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GRAHAM SCROGGIE BEFORE CHARLOTTE CHAPEL

Graham Scroggie was born of Scottish parents at Great Malvern, Worcestershire, on 3rd March 1877. He was called Graham after two maiden ladies, the Misses Graham, who had been supportive of the Scroggie family in difficult times.
 From the excerpts below, it is clear that initially he was called ‘William’ and that the ‘Graham’ came to be used later. His parents' faith made a deep impression on him – see the section ‘Graham Scroggie’s Family’ – but why he became a Baptist is not explained. Twice Charlotte Chapel published his testimony, or at least part of it; there are references to his having spoken similarly on other occasions, which were not noted and printed. The fullest account was on his last time in the pulpit.

When my brother was six, and I was nine, and my sister was ten, we lived in Somerset. I remember a woman coming to see our mother, and after she had gone, mother said to us, "That's another soul saved, children! Heaven is filling up fast. Don't you be left behind!"

In that village, there was a Prayer Meeting for boys, which I used to attend-not because I was particularly fond of a Prayer Meeting, but it gave me a chance to get out for an evening. I don't intend to explain conversion, but one night, while kneeling at a chair in a corner of the room, while we were praying, it happened to me!

Years afterwards, I went back to see the place. I went up to the door of the cottage, and knocked, and said to the woman who opened it, "May I look into that room?" She thought the request rather queer, so I said to her, "It was in that room that I accepted Christ as my Saviour.”

When I grew up, I went to work in an office at King's Cross for 10/​a week. During the dinner-hour I used to entertain the other clerks by reciting to them. There was one poem called "How Bill Adams won the Battle of Waterloo". One of the clerks said that if I would come to a certain Music Hall, I could get 10/- for reciting that story. So I thought, 'Why should I work- a whole week for 10/- if I can get it in ten minutes!' I said l would go! The appointed night arrived, and on my way home from the office, I bought a rose from a girl in the street. I dressed in my best clothes-I remember it was a frock coat, and I had spats too!  Going downstairs, thus attired, I met mother coming upstairs. "Oh, Willie," she exclaimed, "how nice you look!" Those words pierced my heart. I said to myself, "If my dear mother only knew where I was going! "I left the house, but, instead of going to the station for the train I took a seat in the park, and saw train after train leave for the town. I never got to the Music Hall that night, and I've never been in one since! How different my life-story might have been!

Some time after this, my father said, "I think it is time you started to preach." He advised me to apply to Spurgeon's College. I did, but more for a joke than anything else. How relieved I was when I received word that there was no vacancy! But a few weeks later papers and forms were sent to me from the College. Someone had dropped out! So I went to study.

My first charge was in East London with a salary of £100 per annum. I made the discovery that the leader of the Young Men's Bible Class had a smattering of modernism. I objected to his being allowed to teach, but the Deacons took the young man's part. I said it was a matter for the church to decide. It was put to the church, and the church turned me out! I had taken a house on a three years' lease, and we had little money, but we had a wonderful three months. We did not want for anything.

Soon after I was invited to preach at a Church in Yorkshire. They gave me a call and I spent three years in that church, Then they invited a Star Pierrot Troupe to fool about. I said, "If they come here, I go!  Once more the matter was put to the church.  They wanted the Pierrots, and I was out again!

When the Pierrot Troupe heard what had happened, they refused to come, so the church lost us both!

I went to the office of the local newspaper to submit a report of the matter. The Editor was anxious to interview me. He said to me, "And what are you going to do now?" "Trust God," I answered. He was sitting in one of those dangerous-looking swivel chairs, and at my answer, he whirled round suddenly, exclaiming, "Isn't that rather a risky business?"

I was out for two years that time, but I devoted those years to Bible Study and laid the foundation of all future Bible work.

Only once during those years was there no food when we laid the table for dinner. So the three of us knelt at the big arm-chair and told God about it. Not long after there was a ring at the bell, and when my wife opened the door, a basket was handed in. When we uncovered it, there was a boiled chicken covered with sauce, and surrounded with sausages.

My little son danced round the table with great glee and then he disappeared. I could hear his voice, so went to see to whom he was speaking, and this is what I heard, "O Lord, thank you for the chicken, but I wish it hadn't sauce, I don't like sauce, but thank you specially for the sausages".

At the end of the two years, I received a call to Bethesda Free Church, Sunderland, where I spent ten happy years. I came to preach in Charlotte Chapel, and was asked if I would consider a call, but I didn't feel like coming here!

Then two C.C. elders came to hear me preach in my own pulpit. To them it seemed rather significant that the text for the evening service was, "Art Thou He that should come, or look we for another?" But, after all I did accept a call to Charlotte Chapel, and spent seventeen happy years here. They were the best years of my life! It is wonderful to be back in this pulpit.

