A Scottish Fundamentalist?

Thomas Whitelaw of Kilmarnock  (1840-1917)

Thomas Whitelaw was a minister of the United Presbyterian Church, for 37 years in of his ministry in Kilmarnock, and in the early twentieth century he was moderator of the United Free Church General Assembly. He died in 1917, before the term ‘fundamentalism’ found currency, so why might he be considered a fundamentalist?

Whitelaw had a bellicose streak which has been seen as a mark of the fundamentalist. According to one colleague there was a ‘strong element of combativeness in his nature’ which made some think he ‘was dogmatic and self-assertive’. Additionally, after the First World War he hoped there would be prohibition, again a fundamentalist cause. Furthermore he was theologically conservative. At a time when under the influence of romanticism many of his fellow-ministers within Scottish Presbyterianism were adopting more diffuse expressions of their faith or under the influence of German theology were accepting radical critical theories, he maintained doctrinal precision and felt that the higher critic uses ‘unwarranted assumptions, and rarely supplies convincing demonstrations’. He called for resistance from Elijah-like prophets. He wrote three works which defended the historical truth of the Bible and opposed modernist reductionalism, and a further one arguing that the Gospels portrayed Christ as divine. But perhaps most significantly, he contributed to The Fundamentals, the series of booklets issued between 1910 and 1915 which have generally been seen as giving rise to the term ‘fundamentalism’. The booklets were widely circulated, being sent to ministers, theologians and every variety of Christian worker. Perhaps their real impact came later, when they achieved symbolic significance as an important confrontation with modernism. Whitelaw was the only serving Scottish congregational minister to contribute to the series. There is then, a case for calling him a fundamentalist, or at the very least a proto-fundamentalist.  

Before beginning an examination of Whitelaw’s life and thought, I should perhaps say that the approach taken in this paper will be not only to examine Whitelaw’s writings, but to engage in some social analysis of Whitelaw and his context. Fundamentalism is both an ideological and a sociological phenomenon, and my method will be to see how Whitelaw can be measured against both of these aspects. So to those of you who find just how many domestic servants Whitelaw had tedious, I apologize in advance, but it is a necessary part of my procedure. I will begin by examining Whitelaw’s life in its social context before turning to his writings.

Early life

Thomas Whitelaw was born in Perth on 22 September 1840, the son of Thomas Whitelaw and Barbara Dron. Perth, on the banks of the River Tay, is in a rich cereal-growing region and is centrally located as an entrance to the Scottish Highlands. By the early Victorian period it was a centre for the production, bleaching and dyeing of textiles. The coming of the railways in the later 1840s greatly increased its importance as a travel junction. It was a place for the rising bourgeoisie to prosper, and it would seem that Whitelaw’s parents were making their way upwards socially. Whitelaw was the third of at least six children. His mother’s family name came from the parish of Dron in Perthshire near to Abernethy where her father was a weaver, a type of artisan which was common in late eighteenth- and early-nineteenth century Scotland. By 1841 the decadal census shows that Whitelaw’s parents had one domestic servant and his father’s occupation was given as a grocer, but some ten years later he was trading as a corn merchant. They would have adequate wealth to ensure that Whitelaw could remain in education.

Three weeks after his birth he was baptized by Dr David Young in the North Church, Perth. Young, Whitelaw’s minister during his boyhood and youth, was an intellectually able man who had written on Jonathan Edwards and was a D.D. of Washington College, Pennsylvania. Young, incidentally, sufficiently impressed his successor, a former assistant, to cause him to name his eldest son David Young Cameron—D.Y. Cameron, later a noted Scottish painter and etcher. Young’s church was a sizeable congregation of the United Secession Church, a denomination which his predecessor, Dr Alexander Pringle, had been active in creating. The Secession church had seceded in 1733 over the issue of patronage, the capacity of local landowners to impose the minister of their choice on congregations of the Established Church, but it had fragmented due to a notorious disputatiousness. In 1820 the United Secession Church had brought together two of its schisms which were New Light bodies comprising those who had become more tolerant of diversity. Their union had been forged by common alliances in missionary and Bible societies. Pringle, for example, had written a work encouraging all Scottish Christians to unite in monthly prayer meetings for the support of international evangelicalism. The United Secession became a vocal exponent of voluntaryism, that is the idea that the state and religious establishments should be uncoupled. The link between church and state had been a central principle for Scottish Presbyterianism, and so this was decisive break with the past. No one religious community, it was claimed, should now be favoured. Voluntaryism was also an expression of the rising tide of political liberalism within Britain which sought a more tolerant and just society. In 1847 the United Secession joined with another of the eighteenth-century secessions, the Relief Church, to form the United Presbyterian Church. The new body maintained the Westminster Confession as its basis of faith, but its founding document promoted tolerance, a free communion, and voluntaryism. Whitelaw’s religious inheritance therefore was in conservative Presbyterian dissent, but he was born into it at a time when the disputes of scholastic Calvinism were waning and a new ecumenically-minded evangelicalism was searching for fresh institutional and political solutions to the controversies of the past. These contexts were to mark Whitelaw’s life and thought.

