTABLISHED CHURCH 15

Church of England system was based on compromise, that its communion fellowship con-
tained chaff mixed with the wheat, and that many of its rites and ceremonies were applied
indiscriminately when they should have been applied only to converted believers. These
complaints, especially with reference to baptism, communion and the [10] burial service,
appear repeatedly in the apologiae of the clergy who seceded in the 1820s and 1830s.
Many of the seceders drew the conclusion that the evils originated in the union of Church
and State, with its apparent implication that every loyal Englishman could claim the rights
and privileges of the Christian, without the necessity for belief in the heart and practice in
the life. The crisis point therefore came for many young evangelical clergymen when they
found themselves legally obliged to baptise the children of profligate parents or to admin-
ister the sacrament to, or conduct Christian burial for, persons whom they felt had shown
no signs of true conversion.

IRELAND

The impact of the Church-State issue on Irish evangelicals was rather different. In Ireland
in the 1820s less than a quarter of the population was Protestant, the proportion locally
being especially low in the south. Central and local government were linked closely with
the Protestant establishment, and churchmen had a direct and compelling reason for their
Erastianism in the immense pressure from beneath of the Roman Catholic masses. Fears
of a recurrence of the 1798 rebellion, coupled for some time with the possibility of an
invasion from France, made the Irish clergymen react to their insecurity by adopting an
ultra-Erastian position. In the 1820s the position was made even worse by moves in the
British Parliament towards Catholic Emancipation, which Irish Protestants felt would be
a betrayal both theological and political. The juxtaposition in the minds of Irish church-
men between Roman Catholicism and treason is shown clearly by the Archbishop of Dub-
lin’s requirement in 1827 that Home Mission converts [11] should subscribe to the oaths of
Allegiance and Supremacy - that is, to swear their political loyalty to the British Crown.
To some evangelicals this requirement was an intolerable confusion of the claims of
Church and State, and for at least one of the Irish founders of the Brethren, J. N. Darby,
it provided the crisis-point of departure from the established church. The evangelicals
within the Church of Ireland formed a small but active group among whom two of the
best-known clergy were Roe at Kilkenny and Robert Daly, Rector of Powerscourt in
County Wicklow and later Bishop of Cashel. The Irish evangelicals had pioneered the
Home Mission, but its substantial successes in converting Roman Catholics in remote rural
districts of Ireland were given an immediate death-blow by the Archbishop’s requirement.

An interesting result of the special circumstances in Ireland was that the relationship
of the Methodist societies with the established church followed quite a different pattern
from that in England.'® Because of Roman Catholic pressure it seemed worse to break
with the establishment. It is difficult to assign clear-cut dates to the formal severance of
connections in either England or Ireland, but if the dates when the respective Methodist
Conferences first officially allowed ministers under their jurisdiction to celebrate the
Lord’s Supper service may be taken as an irrevocable step, the severance would date from
1795 in England (the Plan of Pacification) but only from 1816 in Ireland. It is also note-
worthy that division from the parent Wesleyan body was in Ireland for the purpose of

16.  Proc. Wesl. Hist. Soc., xxxiv, pp. 63-5 & 73-5.
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keeping in closer relation with the established church — exactly the reverse of the tenden-
cies in England where the parent body was the more [12] conservative. Thus after the
decision of the 1816 Irish Methodist Conference to allow celebration of the sacrament,
more than one third of Irish Methodists formed themselves into the Primitive Wesleyan
Methodist Conference (not to be confused with the English Primitive Methodists), which
desired to retain closer links with the established church and so did not permit its churches
to celebrate the communion. These Irish “Church Methodists” were to be found until
much later in the century, attending their parish churches for communion, as well as their
Methodist Society meetings. Meanwhile the previous practice of the Wesleyan Methodist
Churches of holding their meetings at times which would not conflict with services in the
parish church, began to break down about 1821 and the severance of connection was thus
confirmed. In the 1820s, therefore, the thirty-thousand-odd Methodists in Ireland (of
which about two thirds were in Ulster) were divided into Wesleyans and Primitive Wes-
leyans. Wesley had paid many visits to Ireland from 1747 onwards, and this probably
explains why there seems to have been little Calvinism among the Irish Methodists. This
in turn may explain why no connections whatsoever have come to light between Irish
Methodism and the origins of the Plymouth Brethren in that country. Powerscourt Castle,
which figures so prominently in the annals of those sections of Irish evangelicalism from
which the Brethren movement sprang, is not even mentioned in histories of Irish Method-
ism."”

The situation of the discontented Calvinist evangelical in the Church of Ireland was
therefore somewhat different from that of his counterpart in England, and the crisis point
was often reached earlier, during the two decades immediately following 1798. The first
significant difference was that he often saw the point of distinction not as in England be-
tween [13] the vital and the nominal, but between allegiance to Christ and His Kingdom
not of this world, and allegiance to a politico-religious status quo. Second, partly because
of the longer loyalty of the Methodists in Ireland, and partly because the only other large
body of dissenters — immigrant Scottish Presbyterians — were almost completely confined
to Ulster, there were far fewer existing evangelical dissenting communities as alternatives
to the Parish Church. In England it was relatively easy for a disaffected individual or
group to find a home in an already existing dissenting community close at hand, but in
Ireland, except in Dublin where there were a good few back-street Chapels of various
persuasions, the seceders generally had to start from scratch and establish their own com-
munities for worship. This may help to explain why in Ireland there was earlier emphasis
on the desire to establish communities representing the “true New Testament pattern” of
a church. Such desires were strongly characteristic of both Irvingite and Brethren move-
ments in England twenty years later, but there is much evidence that separatist groups of
evangelical believers completely independent of ecclesiastical affiliations and often reject-
ing a separate ministerial order flourished widely in Ireland in the early years of the cen-
tury. The secession from Roe’s church at Kilkenny in 1814 produced one of these groups,
whose origin and distribution will be considered below. These Irish secessions seem main-
ly to have involved laymen; it would not be surprising if fewer clergymen seceded than in
England, since in view of their peculiar political and social circumstances they stood to

17.  Neither in C. H. Crookshank, “History of Methodism in Ireland”, 3 vols., London 1885-8; nor in the
relevant portion of Townsend, Workman & Eayrs, “A new History of Methodism”, 1909, Vol. 2 Bk.
IV ch. 1.
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lose more. Nevertheless in the 1830s, when the dust of Catholic Emancipation had settled,
several Irish [14] clergymen did secede to join the Brethren or the Irvingites.'®

Another matter which requires comment in a description of Irish evangelicalism in the
1820s, is the spread of interest in prophetic fulfilment, not as in England in the first de-
cades of the century among the labouring classes, but among the educated. This interest
seems to have spread in the late 1820s, possibly stimulated by Catholic Emancipation and
speculations about the possible identification of the Pope with one of the prophetic figures
of the Book of Revelation; this matter will receive further comment in connection with
Powerscourt Castle and the origins of the Plymouth Brethren in Dublin. Finally, the cos-
mopolitan nature of Protestantism in Dublin should be mentioned. There was more vari-
ety of Protestant worship available in Dublin than anywhere else in Ireland, and although
sectarian divisions were not forgotten, it does seem that at least in evangelical circles the
common dislike of Popery broke down barriers. There was a good deal of social contact
and interdenominational activity, for example in the Hibernian Society, which sought to
provide schools and Protestant scriptures in Ireland. It was from such social contacts be-
tween evangelicals that the embryonic Brethren meeting first gathered in 1829. Contem-
porary newspaper reports of religious meetings in Dublin show that many of the partici-
pants had known each other previously, and one of the first Brethren, Edward Wilson,
was for a time the Assistant Secretary of the Hibernian Society.

OXFORD

To return to England, it is first important to notice that the evangelical tradition in the
University of Oxford, while never so strong [15] as at Cambridge, has had a more continu-
ous history than is sometimes supposed.” In 1830 the austere and disciplined evangelical-
ism of Simeon was in its hey-day at Cambridge, but at Oxford storms were brewing. In
the early 1830s several young Church of England clergymen with Oxford connections
resigned their livings. Two of the best-known, who later became prominent figures in the
Particular Baptist community, were J. C. Philpot and William Tiptaft.®® Philpot was
elected Fellow of Worcester College in 1826 at the age of 24. Postponing his Fellowship
he went in spring 1826 to Dublin as private tutor in the household of Edward
Pennefather, a leading Irish barrister (later Chief Justice) and a strong evangelical. Here
he met Pennefather’s brother-in-law J. N. Darby, at that time a Church of Ireland curate
in County Wicklow, and through Darby’s influence Philpot experienced evangelical con-
version. He also fell in love with Pennefather’s daughter, but having no fortune was ineli-
gible, and he was replaced as tutor in spring 1827 by Francis William Newman, another
Oxford Fellow, who was also dramatically influenced by Darby during his stay in Ireland.
Philpot took up his Oxford Fellowship in autumn 1827, but banned from further College
office because of his new-found Calvinism, he was ordained at Christ Church on 1st June
1828 at the same time as Pusey, and accepted the curacy of Stadthampton near Oxford.

18.  Including C. Hargrove & J. M. Code (see text pp. 113-4) and of course J. N. Darby, who became
Brethren; Edward Hardman (see text p. 90) who became an Irvingite.

19. J. S. Reynolds, “The Evangelicals at Oxford 1735-1871”, 1953. This work mentions briefly all the
seceders of the 1830s but there are a few errors of detail.

20. J. H. Philpot (ed.), “The Seceders”, 2 vols 1930 & 1932. Darby recalled his influence in J. C.
Philpot’s conversion in a letter of 27/7/81: Letters of J. N. D. Vol. Il p. 474.
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In 1829 he commenced his lifelong friendship with William Tiptaft, recently-appointed
Rector of Sutton Courtney near Abingdon. Tiptaft knew Henry Bellenden Bulteel, Fellow
of Exeter College from 1823 to 1829 and curate of St. Ebbe’s from 1826, where he gath-
ered a considerable following of evangelical undergraduates. Bulteel’s home was at Plym-
outh, and one of his friends [16] there was James Lampen Harris, also Fellow of Exeter
College from 1815 to 1829. Born in 1793, Harris was a little older than the other men so
far mentioned. Educated at Eton, his family connections enabled him to gain two succes-
sive curacies in the Exeter Diocese, first at Ringmore in 1823 and then at Plymstock in
1826. In 1829 Harris vacated his Fellowship on his marriage, but he returned to Oxford
to vote for Peel at the famous by-election, met Newton and subsequently became a strong
evangelical.”!

The most spectacular public events of 1831 were connected with Bulteel. On 6th Feb-
ruary he preached the University Sermon in St. Mary’s Oxford. Since he no longer held
his Fellowship (he married in 1829) and therefore did not have rooms in College, the
preacher’s procession left from the rooms in Exeter College occupied by Benjamin Wills
Newton, a young lay Fellow whose home was also at Plymouth. J. N. Darby was staying
with Newton at the time, and both heard Bulteel’s sermon.” In it he vehemently pro-
pounded the high Calvinist theology, stressing the irresistible grace of God and the justifi-
cation of the believer, and indicting the Church of England for its inconsistencies and the
University authorities for their laxity in spiritual matters. His attack on “concealed legal-
ism” in the moralising religion of the University brought forth charges of antinomianism
from no less a person than Dr. Burton, the Regius Professor of Divinity, and a vigorous
exchange of pamphlets ensued which focussed public attention on the dispute. Darby
entered the fray, originally under the pseudonym “Oudeis”, by trying to show in reply to
Dr. Burton that the teaching of the Church of England at the time of the Reformation had
been Calvinistic rather than Lutheran. Bulteel’s own sermon ran through six [17] editions
within the year, and it seems clear that its dissemination had considerable influence on the
subsequent secessions by clergymen.*’

In the summer of 1831, leaving St. Ebbe’s in the charge of a young curate, a graduate
of Oriel College who had been ordained in the autumn of 1830, Lancelot Brenton™,
Bulteel went with Tiptaft on a two months’ itinerant preaching tour in the West Country.
The two friends preached in the open air and in nonconformist chapels when the Parish
Church pulpits were denied them. Tiptaft’s letters indicate that both were prepared to be
ejected from their livings as a result, and it almost seems as if they were courting this

21.  [232] Alumn. Ox.; C. W. Boase, Register of Exeter College, p. 121; J. S. Reynolds, op. cit. note 19, p.
170; H. Pickering (ed.), “Chief Men among the Brethren” 2nd edn. London 1931, pp. 18-9.; Exeter
Diocese Curates’ Licence Books, in the Devon Record Office, Exeter; Newton Memoirs p. 184.

22,  Newton Memoirs pp. 134, 239.
23.  H. B. Bulteel, “A sermon on 1. Cor. 2/12 preached before the University of Oxford at St. Mary’s on
Sunday February 6th 18317, Oxford 1831.

E. Burton, “Remarks upon a sermon preached at St. Mary’s on Sunday February 6th, 1831”, Oxford
1831.

H. B. Bulteel, “A reply to Dr. Burton’s Remarks ...”, Oxford 1831.

Oudeis (i. e. J. N. Darby), “The Doctrine of the Church of England at the Time of the Reformation,
of the Reformation Itself, of Scripture, and of the Church of Rome, briefly compared with the Re-
marks of the Regius Professor of Divinity”, Oxford 1831.

24.  See preface to L. C. L. Brenton, op. cit. note 12.
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consequence. They received considerable help from local evangelicals on their tour, for
example from John Synge, a wealthy landowner near Teignmouth, and almost certainly
from Harris at Plymstock. Tiptaft returned to his post at the end of July, leaving Bulteel
at Plymouth for a fortnight longer.” On 10th August, immediately Bulteel had arrived
back at Oxford, Bishop Bagot wrote revoking his licence. For the next few Sundays
Bulteel preached to congregations of over a thousand in his own garden in Oxford. He
publicly renounced the Church of England, and subscription was started to build him a
Chapel in Oxford. At the beginning of September he stayed with Tiptaft for a weekend at
Sutton Courtney Vicarage, and preached on the Sunday morning in Abingdon market
place to a congregation of two or three thousand. Tiptaft wrote on 5th September: “Next
Sunday he will preach in my church, and after the sermon a collection will be made to-
wards building a Chapel for him at Oxford ... He has bought a piece of ground at Oxford,
and hopes to raise subscriptions sufficient to build a chapel.”?®

[18] Thus far the story of Bulteel and Tiptaft is superficially not unlike those of the
early itinerant Methodists, and a generation earlier they themselves might have become
Methodists; but in Oxford in 1831 there was a much more radical spirit abroad, and a
stronger Calvinist awareness. In addition, these tempestuous young men had no Wesley
— and no Simeon - to restrain their enthusiasm. It is worth listing the ages of those so far
mentioned. The following birthdays fell in 1831: Harris was 38, Bulteel and Darby 31,
Philpot 29, Tiptaft 28, Brenton and Newton 24. Bulteel was the first to secede; he was
baptised by immersion shortly after his secession, and while his Oxford chapel was being
built underwent a brief but spectacular attraction to Irvingism which resulted in estrange-
ment from his former Oxford friends including Tiptaft.”” His own chapel was opened be-
hind Pembroke College in June 1832 and here Bulteel ministered for some years. This
congregation has sometimes been described incorrectly as Plymouth Brethren, but Bulteel
retained a ministerial position which the Brethren did not allow. The first permanent
meeting of the Brethren in Oxford, however, was formed in 1840 by a secession from this
chapel, meeting first in Queen Street and then in Paradise Square.”® Bulteel’s subsequent
ecclesiastical affiliations are uncertain, though he was certainly not associated with the

25.  J. H. Philpot (ed.), “The Seceders” Vol.Ip. 58 & pp. 164-9 (letters of Tiptaft 11/6/31 and 27/7/31).
Plymouth & Devonport Weekly Journal, 1/9/31: letter from Bulteel.

J. S. Reynolds, op. cit. incorrectly asserts that Harris was Bulteel’s companion on this tour: p. 170, &
p. 98.

26. J. H. Philpot (ed.), op. cit. p. 170.

27.  ibid. p. 173, letter of Tiptaft 25/10/31; “Bulteel has been to London with Irving and his friends, and
has some new views upon the subject of redemption in which I cannot agree ... He is fully convinced
of the gift of tongues, and that the sick can be healed by prayer in faith.”

Newton Memoirs p. 134. During Bulteel’s Irvingite period, which lasted till 1833, he was involved in
the miraculous healing of some women: “The Doctrine of the Miraculous Interference of Jesus on
behalf of believers ... asserted from Scripture ...” by H. B. Bulteel. 2nd edn., containing two addi-
tional cases of healing: Oxford 1832. Bulteel’s connection with Brethren and Irvingites is described
in detail in The Journal of the Christian Brethren Research Fellowship, No. 10 (Dec. 1965), art.
“Irvingite Pentecostalism and the early Brethren” by T. C. F. Stunt.

