Methodist Fundamentalism before and after the First World War

Martin Wellings

For mainstream twenty-first century British Methodists, the very idea of ‘Methodist Fundamentalism’ is an oxymoron, on a par with, say, ‘Baptist Union’, ‘ecumenical movement’ or ‘military intelligence’. For more than a quarter of a century the Methodist Church in Great Britain has been self-consciously pluralist in its theology.
 It has taken pride in John Wesley’s dictum that the Methodists are ‘the friends of all and the enemies of none’. It has made much of Wesley’s sermon ‘Catholic Spirit’, with its strap-line from 2 Kings x.15: ‘Is thine heart right, as my heart is with thy heart? If it be, give me thine hand.’ And it has drawn on the robust Arminian theology of the Wesleys’ Methodism to underpin an ideology of inclusivity in doctrine and ethics which, it may be suggested, would have our venerable founder spinning in his grave in City Road. All of this would seem to suggest that between Methodism and Fundamentalism there is a great gulf fixed. Moreover, those who have been engaged in the renewal of Methodist evangelicalism, first in the 1950s with the creation of the Methodist Revival Fellowship, then in the 1970s with Conservative Evangelicals in Methodism, and then in the late 1980s and through the 1990s with Headway, the Evangelical Forum for Theology and Methodist Evangelicals Together (MET) have all distanced themselves from the shibboleths, the polemics, the pugnacious style and the paranoia of ‘fighting Fundamentalism’.
 Methodist evangelicals have argued for constructive and courteous involvement in an inclusive and pluralist church, rather than withdrawal into a tightly defined community of the faithful. They have urged a positive promotion of the gospel and the cultivation of an active spirituality, rather than campaigning against the perceived errors of the contemporary church. And they have downplayed, overlooked and sometimes even concealed the militancy and angularity of some of their forebears. I say this because there certainly are Fundamentalists in Methodism’s family history, even if they have been airbrushed out of the photographs or pushed to the margins as a rather embarrassing lunatic fringe. In this paper I want to consider the history of the Wesley Bible Union, one of the few confessedly Fundamentalist organisations in early twentieth century Great Britain and also to look at the penumbra of what has been called ‘folk fundamentalism’ in British Methodism. This will touch on the complex and sometimes tense relationship between Fundamentalism and evangelicalism.
Let me begin by setting the scene and by trying to characterise British Methodism in the early years of the twentieth century. There are five points to make here, briefly.

