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III 
 

THE PROPHET 
 
JOHN WESLEY is said to have preached 40,000 sermons, and to have travelled 250,000 miles. 
The number of sermons which my father preached during his sixty years of evangelistic 
campaigning was, on a low estimate, between 50,000 and 60,000; and for every mile that Wesley 
travelled, he must have travelled twenty. Wesley, of course, had to go on horseback or by coach; 
William Booth had the advantage of the railway and the steamship, and, in his later years, the 
motor-car. Thanks to these methods of locomotion, the voice of William Booth was heard by 
greater multitudes of every race and nation than the voice of any mortal man had been heard 
before. Nor can any preacher have made a pulpit of so many strange platforms. The theatre 
stage, the circus ring, the grand stand of the racecourse, the footboard of the railway carriage, 
the captain's bridge, the stall in the market-place, the drinking trough on the village green, the 
magistrate's bench, the convict prison, the bleak and stormy headland, the sheltered inlet by the 
sea, the dais of the American Senate, the rostrum of the London Guildhall, the Indian pandal, 
the University quadrangle — they all served his purpose. 
 
What impression did he leave on the minds of those who heard him? Mr. Harold Begbie, who 
accompanied him on part of a motor tour from Penzance to Aberdeen, in 1904, wrote with 
genuine insight: 
 
One discovers, the longer one listens to General Booth, a nobleness of diction in his oratory. It 
is all simple and rugged and real. His voice is against him, he has the Nottingham sing-song; but 
this has no effect on the burden of his tale. Moreover, some of his sentiments strike a discordant 
note, ... but the general result of his oratory is the conviction of the eternal and infinite mysteries, 
and the uplifting and magnifying of the spiritual existence in each separate soul before him.  
 
The same writer went on to say that the spiritual conflict of Faust was a poor and bloodless drama 
compared with the rugged rock-hewn tragedy which this preacher forced into the souls of his 
breathless listeners. 
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One of the greatest talkers of his age, my father was yet most diffident about his own powers. 
Many a time in great auditoriums he has said to me just before rising to speak, “Pray for me; I 
feel like sinking through the floor.” He has again and again declared himself utterly unequal to 
the occasion and the opportunity. I have seen him also in great weakness, when his merely 
physical condition quite obviously unfitted him for the strain of a public address. That strain was 
all the greater because he never, or very rarely, allowed himself to use notes in his great 
Meetings. Any notes which he might have made he kept in his pocket. He preached often when 
he was little prepared, sometimes when he was not prepared at all; often again under the 
compulsion of haste, or in fatigue even to the point of exhaustion. Yet after he had risen and 
gone to the platform rail, the depression was, as a rule, soon shaken off, his frailty seemed to 
disappear, and presently he suggested nothing so much as a fighting champion triumphing in 
the fray. 
 
I cannot subscribe to the view that his power on the platform depended in any great measure 
upon his appearance. Nevertheless, his appearance did help him to obtain attention. His 
splendid head and fine profile, and keen, flashing eyes, his outstretched arms, his scarlet jersey, 
his erect and yet supple figure, swayed at times like a tree in the wind, all gave the most casual 
listener the impression of something quite out of the ordinary. They put an audience in an 
expectant mood. His voice was powerful without being loud. It was a voice that wore well. On 
occasion, when he spoke, for example, in such places as the Albert Hall or the Transept of the 
Crystal Palace, or in the Madison Square Gardens in New York, or the Circus Busch in Berlin, he 
could by an effort compass an immense area, and hold a great throng, in the old phrase, 
spellbound. These were, of course, the days before amplifiers. 
 
His opening was customarily quiet, almost lamb-like. It was an astonishing contrast — his striking 
and aggressive appearance, and the gentleness with which he began to talk. No loud or 
sensational beginning could have arrested an audience so completely. Then one or two 
propositions would be presented, often quite simple, sometimes more profound, more difficult 
to accept, or requiring to be supported by further argument. After this, warming to his topic, he 
would introduce incidents by way of illustration or appeal out of his own vast experience. These 
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would be told rapidly, and helped in the telling by a touch of humour or pathos, and then he 
would go on to a final appeal, sparing nothing in directness, urged with tremendous energy in 
which the whole man — body, soul, and spirit — seemed to share. Sometimes, even at moments 
of great tension, his manner would be very subdued, and personally I liked him best then. At 
other times action would accompany almost every sentence. Head, arms, hands, feet, the whole 
frame would vibrate and tremble as the subject or the audience, or both, stirred him. Yet the 
movement, emphatic as it was, never seemed to overlay the speech. It was always subordinate 
and passing. 
 
His gestures at times were deliberately illustrative, and not due merely to the vehemence of his 
utterance. Once in a railway carriage he said to one of his leading Officers, ‘My arms are not long 
enough to reach both rich and poor.' He stretched his arms out to their full length, and said, 
‘When I am in touch with the poor' — bringing one hand down to the floor of the carriage - I am 
out of touch with the rich' — and the other hand went towards the carriage roof — 'and when I 
am in touch with the rich, I lose touch with the poor,' And then, letting both hands drop, he drew 
himself up and said, as though thinking aloud, I very much doubt whether God Almighty's arms 
are long enough.' Something of that kind was frequently his platform method too. 
 