28.  J.J. Moore, “Earlier and later nonconformity in Oxford”, 1875, p. 15. Even this meeting does not
seem to have survived long, for there is [233] no Return completed for a Plymouth Brethren congrega-
tion at Oxford in the 1851 Census of Religious Worship. cf. J. S. Reynolds, op. cit. n. 19, p. 98.
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Brethren; he preached at the opening of a “Free Episcopal Church” in Exeter in Septem-
ber 1844, and he died in Plymouth in 1866.*

Meanwhile in November 1831 Tiptaft wrote to the Bishop of Salisbury resigning his
living, stating fourteen objections to the Church of England of which the first was infant
baptism, the second the burial service, the [19] sixth the expression “our most religious
and gracious King” in the prayer for the High Court of Parliament, the seventh and
twelfth related to the lack of discipline in the Church, and the thirteenth objected “to the
Bishops having seats in the House of Lords, and to their grand and splendid style of living
— both being directly contrary to the word of God.” He wasted no time in vacating his
Vicarage for local lodgings, and in building a Chapel at his own expense of £ 555. Abbey
Chapel in Abingdon was opened in March 1832, and there Tiptaft ministered for some
years, mainly to a congregation of poor people.’® He was baptised at Devizes in June
1832.%' Meanwhile Philpot’s adhesion to the established church was weathering all these
storms, partly because he had been away from Oxford at the crucial period. After an ill-
ness and nervous breakdown in September 1830, he left Stadthampton in spring 1831 to
convalesce on the south coast. When Bulteel returned to Oxford from his West Country
tour, Lancelot Brenton took over Stadthampton in Philpot’s absence.” Brenton seems to
have been a choleric young man and we have an amusing picture of his impact on the
Oriel Common Room.* This account however is inaccurate in details; Brenton was at
Stadthampton for four months, from August to December 1831. No doubt many theologi-
cal rumblings came across the fields from Oxford, and when at the beginning of December
Brenton had to bury the man who had been Parish Clerk for forty years, a notorious
drunkard who died in black despair, calling down curses on all parsons (Philpot included),
his spiritual crisis came to a head.’* His last sermon on December 11th, an attack on the
promiscuous use of the burial service, was quickly published. He moved to Bath, where
in company with William Morshead, a friend who had also recently seceded from the
ministry of the Church of [20] England, he opened a chapel which was not connected with
any existing body. The facts connected with this ecclesiastical experiment are obscure, but
it seems that either this chapel, or a group of seceders from it, was associated with the
Brethren by early 1835.% Brenton had met Darby at Oxford in June 1830, he contributed
to “The Christian Witness” in 1837, and it seems that he was associated with the Brethren
meeting at Bath until at least 1849.°° He succeeded his father as 2nd Baronet on 21st
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April 1844, thereafter being known as Sir Charles Brenton. It appears that in 1849 he
moved to Ryde in the Isle of Wight, and he died on 13th June 1862.%” Brenton’s temper
at the time of his secession may be judged from the opening words of his second tract,
published at Bath in 1832 and entitled “Reasons for not ceasing to teach and to preach the
Lord Jesus Christ™:

“When Agag came unto Samuel delicately, Samuel hewed Agag in pieces. I know not
why a minister of Christ should show more levity towards those inventions of men,
which are directly opposed to the word of God, however ingeniously defended or
softly pleaded for ... If any man point me to consecrated walls ... to popish canons, to
lifeless and discordant Articles, and tells me there is the church in which I am to find
the pillar and ground of the truth; I reply that he ... is helping to establish the domin-
ion of Satan in the place of the Kingdom of God.”

Morshead’s tract of 1833 “Sectarianism” does not mention Brenton, but states the
principles on which his church is meeting at Bath in words which echo many Brethren
ideals:

“... a body of believers associated together [21] according to the clear commands of
the Lord, and in expectation of his speedy coming in glory; without canons, creeds, or
articles; without sectarian zeal, or party denomination; with no other power than that
of the Spirit, and no other rule than the written word ...”

Morshead does however go on to stress the necessity for separation from, and theological
witness against, those who refuse to take this position. His seem to be less liberal princi-
ples than those held by some of the other contemporary seceders. A significant footnote
to his tract defines “heresy” as “especially infant sprinkling and Arminianism”.*®

Another secession of 1831 whose connection with the events at Oxford is not so clear,
was that of a man named Caldecott who attended Rugby School and Oriel College Ox-
ford, was ordained in summer 1826 at the age of 25 and who became curate of Clay-
brooke near Lutterworth in Leicestershire. In 1823 Caldecott became acquainted with
Anthony Norris Groves, later a prominent Plymouth Brother, and corresponded with him
frequently; he also may have known Brenton at Oriel, though we have no evidence of
this. Caldecott seceded from the Church of England in September 1831, later joined the
Brethren at Bristol and died at Torquay in January 1840.%

The next significant secession was that of Harris, who preached his last sermon at
Plymstock on 2nd September 1832 and joined the developing Brethren congregation at

37.  C. L. Shadwell, Registrum Orielense; Brenton, op. cit. note 12, preface.
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Providence Chapel in Plymouth. Newton and Darby had been involved in founding this
meeting eight months earlier. Harris’ action probably influenced two further secessions of
West Country clergymen in the following year, Henry Borlase and Richard Hill; both
joined the Brethren and their secessions will be described later.

Of the Oxford friends who have been mentioned, the man who waited [22] longest
before seceding was Philpot. We may therefore hope that his reflections upon the matter
were the most mature, and it is worth quoting at some length from the letter he addressed
to the Provost of Worcester College in March 1835 resigning his living and his Fellowship.
The kernel of Philpot’s argument is the same as the awareness that lay behind all the se-
cessions described: that in her liturgy and practices the Church of England was not rightly
distinguishing between the converted and the unconverted, and was therefore being in-
consistent with the teaching of the New Testament. Philpot begins by detailing what he
felt to be the inconsistencies of the established church, especially that of unconverted
members of its congregations taking on their lips in the liturgy the words of faith in
Psalms and responses. As a clergyman he could not help feeling that

“the Church of England, in her liturgy and offices, was huddling together the spiritual
and the carnal, the regenerate and the unregenerate, the sheep and the goats ...”

The situation being so, the only course of action possible for a conscientious evangelical
was to secede:

“No other way ... have I to escape these evils, to ‘keep myself pure, and not to be
partaker of other men’s sins’, than by fleeing out of Babylon. Lastly, I secede from the
Church of England because I can find in her scarce one mark of a true church. She
tramples upon one ordinance of Christ, by sprinkling infants, and calling it regenera-
tion, — (the word of God allowing no other than the baptism of Believers, and that by
immersion,) and profanes the other, by permitting the ungodly to participate.”

[23] Philpot then lists a series of most interesting antitheses between the “true church” and
the Church of England which sum up many of the idealistic complaints of Christians in the
1820s and 1830s — Irving, the Brethren, and even the Tractarians — that English Christian-
ity had become too lax, superficial, and involved with secular politics. In essence this was
not a new plea; it might have been written on the one hand by Huss or Luther, on the
other by an Irish Roman Catholic during the worst period of Protestant repression: “The
true church is despised, but she is honoured. The true church is persecuted, but she is a
persecutor. The true church is chosen out of the world, but she is part and parcel of it. The
true church consists only of the regenerate, but she embraces in her universal arms all the
drunkards, liars, thieves, and immoral characters of the land ...” Pardoning Philpot his
last exaggeration, there is no doubt that this kind of idealism, however impracticable the
attempt to actualise the “redeemed community” might be, had a great appeal in the 1830s
when most men were conscious of the immense potentialities in society for good and
evil.* In the religious sphere this decade saw the rise of three idealisms — Irvingism, the
Brethren, and the Tractarians — and Oxford from 1830 to 1833 figures in the story of all
three. Philpot’s high Calvinism comes through most clearly, however, in what he has to
say about the evangelical Church of England clergymen: “They are for the most part com-
pounding their sermons out of Simeon’s dry and marrowless “Skeletons” ... the greater
part preach only the first elements of truth in the mere letter, and are violently opposed

40.  [234] G. Kitson Clark, “The Making of Victorian England”, U. P. edn. 1965, p. 86.
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to the fundamental doctrines of unconditional election, particular redemption, imputed
righteousness, and man’s helplessness.”*!

[24] Philpot was baptised by immersion at Allington Chapel near Devizes in Septem-
ber 1835, preached there awhile, and then from 1838 to 1864 was minister of North
Street Baptist Chapel in Stamford.** He, Tiptaft and the two existing leaders Gadsby and
Warburton, were the leading figures in the Particular Baptist churches of the mid-nine-
teenth century, which with their stress on high Calvinist doctrines, closed communion and
congregational independency would not join the developing Baptist Union.*

Some general comments may be attempted upon these events centred on Oxford in
1831. First, the common factor in all the secessions was repulsion from the supposed in-
consistencies of the established system rather than positive attraction to an existing alter-
native, and the spirit of radical experimentation was in the air. Second, in spite of their
theological idealism, the ecclesiastical destinations of the various seceders were largely
determined by fortuitous circumstances — social contacts, financial support and opportuni-
ties for continuing to preach. It is true that Tiptaft and Philpot rapidly became associated
with existing Particular Baptist communities around Oxford, and this ecclesiastical desti-
nation was influenced by the fact that for them the doctrines of election were even more
crucial than that of believers’ baptism; but one cannot help observing that both had many
previous social contacts in the Home Counties where the Particular Baptists were strong.
Bulteel was particularly well-known in evangelical circles in Oxford through his several
years’ ministry at St. Ebbe’s, and it is therefore not surprising that support was forthcom-
ing for building him a Chapel there. Brenton was at the time penurious, and it seems to
have been a happy [25] coincidence that gave him the opportunity of collaborating with
Morshead in a dissenting chapel at Bath.** The destination of Newton and Harris was
determined by their home connections at Plymouth and by the opportunities for a new
start afforded by the founding of the meeting at Providence Chapel there in January 1832
— a circumstance largely due to the financial situation of another Oxford lay seceder,
George Wigram, whose story will be told in the account of Brethren origins at Plymouth.
It cannot be maintained that any of the participants in the activities at Providence Chapel
were at first aware that they were commencing a movement which would become a dis-
tinct ecclesiastical unit in a few years. These comments severely qualify the idealistic ac-
counts of the origin of the Brethren movement which have long been current in the com-
munity. No Brethren history, Neatby included, has described the actual details of the
Oxford secessions and the opening of Providence Chapel in Plymouth — nor has its date
ever been accurately ascertained before the present work. It is almost as if later Brethren
preferred to leave the beginnings of the movement shrouded in mystery to enhance their
Pentecostal appeal.

A third and final comment may be made about the theology of the seceders. All of
them were Calvinists — some more extreme than others — disliking the apparent inconsis-
tency and compromise of the Church of England, and in particular the glossing over the
distinction between believers and unbelievers in the indiscriminate use of rites and cere-
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monies. Also, all of them accepted the doctrine of believers’ baptism, and although re-
cords have not always survived it seems likely that all of them were re-baptised after their
secessions. Among the Plymouth Brethren [26] the question of baptism became an open
one, probably because J. N. Darby always remained a convinced, though not an aggres-
sive, paedo-baptist.* Some sections of Exclusive Brethren still practise the baptism of
infants. Newton and Harris were latterly in favour of believers’ baptism; although no
record has survived of either of them being re-baptised, Newton at least was baptising
converts himself in the 1830s* and later wrote in favour of believers’ baptism by immer-
sion*’, while Harris as a member of the Open Brethren after 1848 shared their common
belief in it. On the question of the nature of the Christian ministry, it is not easy to draw
distinctions between the seceders. The Particular Baptists had a separated ministry, al-
though it was seen as a matter of “gift discerned” rather than “office conferred” by the
church, and there was ample opportunity for lay participation and democratic church
government. The Brethren rejected the idea of a separated ministry, though in practice
their system was no different, for those who preached were limited in number and known
to the rest, even if they possessed no official standing. The only distinctive practice of the
Brethren in connection with the leading of public worship seems to have been the impul-
sive free worship of the Lord’s Supper, on the Quaker model, whereas among the Particu-
lar Baptists this service would have been led more formally by pastor and deacons. Nor
is it certain from surviving reminiscences that this impulsive worship was the practice
from the outset at Plymouth; it was not so at Dublin. In theory the Brethren did not have
a settled full-time pastorate, although men like Newton, with independent means and
stationary in one place, came near to this in all but name. In addition, one cannot help
commenting that on the [27] whole the Plymouth Brethren were a much more affluent
community than the Particular Baptists. The casual unpaid preaching system of the Breth-
ren could therefore work, since there were more men of independent means who would
not need payment for their services, whereas among the Particular Baptists the financial
support of a congregation in a settled pastorate was normally necessary for a man to ob-
tain a livelihood.*

(b) Calvinistic Dissent

If the Plymouth Brethren gained the majority of their earliest adherents from the estab-
lished church, it is equally clear that they gained most of their doctrines and ecclesiastical
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practices from those sections of the church which might be generally described as Calvin-
istic Dissent. Though not large in numbers, these sections were flourishing in the 1820s
and were possibly in terms of proportional increases the fastest-expanding within the
British church. A strong, persuasive and aggressive theology, with the promise of the
assurance of personal salvation among the elect, and the citizenship of heaven, appealed
to literal-minded people whose faith in the constancy of the earthly order had been pro-
foundly shaken by the spectacle of recent events across the Channel. Among other factors
the vast undercover dissemination of the works of Tom Paine spread doubts and fears
about the stability of traditional society to which for simple people the quest for religious
certitude was a not unnatural reaction. Religious assurance also provided an escape from
the misery of widespread poverty in the booming industrial towns. [28] Increased literacy
and easier printing methods meant that many more people could read polemic religious
tracts, which proliferated with the spate of secessions by clergymen from the establish-
ment. As already indicated, some of these apologiae quickly ran into several editions,
particularly when their writers were prominent local figures or when printed replies were
provoked, and circulation reached many thousands. Since the seceders were invariably
Calvinists, it was usually communities of this theological persuasion which benefited from
the resulting disaffection. In any case traditional Dissent — for example the Wesleyan
Methodists, the General Baptists and the remnants of the Presbyterians — was suspected
of too much political involvement. Many of these dissenters had become comfortable and
prosperous, and especially after a major hurdle was cleared with the repeal of the Test
and Corporation Acts in 1828 their attentions were increasingly directed towards the
removal of the remaining disabilities. The same largely applies to the Independents (later
Congregationalists) whose traditional Calvinist theology had almost completely vanished
by the 1870s. From the 1820s onwards their preoccupations were increasingly with the
removal of disabilities, political reform, and education.*” The Quakers were not so politi-
cally conscious, and during the eighteenth century they had become a rather closed com-
munity of prosperous traders and business-people, with little strong theological awareness
or desire to convert the outside world.”® In addition, evangelicals found it hard to forget
the trend towards unitarianism which had affected many dissenters in the latter half of the
eighteenth century; for example it seems that most of the accessions to the Particular Bap-
tist community in Britain during the first twenty years of [29] the nineteenth century were
from the Independent churches and were on account of Socinian tendencies.”!

The Calvinists thus possessed the strongest theological polemic of the 1820s, and yet
another social factor contributed to their success. The vast increase in population and the
breakdown of the parish structure of rural life through migration to the new industrial
towns accelerated the fragmentation of society, and amid all this traffic the old ideal of a
unified Christian society was being rapidly forgotten. Conflict over many new social,
religious and political issues, brought before an ever-wider and more articulate public
through quicker forms of transport and new mass media of communication — many news-
papers commenced publication in the 1820s — tended towards the formation of strongly
cohesive social groups gathered round particular doctrines or ideas and cutting across
previous communities. The prototype Trades Unions were one manifestation of this ten-
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dency, and in the religious sphere it underlay the great increase in the numbers of Calvin-
istic dissenting congregations in the 1820s and 1830s. Calvinistic Dissent included most
Independents, the Particular Baptists, the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion, a minor-
ity of Methodists and a number of smaller sects some of which will be mentioned later.
While there was very little direct transference of membership from any of these groups to
the Plymouth Brethren®, the Brethren did inherit many doctrinal and ecclesiastical ideas
from the Calvinistic dissenters, which makes it necessary to investigate the characteristic
attitudes of this branch of the church in the 1820s.