First, the Methodist movement was visibly divided, but nonetheless reunion seemed to be in prospect. As you will know, in the sixty years after John Wesley’s death in 1791 Methodism experienced tremendous numerical growth, but also a whole series of controversies and schisms. The result was a cat’s cradle of competing connexions: Wesleyans, Methodist New Connexion, Independent Methodists, Protestant Methodists, Bible Christians, Primitive Methodists, United Methodist Free Churches etc. From the 1860s there were negotiations to bring various of these groups together, and in 1907 the New Connexion, the Bible Christians and the UMFC successfully merged to form the United Methodist Church. By 1914, then, there were three large Methodist denominations: the Wesleyans, the Primitive Methodists and the United Methodists, and they were beginning to engage in conversation about reunion. There were many similarities between the three, but there were also significant differences of polity and ethos. And Fundamentalist issues appeared to some extent in all three connexions.
Second, Methodism was clearly ‘Wesleyan’ in its theology, but that meant different things to different people. Even the terminology is slippery here, because for church historians ‘Wesleyan’ tends to denote a denomination within the Methodist family, whereas for theologians it usually signifies a cluster of doctrinal emphases derived from the Wesley brothers. Here I intend to draw to your attention three particular Methodist doctrinal characteristics: an Arminian soteriology which distinguishes all the strands of Methodism which look to the Wesleys from many other evangelicals; an emphasis on assurance; and an understanding of holiness cast in terms of Christian perfection. These themes united Methodists of different denominational backgrounds, and in that sense made them heirs to a common Wesleyan heritage. Where they disagreed was in how explicitly they wished to ascribe this doctrinal legacy to John Wesley and in how far they held Wesley’s works to be authoritative. The Wesleyan Connexion, using the word ‘Wesleyan’ in the denominational sense, kept John Wesley’s Sermons and his Notes on the New Testament at the centre of its doctrinal system, although some Wesleyan ministers chafed at this and spoke darkly of being ‘throttled by a dead hand.’
 The Primitive Methodists debated doctrinal standards in the 1910s and did not make much of Wesley,
 and neither did the United Methodists. It should not be forgotten, however, that the hymns of Charles Wesley continued to provide a drip-feed of Wesleyan theology into all the connexions in this period.
Third, Methodism was connexional in polity, although again this played out in different ways across the denominations. The selection, training, stationing and discipline of ministers, for example, were centrally controlled. Chapels and other Methodist properties were usually held on a model trust which vested ownership in the connexion, rather than the local congregation. Ministerial itinerancy, the circuit system and the use of local (lay) preachers brought variety to Methodist pulpits and limited the ability of congregations to determine their pattern of worship. Although the ‘connexional principle’ was not well regarded in Free Methodism, and the acronym UMFC was sometimes interpreted to mean ‘usually missing from circuit’, and although the respective powers of conference (or assembly), district, circuit and society were debated, it was difficult for a Methodist congregation to fence its pulpit to exclude particular preachers or to keep its property if it wished to secede. Moreover, Methodism’s formal and informal structures, its newspapers and magazines as well as the programmes of circuit meetings and events, discouraged isolationism and promoted a sense of belonging to a larger whole. For ministers in particular, the shared experiences of training, stationing and itinerancy reinforced the rhetoric of belonging to one ‘body’ with a sense of brotherhood and mutual accountability.
Fourth, Methodism was numerous, but nervous. For the Wesleyan Connexion, the turn of the twentieth century brought the challenge of the Twentieth Century Fund, seeking to raise ‘a million guineas from a million Methodists’. The most visible outcome of this enterprise was the construction of the Westminster Central Hall, opened in 1912. The Hall was partly functional, designed to provide suitable office space for the Connexion’s central departments. It was partly the latest manifestation of the Forward Movement, seeking to carry the gospel to the unchurched. But it was also a declaration to the Establishment in Church and State, represented by the Abbey and the Palace of Westminster, that Methodism had arrived on the national stage.
 Whether this was Free Church truculence, Wesleyan bravado, or whistling in the dark, can be debated! Methodism, in its various branches, was undeniably numerically strong. One of the arguments in favour of Methodist union was that a combination of forces would make Methodism still more effective in evangelism and even that it would enable Methodism to take its place as the natural religious expression of the British Empire in the new century. The underside of this confidence and energy, however, was anxiety about fluctuating membership figures in the early 1900s,
 resentment at the pro-Anglican policies of Balfour’s government and the inability of the Liberals after 1906 to solve the education question, deep suspicion of the growing influence of an increasingly flamboyant Anglo-Catholicism in the Church of England, and perhaps an uneasy awareness too of the challenge to all strands of Christianity of social and intellectual change. All these causes of disquiet accelerated through the 1910s and 1920s. And as George Marsden has argued, a sense of crisis is a fertile seedbed for Fundamentalism.

