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CHAPTER III 
 

CATHERINE BOOTH'S PUBLIC MINISTRY 
 
 
CATHERINE BOOTH, so different from her husband, was nevertheless in many ways singularly 
like him. He and she both had a force of character that would not bend to circumstances. Both 
had an overruling love for humanity; a high appreciation of the place of experience in religion, 
and something almost akin to disdain for the conventionalities of the Churches. Both were by 
nature, as well as by grace, leaders of others. Both had the magnetic gift of winning for 
themselves and their cause enthusiastic and unquestioning devotion. The crowning possession 
of both was the lore of God shed abroad in their hearts. 
 
In the impression they made in their public work they differed considerably. I wish I could 
adequately describe my mother as she was on the platform or in the pulpit. She arrested 
attention, first of all, by the modesty and simplicity of her manner. Her quiet dress — in later 
years the uniform — her gentle mien and devoutness, her avoidance of anything designed to 
draw attention to herself, disarmed the critics and led would-be interrupters to change their 
minds. One of our present bishops described to me how, as an undergraduate at Oxford, he 
once went with a party of friends to hear her preach in the Corn Exchange there, and was quite 
prepared to have a little fun at her expense, but within five minutes she had captured the 
attention of all the group, and in five minutes more had made a way to their hearts. To many 
who did not know her by sight, but only by reputation, her first appearance was a complete 
surprise. "What a slip of a thing!” they would exclaim. Her first sentences, always spoken with 
great deliberation and with careful modulation of voice as though measuring the demands of 
the building, created interest and curiosity, and soon she was carrying her audience with her in 
her developing argument. 
 
One of the most attractive qualities of her utterances was their naturalness. She dealt with themes 
as old as human life itself, yet she managed to give a freshness and informality to her addresses 
which made them seem new to her hearers. She used no hackneyed phraseology or stilted 
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repetitions. Her addresses always gave the impression of an ardent spirit clothed in the sympathy 
of a true woman. She reasoned with her audience as Paul with Agrippa. Here is an extract from 
an address: 
 

“No mere intellectual beliefs can save men, because right opinions do not make right 
hearts. Alas! we all know the little practical effect opinions have on character. Look around 
you. Do you know any man who is not a thorough intellectual believer that chastity is 
better for a man than uncleanness: Is there any wicked, even profligate, young man who 
if you could take him aside and talk freely to him, would not tell you that he believed that 
chastity was the best for a man, and yet you have only to look at him to see that he is a 
sepulchre of uncleanness and debauchery What avails him his intellectual belief in chastity 
while he is a slave of his lusts? What better is the man who believes in chastity, and yet 
sins, than a man who does not believe in chastity, and sins? As a French infidel, answering 
a cavilier against holiness, said the other day, “You believe, and sin; I do not believe and 
sin. Where is the difference? It seems to me that I am the better of the two.” Exactly; for 
however true or grand a man's beliefs may be, of what use are they if he does not act 
them out? Can faith save him? Nay, verily; but such a faith can damn him!” 
 

My mother's power as a preacher of righteousness increased with time and practice, and her 
success largely determined the direction in which she was to develop. In the last ten years of her 
public work her speaking became greatly enriched by the experience of her own life in God, and 
by her wide observation of men and things. 
 
In her speaking she had not the “surprise power which was so useful with my father. With her, 
especially in her prepared addresses, one felt a certain inevitableness of what was to follow after 
hearing her opening sentences. Given her starting-point, there was no escape from the 
conclusion. In speaking to the unsaved, she would often obtain one or two simple admissions 
from the audience — admissions which, because they bore upon some universal fact, looked so 
harmless — and these would presently become the ground of a tremendous indictment. Again 
and again, at the close of an address, I have heard men of widely differing classes exclaim with 
conviction, Oh, my God, I never thought I was like that, what shall I do? What shall I do?" 
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In the smaller after-meetings, which followed most of her public services, it was not at all 
uncommon to find penitents confessing to lifelong frauds or other hidden wrongs. Men put into 
her hand cheques, sometimes for considerable sums, on behalf of those they had deceived or 
injured in years gone by, and others made confessions and entreaties to her to help them in 
restoring unions which had been shattered by cruelty and unfaithfulness. 
 
