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XXII 
 

CONCERNING 'SACRAMENTS' 
 
 
ONE question of considerable difficulty for The Army in the early days was our attitude to what 
are called the Sacraments, especially the Supper. I do not think that any of us were much troubled 
about the baptismal question, although for some years we followed the practice of many 
Churches and baptized infants. I have in some cases myself 'sprinkled’ as many as thirty in one 
service! And, by the way, such services were made both interesting and useful. We had a simple 
and yet very definite formula whereby the parents engaged to give the children over to be the 
servants of God and to train them for Him. This practice, however, died down gradually, chiefly 
because it had no very strong conviction behind it; and in place of it The Army introduced a 
service of Dedication which has become much valued among our people in many lands. 
 
The case with regard to the Supper was on a different plane altogether. Here, as in some other 
matters, the Founder's early training in the Church of England and his later Church work 
influenced him. He was in some measure predisposed to attach importance to ceremonial of this 
nature, and while he never allowed that in itself it possessed any spiritual efficacy, or that it was 
in the least degree necessary to the Salvation of any man, yet he used it, though with increasing 
misgiving. 
 
When I came on the scene as a responsible official of the Mission, in 1874, the Lord's Supper 
was administered monthly at all our stations to all members of the Mission and to such other 
Christian friends as were known to be in good standing and who desired to join with us. These 
services were in many cases really impressive. There was a simplicity and naturalness about them 
which made them very welcome, and whether the number partaking was a score, or whether — 
as on special occasions — it ran up to six or seven hundred, the gatherings were in many respects 
remarkable. There was a total absence of display, but wonderful freedom. The faith of many was 
strengthened, former promises and vows were recalled and renewed, and not seldom the 



 

ECHOES AND MEMORIES – Chapter Twenty-Two 2 

unsaved or irreligious who had been allowed to come into the buildings as spectators were there 
and then brought to Christ. 
 
A sense of misgiving, however, arose, and made itself more evident with the growing work. I 
think that this misgiving was experienced first of all by Catherine Booth. She had a deep horror 
of anything which might tend to substitute in the minds of the people some outward act or 
compliance for the fruits of practical Holiness. Her knowledge of the low tone of spiritual life in 
the Churches, gained as a result of her friendship with many religious people and their leaders, 
made her look with dread upon the possibility that our people, most of whom were very ignorant 
and simple, might come in time to lean upon some outward ceremonial instead of upon the work 
of the Holy Spirit as witnessed in a change of heart and life. 
 
To anticipate for a moment, it may be mentioned here that later on she came to know something 
of the evils which have followed from this misplaced confidence within the Churches on the 
continent of Europe, both Roman and Lutheran. This knowledge convinced her that tens of 
thousands of merely nominal Christians would wake up and really seek after God if it were not 
for the benumbing influence of sacramentalism. 
 
The Founder approached the matter differently. He was essentially a utilitarian, particularly as 
related to questions not necessary to Salvation. His first inquiry with regard to the adoption or 
abandonment of any measure was, 'Will it help to our great end? If it will not help, will it hinder?! 
And, little by little, he came to believe that there was danger in the continuance of this practice 
amongst us. Its chief danger, in his eyes, lay in its divisiveness. It involved many questions. To 
begin with, it was unthinkable that we should use fermented liquors. Many of our people, both 
men and women, were rescued drunkards, and already some of our Converts, who had been 
sent to the Churches, if they had not broken down immediately, had at least been placed in 
grievous temptation owing to the cup which they were offered. This may seem to be a minor 
question, but it was persistently troublesome. On the other hand, many of our people did not 
like the idea of ‘diluted jellies,' and unfermented wine was then unknown, at any rate in this 
country; others, again, preferred that the element should be water. 
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Then there arose the question whether the Evangelists alone should be the administrators. Great 
exception was taken in some quarters to administration by others, even by the principal local 
officials; indeed, in some places the people absented themselves from the service unless the 
bread and wine 'were offered by the regular preachers.' 
 
A further and more acute difficulty was that many of the Evangelists were women, as had been 
the case from the early years of the Mission, and the idea of women administering sacraments 
was at that time almost unthinkable to many good people, in spite of our stand, from the 
beginning, on the perfect equality of men and women in the Kingdom of Christ. 
 
Yet another divisive question arose when we had to decide who should partake of the sacrament, 
and who should be the local authority to give the decision? To pick and choose might only 
accentuate family and other divisions, and yet it was obvious that there must be some regulation 
and discrimination. 
 