The two words which most characterise Calvinistic dissent at this [30] period, particu-
larly the smaller sects, are literalism and emotionalism. Literalism affected especially the
attitudes of evangelical Christians to church order and to eschatology. The latter resulted
in an absorbing interest in the fulfilment of biblical prophecy, while the former meant that
the attempt was made to discover and re-create the “true New Testament church order”.
Most Christians, and certainly all evangelicals, were agreed that reference of some kind
should be made to the New Testament in order to discover principles for the organisation
of the church, but the more extreme Calvinists went considerably further than this. They
felt that the churches of Judaea in the first century A. D. should be taken as affording not
only principles but an immutable pattern on which church order should be based for all
time. There was no sense of historical development in the church; rather, much of church
history was viewed as a departure from first principles. This idea took firm hold of the
Brethren, who eschewed tradition not from ignorance, for many of them were educated
men, but from positive conviction that such development had been retrograde and had
obscured the primitive purity and simplicity of the New Testament church. The view of
church history generally held in all sections of the Brethren subsequently was one in
which the true apostolic descent was seen in the charismatic protesters of all ages — the
Montanists, the Paulicians, the Waldenses, the evangelical Anabaptists, the Stundists; the
Brethren saw themselves as the inheritors of these ideals.”® Again a more general com-
ment may be cautiously attempted. In the second quarter of the nineteenth century there
was in England an increasing interest in, and nostalgia for, the past.>* The historical [31]
novels of Walter Scott, the romantic poetry of Coleridge and Wordsworth, the rehabilita-
tion of emotion in a world reacting against the “Age of Reason” — these things have been
commented upon frequently in accounts of the background to the Oxford Movement;
what may not often have been noticed is that a similar kind of nostalgia for the past was
affecting people of a very different social background and religious persuasion. The three
idealistic religious movements of the 1830s all capitalised fairly consciously on an awak-
ening historical sense; if Newman eulogised the fourth century, Irving and Darby the first,
at least the principle was the same. The romanticism of the Irvingites, like the romanticism
of their founder, was of a particularly effervescent kind; that of the Brethren was much
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more restrained, but it was unquestionably present.”® Thus it was that the Brethren felt
they had a mission to recall Christians from the unscriptural “human systems” of ecclesi-
astical organisation which had grown up over the centuries, to the simplicity of the past.
Such views of church order had not previously been widespread among educated people,
but that they were not new is shown by consideration of the Glasites and the so-called
“New York Correspondence”.

John Glas was ordained in 1719 at the age of 24 as a Presbyterian minister near
Dundee. Shortly afterwards he began to think that the idea of a national Christian church
was unscriptural, and in particular that Christ’s kingdom being “not of this world”, secular
and political weapons were unlawful instruments of spiritual reformation. He published
these sentiments in 1727 in a pamphlet entitled “The testimony of the King of Martyrs
concerning His kingdom”. The views expressed in this are [32] remarkably similar to those
of J. N. Darby’s first tract “Considerations addressed to the Archbishop of Dublin and the
clergy who signed the petition to the House of Commons for protection”. This was pub-
lished exactly a century later; there is no evidence that Darby had ever met with the
Glasites or their teaching, though it is quite possible. Glas was suspended in 1728 and
deposed two years later, whereupon he organised congregational communities in many
places in Scotland. In due course the leadership of the movement passed to his son-in-law
Robert Sandeman. The Glasites or Sandemanians attempted to reproduce literally the
New Testament churches. Practices of foot-washing and the kiss of peace were introduced,
the Lord’s Supper was held weekly — a most unusual practice in Scotland at that time —
elders were appointed who were not necessarily men of education, and preaching and
exhortation were held to be the duty of all male members and not the preserve of a sepa-
rated ministerial order. Apart from foot-washing and the kiss of peace, this reads almost
like a description of a Brethren assembly a century later. The Glasites were mostly of the
poorer classes, though Michael Faraday was for a time a member of the London group. In
1768 in England, Wales and Scotland, there were about thirty Glasite churches, 44 elders,
and 880 members. By 1851 the movement had greatly declined, but there were still six
congregations meeting in England. The movement does not appear to have crossed to
Ireland.*

There is considerable evidence of scattered breakaway movements in the years be-
tween 1780 and 1820, leading to the formation of churches independent of any ecclesias-
tical affiliations, especially in Scotland and [33] Ireland. The origins of a number of these
communities can be traced to the itinerant preaching activities of Robert and James
Haldane, two brothers from a well-to-do Scottish family, in the first twenty years of the
nineteenth century. After serving in the Navy, they both experienced evangelical conver-
sion and in 1798 began itinerant preaching in Scotland. This was condemned by various
synods of the established church in Scotland, and since the Haldane brothers felt increas-
ingly that its communion fellowship was impure, they seceded and founded an independ-
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ent church in Edinburgh which soon had 300 members. James Haldane was ordained as
its first pastor, and other churches were opened shortly afterwards. Weekly communion
and believers’ baptism were later adopted, though the latter step led to a split.”” In 1804
one of the Haldanes visited Ireland, and during his stay preached at Omagh, where one of
the hearers was James Buchanan, a presbyterian who held the patronage of the church
there, and who later served as British Consul to the U. S. A. from 1819 to 1843. When
the evangelical minister at Omagh died in 1799, Buchanan had found it extremely difficult
to obtain a suitable successor. After hearing Haldane he began to consider founding a new
unaffiliated church, and in 1807 he met with four others on several Sundays in order to
study the scriptures to discover the correct church pattern. From these meetings originated
the church at Camown Green near Omagh, one of those whose replies were included in
the “New York Correspondence”. This church later became Baptist, but a group broke
away from it in the 1860s to form an Open Brethren assembly.’® Robert Haldane’s stay at
Geneva in 1817 resulted in the formation of an independent evangelical church there,
offshoots [34] from which in French-speaking Switzerland became Brethren assemblies in
the 1840s as a result of visits by J. N. Darby. Similar small and often persecuted groups of
evangelicals which Haldane visited in the south of France also subsequently formed the
nuclei of Darbyite assemblies.”

On 1st March 1818 a “New Testament church” meeting in New York addressed a
“catholic epistle” to similar churches throughout the world, stating that seven years previ-
ously a number of Christians had separated from the various denominations to which they
had belonged, and had come together as a New Testament church, desiring to accept all
(evangelical) believers into communion fellowship apart from minor disagreements in
doctrine and practice. They believed that the first churches of Christ in Judaea should be
taken as a pattern, and had therefore adopted the practices of foot-washing and the kiss
of peace, weekly communion and the orders of elder and deacon. This letter was presum-
ably distributed as widely as possible through personal contacts, naturally most easily in
the British Isles. Twenty-two replies were received, all but one of them friendly and from
communities with similar beliefs and practices. Of the twenty-one three were in the
U. S. A, one in Canada, one at Manchester in England, four in Scotland and twelve in
Ireland. The four Scottish churches were at Glasgow and Paisley, each with a membership
of 180, Edinburgh with 250 members, and Dalkeith, and were known to each other. It
seems probable that these four were connected with the Haldanes, since apparently one
of the three signatories of the Edinburgh letter was of this name, although Paisley must
have had earlier roots since the letter states that it was founded in 1795. Of the twelve
Irish groups the two at Cork, and those at [35] Kilkenny, Londonderry, Crilly,
Ballygawley, Monaghan and Camown Green each had less than 25 members, but the
other meetings were larger: Waterford 40, Sligo 50, Dublin Stephen Street 100, and
Tubermore Co. Derry 250. Most of the groups had been founded in the preceding twenty
years, the last four named respectively in 1806, 1811, 1810 and 1807. Some of the letters
alluded to other similar churches nearby which had not replied. The Kilkenny group had
been formed in 1814 by a secession from the established church, although the ministry
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there was evangelical; this is admitted in the letter, but the cause of the secession is stated
to have been the “corrupt practices of that church”. Unlike most of the other groups, the
Kilkenny church had substituted handshaking and general hospitality for the kiss of peace
and foot-washing. The two Cork groups had a common origin, but had separated in 1818
over the matter of liberty of ministry, some feeling it right to appoint one person to lead
worship and others desiring that this should be open to every male member. One of the
Camown Green signatories was John Buchanan, brother of James. Only five of the twelve
Irish groups were in Ulster — Londonderry, Crilly, Monaghan, Camown Green and
Tubermore — which in view of the much higher proportion of Protestants there lends
weight to the interpretation of the secessions suggested earlier. There is a complete lack
of prophetic interest in the letters, which seems to justify drawing a sharp distinction be-
tween the ideals of these small bodies of evangelical believers, literalist as they were in
some respects, and those of the millenarian groups which were arising in parts of English
industrial society at the same time.® In the letters of the New York Correspondence, all
the [36] emphasis is laid on the attempt to re-establish the New Testament church order,
and on the desire for a true Christian unity untrammelled by minor denominational dis-
agreements. The whole correspondence, with a reply letter from the New York church,
was published by that church in 1820. The son of an elder at Kilkenny later came into
contact with the Open Brethren, and an 1889 reprint of the correspondence circulated as
a tract among them.”!

Although direct historical connection with a later Brethren assembly can be conclu-
sively proved in only one case, that of Camown Green, the existence of these unaffiliated
groups of evangelical believers provides an interesting background to the Irish origins of
the Plymouth Brethren. It demonstrates that the ideas which later found their ecclesiasti-
cal expression in the Brethren movement were widespread in Ireland in the early nine-
teenth century. This fact has been over-stressed by some Brethren historians in their ac-
count of the movement’s origins, but what is certainly true is that the development of the
Brethren as a self-conscious community resulted from the confluence of similar ideas with
a particular situation — the disaffection caused by the Oxford secessions and with men of
imagination and organising ability. Among the early adherents of the movement at least
J. N. Darby, the leading architect of the Plymouth Brethren as an ecclesiastical entity, was
aware of the existence of the Irish unaffiliated churches, since he referred to them in a
letter to Plymouth written in April 1833.%

Two other contemporary Irish sects which were sometimes erroneously thought to
have had direct links with the original Brethren were Walkerism [37] and Kellyism. Both
were numerically small, and contained little power of propagation, for neither long sur-
vived the death of its founder. John Walker was born in January 1768 at Roscommon and
died in Dublin on 25th October 1833. He was the son of a Church of Ireland clergyman,
and went up to Trinity College Dublin in 1785, where he became a Fellow in 1791. About
1800 he was for a time Chaplain of Bethesda Chapel in Dublin, the erstwhile headquar-
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ters of Whitefield and Lady Huntingdon in the Irish capital. He was by this time an ex-
treme Calvinist, and in due course rejecting the idea of a clerical order, he informed the
Provost of Trinity of his views and was expelled in October 1804. He joined a congrega-
tion in Stafford Street, Dublin, where his followers styled themselves “the church of God”
but were known by others as Walkerites. Walker paid visits to Scotland, and lived in
London from 1819 to 1833, returning to Dublin shortly before his death. His principles of
church fellowship were extremely narrow, and in 1834 there were only three recognised
Walkerite churches, in Portsmouth Street London, Exchange Leith, and at the Rotunda
Dublin. As with other unaffiliated sects at this time, the experimental nature of Walkerism
is partly shown by the unconscious conservatism implied in the retention of the practice
of infant baptism. Walker’s reasons for this did not convince James Buchanan, who visited
Dublin in 1807 to see him and obtain advice and guidance for the benefit of his embry-
onic church at Camown Green.®

Thomas Kelly lived from 1769 to 1855 and was the son of an Irish judge. In 1792 he
was ordained and was for a time a convinced evangelical within the Church of Ireland,
but partly as a result of restrictions [38] placed by the ecclesiastical authorities on his evan-
gelistic preaching in Dublin, he seceded and established independent churches in various
places in Ireland. Kelly had ample means, which enabled him to build churches at Athy
(where he acted as pastor himself), Portarlington, Wexford, Waterford and other places.
In these churches there was a recognised eldership, but no formal ordination or exclusive
ministry, and believers’ baptism was practised. Like the Oxford seceders, Kelly thought it
important that believers and unbelievers should be practically distinguished in worship, to
avoid confusion.® That the resulting fellowship was more amiable than that of the Wal-
kerites is indicated by the possibly apocryphal story that when a merger between the two
groups was being discussed, the negotiations finally broke down when the Kellyites re-
fused to concede as an article of faith on which the Walkerites insisted, that John Wesley
was in hell.”® The story is not so unlikely as it sounds, in view of Wesley’s polemic hymns
in favour of general atonement, and the rabid Calvinism of the Walkerites; Wesley’s desti-
nation was a live issue among extreme Calvinists, and B. W. Newton recorded his disgust
on hearing Wesley’s probable damnation being discussed at an Oxford dinner-table about
1831.% Kelly became a most prolific hymn-writer, the 1853 edition of his work containing
765 hymns. A considerable number of these found their way into Brethren hymn-books,
and in the 1881 edition (edited by Darby) in use among Exclusive Brethren, 35 out of 426
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hymns were by Kelly, a remarkable total considering that he was never a member of the
Brethren and that they preferred to write their own hymns. Only the 44 by J. G. Deck, a
member of the Brethren from early days, beat Kelly’s total, and only [39] fifteen of
Darby’s own hymns were included.

The early Brethren knew of the existence of these sects, but felt that the basis of their
communion fellowship was not wide enough. There is a hostile reference on these grounds
to the Glasite and Walkerite communities, in an important letter written to Darby by
A. N. Groves on 10th March 1836.%

The other strand to literalism was in the realm of eschatology and prophetic interpre-
tation. Literalism in biblical studies was by no means confined to the uneducated, for
England was still completely untouched by German critical thought, but in the early 1820s
prophetic interest was most widespread among the lower classes of society. There was a
spreading belief that the return of Christ in judgement might be imminent and the “time
of grace” therefore short.®® The great majority of Christians still believed in a literal hell,
and aimed to avoid its terrors and gain the joys of heaven. This preoccupation was proba-
bly most articulate among the labouring classes, where the hope of future happiness pro-
vided an emotional compensation for present hardships. It seems likely that the impor-
tance of eschatology in nineteenth century religion was generated in part by the high
death-rate in these classes of society; in 1845 the average life-span of a labourer was in
London 22 years, in Manchester 17 years, and in Liverpool only 15 years.*” Calvinistic
dissent tailed off at its lower extremities into various fanatical millenarian sects, of which
the best-known was probably that connected with Joanna Southcott. Born in 1750 the
daughter of a Devon farmer, she proclaimed in 1792 that she was the woman of Revela-
tion 12 and began to seal the elect for a [40] suitable fee. After her death in 1814 just be-
fore she was to have given birth miraculously to “the Prince of Peace”, the movement
was kept alive by her followers, who numbered several thousands in many parts of Eng-
land. An offshoot was the “Christian Israelites”, founded in 1822 by John Wroe of Bowl-
ing. That such a sect could attract so much attention and support is some indication of the
intense eschatological interest in parts of English society in the 1820s.”” For example,
there was a flourishing congregation of “Joannaites” (Southcottians) in industrial Sheffield
in 1821.”" What was new in Brethrenism and Irvingism in the 1830s was the spread of this
prophetic interest among educated upper-class people. A good deal of the credit for this
must go to Edward Irving and Henry Drummond; Brethrenism absorbed its eschatology
from this source.

Edward Irving was born at Annan in 1792, and became a minister of the Church of
Scotland. His first post was as assistant to Rev. Thomas Chalmers at Glasgow in 1819, and
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on 16th October 1822 he was inducted as minister at the Caledonian Chapel in Hatton
Garden, London. Here he rapidly gained a reputation for brilliant oratory, and after Can-
ning’s mention of him in Parliament, fashionable visitors crowded the small and dingy
Chapel. He was a rhetorician rather than a doctrinal preacher, and the effect of his
preaching was to dazzle rather than to convince and convert. It was said of him “Mr.
Irving feels more than he reasons”. In this early London ministry Irving appealed because
he was the Romantic in the pulpit at a time when much of the evangelicalism of the estab-
lished church was either fashionable and prosaic or austere and unimaginative. He was a
close friend of Coleridge, and it was partly the latter’s view that the preacher [41] is the
“sensible voice of the Holy Spirit” which paved the way towards Irving’s later belief in
the restoration of apostolic gifts to the church. Although Irving was a University-educated
man, his emotionalism and vividly imaginative character were not likely to lead to a re-
strained and balanced ministry when be was uprooted from the moderating influence of
his native Scottish Calvinist background and set in an intellectual and fashionable London
society. His late senior at Glasgow noted the ominous signs of instability as early as 1827
when he visited London to preach at Irving’s induction to the new Scottish Church in
Regent Square. However his Calvinist background ensured that his preaching retained the
basic emphases of human sinfulness, the efficacy of the atonement, and the necessity for
conversion and the new life in Christ, so that at first he was held in high esteem by evan-
gelicals. His lack of stature as a systematic theologian was largely responsible for the
heresy-hunt over his doctrine of the human nature of Christ, which crystallised in a pam-
phlet war with James Haldane in 1830-1831. Irving’s unorthodox doctrine was of the
sinfulness of Christ’s human nature, though he maintained that Christ never in fact sinned;
it was for this teaching that he was most strongly condemned by the early Brethren, and
it led in 1830 to his excommunication by his London presbytery and finally in 1833 to the
deprivation of his Orders by the Annan presbytery which had ordained him. By 1833
there was also considerable opposition to him because of the outbreak of “tongues” (glos-
solalia), the appearance of which had been directly connected with Irving’s intense pro-
phetic interest and belief in the imminence of the Second Coming of Christ.