Fifth, Methodism was evangelical, but its evangelicalism was in transition. Modern pluralistic Methodism is sometimes reluctant to admit that the Wesleys’ Methodism was at the heart of the evangelical revival of the eighteenth century. It is also largely unaware that Methodism continued to be firmly within the mainstream of a broad evangelical movement through the nineteenth century.
 Symbolic of this position was the appointment of the Wesleyan J.H. Ritson as one of the two General Secretaries of the British and Foreign Bible Society, the flagship of non-denominational evangelical agencies, in 1899.
 Tested against the ‘Bebbington quadrilateral’ of biblicism, conversionism, crucicentrism and activism, Methodism in its various branches remained an evangelical movement throughout the Victorian heyday of evangelicalism.
By the final decade of the nineteenth century, however, many traditional evangelical assumptions or formulations were being called into question, and, more significantly, were being questioned or modified from within the evangelical constituency. The ‘higher criticism’ of the Bible, once the preserve of rationalist German academics, was commended by ‘reverent’ critics like William Robertson Smith, S.R. Driver and Herbert Ryle. In Lux Mundi, Aubrey Moore taught the rising generation of Anglo-Catholics to welcome Darwinian evolution, and where Moore led, V.F. Storr followed for Anglican Liberal Evangelicals. Conditional immortality was posited as an alternative to eternal punishment. Turning from doctrine to ethics, new opportunities for leisure were seen as potential aids to fellowship and evangelism, rather than temptations to vice.
Methodist evangelicals shared in these developments. Driver’s Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament (1891) was welcomed by the Wesleyan London Quarterly Review for its ‘sober and fearless criticism’.
 In A.S. Peake Primitive Methodism produced a biblical scholar of international renown who was both a convinced higher critic and an effective advocate and populariser of the new scholarship.
 W.H. Dallinger’s Fernley Lecture of 1887, The Creator and what we may know of the Method of Creation, embraced Darwinism. Traditional eschatology was questioned by J. Agar Beet, while Methodist theology was reshaped by John Scott Lidgett around ‘the truth of the supreme and universal Fatherhood of God.’
 At the same time, Methodists participated fully in the evolving chapel culture of the period, with its burgeoning social and sporting activities, and these were given organisational shape in the Wesley Guild (for the Wesleyans) and the Christian Endeavour movement (for the Primitive and United Methodists).
Two further observations should be made here. One is that the Methodist style of evangelicalism lent itself to adaptation. Methodist evangelicalism was activist and experiential rather than intellectual. Methodism had its scholars, but most ministers had far less formal education than their Anglican and Nonconformist counterparts, while the majority of Sunday services in Methodist chapels were conducted by local (lay) preachers with no formal training at all.
 Methodists, moreover, tended not to take a great interest in the discipline of systematic theology. Mark Noll’s analysis of eighteenth century evangelicals distinguishes between those concerned with the articulation of right doctrine and those who concentrated on the message of conversion and sanctification.
 Methodists fell into the second category, inheriting John Wesley’s impatience with those who quarrelled over ‘opinions’, and emphasising Christian experience, evangelism and the quest for holiness. Thus although some mid-nineteenth century Wesleyans came close to a doctrine of verbal inspiration, this was never officially endorsed, and in the 1890s ministers as conservative as J.H. Rigg, J.S. Simon and J.R. Gregory explicitly repudiated it.
 It might be asked, then, how well grounded was Methodism’s commitment to traditional evangelicalism: did it rest more on personal experience, habit and evangelistic effectiveness than informed intellectual conviction? And how well equipped was Methodism to respond to the intellectual challenges of the changing times?
The other observation underlines the continuing conservatism of much of Methodism in the 1890s and early 1900s. Some of this was temperamental or tactical: W.T. Davison, the leading Wesleyan advocate of ‘reverent’ criticism, was so cautious that he was described in retrospect by his former students as ‘a lost leader’.
 Some was ideological: J.E. Rattenbury’s recollection of Didsbury College in the 1890s was that ‘all we knew was that Wellhausen, Ewald, and Kuenen were slain three times a week by our Theological Tutor’;
 the tutor in question, Marshall Randles, defended the Mosaic origins of the Pentateuch, dismissed Wellhausen’s hypothesis as ‘an assault on essential truth’ and published two trenchant books holding the line on eternal punishment.
 Some reflected the collective mind of the Conference, shaped by its leading voices, so that J.A. Beet’s mild challenge to accepted eschatology between 1897 and 1905 brought him official criticism and eventually cost him his chair at Richmond.
 Conservatism was taken for granted in much of grass-roots Methodism, where traditional teaching on the Bible, the atonement and the plan of salvation proceeded without challenge. It was well-represented too in sections of the lay leadership of the denominations, and it was embodied in a phalanx of senior ministers like Rigg, Randles and W.L. Watkinson among the Wesleyans and James Macpherson for the Primitives. It underpinned the holiness teaching of the Southport Convention, the evangelism of Thomas Champness’s Joyful News Mission and the work of revivalists like the Wesleyan Thomas Waugh and the Primitive Methodist George Warner.
 It should be noted, however, that a new generation of evangelists and apologists could press ‘modern thought’ into service to commend the gospel, and that even the most conservative circles were not immune from the challenge of fresh ideas.

The 1890s and early 1900s were a period of transition. Long-held beliefs and assumptions were being examined, questioned, challenged or restated, but in ways that were not necessarily acceptable or even apparent to the wider Methodist constituency. The extent of the changes and the shift in what was regarded as permissible by connexional leaders only became apparent to some with the controversy over George Jackson’s Fernley Lecture of 1912, and it was this which gave rise to the Wesley Bible Union and to British Methodism’s first and only Fundamentalist controversy.

George Jackson made his reputation in the Wesleyan ministry in Edinburgh, where he was sent in 1888 at the age of twenty three. Over the next eighteen years Jackson saw the Edinburgh Methodist Mission develop from small beginnings to a membership of more than 650, based from 1901 in a new Central Hall at Tollcross. Jackson raised the £50,000 needed to build the Central Hall, and his preaching filled the church, not least by tackling the contentious and perplexing issues posed by modern thought through a frank acceptance of moderate biblical criticism. He pursued the same approach in Canada from 1906, first as minister of Sherbourne Street Church, Toronto, and then as Professor of English Bible at Victoria University. His Fernley Lecture of 1912, given in the year he was elected to the Legal Hundred and designated Professor of Homiletics and Pastoral Theology at Didsbury, followed through themes which had been prominent and sometimes controversial in his preaching and writing for at least twenty years.