Almost nothing is known of Whitelaw’s childhood. He was educated at Perth Grammar School before transferring to the Mercantile Academy in Kinnoul Street. Grammar schools were so-called because they were intended to give pupils an education in the classical languages needed for university entrance. Perth Grammar School was the original burgh school and it had a number of distinguished former pupils. By Whitelaw’s time it was under-staffed and the rector, then a teaching role and not an administrative one, apparently struggled to cope with his load of teaching Latin and Greek. The Academy, to which Whitelaw subsequently transferred, represented innovation. The academy movement (another classical allusion) was widely popular in Scotland. Perth Academy had been founded in 1760 and was the first in the country to use the new term. It offered a more modern syllabus, and it attempted a truncated university-style course, which being closer to home and shorter was more affordable. The one to which Whitelaw transferred was a private school run by James Greig and it advertised itself as one popular contemporary adaptation of the academy ideal, a ‘Mercantile Academy’, the appellation indicating its business-related curriculum. Rather than this change of school signifying a role in the family firm being envisaged for Whitelaw, more probably it points to his parents’ ambition, common in Scottish families of similar background, to send their bright son into the Christian ministry. It fulfilled both a religious duty and a social aspiration. In addition, United Presbyterian ministers were under a special charge to look out for promising young men in their congregations who might enter the ministry. Possibly Whitelaw had already been singled out. Most likely, then, Greig offered better tuition for Whitelaw’s next step. In 1855, at the age of 15, he matriculated at St Andrews University, the oldest of the country’s five foundations. 

The classic Scottish university pattern was to take students in early and give them a broad general education for four years. Whitelaw enrolled in the Arts course and over the next three years he principally studied Greek, Latin and Mathematics for his BA in 1858, and in his fourth year among the classes he took were two in science and ones in Political Economy and Mathematics. He graduated with an MA in April 1859. He was still only 18. An able student, he won the Gray Prize in his final year, and was apparently advised to pursue his studies at Cambridge. However, he had his heart set on entering the ministry, and so he proceeded to enter the United Presbyterian divinity hall in Edinburgh. The most distinguished of its four professors in Whitelaw’s time was Dr John Eadie, who held the chair in biblical literature. A man of undoubted scholarship, who could quote contemporary literature with approval in his lectures, he had a high view of the inspiration of the New Testament and his exegetical commentaries were greatly valued. However, the professors were serving ministers and lectures in the five-year course were limited to the months of August and September. The inadequacy of the training was notorious—many students regarded their time in the Divinity Hall as a holiday and spent much of their time sunning themselves on the roof. The real test was the rigorous examinations before presbyteries which superintended and directed study and as a result often had more influence than the divinity hall professors. Students most commonly supported themselves by teaching, and Whitelaw taught during this period at Perth Academy. His return to Perth was in the middle of an intense period of revivalism of which the city was a centre largely due influence of John Milne, a Free Church minister, and it is tempting to speculate how the exposure to it that Whitelaw would undoubtedly have had influenced him. But unfortunately there is no evidence—positive or negative—for this. However, his secular education had given him a broad schooling and his theological studies had initiated him into the Scottish tradition, but through a figure like Eadie he had also learned the value of an exegetical approach instead of a purely dogmatic one.