[42] In 1826 Irving attended the first of the Albury Conferences, which were convened
annually at Advent for the study of biblical prophecy, by Henry Drummond, a wealthy
Tory M. P. The Conferences were held at Albury Park, Drummond’s country seat six
miles east of Guildford, and nearly half the forty evangelicals who attended the first of
them were clergymen of the established church. One of the original and strongest support-
ers was Rev. Hugh McNeile, the Rector of Albury. Almost from the beginning it was de-
cided that contemporary events indicated the imminence of the return of Christ, and a
good deal of “date-fixing” was indulged in, this causing the estrangement of some of the
original supporters. In 1827 Irving published his translation of the work of a Spanish Je-
suit named Lacunza, which had originally appeared in 1812 under the pseudonym Ben
Ezra, entitled “The Coming of the Messiah in glory and majesty”. This put forward not
the traditional preterist or historicist views of prophetic fulfilment, but the futurist view
that many of the prophecies of the Books of Daniel and Revelation were still unfulfilled,
and that Christ’s literal return to earth in judgement and glory to set up His kingdom
might be expected. From 1829 to 1833 there appeared in connection with the Albury
Park group a quarterly review of prophetic subjects entitled “The Morning Watch”. This
was published largely at the expense of Drummond, and was edited by a Mr. Tudor who
later held high office in the Catholic Apostolic Church. It was practically speaking the
mouthpiece of the Irvingite movement, and as far as the focussing of interest and the dis-
seminating of views go, it may be closely compared with “The Christian Witness” of the



CALVINISTIC DISSENT 33

Plymouth Brethren which appeared quarterly from 1834 to 1841. There was a heady
expectancy [43] in the Drummond circle, and when in April 1830 cases of glossolalia and
spiritual healing occurred at Row, near Glasgow, Irving at once accepted them as genuine
signs of the approaching end. News of the manifestations was brought on the last day of
the last Albury meeting, in July 1830, and delegates were sent north to investigate.

In April 1831 the “tongues” appeared in Irving’s Regent Square church, but at first
only in private prayer meetings; the first utterances in public worship were on 16th Octo-
ber, and on 26th April 1832 Irving was deposed from his pulpit. Eight hundred of his
congregation followed him, first to a bazaar in Grays Inn Road which he shared with Rob-
ert Owen, and finally in autumn 1832 to a church in Newman Street. Here the organisa-
tion of the Catholic Apostolic Church (this was meant to be a literal description rather
than a denominational title) crystallised, although Irving took a decreasing part in the
later stages, since after the deprivation of his orders in 1833 he was accorded, at the dic-
tates of the “voice of the Spirit”, only an inferior rank in the sect he had founded. De-
serted by most of his former evangelical friends, he died in December 1834 sadly declined
in spirits and in health. However, the organisation of his church had clarified somewhat
before his death. It was based upon the re-establishment of a charismatically-appointed
hierarchy to rule the church in the short time remaining before the end. At the head of
this were twelve “apostles” or “angels”, of whom Henry Drummond was one, and below
there were prophets, evangelists and others. This organisation was supposedly based liter-
ally on the pattern of the New Testament churches, the aim being to return to “primitive
purity” in order to be ready for the [44] Lord when He came. At this stage evangelism was
quite incidental, though later in the century some missionaries were sent out, particularly
to the Continent of Europe. The type of devotion engendered in the Catholic Apostolic
Church was at first an ultra-emotional one in which worship and preaching was frequently
interrupted by “Spirit utterances” in English or in unintelligible languages (for which
interpretation was generally given) and in which services for spiritual healing were held.
Later a more formal liturgy was evolved containing elements of Catholic and Orthodox
pietism, probably added as a result of the missionaries’ Continental travels.”

The relationship between the developing Brethrenism and Irvingism merits careful
attention in view of their many common features and contemporaneous origins.”” They
shared an intense expectation of the imminent return of Christ, and a propensity for treat-
ing parts of the Bible as obscure timetables to which the key should be sought. Also, both
set out to re-create the New Testament church order, though this led to differences in
practice. The crucial difference was that while prophetic studies were an important sec-
ondary interest for the Brethren, they laid the greatest emphasis on realising the unity of
Christian believers, whereas for the Irvingites prophecy was the raison d’étre of their
whole system. The expansion of the Catholic Apostolic Church was greatest in the decade
1831-1841, when sixteen churches were opened in England and Wales as opposed to five
in the following decade. This decline compares with a steady increase in the number of
Brethren places of worship, of which 17 were opened between 1831 and 1841, and 54 in
the next decade. By 1851 there were four times as many Brethren meeting-places in Eng-
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land and Wales [45] as there were Irvingite churches.” By staking all on the expectation of
the imminent return of Christ, Irvingism had sown the seeds of its own decays; its system
had not been built to last. The Brethren may have only narrowly avoided a similar fate,
since at the outset there were strong tendencies towards extreme literalism, but these
were largely overruled by the influence of Newton and Darby. When Irving’s doctrinal
unorthodoxy became clear, a strong reaction against everything connected with him af-
fected evangelicals generally, and the development of Brethren worship, piety and eccle-
siology took its own distinctive course. It will be necessary to return later, when consider-
ing the connection of Powerscourt Castle with Brethren origins, to a more detailed study
of the links between Irving and the early Brethren. Suffice it to say at this stage, that the
temptation to expect the reappearance of miraculous gifts (especially “tongues” and heal-
ing, as in Irvingism) was the only example of extreme literalism in the early days of the
Brethren, and it rapidly vanished. Literal adoption of practices such as the kiss of peace
and foot-washing never appear to have been suggested, probably because the majority of
the founders of the Brethren were educated men, unlike the Glasites and the members of
the unaffiliated groups. The latent nostalgia among the Brethren for the vigour and purity
of New Testament days was largely channelled into the practice of charismatic worship,
in particular the emphasis on the principle of liberty of ministry. However prophecy re-
mained a keen interest of the Brethren; many of the founders of the movement partici-
pated in the Powerscourt Conferences, to be described later.

The emotionalism of Calvinistic dissent in the 1820s was not always [46] of the frothy
type which often appeared in the extremer sects. There was nevertheless an emphasis on
the importance of personal experience. This experience sprang from the pages of the Bi-
ble, which was the only source of religious knowledge. The accumulated experience and
tradition of the church, and any number of formal acts of worship, could not bring a man
salvation. A Christian should be certain of his own salvation — a doctrine which called
forth the strongest accusations of complacency and of antinomianism from high church-
men. Such a view led naturally to the attempt to actualise the “church of the redeemed”
—one in which the circle of fellowship would be drawn just wide enough to include all the
“true children of God”. This inevitably raised problems in practice. Nearly all evangelicals
were agreed on the fundamental minimum of correct belief necessary for a man to gain
entry to heaven. Nevertheless, although profession of such a minimum was generally
sufficient for admission to occasional communion as a visitor, almost all churches added
further doctrinal requirements before admission to regular communion fellowship and to
church membership. This was natural in view of the desire to ensure reasonable unifor-
mity of teaching and practice throughout a fellowship of churches. Thus the Particular
Baptists required of their members more or less explicit profession of belief in the doc-
trines of election, and Independents the acceptance of Congregational church polity. This
apparent inconsistency between theory and practice was possible because of the distinc-
tion made between membership of the church of Christ, and membership of a local church
or of a denomination; the former did not confer the latter. In other words, a believer hav-
ing been incorporated [47] into the invisible, universal body of Christ by an act of faith,
had still to join a particular visible local or national body of Christians, and there would
normally be more qualifications needed for the latter than for the former. The require-
ment of “special membership” of a local church was the crisis point for most of the origi-
nal Dublin Brethren (though not for Darby); though their actions were dictated at first far
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more by common sentiment than by logical theory, they made a determined effort to
equalise theory and practice by absolutely abolishing the distinction. This was the kernel
of the Brethren’s claim to be a protest against all sectarianism. Among the Brethren there
could be no requirement for fellowship in the local church other than a man’s membership
of the church of Christ, and there was no such thing, at least in theory, as membership of
a particular local church. The systematic development of these ideas took a number of
years to mature, and it could be argued that the principle itself was severely compro-
mised, at least among the Exclusives, by the “Bethesda discipline” of 1848. Nevertheless
it is clear enough that this is what the most liberal founders of the Brethren movement
were aiming at, even if the sequel did not justify their optimism. The churches of the
“New York Correspondence” represent a first attempt at the execution of the same ideal,
but the Brethren possessed a great advantage by having a coherence and power of propa-
gation which scattered independent groups could never achieve, and also in the fact that
the experiment was now in the hands of men of considerable intellectual stature and so-
cial standing.

This survey of the background of the Plymouth Brethren movement, the evangelical-
ism of the 1820s, must be closed with a question. The records [48] of the various Calvinis-
tic secessions at Oxford around 1831 have shown that the Brethren meeting at Plymouth,
commenced in January 1832, was only one of a number of contemporaneous radical ec-
clesiastical experiments, most of them with very similar ideals. The question has therefore
to be asked: to what extent was the subsequent success of the Plymouth Brethren move-
ment as an ecclesiastical entity due to any real originality of vision on the part of its
founders, and to what extent was it due to fortuitous circumstances? Even if this question
cannot be conclusively answered, it is clear enough that at least in its early years, before
controversy had tarnished its image, the movement’s claim to embody a wider Christian
unity than was available elsewhere seemed a valid one to many people. The resulting
fellowship was sufficiently different from anything currently in existence to prove posi-
tively attractive to large numbers of evangelical Christians in the 1830s and 1840s who
for various reasons were dissatisfied with their own denominations.



[49]

Chapter I1.
The specific origins of the Plymouth Brethren movement.

(a) Dublin.

Anthony Norris Groves was born at Newton, Hampshire, on 1st February 1795. He stud-
ied dentistry under an uncle in London, and was able to commence his own practice at
Plymouth on his nineteenth birthday. In 1816 he married his first cousin Mary, shortly
afterwards moving to Exeter, where he became a convinced evangelical under the influ-
ence of Miss Bessy Paget, one of two sisters who were afterwards well-known among the
Brethren. In 1825 Groves published a lengthy tract entitled “Christian Devotedness, or
The Consideration of Our Saviour’s Precept, ‘Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon
earth’.” In this tract Groves argued that all possessions should be used directly in the
service of God; his own manner of executing this ideal was to live on a minimum, save
nothing, and give away the balance of his income of around £ 1500 a year. For some
years his wife opposed his desire to engage in overseas missionary work, but partly as a
result of a visit by Rev. Edward Bickersteth of the Church Missionary Society in July
1825, her opposition was overcome, and with ordination in view, Groves matriculated at
Trinity College Dublin on 16th October 1826.” It was necessary to make only quarterly
visits to the College in order to take the examinations, and when in Dublin Groves soon
made the acquaintance of a wealthy evangelical six months his junior, John Gifford
Bellett. The Bellett family had strong ties with the established church, and John’s [50] two
brothers both took Orders. John was educated at Exeter Grammar School and at Trinity
College Dublin, where he coincided with John Nelson Darby. Bellett and Darby both
studied Classics from 1815 to 1819, gaining high honours, and both then studied Law,
Darby in Dublin and Bellett in London. Bellett returned to Dublin in 1822 when Darby
was already practising as a lawyer there, but although his name appeared in the official
lists of barristers, he probably practised little, being under no financial necessity to do so.
Groves and Bellett spent a good deal of time together during Groves’ visits to Dublin, and
Bellett states in his Recollections that it was Groves who suggested to him some of the
views which were later given ecclesiastical expression in the Plymouth Brethren move-
ment.

During a visit at Easter 1827 on which Miss Bessy Paget accompanied him, Groves
suggested to Bellett that Christians should be free to “break bread together” —1i. e. to hold
a Communion service — without the presence of an ordained minister, and that this should
take place weekly. Groves’ second wife, editing his memoirs after his death in 1853, states
on the authority of Miss Paget that this suggestion was immediately acted upon by Groves
and Bellett. However, for a number of reasons this seems most unlikely: the Memoir im-
plies that Miss Paget was not present either when the suggestion was made or when it was
put into practice. Groves did not marry his second wife until 1835, and the Memoir, com-
piled after his death, contains many obscurities in chronology and dating. Bellett and
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Groves were still members of the established church, and Groves was training for its min-
istry. On his return to England from this visit, Miss Paget asked him to preach on Sundays
to a small dissenting congregation at Poltimore, four [51] miles north-east of Exeter, and
he only reluctantly acceded to her request: “I cannot, perhaps, convey to you the repug-
nance that I had; first, because I really disapproved on principle; and secondly, because I
saw that it would stand in the way of my procuring ordination ... Yet I only allowed this
going to Poltimore as a particular exception, in consequence of the notorious inadequacy
of the clergyman there. I had never yet gone near a dissenting place of worship.””® All this
makes it most unlikely that he would have taken part in such an ecclesiastically irregular
proceeding as an informal Lord’s Supper service. Even if he did make the suggestion dur-
ing this visit to Dublin, theory is one thing and practice a much bolder step. Further con-
firmation is supplied by the Bellett Recollections, which do not mention the writer break-
ing bread with Groves, or even the latter’s suggestion of it.

Groves now became doubtful of the value of a University education for an intending
missionary, and his doubts over whether he was wasting his time were dramatically re-
solved when two nights before his next intended trip to Dublin, in June 1827, his house
was burgled and the money he had set aside for the trip was stolen. Groves and his wife
treated this as direct guidance from God, particularly as in the drawer which was broken
open there were two packets of money, one containing £ 40 for the Dublin trip and the
other £ 16 for taxes; the former was taken and the other left. Groves thereupon severed
his connection with Trinity College. At first he hoped that the Church Missionary Society
would still send him out as a lay missionary, but finding that they would not permit him
to celebrate the communion service, he resolved to go out independently. The way in
which [52] circumstances changed to permit this further confirmed his sense of divine guid-
ance. On hearing of the couple’s missionary intentions, his wife’s family had tried by vari-
ous means to dissuade them, including the summary recall of a £ 1000 mortgage lent to
Groves’ father. Groves had repaid only £ 100 when, a few days before his death in March
1827, his wife’s father signed a new Will repaying the £ 100, giving the mortgage to
Groves, and dividing his property as previously, so that Groves’ wife received a consider-
able sum. This financial security enabled Groves to go ahead with his independent mis-
sionary enterprise. Meanwhile his desire for ordination to the ministry of the established
church received its death-blow in the realisation that his pacifist convictions would not
have allowed him to assent to Article 37, which states that “it is lawful for Christian men,
at the commandment of the Magistrate, to wear weapons, and serve in the wars.” These
circumstances had much to do with his reaching the conclusion that ordination to preach
was no requirement of scripture. To Groves this was “the removal of a mountain”, and no
longer hesitant, on his last visit to Dublin in autumn 1828 he preached in Poolbeg Street
Lutheran Chapel. According to the Bellett Recollections, during this visit Groves re-
marked that he now believed Christians could come together for worship without the
presence of any appointed minister, trusting that God would guide some member of the
congregation to speak. Bellett can have known little about the Quakers, among whom this
idea was a commonplace, for the remark had a profound effect on him. Thirty years later
he claimed that he could remember the exact spot in Lower Pembroke Street where he
and Groves had stood, describing it as “the birthplace of my mind ... as a brother” —1i. e.
as a [53] Plymouth Brother. By this time Groves also held strongly another of the princi-
ples which were shortly to be given ecclesiastical expression in the Brethren movement —

76.  ibid. (2nd edn. 1857) p. 40.
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that of the desire to establish a broad communion fellowship based solely on personal
faith. In a letter to Caldecott dated 16th December 1828 he states that he no longer com-
municates solely in the Church of England, but is ready to break bread with all true be-
lievers.”