The trust deed of the Fernley Lecture, given annually at the Wesleyan Conference, required the lecturer to ‘explain and defend the theological doctrines or the ecclesiastical polity of Wesleyan Methodism with special reference and adaptation to the necessities of the times’, and to address himself to the candidates for ordination and to the ministers and lay representatives attending the Conference. This brief was ideal for Jackson. His gifts were not in original scholarship, but in the lucid communication to others of the fruits of his own wide reading. And as a preacher, teacher and apologist, Jackson belonged to the school of thought in Methodism which deplored the widening gulf between the best modern scholarship and the assumptions of ordinary church members, Sunday School teachers and Local Preachers. The Fernley Lecture allowed him to address these concerns, building on his Edinburgh sermons and addresses and the themes of his The Old Methodism and the New (1903). The result was The Preacher and the Modern Mind, published in the summer of 1912 and reprinted in the autumn of the same year.
In his lecture Jackson called for a serious engagement with the conclusions of mainstream biblical criticism. He took for granted ‘the definite abandonment of the older views of biblical inspiration and infallibility’, dispensed with many Old Testament miracles, accepted that stories like the Sinai narratives had acquired many ‘poetic accessories’, made belief in the Virgin Birth an open question, and dismissed ‘once familiar explanations of the Atonement, with their crude analogies drawn from the police-court, and even from the pawn-shop.’

It is difficult to tell precisely when and how the opposition to Jackson’s lecture and to his designation to the chair at Didsbury began. The first public attack on The Preacher and the Modern Mind seems to have been a pamphlet, A Brief Review of the Fernley Lecture, delivered by the Rev. George Jackson, B.A., at the Conference held in Liverpool, in July 1912, written by William Shepherd Allen and advertised in the Methodist Recorder of 6 March 1913.
 Allen (1831-1915) was a former M.P. and a Staffordshire landowner of considerable private means. He was also a Local Preacher of pronounced conservative theology, with a track record of publications upholding traditional Methodist beliefs and practices.
 Allen claimed that his pamphlet was written because the Methodist press refused to publish letters critical of Jackson’s Fernley Lecture and because only one (unnamed) senior minister had thus far expressed reservations about it.
 The first edition of the pamphlet made what the Recorder called ‘a serious and most unfortunate blunder’ in ascribing to Jackson, and denouncing for ‘supercilious insolence’ a ‘most offensive passage’ in The Preacher and the Modern Mind which was in fact a direct and acknowledged quotation from John Wesley himself.
 Unabashed, Allen revised his text and reissued the pamphlet, calling on the Conference of 1913 to rescind Jackson’s designation to the Didsbury chair.
 

Shortly after the publication of Allen’s pamphlet, another veteran conservative, the Revd William Spiers (1846-1930)
 echoed the disquiet at Jackson’s teaching in his The Fernley Lecture Controversy. A Criticism of the Lecture delivered by the Rev. George Jackson, B.A., at the Conference of 1912.
 Like Allen, Spiers held that Jackson’s views were ‘absolutely antagonistic to the doctrines imposed upon us by John Wesley’ and called for the cancellation of the Didsbury appointment.

During the Spring of 1913 George Jackson’s actual and alleged utterances, the compatibility or otherwise of his opinions with the doctrinal standards of Wesleyan Methodism and his suitability for a teaching position in one of the denomination’s colleges were much debated in the religious press. It became clear that Jackson’s opponents fell into two categories. There were those, like J.A. Beet and John Shaw Banks, who criticised aspects of the Fernley Lecture, or who doubted the wisdom of appointing such a controversial figure to a college chair, and there were those, like Allen, Spiers and George Armstrong Bennetts, who wanted the Conference to repudiate Jackson’s lecture and publicly to reaffirm and enforce a rigid interpretation of the Wesleyan standards.

At the Plymouth Conference two debates were held on the Jackson case. In the Representative Session, comprising ministers and lay people, a motion was brought forward asking the exclusively ministerial Pastoral Session
 to reconsider Jackson’s designation to the Didsbury chair. After lengthy debate, it was suggested that the matter be left to the Pastoral Session, without further recommendation, and, in what the British Weekly called ‘a revelation’, only seven representatives voted against this eirenic proposal. In the Pastoral Session, Bennetts laid a formal charge against Jackson, based on The Preacher and the Modern Mind. Although the committee appointed to investigate the case found that ‘the book contains statements which are insufficiently guarded, unhappily expressed, and liable to be misunderstood,’ it exonerated Jackson from contravening the standards and this conclusion was accepted by an overwhelming majority: 336 votes to 27.
 
The size of the majority in the Pastoral Session should not mislead us into thinking that the Conference of 1913 offered a ringing endorsement of The Preacher and the Modern Mind. Some speakers, like Samuel Chadwick, praised Jackson’s personal qualities but criticised his book. Others, like C. Ryder Smith, doubted the wisdom of his appointment to Didsbury, but felt that his views were still within the boundaries of the standards. Still others, like Isaiah Parker, disagreed with Jackson’s theology, but could appreciate its apologetic value, especially to younger Christians.
 The vote therefore represented a broad coalition of progressive Wesleyans who agreed with Jackson, conservatives who felt that the debate had sufficiently affirmed and defended traditional beliefs and denominational loyalists whose principal concern was the preservation of harmony within the connexion and who were anxious to avoid heresy hunts. It was a compromise; one which most were glad to accept, or at least were prepared to live with for the sake of peace.