Churches

In January 1863 Whitelaw was licensed by the United Presbyterian presbytery of Perth. He now embarked on the itinerant life of a probationer during which he would be sent throughout the country at the behest of a committee to churches with a vacancy. In 1864 a congregation in Aberdeenshire called him, but instead he went south to South Shields in Northumberland. The town was an important centre for shipping and coal mining, and Mile End Road Church to which he went was an English Presbyterian congregation which had come into the United Presbyterians. Its minister was a Scotsman, Thomas M‘Creath, and Whitelaw was inducted as his assistant in 1864. M‘Creath, however, died in late October 1866, and although the church initially attempted to call another minister, Whitelaw was made M‘Creath’s successor. It was a short-lived appointment, however, for in April 1867 he was inducted as minister of Cathedral Street United Presbyterian Church, Glasgow. That same year, some months after her father’s death, Whitelaw married Alice M‘Creath. 

In Glasgow he and his wife began their family and it grew to consist of two girls and four boys. In the mid-Victorian era Glasgow was basking in its reputation as the second city of the Empire because of its size and industrial strength.  His new charge was a measure of his rising importance, and while there his reputation as a scholar began to grow. In the 1851 religious census the United Presbyterians were the single largest denomination in the city, accounting for twenty-three per cent of all attendances. The Cathedral Street Church, with 1,100 sittings, had been the first Relief Church in Glasgow and Whitelaw was replacing one of his teachers at the divinity hall, Dr William Lindsay, who had died suddenly. But there were problems. The strength of the secession church had formerly been among artisans such as the handloom weavers like Whitelaw’s maternal grandfather, John Dron. They were a hardworking, thrifty section of society and consequently they had prospered so that during the Victorian era the membership of the United Presbyterian Church had become markedly upwardly socially mobile and it was now principally an urban denomination with a substantial middle-class. The Cathedral Street Church was in the commercial district of the city near its traditional working-class constituency, but much of the membership was moving away from its vicinity to residential districts which made the congregation difficult to pastor. Eventually a new church was erected in Kelvingrove in the west end in 1878, but the move revealed social tensions in the congregation for evidently a sizeable proportion of the membership had been left behind in the poorer districts. 

But Whitelaw had already left Cathedral Street by time of the move. In December 1877 he had accepted a call from King Street United Presbyterian Church, Kilmarnock, Ayrshire, and he was inducted there on Thursday 3 January the following year. At the evening soiree after his induction, in alliterative mode he told the congregation that he hoped to find them a pious people, a praying people, a practicing people, a progressive people (in intelligence and Christian activity) and a perfect people. Thus began a thirty-seven year association which led to him being known within the denomination as ‘Whitelaw of Kilmarnock’. The town, some twenty-four miles south-west of Glasgow, was one of those urban industrial places in which the strength of United Presbyterianism now lay. It was an important centre for textile and shoe manufacturing, engineering, and coal mining. Throughout the nineteenth century it had grown rapidly and in 1871 it had a population of 24,071. 

Kilmarnock’s King Street Church recapitulated the history of contemporary United Presbyterianism. It had been another former Relief Church which had commenced life in a barn in a village near Kilmarnock in 1799, the members having seceded over the right to appoint the minister of their choice. In 1832 they had built an impressive new building on one of the town’s principal thoroughfares, their second on that site. It could seat 1,493 people and its 120-feet high steeple, which proudly carried the loudest church bell in the district, had a four-dial clock which could be seen throughout most of the town. It was one of Kilmarnock’s main landmarks. The Relief Church was the most democratic of the Presbyterian churches, and members of King Street had supported early nineteenth-century Whig political causes such as extending the franchise. Although the church building was refused for an anti-corn law meeting in the 1840s, the then minister had been dispatched to Manchester to support the repeal petition, and they had again petitioned Parliament over not extending the endowment of the Church of Scotland, a voluntaryist cause. But the United Presbyterian Church as a whole was declining as a section of the Scottish Church in the later nineteenth century and its growth rate was the lowest of the Presbyterian denominations. By 1877 the King Street Church, still popularly known in Kilmarnock as ‘the Relief Kirk’, contained a large number of working-class people (undoubtedly the bulk of the membership), but one significant accession had been the trio of men who had founded the town’s principal engineering works, Glenfield & Kennedy, which employed 2,400 workers by 1899. A close association grew up between the workforce and the King Street Church. A town of Kilmarnock’s size meant there would never be the extreme geographical polarization of the social classes of the city, and so merchant-manufacturers and the working-classes happily co-existed in the congregation. By the end of Whitelaw’s first year the membership of King Street stood at 780 people, but this represented a decline of 25.6 percent from 1836. The congregation had regressed somewhat from the position it had staked out for itself in the Kilmarnock as the Victorian era had dawned.