These various controversies, slight as the matter of them may seem now, did result in the loss of 
valuable people to the Mission. We were led, therefore, to make a certain examination of the 
whole subject. Railton, from the beginning, was in favour of abandoning all ceremonials which 
were prominently associated with the rest of the religious life of the world. He argued with great 
cogency that if, as we all admitted, participation in, for instance, the Supper was not necessary 
to Salvation, it became merely a question of its value, as one method of helping the people; and 
he claimed that the freedom which was purchased by Jesus Christ was a freedom from all that 
belonged to the old dispensation, including the whole ceremonial principle. My mother, 
although not feeling so strongly as Railton on the subject, at once grasped the seriousness of 
anything which might mislead or divide our simple people. 
 
For myself, I confess that I had so often received spiritual help no doubt the result of my own 
faith — in the administration of the Supper, that it was with considerable hesitation, not to say 
reluctance, that I came round to the view which the Founder finally adopted. I believe that I was 
the last Officer of The Salvation Army to administer the Lord's Supper to any of its people; and, 
indeed, the Founder gave me, young as I was, a freedom in this matter which, so far as I am 
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aware, he gave to no one else, and which he gave to me on no other subject of importance on 
which our views were for the time out of accord. But gradually I, too, realized how prone the 
human mind is to lean upon the outward. 
 
I saw something at this time of the High Church party in the Church of England, and, though an 
outsider, I deplored, with some of the Church's own best men, the tendency of that movement 
to a kind of materialism — the reliance, that is, upon outward and visible signs which so easily 
become substitutes for inward and spiritual grace. Finally, my mind completely concurred in the 
decision to which the Founder had come. 
 
If I were asked what view I take with regard to this ceremony, I think I should say that I see nothing 
in it of any advantage except in so far as such advantage arises from the individual act of faith at 
the time of partaking, and I see no reason why that same faith should not turn every meal into a 
sacramental feast. The great blessing is not some kind of ceremonial eating and drinking which 
is the fruit of redemption — the great blessing is, must be, in the redemption itself. Only too 
often have I seen how 'communion,' and the material trappings which the Churches have 
associated with it, obscure the thought of a real redemption. Life does not come by a sacrament, 
nor is it maintained by a 'sacramental substance, but by a Divine Person consciously revealed in 
us as a present redeeming, life-giving Saviour. 
 
Much is to be said for the Quaker standpoint. I think it is perhaps better set forth in Barclay's 
'Apology for the True Christian Divinity' than in any other writing I know. A near approximation 
to the truth that it is solely faith in the communicant - not any force or virtue in the symbols —  
which is all in all, is found in Dean Alford's Exposition of Matthew xxvi. in his Greek Testament. 
The truth of the matter as it appears to The Salvation Army is set forth in The Army's 'Handbook 
of Doctrine.' 
 
For some time a practice existed among our Corps of going to the parish churches to 
'communion.' Here some of the clergy, fearing the opposition of their respectable' parishioners, 
arranged that The Salvation Army visits should be in the night, and as one consequence large 
crowds generally attended. But after one or two such visits to their churches, certain clergymen 
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— one, I think, at Bristol and another in a North London parish — took the opportunity of publicly 
announcing their refusal to administer the communion to those who had not been 'confirmed' 
according to the Church of England system. As most of our people, though living godly lives, 
had not been confirmed, nor, for that matter, their forbears either, the Founder saw that another 
line of division was likely to develop. Thereupon he called off the whole matter, and said that we 
would have no more of it. From that time forward we had no more 'sacraments,' and very little 
more trouble on the subject, although any Soldier who declared a serious conviction in the 
matter and desired to participate — and this is still the law amongst us — could receive a 
recommendation to go to some other body for the purpose of partaking. 
 
The subject of The Salvation Army and the sacraments was one upon which I had a long talk with 
Dr. Farrar, then Canon of Westminster, one of the most popular preachers and writers of his day. 
The Canon had in the early days denounced The Army in perhaps the most unqualified terms 
ever employed against us by any minister of Christ. He effectually blotted us out of recognized 
society! Years afterwards, however, at the inception of the 'Darkest England' Scheme, when the 
Press both in the United Kingdom, in the Australias, and the United States was largely 
antagonistic, Canon Farrar, to our glad astonishment, intervened, and preached a remarkable 
sermon in Westminster Abbey containing a most eloquent and appreciative reference to The 
Salvation Army, its Leader, and its Social Work. This opened up communication between The 
Army and the Canon, and he came to examine some of our work, seeing for himself sights of 
unutterable misery and evidences of the effectiveness of what we were doing to relieve it. This 
further impressed him, so that a week or two later he preached again - a sermon making even 
more truly sympathetic and eulogistic reference. He still proclaimed that, except on the great 
fundamental truths of Christianity, on which all Christians are agreed, he differed even more 
widely from The Army than many of his brethren. 'Nevertheless,' he added, 'two things I plainly 
see. The one, that God has not left them unblessed; another, that there is much which we might 
profitably learn from the methods which have enabled them to accomplish, in so short time, so 
great a work.' 
 