A small minority of Wesleyans refused to accept this outcome. For them, The Preacher and the Modern Mind was more than ‘unfortunate’, in Chadwick’s phrase: it was a fundamental breach of the standards, and it was vital to the doctrinal integrity, spiritual well-being and evangelistic effectiveness of Methodism that the decision of the Plymouth Conference should be revisited and reversed. Bennetts published a pamphlet after Conference, John Wesley versus Modernism, seeking to demonstrate through extensive quotation the incompatibility of Jackson’s teaching with that of Wesley’s Sermons and Notes. Arrangements were set in train, moreover, to organise the conservative forces into a new pressure-group, the Wesley Bible Union, which came into being towards the end of 1913. The founding committee, twenty four strong, including Spiers, Bennetts and Allen, comprised eight ministers and sixteen lay people. 
Before turning to the programme of the W.B.U., it may be asked why Allen, Spiers and their colleagues reacted as they did to Jackson’s lecture, while other conservatives, like Chadwick and Parker, felt able to live with it. What distinguished the minority of Wesleyan Fundamentalists from the broader constituency of conservative evangelicals in Wesleyan Methodism?

One clear characteristic of the Union was age. Although Methodism was used to elderly leadership, the founders of the W.B.U. displayed exceptional seniority, both among the ministers and the laity. Allen, the Vice-President, was 82; the President, Sir William Smith, was 70; J.W. Laycock, ‘the “Grand Old Man” of Keighley Methodism’, was 77. Only two of the ministers, Edwin Bell and Harold Morton, had entered the ministry since 1890, and it is not surprising that the energetic Morton, a comparatively youthful 43, soon came to dominate the Union.
 With advancing age perhaps came diminishing connexional influence. Allen’s days as a Member of Parliament and lay representative to the Conference were long over; Spiers was compelled to retire through ill-health in 1908; Bennetts, although elected to the Legal Hundred in 1905, his thirtieth year in the ministry, retired within a year or two from the General Secretaryship of the Temperance Committee.
Another characteristic was a proven history of engagement in polemic and controversy. Allen’s privately printed tracts deploring the decline of Methodist discipline and vigorously defending eternal punishment have already been noted, as have Spiers’ publications challenging higher criticism. It is suggestive, moreover, that in the mid-1890s Spiers published The Methodist Temperance Manual (1895), with an additional chapter by Bennetts, then the connexional Temperance Secretary. Allen and Bennetts served together on the Wesleyan Temperance Committee for at least ten years, and Spiers and Morton were members in the early 1900s. It may be suggested, then, that there were long-standing personal connections between these W.B.U. stalwarts, and that they shared a history of campaigning against perceived evils, whether the demon drink or Jackson’s Modernism.

A third characteristic was perhaps a loss of confidence in the Conference and the connexional leadership. David Bebbington has suggested that a significant change between the Beet and Jackson controversies was the death of H.J. Pope and the rise to greater influence of Scott Lidgett.
 Pope (1836-1912) was no hide-bound conservative, but he was principally an evangelist and an organiser who missed the opportunity of a college education, whereas Lidgett (1854-1953) was not only a generation younger, but also an apologist and an intellectual.
 Lidgett spoke warmly in the Conference of 1913 in support of George Jackson. It may also have helped Jackson that the President in 1913 was his close friend S.F. Collier. The British Weekly’s Conference correspondent described Bennetts’ audience as ‘somewhat unsympathetic’ to his speech criticising Jackson and commented later that ‘he feels he is almost alone, and that men shun him.’
 Even allowing for journalistic licence, Jackson’s opponents seem to have felt themselves to be an embattled minority confronting an overwhelmingly hostile assembly. This was not an accurate perception, but, as will be seen later, it came to be self-fulfilling.
Opposition notwithstanding, the W.B.U. set itself two tasks. The first was ‘to protect and maintain by constitutional methods the doctrinal standards of Methodism.’ The second was ‘to combat the perceived spread of Modernism in the Church, fulfilling the duty to contend earnestly for the faith.’
 These interconnected aims were advanced largely through three methods: propaganda, apologetics and prosecution.
First, the Union sought to draw attention to what it regarded as false teaching, raising awareness of the drift away from the Wesleyan standards in Methodist pulpits, publications and other media. The main vehicle for propaganda was the Union’s Journal, founded in 1914, produced initially as a quarterly and then as a monthly publication, and printed by F.J. Brooke of Gloucester, one of the founders. Through the Journal the members of the W.B.U. were fed a constant stream of reports about the latest Modernist utterances and outrages. Connexional publications and Methodist newspapers were scrutinised for traces of unsoundness. Major works, like the symposium The Chief Corner-Stone, a volume of ‘essays towards an exposition of the Christian faith for today’, edited by W.T. Davison and published in 1914, attracted particular opprobrium, as did Frank Ballard’s Fernley Lecture of 1916, Christian Reality in Modern Light. In the meantime, readers were regaled with such reports as the story of a schoolteacher – significantly identified as a B.Sc. – who admitted in his final examination before admission as a Local Preacher that he did not believe in the divinity of Christ. His admission was deferred for a quarter, and then he was accepted by the Superintendent Minister. Those who protested at this were dismissed as bigots. Issue after issue told the same tale of doctrinal vagueness or flagrant Modernism sweeping through the connexion, while the authorities ignored or connived at the situation and the defenders of the ‘old paths’ were disregarded, denied access to the press or accused of trouble-making. If the W.B.U. began with a sense of crisis, its propaganda fed this perception and allowed it to grow into paranoia. This downward spiral may be seen in the Union’s criticism of Samuel Chadwick for failing to join its crusade and in its allegation that the Evangelical Alliance had sold out to Modernism.