The move towards social respectability continued within the denomination, and during Whitelaw’s time a large manse was built in one of Kilmarnock’s principal residential streets. The 1881 census shows that the Whitelaws had two domestic servants and, like his own father, he was able to afford his sons’ education through secondary school, in this case Kilmarnock Academy which was, in the later nineteenth-century, building its reputation as an establishment for higher class education. Eventually one of his sons, Herbert, followed him into the Christian ministry. Whitelaw’s pastorate arrested the decline in the King Street congregation, and the membership was stable during his tenure. By 1900 there even had been a modest increase to 820 communicants. Possibly much of the retention of membership was accomplished through Whitelaw’s routine pastoral ministrations and regular evangelism. But the United Presbyterians also profited from Victorian revivalism, and for some years in and after 1874, the year of D.L. Moody’s first Scottish visit, the denomination prospered in its recruitment in Ayrshire. Whitelaw described himself as being a profound believer in ‘preaching the pure gospel of Christ’ which he did, according to one ministerial colleague, ‘as well as any evangelist’. Evidently he shared in the new emphasis in the Scottish pulpit on the love of God and a call to faith rather than the older style of dogmatic sermon. Whitelaw too engaged in popular lecturing in apologetics on such subjects as the existence of God, the trustworthiness of the Bible and higher criticism, and topical issues such as temperance and commerce. One of his obituarists felt that his real strength as a speaker lay here rather than in preaching. Whitelaw also adopted contemporary changes to the worship of the church. He introduced instrumental music to King Street, and later a ‘magnificent’ pipe organ was installed. 

His constant priority was preaching the gospel which he regarded as the church’s chief service to the community, and he kept party politics out of the church. But he also shared the renewed interest in social questions in which his denomination led the way in the Scottish church during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. The latent values of King Street were congenial to him. In a speech on the centenary of the congregation he claimed that its members had ‘never flinched in assisting the fundamental principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity in both State and Church. … That this community’, he went on to claim of Kilmarnock, ‘understands to-day the right of citizens and subjects to a voice in their own government, and to a just and equal treatment before the law… is in no small degree owing to the existence in its midst of this congregation.’ Whitelaw became involved in local politics. He was an admirer of Gladstone and he campaigned actively for the Liberal party in elections in the Kilmarnock Burghs constituency. He was an advocate of evolutionary social reform. He relished the company of one artisan autodidact from his congregation, Wallace Craig (1806-1894), who was among the last of Kilmarnock’s handloom weavers. In the brief biography Whitelaw wrote, the warm tone of approbation in his descriptions of Craig’s political views indicates that they were in close agreement. Craig desired gradualist constitutional reform, supporting home rule throughout the British Empire and the elimination of a hereditary House of Lords which he regarded as ‘a relic of barbarism’. Whitelaw writes:

The Labour or Extreme Socialist party he counted a hostile force. All legislation that aimed at improving the conditions of the working classes had his hearty support, though he used to say he was far from thinking the working classes (and he knew them well) had a monopoly of the virtues, or the monied classes a monopoly of the vices. The two classes were needful for one another and required only to be brought together to understand each other better. 

It is a social vision which stands aloof from class-based politics. Whitelaw himself was willing to go further than Craig, not seeing any objection in principle to ‘collectivist economics’. But like many in contemporary British society, Whitelaw was drawn towards moderation and cooperation. While he perhaps cannot be claimed as the sole inspiration, he undoubtedly did much to mould the social conscience that led to the extensive paternalist programme of Glenfield & Kennedy which provided a wide range of educational and leisure facilities for its workers. With Whitelaw’s optimistic, progressive social views went a forceful support for the British national interest. He supported the Boer war, although his denomination generally opposed it, and the First World War, although again there were voices in his church raised against it. Whitelaw’s Liberal-radical politics and support for a reformed British state meant there was a convergence between his values and those of late Victorian Kilmarnock.