I recall some features of her sermons as they struck me in later years. They were always addressed 
to her audience, and were very far from being mere essays about some theme of whatever 
importance. Her addresses and lectures were always, or nearly always, attractive and effective, 
but it was through the sermon that she did her chief work. Here she reminded me again and 
again of counsel pleading with judge and jury for the life of a prisoner. The fixed attention of the 
court, the mastery of the facts, the absolute self-forgetfulness of the advocate, the ebb and flow 
of feeling, the hush during the vital passages — all were there. 
 
Her reasoning was really persuasive. Her audience was not required to take leaps with her, or to 
lose touch with her because she took leaps. Speaker and audience advanced together. She had 
a gift of lucid statement, and few even in the roughest crowds could fail to see the idea she was 
seeking to enforce. In this connection the feeling that what she said was a prepared message 
often helped. It gave a weight and deliberateness even to her most impassioned appeals which 
always added to their effect. Her vocabulary was large, even rich, and I seldom found her at a 
loss for the right word, or, indeed, for the right figure and illustration, the word or figure itself 
often suggesting some extension of her idea. She often ventured to lay hold on one word — 
usually a word that was in itself an appeal - to repeat it again and again to enforce her thought. 
Notice the repetition in this passage, on the joy of winning souls: 
 

“We cannot help but be proud of godly and obedient children; but what will it be to show 
your spiritual children to the angels? How shall you feel when you gather the spiritual 
family which God has given you before the Throne of your Saviour, and say, ‘Here am I 
and the children whom Thou hast given me'? — the children won through conflict, and 
trial, and strife, such as only God knew; children begotten in bonds, as Paul says — 
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children born in the midst of the hurricane of spiritual conflict, travail, and suffering, and 
cradled, fed, nurtured, and brought up at infinite cost and rack of brain, and heart, and 
soul; but Here we are, Lord! We are here through it all! 'Here am I and the children whom 
Thou hast given me.' How shall you feel? Shall you regret the sacrifice? Shall you murmur 
at the way He led you? Shall you think He might have made it a little easier, as you are 
sometimes tempted to do now? Oh, no, no! THE CHILDREN! THE CHILDREN! You shall 
have children! Won't that be reward enough? Bless God!”  

 
On the other hand, there was not lacking an element of irony in some of her addresses. Lecturing 
at Cannon Street Hotel she said: 
 

“Well might the Saviour say, “The children of this world are in their generation wiser than 
the children of light.” I wonder how long that will remain true! I wonder when the children 
of light will rise up and say, “Is this a necessity? Are we born to the heritage of fools? Are 
we forced to hinder the chariot car of progress? Must we always be in the background? 
Can we not learn wisdom from the children of this world? And if this glorious Gospel is 
what we all profess to believe it, can we not put forth more thought, more efforts and 
more care to bring it to bear upon men?”  

 
The form of her sermons would, I suppose, be called old-fashioned today. She was far too wise 
and considerate of her hearers to give up the old firstly, secondly, and thirdly. Whether or not 
this afforded her any assistance in keeping in touch with her audience I cannot say, but I am quite 
sure that it helped them to follow her, and, therefore, made her message more powerful with 
them. 
 
Above all this, we felt that her heart was in it. The emotional kept pace with every movement of 
thought of purpose, suffused it all. I do not mean the emotional overcame her, or that she was a 
“Weeping prophet,” but in her reasoning, declamation, and entreaty her compassions were 
always evident. Her sympathy spread out like the sun, warming and comforting nature. A 
professional stenographer of that time, Mr. William Chisholm, who was engaged to report many 
of her addresses, sends me a reminiscence bearing on this: 
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One of the most powerful of her addresses was that delivered in the old St. James's Hall, 
Piccadilly, in which she presented an indictment of the Christian Churches, pointing out 
what they might have done and what they had failed to do. The counts of this indictment 
were heaped up with a force so cumulative, and with such a completeness in effect, that 
Mrs. Booth herself at last seemed overcome, and finally sat down in a flood of tears.” 

 
Disturbances in the meetings did not unduly distress her; on occasion they even helped her. She 
had not the same gift of repartee, and the instant perception of the weak points of an 
interruption, as the Founder, but there was a kind of motherliness about her which had a 
wonderful effect on the disturbing elements in an audience. I remember one instance of her 
quiet way with interrupters. She was preaching in a crowded circus, and was much interrupted 
by one man, whom at last she caused to be fetched to the platform. She then said, “If this 
gentleman still desires to speak when I am finished he shall have the opportunity.” On his 
interrupting again, she said, “This only means that I shall have to take longer, and you will have 
less time at the end." 
 