News reports in the Journal indicate that the W.B.U. managed to organise some public meetings to promote its cause, although what was termed ‘aggressive work’ was always hampered by a lack of funds, and perhaps also by a lack of enthusiasm for controversy on the part of the Union’s subscribers. The other avenue for drawing attention to conservative grievances was that offered by the constitutional mechanisms of the connexion, principally the Synods and the Conference. Memorials were brought to Conference from circuit meetings deploring the doctrinal confusion fostered by the toleration of opinions contrary to the standards. At the May Synods, when ministers were required to reaffirm their loyalty to the doctrines and discipline of the connexion, conservatives could take the opportunity to question the honesty of Modernist preachers. This use of procedure was seldom effective: in one celebrated incident, Spiers attempted to make his point in the Third London Synod by refusing to answer ‘Yes’ to the doctrinal question, on the grounds that others had answered in the affirmative while holding very different doctrines to his own, thus forcing him to reply ‘No’. The Revd Joseph Dixon, presiding in the absence of the Chairman, Dr Scott Lidgett, was perplexed by this logic, and the matter was left unresolved until Lidgett returned from a London County Council meeting. According to Eric Waterhouse, Lidgett gave short shrift to the scrupulous Spiers: ‘the doctor would have none of it. “It is frivolous. Put him down as saying ‘Yes’.”’
The second, and more positive, strand of the W.B.U.’s policy was to defend traditional beliefs and to witness to what it regarded as historic Methodist emphases. From the early issues of the Journal, space was devoted to apologetic works refuting the teaching of the higher critics. Articles appeared on the allegedly fallacious methods and assumptions of the Modernists and on the testimony of geology and archaeology to the accuracy of Scripture. Thus the Revd William Backhouse warned members of Bible study circles about ‘The unreliable conclusions of literary analysis’ in January 1916; the Revd W.J. Pearce asked later in the same year, ‘Was St Matthew a plagiarist?’; and D. Gath Whitley explored ‘The Book of Genesis in the light of modern discovery’ in March 1918. These well-worn themes of conservative polemic may be found in the publications of other groups in this period, but what made the W.B.U. uniquely Wesleyan was that material was also published on the theology and spirituality of Methodism. The most sustained example of this was a series of articles on ‘Messages that made the Revival’ by Harold Morton, published in the Journal between 1915 and 1917. Morton’s articles offered an outline of Wesley’s teaching, copiously illustrated from the Sermons and Notes, and missing no opportunity to use Wesley as a weapon against biblical criticism, Darwinism and modern theology. Despite the polemical purpose, the articles were sufficiently well received beyond the narrow circle of the W.B.U. to achieve publication in book form by the Epworth Press in 1920. The Foreword, by Dinsdale Young, underscored the positive message of the Wesleyan conservatives: the health of the contemporary church, they claimed, depended on a recovery of the doctrine, spirituality, experience and discipline of early Methodism.