From spring 1828 until June 1829, the Groves family lived with the Paget sisters in
Exeter, and Groves relinquished his lucrative practice in readiness for his departure for
the East. During this period there is no evidence of further direct contact between Groves
and the embryonic movement in Dublin. However, while in London looking for a ship to
take his party to St. Petersburg, he met by chance at the breakfast table of a friend John
Vesey Parnell, later Lord Congleton, another evangelical with Irish connections through
an uncle in Dublin. This may have been the means by which Parnell met the Dublin
group, though it is possible that he already knew Bellett. Parnell arranged for the mission
party to sail in the yacht of a friend, a Mr. Puget. They left Gravesend on June 12th and
after staying some days at Copenhagen, arrived at St. Petersburg at the beginning of July,
from whence Groves’ party travelled overland to Bagdad. Groves thus left England before
even the Dublin meeting of the Brethren was under way, but his views were thoroughly
those of the early Brethren, and on his three subsequent visits to England he worshipped
with them. The interest of his friends at home, especially in Brethren circles, was main-
tained by the publication of his journals’®, and in September 1830 a party of Brethren
sailed from Dublin with the intention of joining him.

[54] It is not certain which of the groups of friends who later joined together to form
the Brethren meeting at Dublin, first commenced the regular practice of breaking bread,
though the best claimant is the group connected with Edward Cronin. Cronin, later a
prominent figure among the Exclusive Brethren in London, recorded his notes on the
origins of the movement in a postscript dated July 1871 to the Bellett Recollections. He
gives no dates, but states that he was sent from the south of Ireland to Dublin on account
of his health.”” His father was a Roman Catholic and he was brought up in that faith, but
his mother was a Protestant and he joined the Independents before coming to Dublin.** In
Dublin he was at first welcomed to communion as a visitor by the various dissenting
churches, but when they learned that he had become resident in Dublin, he was required
to accept special church membership with one or other of the congregations. This might be
considered a reasonable request, since a local church might expect regular attendance and
formal membership in order to ensure proper pastoral care and discipline for all its mem-
bers; nevertheless, Cronin felt that the principle of the unity of Christian believers was
being compromised, and that a particular denominational position should not be required
of him before admission to communion. He firmly refused “special membership” and was

77.  ibid. pp. 47-9.

78.  “Journal ... during a journey from London to Bagdad, through Russia ... Georgia and Persia. Also a
journal of some months’ residence at Bagdad.” London 1831.

“Journal of a residence at Bagdad, during the years 1830 and 1831”, London 1832.

79.  Histories of the Brethren often add that he was a young medical (or dental) student and that he came
to Dublin to pursue his studies. There is no record of his enrolment in the Trinity College Medical
School, and he did not obtain a medical degree at this time — perhaps the Persian expedition inter-
posed — for after the passing of the Medical Act in August 1858 he was one of those established prac-
titioners who were granted honorary M. D. degrees in order to allow them to be registered. At that
time he was living in Brixton and was a prominent Exclusive.

80.  H. Pickering (ed.), op. cit. note 21, p. 16.
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therefore unable to communicate for several months. During this time his opposition to
the whole idea of a one-man ministry was growing, and ultimately he felt he could not
even attend the Independent chapels for public worship. “I was left exposed to the charge
of irreligion and antinomianism. This affected me to such an extent, that it was a season
of deep exercise of heart and separation from many that I loved in the Lord; and to avoid
the appearance [55] of evil, I spent many a Lord’s Day morning under a tree or haystack
during the time of their services.” Cronin was publicly denounced from the pulpit of York
Street Chapel® by its minister, Rev. W. Cooper, presumably because he had previously
attended there and because members of the congregation sympathized with him. One of
the deacons of this Chapel, Edward Wilson, who was Assistant Secretary to the Hibernian
Bible Society in Upper Sackville Street, protested and subsequently seceded, as did
Cronin’s two cousins, the Misses Drury, and a Mr. Timms, a bookseller of Grafton Street
whose name appears on Darby’s early tracts, all of whom had also been members at York
Street Chapel. Cronin and Wilson began to meet for prayer and to break bread together
on Sunday mornings in Wilson’s room in Sackville Street, presumably being regular in
this practice since neither retained a denominational link. When Wilson left for England
Cronin continued the practice in the back parlour of his own house at 13, Lower
Pembroke Street, where he was joined by Timms and the Misses Drury.

The dating of this series of events can be only tentative. Cronin’s name first appears
in the 1828 Dublin Directory, but a time-lag in emendations is indicated by the persis-
tence of his name until 1832 although he had left for Persia in September 1830. Brethren
histories® usually give the date of his arrival in Dublin as “about 1826”, when he was
25.% In the Directories Wilson appears as Assistant Secretary to the Hibernian Bible Soci-
ety until 1830, so he probably left Dublin in 1829.3* A Miss Drury first appears in the
1829 Directory. Bellett states in his Recollections that Cronin was breaking bread with
some others while Darby was still in Wicklow as a clergyman — that is before November
1827. It is also [56] reasonable to assume that Cronin’s Sundays in the open were in sum-
mertime. A likely reconstruction seems to be that Cronin arrived in late 1826 or early
1827, seceded in summer 1827, was joined by Wilson in autumn 1827, and transferred his
breaking-of-bread service to his own house in summer 1829 when Wilson had left Ireland.
Finally in November 1829, the first definite date in the Recollections (due to Bellett)
Cronin’s group moved its meeting to 9, Fitzwilliam Square, Dublin.

John Vesey Parnell, who succeeded to the title 2nd Baron Congleton in 1842, was
born in 1805 in Baker Street, London. He was converted while at Edinburgh University,
but he apparently did not train for a profession, since a rich uncle left him property from
which the annual income was £ 1200. In 1827 and 1828 he was frequently in Dublin
staying with his uncle Thomas Parnell, a wealthy evangelical, and during these visits he
became acquainted with some of the later Brethren.* He died in 1882 and his recollec-

81.  The origin of this congregation was connected with Thomas Kelly; see Joseph Miller, loc. cit. note 64.

82.  Beginning with Andrew Miller, “The Brethren, their origin, progress and testimony”, 1879. Later
histories mostly adopted this date.

83.  H. Pickering (ed.), loc. cit. note 80.

84.  The Annual Reports of the Hibernian Bible Society are unfortunately available in the B. M. L. only
for 1808-1822 incl.

85.  H. Groves, “Not of the world. A memoir of Lord Congleton”, London. 1884.
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tions in old age appeared in a booklet published in 1899.% This states that he had met to
break bread with William Stokes, a Scripture Reader named Patterson, and several others,
“about 1825”. There is no corroboration of such an early date, and the more authoritative
“Memoir” mentions neither visits to Dublin earlier than 1827, nor his specific part in the
origin of the practice of breaking bread. All that can definitely be said is that some while
before joining the Fitzwilliam Square group, Parnell and others had experimented with
informal communion services on Sundays, while retaining in addition their separate de-
nominational allegiances, unlike the members of Cronin’s group. It is however clear that
especially in Dublin, where the common enemy of Popery broke down many barriers
between [57] evangelicals, a number of educated people were at this time making inde-
pendent protests against what they felt to be the jealous sectarian isolation of the various
Protestant churches. The experimental communion services of Cronin and Parnell, in
which members of different denominations could express their fellowship, were one result
of these protests, and it was the fusion of two or three such groups which led to the begin-
nings of the Plymouth Brethren as a distinct movement.

The third element in the fusion was that represented by Groves’ suggestions to Bellett
and the latter’s friendship with Darby, though these men had least to do with the actual
establishment of the Dublin meeting. The connection with the two other groups arose
through another Dublin friend of Bellett’s named Francis Hutchinson, son of the Archdea-
con of Killala. The early aristocratic and established church connections of Brethren ori-
gins are once more apparent, for Hutchinson’s father succeeded to a baronetcy, though
this passed to his grandson since Francis died in 1833 at the early age of 31.%” Bellett
states that in the summer of 1829 his family was at Kingstown and Hutchinson at Bray;
Bellett attended the Scotch church at Kingstown where open communion was practised,
and he specifically states that he did not know where Hutchinson worshipped on Sundays
at that time, although they met occasionally. It appears from Cronin’s postscript that on
his return to Dublin, Hutchinson joined Cronin’s group in Lower Pembroke Street, and
shortly afterwards, as the group was becoming numerous, offered the use of his house at
9, Fitzwilliam Square, in a fashionable part of Dublin. Hutchinson invited Bellett to join
the group here, and he did so, though by his own admission with some misgiving. [58]
Through Bellett, Darby, Parnell and Stokes also visited the Fitzwilliam Square breaking-
of-bread. The move to Hutchinson’s house in Fitzwilliam Square was made in November
1829, and the service for breaking-of-bread was held regularly each Sunday morning,
though at such a time as would not conflict with church services, since many of those who
attended had retained denominational connections elsewhere.® This fact confirms that at
the outset the Brethren had no intention of founding a new denomination, but simply
wished to express visibly an existing unity. Bellett’s misgiving about joining the meeting
for communion at Fitzwilliam Square makes it improbable that he and Darby and others
had before this date commenced the regular practice of breaking bread.® It is quite possi-
ble however that during Darby’s convalescence in Dublin in the winter of 1827-1828§,

86.  William Collingwood, “The Brethren. A History”, 1899. Collingwood had discussed Brethren origins
with Congleton in his old age.

87.  H. Pickering (ed.), op. cit. note 21, pp. 57-8.
88.  Cf. Methodist origins in Ireland, text p. 12.

89.  Andrew Miller, op. cit. note 82, states that Darby and three others commenced breaking bread in the
winter of 1827-8, and implies that this [238] was the real origin of the Dublin meeting. He apparently
bases this on verbal statements by Darby; the account should be treated with caution.
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after a riding accident in Wicklow, he celebrated the communion privately — since as a
clergyman he was perfectly entitled to do so — and that Bellett and others joined him;
Darby’s scrappy postscript to the Bellett Recollections is anything but clear on this matter.
It seems certain that the real initiative in forming a regular meeting for communion lay
with Cronin and Hutchinson, and the cautious position adopted as late as November 1829
by Darby and Bellett is indicated by Cronin’s comment about the start of the Fitzwilliam
Square meeting:

“At this time dear J. G. B. and J. N. D. were more or less affected by the general state
of things in religion, but were unprepared to come out into entire separation and
looked suspiciously on our movements, feeling able to attend and minister in the
Church of England as well as to come occasionally to our little assembly.”

[59] The next decisive step was the move to an auction room in Aungier Street in May
1830, a date stated quite distinctly by Bellett. Cronin gives as the reason that “humbler
brethren” were beginning to join who felt out of place in fashionable Fitzwilliam Square,
and Bellett states that the initiative for the move lay with Parnell, who desired that more
of a public witness should be made. It was Parnell who financed the move by hiring the
room in Aungier Street. Cronin welcomed the change, but Hutchinson was reluctant,
Bellett so averse that he stayed away for some weeks, and Darby was out of Dublin at the
time. Bellett’s reluctance was clearly because the Brethren were now adopting publicly
the status and position of a church, and it was clear that their separate denominational
allegiances could not long survive. Cronin, Parnell, Stokes and several ladies, however,
formed the committed nucleus of the new congregation. Lady Powerscourt joined later,
but almost certainly not until after the “summerhouse communion” of September 1833,
which will be described below. There were continual additions of evangelical Christians
to the meeting, mostly as Cronin describes them “evangelical malcontents” desiring a
wider communion fellowship than that afforded by their own churches. The members of
the Aungier Street meeting had “very little intelligence as to the real character of God’s
movement” among them. In view of the idealistic accounts of the Dublin origins current
among Exclusive Brethren at the time when he was writing, this statement is a remarkably
frank admission by Cronin that the early Brethren had no clearly-defined aims or
programme, but simply felt themselves drawn together by common sentiments. Also,
Bellett and Cronin both admit somewhat apologetically that the impulsive free worship
[60] later characteristic of all sections of the Plymouth Brethren was for a long time not
practised in Dublin. Of the Fitzwilliam Square meeting Bellett says: “(Hutchinson) also
prescribed a certain line of things, as the services of prayer, singing and teaching, that
should be found amongst us each day”, while of Aungier Street Cronin recalls: “We felt
free up to this time and long afterwards to make arrangements among ourselves as to who
should distribute the bread and wine, and take other ministries in the Assembly ...” The
final postscript to the Bellett Recollections is by James Butler Stoney, who when he wrote
in 1871 was also a prominent Exclusive; speaking of the time when he joined Aungier
Street in 1834 Stoney says: “At that time Mr. Stokes used to read regularly some portion
of scripture every Lord’s day”, and of his time at Plymouth in 1838 “it used to be ar-
ranged beforehand who should break the bread and do official acts”. In fully-developed
Brethrenism any suggestion of prior arrangement or regularity in the worship of the
Lord’s Supper would have been considered a grievous limitation on the freedom of opera-
tion of the Holy Spirit. It is possible that the development of Brethren thinking on this
subject was influenced by the accession of several hundred disaffected Quakers to the
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movement after the Beacon controversy of 1835-1837, which will be described later; also
at least one of the Plymouth founders, B. W. Newton, had a Quaker family background.

In the summer of 1830 the follow-up mission party to Bagdad was formed, the finan-
cial initiative for this venture also being Parnell’s.” The party consisted of Parnell, Cronin
with his sister and mother, an Irish Brother named Hamilton, and Francis William
Newman who had come over from [61] Oxford to join them. They left Dublin by steamer
on 18th September, landed at Bordeaux on the 23rd, and travelled thence overland. The
journey to Persia proved extremely difficult and Cronin’s sister did not survive it; Hamil-
ton left the party to return to England, and it was not until June 1832 that the others
joined the recently-bereaved Groves at Bagdad. While delayed at Aleppo for some
months, Cronin and Parnell (though apparently not Newman, who was baptised in 1836
at Bristol) underwent believers’ baptism; Groves, who had been baptised some years
earlier at Exeter, recorded his pleasure that they had taken this step. Cronin’s mother died
soon after reaching Bagdad, and the plague combined with the chaotic political situation
to make evangelistic work virtually impossible. Newman returned to England in 1833
while the others, accepting at length that the Bagdad Mission could not be a success,
moved to India. Cronin and Parnell returned to England in 1837.”

John Nelson Darby was born in Westminster in November 1800 into a family which
like Bellett’s was wealthy and had strong connections with the Established Church; Darby
also had two brothers in Orders. His five elder brothers, like himself, all attended West-
minster School, and four of them then went to Christ Church Oxford. He himself attended
Trinity College Dublin from 1815 to 1819, gaining a Classical Gold Medal in the summer
of 1819. He was called to the Irish Chancery Bar in 1822, and his subsequent abandon-
ment of an apparently promising legal career greatly disappointed his brother-in-law Ed-
ward (later Chief Justice) Pennefather, who had married in 1806 Darby’s eldest sister
Susan. Darby apparently underwent the religious experiences of a high churchman® but
by about 1825 was a strong evangelical like Pennefather. He was ordained deacon by
William Bissett, Bishop of Raphoe, in the cathedral church of St. Eunan, Raphoe, Co.
Londonderry, on Sunday 7th August [62] 1825.” William Magee, Archbishop of Dublin,
sent him to be the curate of Calary, a remote mountain parish six miles south of
Enniskerry in Co. Wicklow. Calary had no church at this time, and services were held in
the school-house, which was owned by the Powerscourt family, whose seat was at
Enniskerry. Darby thus met the reigning lady of Powerscourt Castle, Theodosia, an eligi-

90.  Bellett Recollections say 1831, but this is incorrect.

91.  On the details of the missionary enterprise see Groves’ two Journals (note 78), “Memoir of the late
A. N. Groves” (note 75), H. Groves op. cit. note 85, and F. W. Newman “Personal narrative in let-
ters, chiefly from Turkey in the years 1830 to 1833” (1856). Newman admits in his preface, dated
October 1854, that he has edited his letters to remove traces of his former religious opinions, with
which he evidently no longer agrees.

Baptisms: Groves, “Memoir” 1856 edn. p. 27; at Aleppo, ibid. p. 194, letter by Groves October
1831; Groves says here “all ... at Aleppo”, but on F. W. Newman cf. J. H. Philpot (ed.), op. cit. note
20, Vol. Ip. 133.