When preparing for her public utterances she felt a deep sense of responsibility to offer her very 
best. The 'best” varied, of course, according to her state of mind, or of health, or the surrounding 
conditions, but at the time it was always her best. 
 
The order of her preparation was, first of all, to consider the subject as a whole, and to seek out 
any Bible passages bearing upon it. Then she would jot down, probably in quite an informal way, 
any heads of thought or illumination that occurred to her or which any authority might have 
suggested. When these had been arranged in their proper sequence the details and applications 
could be worked out. Afterwards a brief outline, very neatly written on narrow strips of thin paper, 
was prepared, and this, her mind being charged with the subject, she would refer to when 
speaking. Thus the external structure, if I may so call it, came into shape. But there was an internal 
structure, also wherein every thought was gradually clothed with purpose and emotion and 
compassion — in short, with a part of herself — so that the sermon as a whole was a personal 
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interpretation of the truth as she believed and felt and proved it, and thus was presented to her 
Lord to be used for His glory. 
 
Her inherent sense of responsibility, arising as it did from her own deep spiritual experiences, 
made some who knew her impatient of her demands. She felt so profoundly the importance of 
her messages, as also a measure of divine guidance in declaring them, that she did, no doubt, 
at times appear to be assuming a great place as teacher, and even as judge. But this was not 
because of any assumption of superiority or desire to dictate. It was because, being conscious 
of her power to discern the true and the false and to separate them, she not only loved the true 
with a passionate love, but loved to declare it. She was, no doubt, at times severe. Here is one 
passage, referring to some deplorable means of raising money: 
 

“Never mind righteousness — the Church must be supported, if the money does come 
out of the dried-up vitals of drunkards and harlots; never mind, we must have it. Never 
mind if our songs are mixed with the shrieks of widows and orphans, of the dying and the 
damned! Sing away, sing away, and drown their voices! Never mind; we cannot have it 
looked into, and rooted out, and pulled up. Peace; we must have peace....” 

 
The inner development of her soul went always, I think, in advance of the outer development in 
her vocation. It was because she came to be what she was that she came to do what she did. 
This applies, not only to the later years, manifestly the most fruitful of her life, but it was true all 
the way. Before every step forward in public service, or any definite taking of fresh responsibility, 
or any declaration of the truth as she saw it, there was the renewed inward submission, the closer 
personal approach to Jesus Christ, and the test of faith — naked faith,” as she named it — in her 
God. The consciousness of her own definite call, and the travail through which she passed in first 
coming forward with her message, followed by the turmoil and anxiety associated with leaving 
Methodism, strengthened her for subsequent conflicts. When the question of going out of their 
Church, with its assured position, in order to reach the people outside was exercising the 
Founder and herself, it was her faith that carried her forward, something in her which was really 
part of her inner life going ahead of the new departure, the stepping out on to the waters. The 
difficulty of personal support was urged with great seriousness by their friends upon her husband 
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and herself. Writing to her parents on this in 1861, she points out that none of their objecting 
friends would think it right not to obey the call to go to the people outside if only they had an 
income: 
 

“... Then I ask, does the securing of our bread and cheese make that right which would 
otherwise be wrong when God has promised to feed and clothe us? I think not. I am 
willing to trust Him and to suffer if need be in order to do His will. 
 
“William is afraid — he thinks of me and the children and I appreciate his love and care, 
but I tell him God will provide if he will only go straight on in the path of duty. It is strange 
that I, who always shrank from the sacrifice, should be first in making it. But when I made 
the surrender I did it whole-heartedly, and ever since I have been like another being. Oh, 
pray for us yet more and more.” 
 

A little later she writes to her mother: 
 

"It caused me many a struggle to bring my mind to it, but once having done so I have 
never swerved from what I believe to be the right course, neither dare I. . . . If my dear 
husband can find a sphere where he can preach the Gospel to the masses I shall want no 
further evidence of the will of God concerning him. . . . But I cannot believe that we ought 
to wait till God guarantees us as much salary as we are now receiving."  