The third element in the W.B.U.’s programme was to seek to bring doctrinal charges against alleged Modernists. The manuscript journals of the Wesleyan Conference contain regular reports of formal charges brought by Bennetts and Morton against other ministers for teaching contrary to the standards: Jackson in 1913, Lidgett in 1915, J.E. Rattenbury and Frank Ballard in 1920, Jackson again in 1921, Wilbert Howard and W.R. Maltby in 1922. These cases were uniformly unsuccessful, and it may be suggested that as the years went on, the aim of the prosecutions may have changed from redress of grievances to an attempt to highlight the real state of Methodism, as perceived by the W.B.U. It certainly laid the Union open to accusations of fomenting controversy and disrupting the harmony of the connexion. Moreover, the tactic of using the doctrinal standards against mainstream modern scholarship and modest doctrinal restatement (like Maltby’s theology of the atonement) encouraged the Conference to redefine the scope of the standards to give the connexion greater theological latitude. In 1917 a committee on unity of doctrine was set up, and its report recommended that ministers should be required to give assent to ‘the general system of evangelical truth’ in the standards. Although the 1919 Conference deleted the word ‘general’, it also passed a resolution declaring that the foundation documents ‘were not intended to impose a system of formal or speculative theology on our preachers.’ By pressing the issue of the standards, therefore, the W.B.U. engineered precisely the opposite result to the one it intended. Instead of securing strict adherence to the letter of Wesley’s Sermons and Notes, the controversy pushed the Wesleyan Connexion towards a much more open understanding of its doctrinal traditions, which in turn fed into the negotiations for Methodist Union.
From the beginning of the Jackson controversy in 1913 until the aftermath of the report on unity of doctrine in 1919-20 the W.B.U. fought vigorously within the Connexion to establish and to maintain its interpretation of the Wesleyan standards against the advocates of ‘modern thought’. With the official endorsement of the broader reading of the foundation texts came an increasing impatience with the W.B.U. on the part of the Connexion, and a greater willingness on the part of the Union to separate itself from the Wesleyan Church. In 1920 Bennetts and Morton were threatened with charges of unbrotherly conduct, and Ballard’s exoneration by a committee of enquiry in the same year drove Morton to resign from the ministry, although Conference voted to make him a supernumerary. Through the 1920s the W.B.U. retained an uneasy position within Methodism, sustaining its campaign against doctrinal laxity by opposing the scheme for Methodist Union on the grounds that the proposed theological basis was ambiguous. Just before the Uniting Conference of 1932 Morton penned a characteristically trenchant open letter to Russell Maltby about the ‘reign of terror in Methodism’ which had destroyed the Church’s message and prospects. Shortly after Union, Morton resigned his position as a supernumerary minister. It is tempting to speculate that the letter of regret from Lidgett, as President, and Robert Bond, as Secretary of the Conference, may have been tinged with relief!

Despite its fervent Wesleyanism and its origins in a connexional controversy, the W.B.U. had always acknowledged affinities with non-Methodist bodies and numbered among its members Methodists who were heavily involved in what Hensley Henson called ‘the Protestant underworld’. There were links, for example, to the Protestant Defence Brigade and the Protestant Truth Society, through Daniel Hone, and the charges brought against Rattenbury in 1920 had more to do with alleged sacerdotalism than Modernism.
 The process of disengagement from the Connexion through the 1920s went hand in hand with a realignment which took the W.B.U. firmly into the sphere of undenominational ultra-conservative societies. By 1932 the Union had changed its name to the British Bible Union, and its Journal had become The Fundamentalist, although the cover of the magazine retained its picture of John Wesley until the end of 1949. Morton died in 1936, and although several Methodist ministers continued to support the Union, other active committee members included the militant Protestant John Alfred Kensit of the P.T.S. The Union’s independent existence continued until December 1955, when a crisis of finance and leadership compelled amalgamation with the Bible Testimony Fellowship. A subsequent merger combined the B.T.F. with the Advent Testimony and Preparation Movement, forming the society now known as the Prophetic Witness Movement International.
Organised Fundamentalism, in the shape of the Wesley Bible Union, moved out of Methodism. Were there other Fundamentalists, or fellow-travellers, who eschewed the W.B.U. and stayed within the Connexion? Or Fundamentalists in other branches of Methodism?
There were certainly convinced and even militant conservatives outside the ranks of the Wesley Bible Union. Stuart Mews has described the attempt by James Macpherson and other traditionalists in the Primitive Methodist Connexion to censure John Day Thompson for an address of 1894 on ‘The Simple Gospel’.
 The failure of this endeavour as early as 1896 cleared the way for A.S. Peake’s long tenure at the Primitives’ only theological college, and although there were persistent rumblings of discontent about Peake’s publications and views, Primitive Methodist traditionalism never grew into organised Fundamentalism. Indeed, on Peake’s death in 1929 it was claimed that ‘no evangelical church in this country has made greater progress in religious thought during the last forty years than our own Primitive Methodist Church, and certainly no individual has done so much to bring this about as Dr Peake.’
  Peake’s brand of reverent criticism, allied to deep personal spirituality and commitment to the Methodist doctrines of conversion and assurance, won and retained the confidence of the denomination. His most vociferous critics came from outside Primitive Methodism: Graham Scroggie, for example, who condemned Peake’s Commentary as ‘sodden with infidelity’ was a Scottish Baptist.