92.  W. B. Neatby, op. cit. note 36, pp. 13-4 & authorities.

93.  Brethren histories unanimously state that Magee ordained Darby deacon, but his original Ordination
Certificate is in the Sibthorpe Collection. In 1825 Magee spent some time in London, and his wife
died in September after a long illness; this may explain why there were no ordinations at Dublin that
year. Magee’s previous appointment as Bishop of Raphoe may explain why Darby was sent so far
away to be ordained.
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ble young widow of emotional temperament and extreme evangelical religious convic-
tions. Second wife of the 5th Viscount Powerscourt, she had been widowed in 1823 after
only two years of marriage. Darby’s immediate superior was Robert Daly, Rector of
Powerscourt from 1819 to 1843 and afterwards Bishop of Cashel. Darby worked indefati-
gably in his parish, riding or tramping for hours among the hills and peat bogs, and living
in a peasant’s cottage like the poor labourers among whom he ministered. A graphic de-
scription of his labours is given by Francis Newman, who relates that the Catholic peas-
antry looked on him almost as a mediaeval saint:

“The stamp of heaven seemed to them clear in a frame so wasted by austerity, so
superior to worldly pomp, and so partaking in all their indigence. That a dozen such
men would have done more to convert all Ireland to Protestantism, than the whole
apparatus of the church establishment, was ere long my conviction.”**

On Sunday 19th February 1826, Magee ordained Darby priest in Christ Church Cathe-
dral, Dublin.

Bellett often visited his friend in his mountain parish, and Darby when in Dublin
stayed usually with Pennefather, where he met and was the instrument of conversion of
J. C. Philpot. In November 1827 Darby had a [63] riding accident in Wicklow and conva-
lesced at his brother-in-law’s home, where he met Francis Newman. Newman had post-
poned taking up his Fellowship at Balliol College Oxford on conscientious grounds and
had replaced Philpot as private tutor in the Pennefather household in spring 1827. He was
five years Darby’s junior, and the latter’s immense influence on him is recalled in his auto-
biography. In his religious views Newman had reacted against the incipient high church
movement at Oxford and was ascribing increasing authority to the Bible alone. In striving
for a more primitive form of Christianity, he states that the second period of his creed “is
characterised, partly by the great ascendancy exercised over me by one powerful mind
and still more powerful will, partly by the vehement effort which throughout its duration
urged me to long after the establishment of Christian Fellowship in a purely Biblical
Church as the first great want of Christendom.”* This aspiration he shared with many of
the early Brethren, and Newman’s spiritual longings display the nostalgia and idealism
which seem to have affected many evangelicals at this time. Newman returned to Oxford
in 1828 with a great admiration and respect for Darby, which was later instrumental in
causing his brief association with the Brethren movement and his joining the follow-up
mission party to Bagdad. Meanwhile it seems that Darby did not return to Calary for any
length of time after his recovery, though Daly must have kept his curacy open for him,
since ten of Darby’s ex-parishioners wrote to him from Calary school-house on 28th
March 1829 appealing to him to return to his post.”® This provides another indication that
Darby’s attachment to the established church was dying only very slowly, and confirms
that his was not the formative [64] influence behind the Dublin origins of the Brethren.

Nevertheless in 1827 this attachment received a severe blow. Magee’s Metropolitan
Charge on his triennial visitation to the clergy of his diocese, preached in St. Patrick’s
Cathedral on 10th October 1826, was published in early 1827, and as a result many of his
clergy signed a petition to the House of Commons claiming on avowedly Erastian grounds

94. F.W.Newman, “Phases of Faith”, 1850, pp. 27-8. Darby is referred to throughout this book as “The
Irish Clergyman”.

95.  ibid. p. 26.

96.  The extremely unctious [= unctuous] original is in the Sibthorpe Collection.
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protection by the civil authorities against Roman Catholic opposition in the execution of
their duties. The last straw for Darby, however, was the Archbishop’s requirement, in a
Pastoral Letter of late 1827, that all converts from Roman Catholicism within his diocese
should take the oaths of Supremacy and Allegiance to the British Crown. Darby had al-
ready composed a reply to Magee’s Charge, and the Pastoral Letter precipitated his action
in having it printed and sent, as an anonymous protest, to all the clergy of the diocese.
Magee’s Charge sets forth to show that the Church and the State are “but two different
aspects of the same Christian community” and that therefore “the ministers must be
looked on as instruments of the State.” Darby attacks especially the Archbishop’s remark
against Roman Catholicism that “the Sovereign cannot prescribe in favour of a system
that maintains a spiritual supremacy independent of civil government.” On the contrary,
wrote Darby, there is such a supremacy, the spiritual supremacy of Christ in His Church.
In a postscript Darby describes the imposition of the oaths as “closing the door of Christ
against weak souls” - i. e. laying an extra and entirely unscriptural burden on the new
converts. In view of the sword of Damocles hanging over their heads in the imminence of
Roman Catholic Emancipation, the attitude of the Archbishop and clergy is an [65] under-
standable one; but equally understandable is the protest of an evangelical who felt that
the claims of Christ and Caesar were being fatally confused. Darby saw the possibility of
converting the Irish peasants vanishing if they were required as a condition of conversion
to swear their political loyalty to a distant and often hated authority.”

In 1828 Darby published a further tract entitled “Considerations on the nature and
unity of the Church of Christ”. This has been called “the first Brethren tract” but the
description is misleading, for it is the writing of a man who does not yet see his way
clearly, and it proposes no campaign or organisation. Behind its argument is the feeling
characteristic of much evangelical discontent in the 1820s, that the visible lines of demar-
cation in most denominations do not coincide with the real distinction between vital and
nominal Christianity. Darby laments that “the true church of God has no avowed commu-
nion at all”. There are individual believers in the various denominations; the Bible Societ-
ies and joint missionary endeavours have given some outlet for the desire of Christians to
be united in fellowship, but much more is needed. The furthest Darby goes is in the fol-
lowing statement, where “the world” seems to include the institutionalised churches: “I
do believe there will be a gradual development of the people of God, by a separation
from the world ... but it is not my purpose to follow presumptuously my own thoughts
about this.” Whoever seeks the interests of any particular denomination is an enemy of
the work of the Spirit of God. Christ’s death is the centre of Christian communion, and
the communion service is therefore both the symbol and the instrument of unity. The
centrality of the communion service in Darby’s [66] devotional Christianity, particularly as
the symbol of Christian fellowship and unity, remained fundamental to his whole subse-
quent ecclesiastical course, and in this matter he remained closest to his original high-
church views. Notably absent from his early tracts are the doctrinal considerations regard-
ing baptism and church order which so greatly characterised the secessions of the Oxford
clergy in the 1830s. Unlike the Oxford seceders, Darby never publicly renounced the
Church of England, and never preached or published specifically his reasons for retiring

97.  Magee’s Charge in the Nat. Lib. Dublin, P. 315 (1). Darby’s reply, anon. & unpubl. was “Consider-
ations addressed to the Archbishop of Dublin and the clergy who signed the petition to the House of
Commons for protection”; reprinted in Coll. Writ. of J. N. D. Eccl. Vol. I, pp. 1-29.
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from the ministry.”® Indeed for several more years he preached and officiated in churches
of the Establishment at the request of friends; Newton first invited him to Plymouth to
speak in the churches, and in April 1832 the Plymouth papers referred to him still as Rev.
Mr. Darby. Bellett describes him as late as 1834 as only “all but detached from the
Church of England”.” That his attitude was somewhat indecisive for a considerable time
is implied also by his apparent lack of positive participation in the founding of the public
meetings at Dublin and Plymouth. After leaving Calary Darby engaged in itinerant
preaching in Ireland; in January and February 1829 he was around Ennis in Co. Clare,
where his Bible preaching aroused opposition even to the extent of a threat on his life.'®
When the regular breaking-of-bread was commenced at Fitzwilliam Square, Darby was in
Dublin, but he then went away on a preaching tour around Limerick, where he was
helped by a local evangelical named Thomas Maunsell, later a leading Plymouth Brother
at Hereford. While Darby was in Limerick, the Dublin meeting was transferred to the
public room in Aungier Street.

[67] (b) Oxford and Plymouth

Francis Newman states that when he had returned to Oxford from Ireland, he at length
induced Darby to visit the University, which Darby did in June 1830 on his way from
Dublin to his family’s London home.'” Darby stayed some days at Oxford and Newman

98.  Hisnearest approach was a tract written in 1836 entitled “The connexion of the term clergy with the
penal guilt of the present dispensation, & the sin against the Holy Ghost.” Darby was apparently
persuaded not to circulate this at the time, and it eventually appeared about 1873 with an explana-
tory preface and the revised title “The notion of a clergyman dispensationally the sin against the
Holy Ghost”: reprinted in Coll. Writ. of J. N. D. Eccl. Vol. I, pp. 54-77. See text p. 119.

99.  [239] Darby in the fourth of the “Seven Letters”, April 1845. See text p. 174; Plymouth & Devonport
Weekly Journal, 5/4/32; Bellett Recollections.

100. A threatening letter from Captain Rock of Corofin near Ennis, preserved in an album in the
Sibthorpe Collection, reads (sic):

“Dear Sir, I hope you will take notice for your own sake not to be Disturbing the people of Corofin
— By your swadling (**) business coming like a Theif at night seducing the people of Corofin by your
Bible business and if you dont mind what I say you will meet with your fate at last In Corofin so
darby return to your own Native place we have heard who you are and what your sceaming (?) way
of living is so you Rascal we have listened a long time to you But no longer make off as soon as
posible ...”

(** A term in use for some years to describe Methodist preachers. For the origin of the term, see
C. H. Crookshank, op. cit. note 17, Vol. I p. 13 & cf. p. 18).

101. F. W. Newman, op. cit. note 94, p. 44.

In his note appended to the Bellett Recollections, Darby states that the visit was “after July 18307;
but he met Newton during it. Newton’s periods of residence in Oxford can be ascertained from his
Wine Account in the Exeter College Buttery Books, which are still in existence, and these show that
he left Oxford on 1st July 1830 for the summer vacation. Yet Newton had met Darby by July 31st;
see text p. 69-70 & note 112.

See also Newton Memoirs, pp. 61, 234-5, 239.

If Darby was Newman’s guest at Oxford, the date of his visit may be suggested by the fact that
Newman’s Battells (wine & food charges) were about double the average for the week 28th May to
3rd June 1830; Newman incurred a particularly high Buttery charge on Sat. 29th May, which could
have been in connection with his holding a party to introduce various friends of his to Darby; but this
is conjecture. (Newman’s accounts & periods of residence from records at Balliol College.)
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introduced him to many of his friends, to whom Darby instantly assumed the place of
universal father-confessor, as if he had been a known and long-trusted friend: “His insight
into character, and tenderness pervading his austerity, so opened young men’s hearts, that
day after day there was no end of secret closetings with him.”'® At Oxford Darby met
George Vicesimus Wigram, an undergraduate of Queen’s, who was the twentieth child of
Sir Robert Wigram. George had been converted while serving as an officer in the army,
and had entered Queen’s in 1826 at the age of 21, with the intention of taking Orders. His
family was very wealthy, and in later life among the Brethren Wigram was able to devote
his whole time to religious pursuits.’”® Darby also met Lancelot Brenton and William
Gladstone, who was at that time a disciple of Bulteel. His most significant meeting, how-
ever, was with Benjamin Wills Newton, a Lay Fellow of Exeter College and close friend
of Newman’s. All these men were five to seven years his juniors, and it appears that
Darby was able to establish over them, temporarily even in the case of brilliant men like
Newman, an immense psychological ascendancy. Wigram in particular proved his
staunchest ally throughout the stormy vicissitudes of his subsequent ecclesiastical career.
Newman has left a most significant appraisal of Darby’s power of spiritual dominance:

“In spite of the strong revulsion which I felt against [68] some of the peculiarities of
this remarkable man, I for the first time in my life found myself under the dominion
of a superior ... Henceforth I began to ask: what will ke say to this and that? In his
reply I always expected to find a higher portion of God’s Spirit, than in any I could
frame for myself. In order to learn divine truth, it became to me a surer process to
consult him, than to search for myself and wait upon God ... Such was Ignatius
Loyola in his day.”'%

Benjamin Wills Newton was born at Devonport to a Quaker family on 12th Decem-
ber 1807, matriculated at Oxford on 11th December 1824, and was a Lay Fellow of
Exeter College from 1st July 1826 until he vacated his Fellowship when he married on
15th March 1832.'” In January 1827 he experienced evangelical conversion and was for
some time an ardent disciple of Bulteel. In a letter to his mother dated 30th December
1827, Newton describes his conversion earlier in the year, urges her to abandon Quak-
erism because it does not ascribe sufficient importance to the objective revelation of scrip-
ture, and refers to his hero as “my darling Bulteel”.'” When Bulteel gave the University
Sermon on 6th February 1831, the preacher’s procession left from Newton’s rooms, since
Bulteel no longer had rooms in College.'” Francis Newman had been Newton’s private

102. F. W. Newman, op. cit. note 94, p. 45.

103. For example he financed and prepared Concordances to the Hebrew O. T. & Greek N. T.; H.
Pickering (ed.) op. cit. note 21, pp. 41-3.

104. F. W. Newman, op. cit. note 94, pp. 33-4.

105. [240] For Newton’s early life and religious development, see an unpublished Ph. D thesis, London
1965, “The origins of the Plymouth Brethren”, by H. H. Rowdon, pp. 114-124. This only slightly
overlaps the present work.

106. Original letter in the Fry Collection.

107. Newton Memoirs pp. 95-139 relate mainly to his connection with Bulteel. Bulteel had lost his rooms
because his Exeter College Fellowship had lapsed when he married on 6th October 1829. T. Mozley
(op. cit. note 33) Vol. I p. 228 records an amusing anecdote about Bulteel’s marriage, to the daughter
of a High Street pastrycook; Froude commented “poor Bulteel!” — but the girl turned out to possess
quite a fortune.
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tutor for a while before he went to Ireland, and after Newman’s return to Oxford in sum-
mer 1828 the two renewed their friendship. One evening during Darby’s visit to Oxford,
he was the guest at dinner of Dr. Hill, the evangelical Vice-Principal of St. Edmund’s Hall
from 1812 to 1851. Newman persuaded Newton to join them, overruling his reluctance.
After the meal Dr. Hill asked Darby to speak, and his exposition of a Psalm so impressed
Newton that he invited [69] Darby to his own rooms the following evening to discuss theo-
logical questions. The following morning Darby left Oxford for London.'”® During this
visit to England he also went to Cambridge, but appears to have made little impact there,
possibly because the stabilising influence of Simeon was still paramount.'® Only one
prominent Brother of later years had been a “Sim” — Captain W. G. Rhind, who was at
Sidney Sussex from 1820 to 1823. It is notable that Rhind, who was a little older than
most of the founders of the Brethren, maintained his connection with the Church of Eng-
land until 1838, some years after he first came into contact with the Brethren through
John Synge and the Powerscourt circle, and also that he was a distinctly moderate adher-
ent of the movement.'"’ The contrast between the stability of Cambridge evangelicalism
at this time, and the upheavals at Oxford, is most striking, and was clearly due to the
presence there of Simeon, who did not die until 1836.

Newton left Oxford on 1st July 1830 for his mother’s home at Plymouth to spend the
summer vacation there. Just before he left, news about the “Spirit gifts” of healing and
“tongues” at Row reached Francis Newman by letter, and he was greatly excited about it.
At the end of term Wigram, accompanied by his mother, went to Scotland for a holiday
and visited Row to investigate; Newton wrote a letter to them from Plymouth on 31st
July to which a postscript asked for Darby’s address, as there was a useful sphere of ser-
vice for him at Plymouth. Newton must have obtained the required address elsewhere,
possibly from Newman who was still in residence at Balliol until August 25th preparing
for his trip to Persia'", for the letter to the Wigrams, sent “to be called for” at Glasgow,
was returned [70] to Newton undelivered.'”> Newton, and possibly also Newman, wrote to
Darby in August, and at their request he visited Row.""> His report by letter to Newman
indicated that the Latin endings to the unknown words showed poverty of invention
rather than spiritual agency, and the further fact that no interpretation was given con-

108. Newton Memoirs, p. 61 & p. 235.

109. The authority for Darby’s 1830 Cambridge visit is his own recollection in a letter of 1857 to Prof.
Tholuck, the famous Protestant theologian at Halle whom Darby knew. This appears in some later
editions of Letters of J. N. D. and in H. A. Ironside, “A historical sketch of the Brethren movement”,
Grand Rapids Michigan 1942, Appendix A, pp. 181-7.

110. J. B. I(sbell?), “Faithful Unto Death. A memoir of W. G. Rhind R. N.” London 1863; H. Pickering
(ed.), op. cit. note 21, pp. 23-6.