 
Looking back now, and reading her early letters and writings, I see how at first, remarkable as 
she was, there was that about her which was untried and crude, perhaps, viewed in the light of 
her own later experiences, even narrow. The standards she set up for herself, and never lowered, 
were the standards to which she felt all must conform or fail. The truth as she saw the truth must 
be received by all or there would be no truth in them. It was splendid, of course, but it made 
hard going for many who longed to follow her as she followed her Lord. 
 
Then I see how, as her own spirit was more and more set to fine issues, as she more and more 
drank in the life and love of Jesus Christ, and more and more realized the awful depths of 
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weakness and selfishness and darkness to which men sink in their sin, there came to fill her heart 
the tender compassions of God. Love, in her own view of life, came to hide many deplorable 
frailties, and, as the Apostle says, to cover a multitude of sins. “Judgment," she would say of 
some of whom we had high hopes and who had failed us, must be not merely according to the 
wrong they did but according to the light they had." 
 
Catherine Booth's was a fighting soul. Perhaps even more definitely than her husband, she 
conceived Christianity as a holy warfare, its forces as an army with banners. Take the hot phrases 
of this letter to one of our friends, T. A. Denny, written at a time when The Army was being 
attacked and its leaders slandered by some leaders of the Churches, who had just held a private 
meeting to consider the subject: 
 

“Things will out, notwithstanding those honourables! I hear they wish their dark sayings 
to be regarded as strictly private. Think of our calling a meeting at Headquarters to 
consider these gentlemen's theology and morality! And after blacking them for two hours 
and a half, sending them word that we loved them as well as ever! Doubtless this is quite 
true, for their love has been of the Sanballat and Tobiah type, and verily theirs shall be 
their portion, so far as our Jerusalem is concerned. (Neh. ii, 20.) Well, we are going on 
with the wall, and our God will prosper us, and you will be our Artaxerxes! We will, by the 
power of God, build up a spiritual and holy Jerusalem, and make it hot work for the 
sneaks. Wait a bit! My beloved has got another revenge ready for the Devil. The more he 
fights us the worse it will be for him. I feel as though I could beg from door to door and 
go without my necessary food to get the money for that the notorious hell trap, the 
Eagle!” 

 
There is the fighting woman! She constantly pointed us to Paul fighting the barren ceremonialism 
of a dead religion, assailed by slander, beaten, stoned, imprisoned, deserted, his beloved work 
all but undone, a violent death ever staring him in the face, yet pressing on, risking all, fighting 
on whether he won or lost. Sometimes when I have listened to her words, alike in the public 
assembly and in conversation, and have felt her power to touch with grace and exactness any 
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note in the gamut of human thought and feeling, I have said, “Surely, the spirit of the Apostle 
himself is again in our midst! ” 
 
Her ardent spirit felt especially the coldness and unfaithfulness of many of the religious people 
of her day. She knew the Churches better than any of us. Her eloquence and refinement made 
her welcome in many circles where her husband would not have been invited. The unreality of 
much of the teaching, the lack of boldness and courage in declaring the truth, the love of the 
world, the shrinking from conflict, the prevalence of false notions, all created in her soul an infinite 
sadness. No doubt she was severe, but I at least know the infinite and gracious tenderness that 
lay behind her severity. 
 

“The more I see of fashionable religion," she says, “the more I despise it; indeed, how 
can fashionable religion be any other than despicable. I was thinking the other day what 
a reproduction of the same classes of character this age presents as were in Jerusalem 
when Jesus lived and died. The Pharisees of that day wanted a Christ! Oh, yes, but He 
must be a reigning Christ. And now there are thousands talking about His second coming 
'who will neither see nor receive Him’ in the person of His humble and persecuted 
followers. Christ manifested in flesh, vulgar flesh, they cannot receive. No: they are 
looking for Him in the clouds! What a sensation there would be if He were to come again 
in a carpenter's coat! How many would recognize Him then, I wonder? I am afraid it would 
be the old story, ‘Crucify Him!’ ‘Away with Him!' 'Whoever denieth that Jesus is come 
(not did come) in the flesh is antichrist.' Oh, for grace always to see Him where He is to 
be seen, for, verily, flesh and blood doth not reveal this unto us! Well, bless the Lord, I 
keep seeing Him risen again in the forms of drunkards and ruffians of all descriptions.” 

 