I want to pause here before turning to an examination of Whitelaw’s writings to reflect on what this survey of his life up to this point has shown. George Marsden has placed the social origins of American fundamentalism in the sense of alienation many Americans felt after the First World War when they found the Victorian middle-class values of evangelical Christianity they adhered to were no longer dominant. Their experience was analogous to that of immigrants finding themselves in a new and unsettling social environment. They thus felt themselves called to a defence of the old order and, using militant imagery, felt they were engaged in a holy war.  It is clear from what we have seen that Whitelaw or his church did not feel displaced within his society. His family had moved from the artisan roots of his maternal grandfather towards middle-class respectability. His denomination had likewise expressed some of the dominant forces of Victorian society: the rise of the bourgeoisie; the demand for more equable and just relations within society; and retrenchment in the controlling power of the state. In a congregation such as King Street, with its close association with one of Kilmarnock’s largest employers, social pressure to belong was strong. Whitelaw and his congregation belonged to the late-Victorian evangelical consensus. To extend Marsden’s analogy, they were not immigrants but were among society’s natives. These were not the social roots of fundamentalism.

Thought and writings
St Andrews University acknowledged Whitelaw’s scholarship by conferring the degree of D.D. on him in 1883 and he was simultaneously offered one by Edinburgh. He began to produce a steady stream of books. The theology of the United Presbyterians had increasingly moved away from that of the Westminster Confession, a process that had culminated in the passing of the Declaratory Act of 1879 which had declared as scriptural such doctrines as universal propitiation and the potential salvation of the heathen outside the reach of the church; had modified the understanding of the divine decrees; and had supported liberty of opinion in interpreting the six days of Genesis. Whitelaw undoubtedly supported this liberalization of Calvinism for he had high praise for James Morison, the Kilmarnock minister who had been expelled from the United Secession Church in 1842 for his teaching of a universal atonement, and he felt that the existence of a historical Job showed that ‘God may have children outside the pale of the Church visible.’ Whitelaw had a modified Calvinism. He was also prepared in his commentary on Genesis to affirm the passibility of the divine nature. But the tenor of his writings is conservative as can be seen in his first book, a defence of orthodox Christology through biblical exegesis. In similar vein are his exegetical works for use by fellow-ministers, principally commentaries on John and Acts, but also his contributions to ten of the Old Testament volumes of the Pulpit Commentary series, published between 1880 and 1897. 

Another class of his books was intended to defend the integrity of the Bible. Widely-read in British and German theology, he was well aware of the challenges that contemporary critical scholarship posed. Whitelaw had a high view of biblical inspiration. In The Old Lamp (1912) he wrote:  

although the Bible, which is God’s Lamp of Revelation, was constructed by human minds and hand, with pens, ink and paper, as Mr. Gladstone puts it, or “with inadequate letters”, to use Carlyle’s more expressive phrase, yet, as Paul and Peter both assert, the true Maker, the auctor primarus, of the Bible was God the Holy Ghost, who not only infused His message into the sacred writers, but guided them in the literary expression of it, so that it should be fully and faithfully, clearly and accurately, transmitted to those for whom it was intended.’ 

He defended the conservative view on critical issues, holding to the conventional ascriptions of biblical authorship—the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, the Davidic authorship of most of the Psalms, the Apostle John the author of the fourth gospel. He accepted the Old Testament as history. For example, Genesis chapter 10, he claimed, supplied to modern ethnologists and those in the historical disciplines ‘the most reliable information now procurable concerning the early nationalities of the earth.’ He did not believe in a young earth, but mankind he did regard as a relatively recent creation. On evolution he was equivocal. In Patriarchal Times, published in 1887, he is less favourably disposed to it than he was in The Old Lamp of 1912. Doubtless his awareness of those Scottish evangelicals such as Henry Drummond, James Iverach and James Orr who accepted it, had tempered his judgment. He was clear, however, that mankind had not evolved as this would diverge from the biblical account. The six days of Genesis he maintained were ages as this avoided conflict with the findings of geology. Whitelaw was familiar with contemporary science, and he readjusted his interpretation where possible to take its findings into consideration, but gave primacy to the scriptural account where to his mind it offered an alternative acceptable explanation. 