Rhind lived from 1794 to 1863; he retired from active service on half-pay in 1817, was converted at
Plymouth in 1819, and at Cambridge showed great interest in the conversion of the Jews: Simeon
called him “the Jew boy”. J. B. I. says he went to Cambridge in 1822, but Alumn. Cant. 1820.

111. Balliol records show that poor Newman was completely alone in College for the last few weeks, apart
from College servants. His family, especially his elder brother, had cut off all intercourse with him
because of his evangelical convictions.

112. Original in the Fry Collection.

113. On Newton’s asking Darby to go to Row, see Newton Memoirs pp. 208 & 234-5. Darby states that
he went to Row “rather as deputed for others than for myself”: “The irrationalism of infidelity” (his
reply to F. W. Newman’s “Phases of Faith”), in Coll. Writ. of J. N. D., Apol. Vol. I p. 449. H. H.
Rowdon, op. cit. note 105, disputes this visit, but Darby’s own statement seems conclusive.
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vinced Newman that the manifestations were spurious. Darby had already reached a simi-
lar conclusion, and Newton needed little convincing."'* Darby then returned to Ireland.
Wigram also went to Dublin after his visit to Scotland, attended the Aungier Street meet-
ing and met some of the Powerscourt circle. His intention of joining the follow-up mission
party to Bagdad was blocked at the last moment, possibly because of his engagement to
an Irish girl." He then returned to Oxford where he sought a curacy, but as Bishop
Blomfield of London refused to ordain him because of his low-church views, and as in any
case his attachment to the established church was rapidly weakening, he relinquished
thoughts of ordination and settled at Plymouth in spring 1831 with the intention of devot-
ing himself to religious and philanthropic activity. Meanwhile Newton had invited Darby
to Plymouth, suggesting that there would be many opportunities for him to speak in the
churches."® Darby arrived from Ireland in early December 1830, possibly by the 12th
which was Newton’s first Sunday back from Oxford, and stayed with Newton all that
vacation. The “wandering churchmanship” of the two friends called forth adverse com-
ment from Newton’s mother.""” Local newspaper reports of religious meetings indicate
Darby’s presence in Plymouth at this time, the most interesting being a report of the first
Devonshire meeting of the “S. P. C. K. on the Continent” on Friday 31st December 1830.
The four main [71] speakers were Mr. Newton, Rev. J. Darby who spoke “at considerable
length”, Rev. Mr. Harris of Plymstock, and Captain Hall R. N. who spoke of the urgency
of the situation in view of the imminence of the Second Coming of Christ."'® In the friend-
ship of these four persons the germ of the Brethren meeting at Plymouth was born,
though the practical and financial initiative came some months later after the arrival of
Wigram. Darby accompanied Newton back to Oxford at the start of Hilary Term 1831,
and both attended Bulteel’s famous sermon. It is not clear whether Darby returned to
Ireland in spring 1831, but Newton was not again at Plymouth until the beginning of
July." A reconstruction of the movements of Darby and Newton is essential for the study
of the Plymouth origins, since both were present when the meeting began there.
Comment was occasioned in the Plymouth newspapers in April 1831 by the activities
of some naval Christians in preaching in the market-place, and an editorial in August
named Captain Hall and disapproved of his conduct.” On 26th September 1831 Newton
was conspicuous by his absence from the twelfth annual meeting in Plymouth of the Soci-
ety for Promoting Christianity among the Jews, for he was the Society’s Secretary at Ox-

114. F. W. Newman, op. cit. note 94, p. 178; Newton Memoirs pp. 208, 234, 235.
115. [241] Newton Memoirs pp. 252 & 300.
116. So stated Darby in the fourth of the “Seven Letters”: text p. 174.

117. Newton Memoirs p. 254. It is possible that her comment referred to Darby’s second visit to Plym-
outh, in winter 1831-2, before the meeting was established at Providence Chapel.

118. Plymouth & Devonport Weekly Journal, 6/1/31.

119. Newton Memoirs p. 239 state that Darby was present at Bulteel’s sermon. Darby may have stayed
then in Oxford, for he participated in the tract war which ensued: see text p. 16. From the Exeter
Buttery Books it seems that between 26/1/31 and 29/6/31, Newton was away from College only
from 3rd to 6th and from 11th to 24th June; it is therefore almost certain that he did not return to
Plymouth until early July.

120. Plymouth & Devonport Weekly Journal, 14/4/31 and 4/8/31.
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ford."" This confirms that he had gone to Ireland for the first Powerscourt Conference on
prophecy, which was held from Tuesday to Friday 4th to 7th October. He returned direct
to Oxford, arriving by 11th October.

At the end of January 1831 the foundation-stone of a new Chapel to house the in-
creasing congregation of a Rev. Mr. Cawcott of Richmond Street Chapel, was laid in Ra-
leigh Street, Plymouth. The Chapel was to hold four hundred and would be named
“Providence Chapel”."* Presumably during [72] 1831 Mr. Cawcott died, or for some other
reason his congregation no longer required the Chapel, for when it was completed it was
sold on 2nd December to George Wigram for £ 750, the three trustees being himself,
Newton, and H. M. Gibson of Plymouth.'” The Newton Memoirs state that Wigram’s
interest in prophecy had been lately awakened by intercourse with the Powerscourt circle
while in Ireland, and that he desired to purchase the Chapel solely in order to give lec-
tures on prophecy.” The application for registration of the Chapel was made on 10th
December in the names of Wigram, their family servant Snook, and a builder named Ar-
thur Backalake; it was licensed for worship on Monday 12th December.'”® Newton was in
Plymouth from the second week in November, and relates that for the first three weeks
the Chapel was used only on Monday evenings for the lectures, to which numbers of the
local evangelical clergymen came. The earliest date, therefore, on which the Brethren
could have used the Raleigh Street Chapel for public Sunday worship was 18th December
1831; but as it seems unlikely that the prophetic lectures commenced before the sale had
been completed, that is before Monday 5th December, and it would have been recalled
later if the first Sunday service had been on Christmas Day, the opening of public worship
may be safely assigned to January 1832. The local papers confirm the presence in Plym-
outh of Darby, Newton, Hall and Harris on 27th January, when they all attended a meet-
ing of the Bible Society in the Mechanics’ Institute. Darby was still in Plymouth on 30th
March, when he spoke at a meeting concerning education in Ireland."*® By 13th April he
was in Dublin, from where he wrote a letter; in May he addressed another letter from
Dublin to the whole church at Plymouth.' From both of these letters [73] it is clear that
the Plymouth meeting is under way. Shortly afterwards he returned once more from Ire-
land to Plymouth for a brief visit.

The only extant description of the first Sunday services at Providence Chapel comes
from the Newton Memoirs, which were written in Newton’s old age and abound with

121. ibid. 29/9/31; Newton Memoirs p. 208; Annual Reports of the London Society for Promoting Chris-
tianity among the Jews (1830-1 is missing from the bound volumes in the B. M. L.)

122, Plymouth & Devonport Weekly Journal, 20/1/31 and 3/2/31.

123. Title Deeds of Raleigh Street Chapel, now in the possession of the Town Clerk’s Department at Plym-
outh.

124, Newton Memoirs pp. 252, 254, 259, 300.

125. Vol. 91 of the Episcopal Records of the Bishops of Exeter, now in the possession of the Devon
County Archivist. Snook is mentioned in Wigram’s postscript to the Bellett Recollections; this states
that from “1829 or 1830” (autumn 1830 seems more likely) Wigram and his wife adopted the habit
of breaking bread together every Sunday wherever they were, even if there was only Snook to join
them.

126. Plymouth & Devonport Weekly Journal, 2/2/32 and 5/4/32; Devonport Telegraph & Plymouth
Chronicle, Saturday 31/3/32.

127. Letters of J. N. D. Vol. Il p. 490 (letter from Dublin 13/4/32); Vol. I pp. 1-5 (letter from Dublin to
the Plymouth church in May 1832).
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vagueness and inaccuracies. Darby had returned from Ireland, where he also had attended
the first Powerscourt Conference, at the end of 1831, and was staying with Newton. Both
of them attended on the first Sunday, when at Wigram’s suggestion the Lord’s Supper was
celebrated privately after the service in the vestry adjoining the Chapel; Newton, Darby,
Wigram, Hall and some ladies took part. On the next Sunday the table was spread in
readiness for the Communion service in the body of the Chapel. This was presumably
done at Wigram’s instigation, and Newton recalled that both he and Darby were surprised
and perturbed by this unexpected move. As with Bellett at Dublin in 1830, they probably
felt that it was taking publicly the status of a church. Newton states that it was very wrong
for him to take part, since he had not yet made up his mind to leave the Church of Eng-
land, and he was a member of an Anglican University. Whatever misgivings Newton and
Darby had, Wigram’s initiative precipitated the formation of a distinct congregation at
Plymouth. From this time the services of worship and communion were continued regu-
larly at Providence Chapel, though doctrinal strife was by no means absent. On the very
Sunday of the first public communion service, Captain Hall expounded the doctrine of the
any-moment return of Christ and the rapture of the saints in the morning, and Wigram
denounced it in the evening. Newton was called in to help settle the dispute, and he
agreed with Wigram. However, Hall’s insistence on this [74] doctrine resulted in a test
being set for preachers so that only exponents of the doctrine would speak in the Chapel.
This restriction was presumably only temporary, for Newton, who shortly became the
dominant figure in the meeting, never accepted the doctrine.'®

In spite of their doctrinal differences it appears that Wigram and Hall provided the
driving force behind the development of the Plymouth meeting. This conclusion is rein-
forced by the fact that the two collaborated in other socio-religious activities, notably in
the establishment at the end of February 1832 of a “Temperance Clubroom” in Southside
Street, where tea, cocoa, rolls and butter were provided at cost price for the poor and free
for the penniless, each morning and evening from 7 to 9.'® Newton and Darby seem to
have been more cautious, but for Darby at least the starting of the Plymouth meeting was
a milestone. In April 1832 he wrote:

128. On the first services at Providence Chapel, see Newton Memoirs pp. 238, 252, 254, 256, 259,261 &
300. The doctrinal differences over prophecy Newton recalled thus: “There was Wigram on the other
hand; he had come with very sedate views, very clear and sound ... Darby would take [242] neither
side at that time. The Chapel belonged to Wigram and a quarrel ensued. I tried to intervene. Hall had
all the leaders with him, and Wigram was so upset that he went away, ultimately settled in London
... You've no idea how much feeling it awakened ...” (p. 238) See also p. 254. There is only one
other independent reminiscence of Plymouth origins, by W. H. Cole, a member of the Brethren from
1843 until his death about 1902; quoted in G. H. Lang, “Antony Norris Groves”, London 1939,
appendix pp. 410-7. Cole states that the meeting began in a house in King Street, where Newton
used to preach. From Letters of J. N. D. Vol. I p. 10 (letter October 1832 to Plymouth, probably to
Wigram) it seems that this may have been a small meeting under the spiritual supervision of brethren
from Providence Chapel, probably for bible reading rather than breaking bread; and there is no
evidence to suggest that it antedates the origins at Raleigh Street. (Darby calls it “the poor souls in K.
Street”.) King Street is quite close to Raleigh Street; Newton lived in Gascoigne Street which was
often spelt Gasking Street, but the two were distinct. It has not been possible to trace which, if any,
of the early members at Plymouth possessed a house in King Street itself.

129. Devonport Telegraph & Plymouth Chronicle, Saturday 10/3/32.
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“Plymouth, I assure you, has altered the face of Christianity to me, from finding
brethren, and they acting together. There are, as you know, individuals here, but
scattered as missionaries over the country.”'

This was written from Dublin, and appears to stress as the distinctive novelty of Plymouth
the corporate standing and action of the church there; though it is not clear why Aungier
Street had not made a similar impression on him. However, from this moment the pace
distinctly quickened towards the growth of the Brethren as a distinct ecclesiastical unit, of
which Darby himself was rapidly to become the foremost architect.

Darby’s letter to someone at Plymouth dated 15th October 1832 indicates that after
a brief visit there earlier in the summer he had [75] returned to Ireland by way of Bristol,
where in July he had preached for Miiller and Craik at both Gideon and Bethesda Cha-
pels; here he wished for “a little more principle of largeness of communion”.* Darby’s
departure from Plymouth may have been hastened by the cholera epidemic which broke
out in the city in July and spread thence during the summer. He attended the second
Powerscourt Conference from Monday to Friday, 24th to 28th September, and then em-
barked on a preaching tour in Counties Westmeath, Armagh and Fermanagh. After this he
may have visited Limerick, for a letter of November 1832 states that a small church has
been formed there.”* His hesitancy having vanished, Darby expended all his efforts in
building up the infant meetings and founding new ones.

The Plymouth meeting grew rapidly in size, partly by the accession of existing Chris-
tians — the evangelical background being strong at Plymouth through the forty-three
years’ ministry there until 1827 of one of the few high Calvinist clergymen of the estab-
lished church, Rev. Robert Hawker — and partly by conversions, for gospel preaching
services were held at the Raleigh Street Chapel and open-air work was done in neighbour-
ing villages, especially by Hall. The meeting obtained a notable accession in September
1832 in the person of J. L. Harris, whose farewell sermon giving his reasons for seceding
was preached at Plymstock on Sunday 2nd September and the substance of it afterwards
published as “An Address to the parishioners of Plymstock”. Harris’ reasons were “ob-
jections to the Baptismal and Funeral services, as applied to all persons indiscriminately,
whether children of good or bad parents, or persons of infamous or righteous charac-
ter.”"** Similar motives prompted the secession to the Brethren in 1833 of Henry [76]
Borlase. Borlase was born at Helston in 1806, attended Trinity College Cambridge from
1823 to 1828, and was appointed Rector of St. Keyne in Cornwall in August 1830. He
edited the first two issues of the quarterly Brethren publication “The Christian Witness”
in January and April 1834. Harris took over from him as Editor when Borlase became ill
in summer 1834, and after he died in November 1835 his reasons for seceding were pub-
lished in a tract of 1836 edited by three friends of his at Plymouth, one of whom was

130. Letters of J. N. D. Vol. III p. 490 (letter from Dublin 13/4/32).
131. Letter dated 15/10/32 in Letters of J. N. D. Vol. I pp. 5-11.

132. ibid. pp. 17-9. The editor has tentatively dated this 1833. It seems to have been written to Plymouth
just after a Powerscourt Conference, 1832 or 1833, since the Plymouth meeting for communion is
referred to, and it says that a small church has been founded at Limerick. Yet in a letter received at
Plymouth on 30/4/33 Darby states that the Limerick church is rapidly growing (ibid. pp. 21-2). This
fixes the Conference as the 1832 one and the letter c. November 1832.

133. Devonport Telegraph & Plymouth Chronicle, Saturday 15/9/32.

See also J. L. Harris, “What is a church? or Reasons for withdrawing from the Ministry of the Estab-
lishment”, Plymouth & London, 1832.
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Newton. His main reason for seceding was the unscriptural state of the Church of Eng-
land, shown in particular by the indiscriminate use of the Burial Service with its promise
of the hope of resurrection, the use of the word “regenerate” in the Baptismal Service —
both of which practices assume, often unwarrantedly, the earnest faith of the participants
and the power of godly discipline in the church — and the wholesale admission to commu-
nion which allows the careless and ungodly to participate.** Yet another West Country
clergyman who joined the Brethren in 1833, probably influenced by Harris, was Richard
Hill. He was another native of Helston, born there in December 1799; he attended Exeter
College Oxford from 1818 to 1821, was ordained in 1824, and from October 1829 until
the time of his secession was curate of West Alvington near Plymstock." All the founders
and prominent early members at Plymouth, except for Newton, remained within some
section of the Brethren throughout their lives: Darby and Wigram among the Exclusives,
Hall Harris and Hill with Open Brethren.

After his final departure from Oxford Newton lived with his wife and mother in
Gascoigne Street, Plymouth, supporting himself by taking pupils'*® and by acting as an
examiner for the Devonport Classical and [77) Mathematical School.””” He rapidly became
the leading figure in the Plymouth meeting, especially after the departure of Wigram in
1833 and Hall in 1837, and was recognised as “elder” by Darby, who addressed a letter
to him as such from Dublin in the early years."”® Newton’s influence on a man named
Douglas, also late of Exeter College though there Newton knew him only by sight, led to
the foundation of a Brethren meeting for communion in 1834 at Salcombe in Devon,
where Douglas lived. However Douglas’ sister became an Irvingite, persuaded him to
meet Irving in London, and as a result a number of the Salcombe Brethren became
Irvingites. Newton recalled that his prompt intervention reclaimed about two-thirds of the
erring brethren. Douglas later became an “angel” in the Catholic Apostolic Church."”
Wigram did not stay long at Plymouth, but moved to London, according to Newton be-
cause he was upset by the strife over the doctrines of the return of Christ and the rapture
of the saints. The doctrinal differences between Hall and Wigram, which later became
issues in the schism of 1845-1848, were exacerbated by the fact that while Hall was much
the better preacher, Wigram owned the Chapel.'* Wigram was in London by 1833, for he
had by then established a Bible Reading meeting in Tichfield Street. Several of the Lon-
don Brethren meetings owed their origin to him."*!