His illustrations were innumerable, but they were not mere attachments to his addresses, like 
spangles on a garment. They were woven into the texture, so that it became almost impossible 
to recall the illustration without remembering the truth which it had been chosen to enforce. The 
illustration itself, without any subsequent embroidery, conveyed its lesson. The same was often 
true of his texts, for though his texts were frequently no more than doorways through which he 
entered upon some great principle or truth, he saw to it that they were deeply set in the minds 
of his hearers. I shall never forget the effect upon great audiences of the repetition of texts such 
as, 'This year thou shalt die'; 'The great day of His wrath is come, who shall be able to stand'; 
Serve the Lord with gladness'; 'Be sure your sin will find you out'; 'Blessed are the pure in heart'; 
'And the flood came, and took them all away.' 
 
With his gift of declamation and appeal was also the ability to explain and reason. Here is an 
extract from an address to the ungodly: 
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Alas, alas, a great many people neglect Salvation. What does that mean — what is it to neglect? 
Well, it does not imply that you should hate it. Some people do hate it. I suppose they have met 
with humbugs who have professed it; perhaps they have had hypocrites round about them; 
perhaps they have had some servants who were hypocrites, or they have had masters who were 
hypocrites, and so they say every one is a hypocrite. Don't say that. Oh, my God, what hypocrites 
there are! But, thank God, there are a crowd of realities. I am a reality. I am not a humbug; and 
there are crowds about us who are not hypocrites. You need not hate religion in order to neglect 
it. 
 
You need not be like the Frenchman who said he wished he had a ladder long enough to reach 
to the Throne of God and a knife strong enough that he could plunge it into the heart of the 
Almighty. He hated God, but you don't hate God. 
 
You need not hate God to neglect Salvation, you need not persecute His people (you must not 
persecute the Salvationists), you need not commit those vulgar sins, to neglect Salvation. It does 
not follow that you should be a drunkard or a harlot or a cheat. You have nothing to do but 
ignore Him; turn your back on Him; turn your back on Calvary; don't take any notice; give yourself 
up to the world; just treat this Salvation as if it was not there. 
 
Look at that man yonder; look at him going down the river. There he is going down in a boat 
with Niagara beyond. He has got out into the stream; the rapids have got hold of the boat, and 
down he goes. He need not pull at the oars; he has nothing to do but to be still; to go on with 
his sleep; to go on with his novel. He is going-going-going; my God! he is gone over, and he 
never pulled at an oar. That is the way people are damned: they go on; they are preoccupied; 
they are taken up; they have no time; they don't think; they neglect Salvation, and they are lost. 
 
Although he did not care for the poets, he was himself a master of one of their arts, that of 
repetition. His dramatic repetitions would sometimes give a startling rhythm to his utterance. In 
some discourses the use of one word over and over again seemed to proclaim the whole 
message. In depicting the scene before the chief priests when they refused the return of the 
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thirty pieces of silver, he would say, 'And Judas — Judas — JUDAS went out and hanged 
himself.' Or in an address on the downfall of Samson he would flash the question out upon his 
hearers: 'What is your Delilah — YOUR Delilah?' Once when he was addressing a great working-
class audience in Wales he pointed to his old-time supporter who was seated by him on the 
platform, and said, 'Mr. Cory's motto for the thirty years I have known him has been COALS — 
COALS — COALS. And my motto has been SOULS — SOULS — SOULS.' The effect upon an 
audience in a coal district was far greater than the words in cold print can convey. 
 
His sensationalism cannot be denied. He adopted it when it seemed to be the best lever 
wherewith to prise open the insensitive mind. The aim of his sensationalism was to startle and 
shock the people whom an ordinary appeal about their danger or the evil of their sins, would 
leave unmoved. He used the method with the same deliberateness as he would have raised his 
voice in speaking to the partially deaf, or warning the inmates of a burning building. The 
sensational image, too, generally carried its own lesson. He would picture Lot going out to warn 
his sons-in-law on the last night in Sodom, and would turn up his coat-collar, and seize 
somebody's hat which happened to be on the platform, to suggest a man going out on a 
disagreeable but an imperious errand, and the whole audience would be given the feeling of 
the dark night, the knocking at the door, the coming doom, and then the hollow laughter of the 
young men - how it all went home! Or he would depict with dramatic power Ananias, who, having 
told his story, is waiting for Sapphira to come and tell hers! Or, again, it would be a representation 
of the various classes of sinners suffering their doom in the regions of the lost, and among them 
one counting something, always counting, counting, and the audience would hold its breath 
while he himself counted: 'One — two — three — four — five'— I have seen thousands of people 
transfixed as the counting proceeded — 'ten — eleven — twelve — thirteen' — you could have 
heard the drop of the proverbial pin— 'twenty-eight — twenty-nine — thirty — ... why, it is 
Judas!' The impression was never to be forgotten. 
 