His defence of the Bible was twofold. His first was to attack the theories of the critics. He admitted that the older theory of Old Testament composition had its difficulties and he was willing to accept that the Old Testament had been partly edited from pre-existent sources. But in his Old Testament Critics (1903) he attacked contemporary higher critics as providing an inadequate solution to the problems as they treated the Bible as an ordinary book and eliminated the supernatural. Distinguishing between ‘believing critics’, of whom George Adam Smith was cited as the leading example, and ‘advanced critics’, whom he regarded as reductionist rationalists, he maintained that the church should not tolerate the latter and that they should not fill university chairs, but that judicial procedures should be used to exclude them. His second defence of scripture was developed from philosophical pragmatism. He turned James’s Varieties of Religious Experience (1903) against the Old Testament critics, arguing that the results of their ideas were not as fruitful for the Christian faith as the older scriptural views had been. He developed this case in The Old Lamp, appealing to factors such as the universal fitness of the Bible for worldwide application or its effect on the individual’s life as showing the inspiration of scripture. Finally, however, the divine authorship of scripture was not demonstrated empirically but was a truth accepted by faith. He did not commit himself to a doctrine of inerrancy, and he noted that one gain of higher criticism had been its destruction of mechanical theories of inspiration. The passage in The Old Testament Critics where he approaches the possibility of error in the Bible is interesting. He writes:

...let us examine exactly what it is the critical theories assert. It is not simply that the text of Scripture contains inaccuracies of statement and inelegancies of style, views of history, geography, astronomy, chronology and such like that do not accord with nineteenth or twentieth century attainments in these departments of knowledge. Some students of the Bible who withhold assent from the conclusions of modern scientific theology are yet prepared to admit such imperfections may be found in Scripture; and it is not self-evident that the existence of such imperfections in the Bible is fatal to a recognition of its inspiration. Assuming that the Holy Ghost had a special message to transmit to the human race and that He elected as the organs or channels of communication men belonging to a particular race of its inhabitants… Is it even obvious… that He must protect them against wrong spelling, or bad grammar, or illiterate composition; that He must shield them against the danger of making slight mistakes in matters that are indifferent and have no conceivable connection with the substance of His message?   
Clearly Whitelaw did not think an a priori commitment to the inerrancy of scripture was necessary to sustain the truth of Christianity. The form of his argument here is worth noting. Whitelaw refrains from saying himself whether he is one of those students who accept ‘slight mistakes’ in Scripture. The allusion is perhaps to his fellow-churchman James Orr and fellow-contributor to The Fundamentals who would reject ‘the conclusions of modern scientific theology’, yet would be ‘prepared to admit’ to ‘imperfections’ in the Bible. It is most likely that he was one influence stopping Whitelaw asserting Biblical inerrancy. Whitelaw’s authority for the truth of the Bible ultimately rested on the inner witness of the Spirit, so the ‘highest and most convincing evidence’ that the Bible is the word of God ‘can only be obtained by the Christian believer’. The church needed deliverance from the arrogance of the expert. ‘The every-day religious man who has studied the Word of God under the teaching of the Spirit of Christ is an expert of another and, some hold, of a higher order than merely language and literature.’ Ultimate proof lay in the believer’s direct perception of the truth.