It is worth commenting again finally that the meeting at Providence Chapel Plymouth
was only one of several contemporaneous ecclesiastical experiments, largely arising from

134. H. Borlase, “Reasons for withdrawing from the Ministry of the Church of England”, Plymouth &
London 1833. Reprinted with additions in 1836 as “Papers by the late Henry Borlase, connected with
the present state of the church”, London 1836. This does not name the editors, but yet [243] another
edition, in the Fry Collection, does so.

135. H. Pickering (ed.), op. cit. note 21, pp. 17-8; Exeter Diocesan Records.
136. Newton Memoirs p. 305.
137. Plymouth & Devonport Weekly Journal, 3/12/31.

138. S. P. Tregelles recalled in 1849 seeing a transcript in Wigram’s handwriting of such a letter: “Three
Letters”, London 1849, footnote p. 5.

139. Newton Memoirs p. 141.
140. ibid. esp. pp. 238, 252, 254.
141. ibid. pp. 261 & 301.
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the recent secessions at Oxford. In January 1832, when public worship commenced there,
Tiptaft’s Chapel was being built at Abingdon, Bulteel’s in Oxford, and Morshead’s at
Bath, [78] while Irving was shortly to found his new community in London. It is neverthe-
less the case that while most of the other ecclesiastical ventures were destined to a speedy
extinction — Irvingism to a more lingering one — “the brethren from Plymouth” became
representative of a movement which in one form or another was world-wide by the end
of the century. This fact must go some way towards answering the question posed at the
end of the first chapter, although it must be asked further to what extent the Dublin and
Plymouth meetings truly represented the most permanent ideals of the movement. Al-
though Dublin was the first meeting-place, and Plymouth gave its name to the movement,
it could be strongly argued from subsequent history that the most permanent and catholic
ideals of the Brethren movement stemmed from those elements in its origins represented
by Bristol and Barnstaple, and these must be considered next.

(¢c) Bristol and Barnstaple.

Samuel Prideaux Tregelles, a member of the Plymouth meeting from the spring of 1835
and a scholar who was later widely known for his pioneer textual work on the New Testa-
ment, states that at the time of his joining there were eighty members “in fellowship” at
Raleigh Street, and that the only other similar meetings for communion in England were
at Salcombe and Bath.'** He omitted probably deliberately the meetings at Barnstaple and
Bristol, at both of which places by 1835, although retaining traces of a formally-appointed
ministry, former Baptist pastors had guided their congregations more or less into Brethren
ideals and practices. The pastor [79] at Barnstaple was Robert Chapman, who having first
qualified as an Attorney in London, was converted under the ministry of James Harington
Evans and in 1832 accepted the pastorate of a small Strict Baptist congregation in
Barnstaple, though Chapman himself was not a Strict Baptist."* The Bristol chapels were
under George Miiller and Henry Craik.

George Miiller was born of a wealthy Prussian family near Halberstadt on 27th Sep-
tember 1805. After a profligate childhood he was converted in November 1825 and in
due course, desiring to become a missionary to the Jews, he came to London and com-
menced training with the London Jews’ Society in March 1829. A fellow-student men-
tioned Groves, and Miiller was greatly impressed by his example of self-sacrifice in giving
up a lucrative profession in order to become a missionary. In May 1829 Miiller fell ill, and
after his recovery convalesced at Teignmouth. Here in July 1829, worshipping at the
newly-opened Ebenezer Baptist Chapel, he met Henry Craik. Craik was the son of a min-
ister of the Church of Scotland. He was born at Prestonpans on 8th August 1805, and
after a successful academic career at St. Andrew’s University from 1820 to 1826 was
engaged by Groves to act as private tutor in his household at Exeter. Craik held this post
from August 1826 until spring 1828, when the Groves family moved to share house with
the Paget sisters. He was then employed as tutor by John Synge, a local evangelical with
estates at Teignmouth and at Glenmore Castle in County Wicklow. His meeting with
Miiller in 1829 commenced an unclouded friendship of thirty-seven years. It was ce-
mented by Miiller’s acceptance while at Teignmouth of the doctrines of election, persever-
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ance, and the premillennial advent which Craik already held. Back in London in autumn
1829, [80] Miiller found his doubts growing about whether he could accept the conditions
of service of the missionary Society with which he was connected. Feeling at length that
no form of human commissioning for God’s service should be necessary, and that in any
case the servant of God should live “by faith” rather than by dependence on a regular
salary from an organisation, Miiller dissolved his connection with the Society in January
1830. Early that year, preaching by invitation at the Teignmouth Chapel, he was asked to
take the place of the retiring minister there, and Miiller accepted this pastorate. On 7th
October 1830 he married Mary Groves, sister of A. N. Groves. In April 1831 Craik left
Synge’s household to become the full-time pastor of Shaldon Baptist Chapel near Teign-
mouth, where he had already been preaching regularly; the two friends were thus close
neighbours.

In the summer of 1829 an evangelical named Chapman from St. James’ Church in
Bristol visited Teignmouth and heard Craik preach at Shaldon. On his return he wrote
several times asking Craik to go and live in Bristol, and eventually at the end of 1831
Craik stayed with Chapman for a fortnight and preached in various Bristol chapels. After
his return to Devon, Chapman was even more pressing in his invitation, but Craik was
prevented from accepting by the illness of his first wife, whom he had married in summer
1831. However, she died in February 1832, and when in March an urgent invitation to
the pastorless Gideon Chapel arrived, Craik agreed to preach there for one month. He
arrived in Bristol on 30th March, and the response to his preaching was such that he
wrote on 12th April to ask Miiller to join him, and a second chapel named Pithay was
obtained for the two friends. Large crowds attended all the services; Craik and Miiller
were invited to [81] accept the joint pastorate, and after three weeks’ consideration back
in Devon, they arrived in Bristol on 25th May to commence an unbroken joint ministry of
thirty-four years. Probably largely through the influence which Groves’ ideas had had on
both of them, in one case directly and in the other indirectly, Craik and Miiller already
held views of church order and ministry akin to those of the Brethren, and they made
certain conditions upon their acceptance of the Bristol pastorate which some of the mem-
bers of the congregation must have found unusual. These were that they should be re-
garded as having no fixed relationship as pastors with the congregation, but should be free
to stay as long as they felt that God directed them; that they should have no fixed salary,
but should depend solely on the voluntary private offerings of the congregation; and that
pew-rents should be abolished. This last requirement was connected with the previous
practice of ensuring the salary of the pastor by fixed and regular pew-rent income. Al-
though the Gideon congregation accepted these conditions, Craik and Miiller felt them-
selves to some extent limited by the existing practices of the congregation. However, a
disused chapel named Bethesda in Bristol was also rented for the two friends, services
starting there on 6th July 1832. Since they had originated the work at Bethesda, Craik
and Miiller felt that they could introduce there from the outset the views of church order
and ministry which they held, even if they had to move with more caution at Gideon; and
on the evening of Monday 13th August 1832 the two friends, with one other man and
four ladies, united in church fellowship at Bethesda Chapel, in the words of Miiller’s diary
“without any rules — desiring to act only as the Lord should be pleased to give light [82]
through His word.”

The conditions Craik and Miiller made upon their acceptance of the Bristol pastorate
were dictated by their principle of “living by faith” without dependence on human or
material organisation. This principle was more of a protest than a logical position, the
feelings of many evangelicals at this time being in reaction against what they felt to be the
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prevalent worldly over-cautiousness of the churches and missionary societies.'** There
was a direct line from Groves’ tract of 1825, through Miiller’s severance of his connection
with the Jews’ Society because he did not wish to depend for temporal support on a hu-
man organisation, to the famous Ashley Down Orphanages which were developed solely
on the proceeds of “faith-giving”. For some years boxes were provided at the doors of the
Bristol Chapels for contributions to the support of the pastorate, but later all donations
were made privately without appeal, Miiller releasing public Accounts only at the end of
each year. These principles of Christian service and giving appear to have been the most
significant result of Groves’ influence on the two men. Their desires for a more open com-
munion fellowship were not at first so explicit, and Miiller’s views were influenced in a
liberal direction by contact in 1835 with Chapman, who visited Bristol for two months in
the autumn of that year to preach for the two friends when both were ill. Chapman’s
congregation at Barnstaple had suffered in 1834 a minority secession by more convinced
Strict Baptists as a result of his efforts to broaden the basis of the communion fellowship.
The caution shown at Bristol and Barnstaple in introducing less restriction of communion
explains Darby’s comment in his [83] letter of 15th October 1832, and a good deal of later
criticism by Darby and other Brethren.

The predominantly Church of England origins of the Dublin and Plymouth meetings
and the largely Baptist origins of Bristol and Barnstaple made a most delicate issue
whether baptism as a believer should be a requirement for admission to communion and
to full church fellowship. From the outset there was no such requirement at either Dublin
or Plymouth - otherwise Darby himself would have been excluded — but that at the time
of their arrival in Bristol the views of Craik and Miiller were only halfway towards those
of the Brethren is indicated by their ecclesiastical arrangements at Bethesda Chapel. Until
1837 full membership here was restricted to persons who had been baptised as believers,
although the communion was open to all, and the introduction of open membership in
that year caused a minority to leave. The change was introduced on the ground that there
was “no scriptural distinction between being in fellowship with individuals and breaking
bread with them”. This conclusion embodied the same basic principle which had been
adopted by the Brethren at Dublin and Plymouth some years earlier, that there is no dis-
tinction between membership of the Church of Christ and membership of a local church.
Thus it was not until 1837 that Craik and Miiller fully accepted one of the fundamental
ecclesiastical principles of the Plymouth Brethren.

Early Brethrenism in general rested far more on aspirations towards a catholic com-
munion fellowship actualising the unity of all true believers than on the principle of “lib-
erty of ministry”. However, the latter principle, with some qualification in the case of
Plymouth, gained great [84] sway during the 1830s, partly because of Darby’s champion-
ship of it and possibly partly through the influx of seceded Quakers. After 1848 it always
remained the practice of all sections of the Brethren to invite those who seemed to have
preaching gifts to speak at the services for gospel preaching, and such previous arrange-
ments were not felt to thwart the liberty of action of the Holy Spirit, though the preaching
was always expected to be extempore. The breaking-of-bread service, however, held
invariably on a Sunday morning, was conducted after the fashion of a Quaker service of
worship. Any male member of the congregation was free to lead in prayer, to announce
a hymn of his choice, and to read or expound a passage of scripture. This practice of char-
ismatic worship was not the original procedure at Aungier Street, and the more ordered
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form there only gradually gave way, though at Plymouth it may have been the practice
from the outset. At Bristol and Barnstaple the congregations were led gradually to become
accustomed to this free worship, but conservative elements produced difficulties, particu-
larly at Gideon Chapel. In February 1839, fearing that a schism in their congregation over
these matters was imminent, Craik and Miiller left Bristol for two weeks’ retreat in order
to consider the situation. Their conclusions were in favour of a recognised eldership in the
church - a view which Darby was currently coming to reject — weekly observance of the
Lord’s Supper, and “liberty of ministry” in connection with the ordinance. It may have
been immediately after this that such liberty in worship was introduced at Gideon, but in
view of the continuing dissatisfaction on the part of some, it was decided to relinquish the
use of the chapel. The last services at Gideon were on 19th [85] April 1840, and thereafter
Craik and Miiller concentrated their work on Bethesda, although in October 1842 an
overflow was obtained in the nearby Salem Chapel. The final step in the ecclesiastical
development of Bethesda as a Brethren assembly was the removal in July 1841 of the
offering-boxes bearing the names of Craik and Miiller, thus removing any lingering impli-
cations of a separated ministry in the assembly.'*

It may not be unfair to draw a concluding comparison between the origins of the
Brethren movement in Dublin and Plymouth and those in Bristol and Barnstaple. In the
former cases the story is one of discontent, disaffection and experimentation, while in the
latter it is much more one of the gradual development of principles. The men of Dublin
and Plymouth wiped the slate clean and began anew; those of Bristol and Barnstaple be-
gan with an existing situation and moulded it. All the founders of the Brethren movement
began with the conviction that their existing ecclesiastical circumstances were imperfect
according to what they felt was the pattern prescribed in the New Testament, but the men
of Dublin and Plymouth were the more radical in their immediate reaction to this situa-
tion. This is by no means to question the sincerity or the depth of insight of the earliest
founders, but the comparison may contribute towards an understanding of the sequel. The
foundations laid by Chapman, Craik and Miiller may have been longer in building, but it
may be felt that subsequent events proved them to be correspondingly more viable.

[86] (d) Powerscourt

A final element in the origins of the Plymouth Brethren as an ecclesiastical entity, which
has so far been mentioned only in passing, was that of the Powerscourt Conferences for
the study of biblical prophecy at which many of the early adherents of the movement met
each other."*® The two main influxes of prophetic interest into the Brethren movement
came through John Bellett and Lady Powerscourt. Bellett visited London at the beginning
of 1828, hearing in public and meeting in private those connected with the Drummond
circle.'¥” His interest in prophecy being thus awakened, on his return to Dublin he com-
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municated his thoughts to Darby, who took up the subject avidly. In 1829 Darby pub-
lished anonymously at Dublin a pamphlet entitled “Reflections upon the prophetic en-
quiry and the views advanced on it”. It is necessary to explain what an evangelical writing
at this time meant by “the prophetic enquiry”. It had been widely believed by Christians
aware of the vast potential of new methods of transport and printing that the whole world
would be rapidly converted through education and evangelism, thus inaugurating the
promised millennium, a man-made period of utopia at the end of which Christ would
return. This was the “post-millennial” view, and envisaged a progressive improvement in
the fortunes of the Christian Church. The horrors of the French Revolution and the appar-
ent intractability of many non-Christian strongholds, combined to shake such optimism,
and after 1815 a more pessimistic eschatology was gaining wide acceptance. This “premil-
lennial” view taught that the world would not become better, but worse, until at the dark-
est hour Christ would return in glory and judgement to vindicate [87] His saints and to set
up by direct divine intervention the millennial kingdom. Irving and McNeile became pow-
erful protagonists of this view, as did all the Brethren; a measure of their influence was
that by 1850 almost all evangelicals were premillennialists.'*® In the 1820s, therefore,
there was considerable bewilderment among evangelicals about these matters. Charles
Simeon is on record as being concerned by the prevalent diversion into the byways of
prophetic speculation at the expense of the doctrines of salvation.'*” Darby’s pamphlet of
1829 is largely concerned with discussing the opposing views. Its moderate conclusion is
that in any case the main object of faith of the church should be the hope of the literal
return of Christ. Darby himself, if not already, was soon an ardent premillennialist.
Lady Powerscourt had been in contact with Henry Drummond and Edward Irving in
England, and from autumn 1831 she convened annual conferences for the study of biblical
prophecy, the first three of which, held at Powerscourt Castle under the chairmanship of
Robert Daly, Rector of Powerscourt, were attended by hundreds of prominent evangeli-
cals of various denominations. Newton, Darby, Bellett and other Irish Brethren attended
from the outset, though Wigram was only at the first, since Darby appears to have written
him an account of the 1832 conference in a letter to Plymouth™® and he was conspicuous
by his absence from the “summerhouse communion” at the 1833 conference. Craik and
Miiller attended the third conference, invited at the last moment by Synge on behalf of
Lady Powerscourt. They left Bristol on 17th September and were given hospitality for
several nights en route by Timms in Dublin and by Synge [88] at Glenmore Castle; New-
ton was also staying with Synge, from where he wrote to his mother at Plymouth on 23rd
September.”' On Sunday 22nd September the Brethren met to break bread at Glenmore
Castle. The meetings at Powerscourt extended from Monday to Friday 23rd to 27th Sep-
tember, and during the week Lady Powerscourt’s increasing sympathies with the Aungier
Street Brethren prompted her suggestion that the six friends most closely connected with
incipient Brethrenism should break bread together with her informally in a summerhouse
on the Powerscourt estate. The seven present were Darby, Bellett, Hall, Newton, Craik,
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