His humour was also a great resource. It was of varied quality, sometimes caustic and dangerous, 
even wounding, at others a lambent fire. Occasionally, it must be confessed, the humorous touch 
seemed incongruous, but no one could deny the immense power of this flashing scimitar up to 
the very last in breaking down the stiffness of an audience. 
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In the earlier days of The Army, when he had to face audiences which were uproarious to the last 
degree, this gift was in very truth a godsend. Not often could there be found a man able to make 
good-humoured fun of people at the very moment when they were in ecstasies of enjoyment 
because they thought they were making fun of him! But his humour, like his other oratorical 
stratagems, had always its deeper purpose. He would at one moment have an audience on the 
crest of a wave of rampant merriment, when, in an instant, like the swift flight of a bird over the 
waters, out would come the truth he wanted them to see. 
 
So much for the method and manner. What of the substance? William Booth's subjects were 
nearly always heart subjects. Some of his critics have denied him the philosophic mind, and 
others have found fault with the lack of scientific range in his preaching, but his great work could 
never have been done along that line. He did not neglect reason in his audiences, but reasoned 
with them of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment—always of judgment and the evil heart 
of rebellion and unbelief in them was ever before him. He did not stand before the upturned 
faces of thousands in order to spin out a philosophic theology or to make abstract 
pronouncements based on questionable information. He was a messenger to the heart of 
mankind -a courier taking the most direct route, and making all possible haste. His great appeal 
was to the conscience. He believed that in every individual there was a judgment seat, continually 
approving or condemning; and to that inward tribunal he appealed, reminding men also of that 
solemn bar of God, at which they would one day appear. The larger and more miscellaneous his 
audience, the more simple did he set himself to become. His vocabulary was the vocabulary of 
the common people. Clear, direct, vigorous, simple. He scarcely used an expression which would 
puzzle the most ignorant. It was a dictum of his: 'Use words that Mary Ann will understand, and 
you will be sure to make yourself plain to her mistress; whereas if you speak only to her mistress, 
you will very likely miss her, and Mary Ann as well.' 
 
When speaking to his Staff, particularly those in his closer confidence, he did not always admit 
the same necessity, and his thought then moved along other planes, and occasionally he would 
make ventures of a speculative kind. Those who imagined that his simplicity was the mark of 
intellectual narrowness would have been amazed had they studied the range and diversity of 
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subjects upon which he spoke with knowledge and force, and often with challenging originality. 
The problems with which The Salvation Army came to deal in later years were of extraordinary 
variety; they called for counsel or direction on almost every subject touching the life of mankind. 
I do not say that the Founder was equally at home on every topic, but I always felt that he had 
something fresh and important to say, the fruit of his shrewd observation of men and things, as 
well as of the Wisdom that cometh from above. On such diverse subjects as Socialism, the Poor 
Law, Hydropathy, children and Sunday-schools, marriage and divorce, public advertising, the 
intensive cultivation of the land, missionary propaganda, emigration, colonization, the training 
of children, criminology, congregational singing, housing, thrift, public morals temperance, 
government, education, discipline, on these and many others he spoke, if not ex cathedra at all 
events with understanding; and besides these, he dealt, of course, with homiletic and theological 
subjects unnumbered. 
 
But versatile as he was in his lectures and other addresses, it is as a preacher of Jesus Christ and 
His Salvation, with a direct and arresting message, that he will be most remembered in all the 
lands he visited. His preaching was barbed. Its purpose was not merely to instruct or edify, still 
less to tickle the ears, but to bring men to decision on the most momentous questions which can 
engage the human mind. Its aim was as definite as the speech of a counsel to a jury. His 
earnestness, his deep yearning for souls, his profound sympathy with sinners, were always 
uppermost — and lowermost. This was so apparent that it broke down the ramparts of hostile or 
critical audiences. What he said was so obviously a part of himself that he disarmed his critics, 
who then and there began to believe in him; and having gone thus far, he carried many further 
still, until they responded to his message. He had the wonderful gift of establishing what we call 
'connexions' with his audiences, so that an enormous proportion of those present at any one 
time had the feeling that he knew them individually; that their griefs and passions were an open 
book to him; and, above all, that he was vividly awake to their sins and sorrows. He talked all the 
time as one who knew them. He probed their unspoken problems so that each auditor could 
say, as multitudes did say, 'He is describing me!' 
 
One other thing remains to be said. William Booth was not only a great preacher; he was one of 
the greatest of preacher-makers. He spoke not only with his own voice. but through the men and 
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women whom he selected and encouraged — often apparently the most unpromising 
mouthpieces — to drive home the word and the testimony. He not only talked himself of the 
eternal verities, but he set other men talking of them. His tongue is now silent, but theirs is heard, 
and heard in every quarter of the globe. He, being dead, yet speaketh. 
 