Yet paradoxically just before he published his Old Testament Critics he had helped effect a union between his church and that of George Adam Smith. The secession at the Disruption of 1843 of the Free Church of Scotland, to which the latter had belonged, was the final conflict to afflict the Scottish church over patronage. Presbyterianism had shared in the late Victorian religious crisis with a downturn in people being involved with religious institutions, a breakdown in the societal evangelical consensus and an awareness of the new challenges to faith. Ecumenicalism, it has been argued, was one response to it. If so, then Whitelaw’s instincts were all in favour of it, rather than the separatism advanced by inter-war fundamentalism. He was deeply engaged in the affairs of his denomination. He was convener of the College committee from 1890 until 1899 and he formed a close friendship with James Denney, possibly another moderating influence on the extent of his conservatism. From 1895 until 1899, Whitelaw was a member of the church’s Home Mission Board. He was long an advocate of bringing the major three Presbyterian churches together, and from 1896 until the eventual union of 1900 he was a member of the United Presbyterian Synod’s union committee which negotiated with the Free Church. Whitelaw was well aware of the existence of those who accepted radical critical conclusions in the latter body, for it been engaged in a series of widely-publicized heresy trials on this very point. The new, united body was known as the United Free Church of Scotland and almost immediately it had been engulfed in controversy over Smith’s critical views. Whitelaw was in Australia in this period as a special commissioner of the Church and Old Testament Critics, published the year after the assembly in which Smith’s case had been dismissed, was probably part response. But Whitelaw continued within the denomination, in which Smith was one of its professors, and in 1912 he was appointed Moderator of its General Assembly. He was willing to coexist with the ‘believing critic’. 

Just as he reached this climax to his ecclesiastical career he contributed to The Fundamentals. The project was undoubtedly agreeable to him for it stated conservative Christianity in the light of modern problems, the aims of his own apologetics. His first contribution was entitled ‘Is there a God?’. In place of the views of atheists, agnostics and scientific materialists he offered paraphrases of the teleological and cosmological arguments for God’s existence, but primarily he depended on the evidence of religious experience: ‘These experiences of which the Christian is conscious’, he wrote of regeneration and communion in prayer, ‘may be characterized by the non-Christian as illusions, but to the Christian they are realities; and being realities they make it simply impossible for him to believe there is no God.’ An implicit reliance here on common sense philosophy might be detected: what is present to the mind corresponds directly to the external world. Whitelaw’s next contribution to the series, his least satisfactory, was ‘Christianity is no Fable’ and it was another attempt to develop an empirical argument. The essay maintains that the conception of Christianity shows it to be of divine origin. The portrait of Jesus in the Gospels could not be invented and Christianity’s perfect adaptation to the ends of reconciliation with God, holiness of life and the bestowal of immortality and its ability to achieve them shows it to be true. Whitelaw ends the article with an appeal to history. Christianity and the church ‘have been the most powerful factor in creating modern civilization’. His final contribution was his longest and a rare excursion into dogmatics, ‘The Biblical Conception of Sin’. It is an exposition of the traditional Calvinist doctrine and he rejects as unbiblical theories of annihilationism, post-mortem probation and universal salvation. Ultimately both the entry of sin into the universe and the possibility of its final extirpation are a mystery. Whitelaw kept abreast of current developments—he clearly was familiar, for example, with Einstein’s special theory of relativity of 1905—and the writing of opponents. This gave his apologetic a contemporary relevance. 

Conclusions

Thomas Whitelaw had a reputation as a controversialist and at his retirement in 1914 he felt the need to apologize to his presbytery in case he had said a word ‘that planted an arrow in anyone’s breast’. He moved to Glasgow and he died there on 9 August 1917. He was buried in the city’s Necropolis. A determined Presbyterian ecumenist to the end, at his death he was a member of the committee which was conferring with the Church of Scotland about union (something that would not happen for another twelve years). He had several times been offered a chair at the theological college, but preferred to remain a congregational minister. As he said of himself, he was ‘a great lover of the people’. 

Was Whitelaw a fundamentalist then? Let us take the four properties which Harriet Harris has suggested are claimed for the Bible by Protestant fundamentalism and measure Whitelaw against them. Harris sees fundamentalists as philosophical foundationalists, who view the Bible as providing a firm rational or empirical foundation on which to rest faith. Her four properties which fundamentalists claim for the Bible are: 

1 the Bible must be unmediated – the very words of the Bible are given by God, a plenary, verbal inspiration

2 the Bible must be perspicacious – it is readily accessible to everyone and interpretation is minimal

3 the Bible must be inerrant – there are no errors in the original manuscripts

4 the Bible must be self-justifying – the Bible itself claims to be inspired and authoritative.