My testimony is that God does supply our temporal as well as our spiritual need. I am reminded of the words of an aged Christian who was asked to recant his faith in Christ, "For long, long years I have trusted Him, and He has never done me any harm, only good. I am not going to deny Him now".
Earlier, on his semi-jubilee in the ministry, celebrated on Monday 3 April 1922, Graham Scroggie gave the following description of his call to the ministry:

I really came into the ministry accidentally. I had an ambition to be an actor, and much of my time was occupied in memorising -and reciting, and acting when I could safely do that, and one evening at home I entertained the family. The occasion, if I remember, was imitating well-known people, and afterwards asking whether they knew who they were, and that was interwoven with recitations grave and gay.

I was once offered half a guinea at a Music Hall, if I would recite, 'How Bill Adams Won the Battle of Waterloo.' I accepted the invitation and I went home from business, for I was in an office in King's Cross as a clerk, and licked myself into, shape for the occasion. I had not said anything to my parents. As I was coming down stairs, my mother was coming up, and she looked at me, and with face all aglow, she said, 'Oh, Willie, how nice you do look.' It went right to my heart like an arrow. 'Yes, dear soul,' I thought, 'if you knew where I was going, you would not look like that. 

I left the house and went into the park near by and wandered -about till eleven o'clock. I did not go to the Music Hill, and I believe my mother's smile that day gave direction to my life. If I had once gone, I might have gone again, and it would have been a bad beginning. These are the providences which we recognise too little, but which have put some of us under eternal obligation. At the close of our entertainment at home, I remember my father saying, 'You should go into the ministry. Why don't you apply to Spurgeon's?' I am half ashamed to say it tonight, and yet it was quite natural under the circumstances, I said to myself - ‘For a joke, I will' - and I wrote to Spurgeon and asked him if he would take me as a student. I got word in reply that there was no vacancy just then, and would not be, perhaps, for two years. That did not disappoint me, for I was not exercised in my mind about becoming a minister. Two months later I got another letter saying a vacancy had occurred, and accordingly I went. It was late on Saturday night when I arrived, and when Mr. Spurgeon was told I was there, he came to the door and rebuked me for coming on a Saturday night, and then he said, 'You want to get into the College, don't you? Have you got the gift of the gab?' I replied that was for him to judge, then he said he would write me, and the letter bade me go to College. I went, and this is the outcome of it.

Strange providence, where one's frivolity had hanging on it the most serious issues of one's life. It has made one more sympathetic and has helped one to refrain too early from judging. These have been years of growing delight, but I feel that the last five and a half years have been the best of all.

I had no intention of leaving Sunderland, but I feel it home now in this city, and it spoils one for living anywhere else.

Mr. Main has said that the responsibilities of a minister's wife are many, and that she has a large share in his making. Of that I am profoundly conscious, and take this opportunity to say that but for the loving help and rich sympathy of my wife during twenty-two years, it had not been possible for me to do the work which lies behind me. I rejoice this evening in the recognition you have given her.

After some time in business, Graham Scroggie began training, in his twentieth year, at the Pastors’ College (now Spurgeon's College), London, from 1896 to 1899 (aged 19 to 22). He was welcomed by Charles Haddon Spurgeon himself. His years there had a creative and inspiring influence on him, although he did not come as a ‘raw beginner’. His first ‘trial’ sermon, preached at the age of nineteen, and shows a remarkable grasp of Scripture and maturity of thought, presumably the product of years of parental influence.
 He spoke of his two years at the Pastors' College as having had a 'creative and inspiring influence' on him, although he was critical of some omissions from his training, especially in the area of spirituality.

His first pastorate was at the High Street Baptist Church, Leytonstone Road, London from 1899 to 1902 (sometimes ‘Leightonstone’). While there, he married Florence Harriett Hudson, from Blacksheath, in 1900. She was from Kent and had set her heart on overseas missionary service, but was not allowed to go because of ill-health.

He resigned prematurely after two years because of his opposition to theological liberalism (for details, see his testimony above) and moved to Trinity Road Baptist Church in Halifax, Yorkshire. His three years there (1902-5) were equally unhappy, and he left because they did not support his strong conviction about what he described as a 'questionable form of entertainment' in the church, that is ‘worldliness in the church’ (for details, see his testimony above).

Graham Scroggie described this period as one of inner conflict. He realised that there was no power in his life and that he had no message for his people. He described himself at that time as ‘a middleman between his books and his people but not of the Book. ... I was spiritually bankrupt, and I well might became a spiritual casualty’.
 He had ‘been brought into touch with the great Keswick movement in 1900’ and it profoundly influenced the rest of his life.
 For two years, while out of pastorate, he discovered the difference between Christ as Saviour and Christ as Lord. He became a man of one book, the Bible, spending eight hours a day in Bible study. He did not despise other books, and had a well stocked library. He kept himself abreast of current theological thought, but the Bible had priority and was the passion of his life and ministry. A handwritten note in the Chapel archives, reads, ‘NB 2 yrs “Wilderness” which brought him into great blessing. Gave himself to study of English Bible.’
 It led to a new experience in which, as he was to put it later, the Bible and Christ came alive to him. It was a time of great financial hardship, but Scroggie said from the pulpit in Charlotte Chapel, during his last visit, that without that time away from a pastorate (1905-7), he would never have been able to the study the Word as he did.