While teaching at Hartley College in Manchester Peake also gave lectures to the United Methodist ministerial students at neighbouring Victoria Park. One student there who was quite prepared to argue the conservative case was John H.J. Barker, a science graduate and founder-member of the Evangelical Union at Leeds University in the early 1920s. The Barkers were an evangelical dynasty: John’s father Henry (1874-1958), also a United Methodist minister, spoke at the Keswick Convention, was president of the British Bible Union and spent the last five years of his active ministry seconded to the Bible Testimony Fellowship.
 In the next generation, Peter and Andrew Barker were heavily involved in the MRF and in Headway. It has not yet been possible to trace the evangelical antecedents of the elder Barkers or to discover whether their allegiances were formed through, or in spite of, their United Methodist loyalties, but they demonstrate that there were at least some individuals in the United Methodist Connexion who identified with staunchly conservative views and with organisations some of which might be defined as Fundamentalist.
If the B.B.U. drew in a small number of non-Wesleyan Methodist conservatives, its militancy and exclusivity also repelled evangelical Wesleyans who might otherwise have sympathised with its commitment to traditional orthodoxy. Older conservatives like W.L. Watkinson shared the Union’s concern about Modernism and wrote supportive letters, but never joined the Fundamentalist cause.
 Dinsdale Young, a slightly maverick figure among Methodist evangelicals, served briefly as president of the Union, but soon distanced himself from the heresy-hunting agenda of Bennetts and Morton. And the influential and deeply conservative Southport Convention/Cliff College constituency, united around the weekly newspaper Joyful News, also stood aloof from ‘fighting Fundamentalism’, much to the W.B.U.’s wrath.

There was, therefore, a non-Fundamentalist conservative group in post-war British Methodism. From Young and Chadwick in the 1920s and 30s to W.E. Sangster in the 1940s and 50s it included some prominent connexional figures. It coalesced around Cliff and Southport, and, after 1952, the Revival Fellowship, around Joyful News and Sound of Revival. It drew on residual traditionalism in the circuits and on non-denominational evangelical organisations, publications and networks, including the Inter-Varsity Fellowship. It provided the springboard for a modest conservative evangelical renaissance in the Connexion in the last quarter of the twentieth century.
The final point to consider is the relationship between this surviving and reviving evangelicalism in Methodism and the Fundamentalist strand represented by the W.B.U. Three observations may be made.

First, the legacy and reputation of the W.B.U. undoubtedly hampered attempts to organise Methodist evangelicals from the 1930s until at least the 1950s. When John Barker tried to draw a group together in 1936, he found that fewer than half a dozen ministers were prepared to identify themselves with such a cause.
 In part this may have been reluctance to join what might have been perceived as a ‘separatist’ organisation, contrary to the connexional ethos of Methodism, but distaste for the W.B.U., its heresy-hunting agenda and its dyspeptic style must also have been a significant deterrent. 

Second, the successful formation of the M.R.F. in the 1950s showed that conservative evangelicals in Methodism had learned that the Fundamentalist example was one to be avoided. The Fellowship emphasised prayer, rather than polemics. Members gathered to pray for revival, not to campaign against Modernism. The question of the duty to contend for the faith was raised in M.R.F. circles in the 1960s, over the Anglican-Methodist ‘Conversations’, and again in Headway over issues of human sexuality in the 1990s, and it proved divisive. M.R.F. lost some high profile leaders, but the bulk of the Fellowship stayed in Methodism. And most Headway leaders and supporters declined to endorse a ‘Confessing Movement’ which sought to direct opposition to homosexuality into potentially secessionist channels.
Third, there was some continuity of personnel between the Bible Union and mid-century evangelical groups – notably Henry and John Barker. This has not always been acknowledged. Perhaps it would be fair to say, however, that campaigning Fundamentalism was never the principal interest of these evangelical leaders. Unlike Bennetts and Morton, whose lives came to be dominated by the Modernist controversy, involvement in the B.B.U. was only a small strand in a wider range of evangelical loyalties.

Twentieth century Methodism had its Fundamentalists. They emerged from an evangelical denomination which was in transition to a broadly liberal evangelical position. In priorities and tactics they were distinguished from other conservative evangelicals, and they manifested a tendency to marginalize themselves and to make their minority status self-fulfilling. Within the broader penumbra of conservatism and ‘folk Fundamentalism’, however, may be found the constituency which proved responsive to a renewed evangelicalism towards the end of the century.
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