It is without doubt that Whitelaw’s concern with the Bible was a foundationalist one. It provided the foundation for trusting Christianity. He felt that among the costs of higher criticism would be the surrender of the idea of a supernatural religion, the supreme divinity of Jesus Christ and the New Testament scheme of salvation. Without a trustworthy Bible, then the faith itself would be lost. On plenary verbal inspiration he seemed to swither. The quotation above from The Old Lamp of 1912, where he wrote that the Holy Spirit revealing truth to the writers ‘guided them in the literary expression of it’, can be interpreted in that way more readily than can the quotation cited from The Old Testament Critics of 1902 where he at least left it open that there might be mistakes in phrasing of the Biblical authors’ own making. Certainly he upheld the Protestant doctrine of the perspicacity of scripture, thinking as we have seen that the common Christian reader was a higher expert than the critic. He did not, however assert inerrancy, and left the way open for those who wished to accept errors on minor matters, and although, as we have seen, he appealed to the scripture’s own testimony to itself, ultimately he based his claims for the Bible on the witness of the Spirit. By the criteria of Harris’s four properties, then, Whitelaw was not a fundamentalist. However, perhaps there are still ways in which he might be regarded as one. Whitelaw did not admit to any actual error in scripture and appears to allow such errors in principle only. James Barr in Fundamentalism (1977) has argued of such a position by so doing conservative apologists are using ‘a convenient escape route’ to ‘avoid the psychological consequences entailed if complete inerrancy was affirmed as an absolute doctrine.’ Contentions such as this by Barr allow Harris in her Fundamentalism and Evangelicals (1998) to write of the ‘fundamentalist mentality’ which she sees as pervading much of evangelicalism to varying degrees. But Whitelaw’s position does not seem a convenient escape route. Certainly the focus of his biblical apologetic was to defend the historical trustworthiness of the Bible against modern assaults on it. That is, to assert its factual accuracy. In this regard, he might be said to have shown traces of what Harris terms ‘the fundamentalist mentality’. But whatever might be true of the contemporary scene, shying away from asserting inerrancy led Whitelaw, following the Westminster Confession, to base the authority of scripture ultimately not in rationalistic arguments but in the faith of the believer. In this significant regard he differed from later fundamentalism.   

Whitelaw demonstrates George Marsden’s contention that The Fundamentals of 1910 to 1915 represented a transitional phase. He exemplifies high Victorian Scottish evangelicalism which saw society being transformed through the regeneration of its institutions and the individual. Fundamentalism would develop in different social conditions where its adherents felt socially and intellectually excluded. During the nineteenth century his church had moved closer to the centre of Victorian society. It went from being a rural one mainly composed of artisans to a socially prosperous urban body. Whitelaw’s own family history had enacted this process. Necessarily it entailed a broadening. In parallel with this change the church had shed its sect-type features and adopted the characteristics of the denomination. Whitelaw had shared much of the spirit of this latter social form: accepting of other Christian churches, sharing society’s values and having a this-worldly emphasis. But he had wanted to retain evangelical conversionism and a defined doctrinal position. Modernization and conservatism jostled in both his religion and his politics. In politics he wanted reform without disturbing a balance of interests in society; in religion he promoted a modified Calvinism and some adaptation of biblical interpretation in the light of contemporary science, but wanted to read the Bible as it had traditionally been read as a history book of supernatural origin. One ministerial colleague noted of him that ‘the ultra-evangelical school always, and rightly so, looked upon him as a pillar of orthodoxy’. There were affinities with fundamentalism in his thought, especially his tendency to place conservatism before scholarship, and in the adversarial strategies he advocated, particularly the Presbyterian one of using the church courts. It was in the developments in textual criticism that he felt most detached from contemporary intellectual trends, drawing his combative assertion of traditional views and making him a precursor of fundamentalism. He represented one of the streams which fed into the later phenomenon. But his conservatism was open-minded and his view of the Bible did not reflect the subsequent formulations. Most probably his context within Scottish evangelicalism, as co-religionist of men such as James Orr and James Denney, had the effect of moderating his conservatism. If a case is to be made for distinguishing conservative evangelicalism from fundamentalism within British Christianity, then Thomas Whitelaw can be exhibited in its defence.
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