Farrar was much abused as a consequence of his championship. I saw some of the remonstrance 
which found its way through his letter-box, and had a tenth of the allegations made against us 
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been true, he would have been justified in withdrawing every word he had said in our favour. He 
showed a type of courage somewhat rare among his contemporary ecclesiastics in that, despite 
this abuse, he yet stood out as the champion — at all events so far as the Church of England was 
concerned - of what was then still a new and relatively untried movement. 
 
On more than one occasion I talked with him on wider matters, and he made a great effort to 
persuade me to ask for the reintroduction amongst us of the Supper. Other Churchmen, notably 
Dr. Westcott (afterwards Bishop of Durham), had said that they approved of the stand we took 
in refusing the Supper, as this meant a refusal to embark upon what was, in their view, 'a 
schismatic procedure.' Farrar, on the contrary, urged that it should be restored. He reasoned 
with me for more than an hour in one of our interviews, which, I remember, took place in a 
delightful room in his home in Dean's Yard, probably his study, for we were surrounded by a 
wonderful gathering of books. He referred, with an intimacy which surprised me at the time, but 
which I understood better when I knew more of his life, to the Supper as having been a means 
of comforting and strengthening his own spirit. He believed that there was a revelation of the 
Divine Mind made to those who humbly and in faith partook of this sacrament which was different 
from that forthcoming by other means.  
 
I am bound to say that his arguments from Scripture, and from the practice of the earliest 
Christians, while they proved the range of his scholarship and his wonderful familiarity with some 
of those rows of silent books, failed entirely to influence me. As to the latter, he could not claim 
that the first Christian communities, of whom, by the way, he had made a special study, attached 
any importance to the matter at all, or that they had, so far as we know, even so much as given 
a name to what have since come to be called 'The Sacraments'! 
 
The absence-total and complete - of any recognized doctrine with regard to them, in those early 
days, is equally difficult to explain if they really are so important. It is also very significant that we 
have little or no evidence that any kind of proper instruction was given by the Apostles on the 
question. Paul's references to it are but slight and not very clear. As to baptism he deliberately 
seeks to disassociate himself from any mission or desire to baptize anybody! 
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But, more important, as our conversation proceeded, it became evident that Dr. Farrar could not 
and would not claim that this ‘Sacrament' was in any sense necessary to Salvation — whether 
Salvation be viewed as a new beginning or as a life — and nothing that he could urge apart from 
that seemed to me to have any substantial weight. In fact, I remember saying to the Founder at 
the time that I thought I could have put the Canon's case more effectively than he had put it 
himself. 
 
But when he spoke of himself and the strengthening of faith which had come to his own soul 
through this service, I confess he did make an impression upon me. He was not a man who found 
it easy to show his feelings — the very breadth of his charity rather removed him from the sway 
of emotion — yet through this self-revelation of his we were drawn to one another. Those 
interviews made me reflect, as I have had to do with regard to other choice spirits, that if only 
he had been a Salvationist what a joy it would have been to work with him, and what a field we 
could have offered him, far greater than his own Church ever did. The Church of England never 
showed its lack of courage more conclusively than when it consigned Farrar to a Deanery 
(Canterbury) while it filled some of its bishoprics with mere courtiers. 
 
So Dean Farrar was the only man who made any considered effort to bring us back to a practice 
we had long discarded; certainly the only man of any consequence either in the Church of 
England or among Nonconformists who said boldly, 'You ought to give the sacraments, even 
though there may be questions about the effectiveness of your agents.' The Founder, however, 
stood his ground. No doubt we have lost friends by our attitude. Some would have joined us 
had they not been deterred by the line we adopted. And yet I believe the line was wise. Of 
course, the whole situation is changed the moment the claim is made that the sacraments, 
especially the Supper, are in any way necessary to the salvation of the soul. In that case I can see 
consistency in the Roman and High Church position which prefers even the Mass to a mere 
memorialism and insists on their observance; but I have never been able to reconcile the view 
that there is nothing in them which is essential to saving faith, and that salvation is by faith, with 
the emphasis which is laid upon them both in the Lutheran and Anglican Churches. 
 