His nine years at Sunderland (1907-16) are described in their Ter-Jubilee book, Focus on Bethesda, pages 51 to 56. The office-bearers, having sent deputations to Leytonstone and to Halifax, to find out the reasons for Graham Scroggie's resignations from these two churches, and being satisfied that his resignations were justified, recommended to a church meeting on 6th March 1906 that he should be invited to the pastorate. 69.2 percent of the members voted in favour, but the trust deed required 75 percent. Six months later, on 26th September, another church meeting was held but this time he got only 66.2 percent of the vote. Six months later, many were still convinced that he was God's man for Bethesda, so another meeting was called for 13th March 1907 and his name was again put forward. This time he got 75.6 percent but the office-bearers, to make sure, called for a second vote and this time 81.2 percent were in favour. The author of the Bethesda history commented, ‘Many must have looked back in later years and seen the funny side of the whole situation that Bethesda twice turned down the man who was destined to become one of the greatest Bible teachers of the twentieth century.’

Graham Scroggie commenced his ministry at Bethesda on Sunday 28th April 1907. From the beginning, it was a successful ministry, bringing ‘a growing sympathy with all; a note of seriousness in respect of the work of God and; and, above all, an insistence upon prayer as a power in life, and in doing of the will of God as the supreme thing on earth for man’. Specific features with the establishment of a Bible School, a magazine known as the Bethesda Record, an emphasis on foreign mission work and on mission at home. 

In 1913 or 1914 he visited Palestine and Egypt, and gave lectures about it, entitled, ‘My journey through the Near East on the Eve of War’, illustrated by 250 of his own slides:

1. London to Baalbek (50 slides)

2. Baalbek to Cana of Galilee (46 slides)

3. Cana to Jericho (51 slides)

4. Jerusalem and around (51 slides)

5. Bethlehem, Joppa, Egypt (63 slides).

The people in Sunderland recognised that ‘Sooner or later Mr Scroggie's pastorate at Bethesda was going to end’, but it was still ‘a bombshell when he intimated to the church on 2nd July (1916) that he had accepted the call’ to Charlotte Chapel.

When he acquired a Scots accent is not clear, perhaps it from his Scots mother or perhaps it was developed during his time in Edinburgh, but one report from New Zealand during his itinerant years, reprinted in the Chapel Record without dissent, described him as ‘Scotch of the Scotch. His accent tells the story.’

�  Mrs. J. J. Scroggie, The story of a life in the love of God / incidents collected from the diaries of Mrs. James J. Scroggie and edited by her son W. Graham Scroggie, London, 1924, reissued in 1939, 1948, 1957. The copy in the Chapel archives is the 1924 edition, and the reference at p. 96 of it. It was also serialised in the Chapel Record in 1932 (starting in October) and 1933.


� What follows is a précis of what Graham Scroggie said during the evening service in Charlotte Chapel on July 26th 1953, as printed in the Record, 1953, pp. 135-6.


� Record, 1922, pp. 37-8. One has to reconcile, ‘I really came into the ministry accidentally’, with the statement in the Biographical Dictionary of Evangelicals, ‘At an early age Scroggie felt an urge to become a preacher.’ Timothy Larsen (ed.), Biographical Dictionary of Evangelicals, Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, England, 2003, p. 593.


� Reprinted in the Chapel Record, 1931, pp. 35-7, 45, 51-2..


� Record, 1951, p. 156.


� Horace Thomson, the Chapel caretaker, recollected Scroggie giving his testimony during a return visit to the Chapel and saying that the church (Thomson thought it was the first, but the second fits better with what we know) wanted improved accommodation and proposed to raise funds for it by whist drives. Scroggie said that if they had whist drives they would not have a minister, and the church chose the whist drives.


� An address to ministers at New College, Edinburgh, in 1922, in which he told about his inner struggle, quoted in Turnbull, Treasury, p. 10.


� Record, 1933, p. 171, during his farewell message to Edinburgh.


�  I. M. Randall, ‘Capturing Keswick - Baptists and the changing spirituality of the Keswick Convention in the 1920s’, The Baptist Quarterly 1955-6, p 342, and again in his contribution to the Biographical Dictionary of Evangelicals, seems to date this period of brokenness and restoration immediately after the premature end of his ministry at the Leytonstone Road Baptist Church, but his first two pastorates were 1899-1902 and 1902-5, followed by two years out of pastorate until Bethesda from 1907-1916, so the wilderness years seem to fit better after at the end of his pastorate in Halifax.


�  Marcus used to tell the story of one occasion when there was no food in the house when the family would normally have sat down for their meal. Graham Scroggie insisted that they pulled their chairs up to the table, and he began to say the Grace, ‘for what we are about to receive …’ Before he had finished there was a knock at the door and a friend stood their with a gift of food. This was, of course, typical of the lifestyle described in his mother’s diary, during his own early years.





� Ted Ritchie, Focus on Bethesda - Bethesda Free Church, Sunderland, 1845 - 1995, Doncaster, 1995, pp. 51-2.


� Charlotte Chapel Record, 1918, p. 20.


� Focus on Bethesda, p.56.


� Record, 1934, p. 37.





