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SPIRITUAL VITALITY: WESLEYAN CONVERSION AND 
TRACTARIAN CHURCH THEORY IN ROBERT AITKEN 

JOHN N. BRITTAIN 

Remembered variously as one "known throughout England as a 
preacher of almost unrivalled fervor" 1 whose goals in life were simply "to 
turn sinners to God, to make God's people one, and to cause those who 
have been called to any office in Christ's Church to realize their high 
vocation, "2 and one whose fine presence and commanding voice "concealed 
a rashness of judgment, "3 "an earnest but erratic teacher ,',4 Robert Aitken 
was no stranger to controversy. Much of the debate during his lifetime 
focused not so much on the correctness of his beliefs as the way in which 
he merged, both in his life and writings, aspects of Christian doctrine and 
practice which were assumed to be incompatable. It seemed inconceivable 
to many later commentators as well as his contemporaries that the same 
person who would lead a "solemn and impressive" celebration of Holy 
Communion in his parish church would also urge a candidate for holy 
orders to accept Jesus Christ as "My Savior" and seek a kind of Wesleyan 
"assurance. "5 It was only natural for A. J. Mason to dismiss Aitken's 
message as being "more a speaking with tongues than prophecy. "6 The 
reasons for Aitken's eclecticism are found in an examination of his life 
and his brief theological work, Spiritual Vitality, which appeared in 1852, 
the same year he was the object of an anonymous polemic, Methodist 
Catholicism. 

Aitken was born January 22, 1800 at Railing in Roxboroughshire 
where his father, also Robert, spent his life as master of the established 
school. An uncle, the Reverend David Aitken, was a Presbyterian minister, 
but during his school years Robert developed such an antipathy for 
Calvinism that he \lias never inclined to follow his uncle's path. After com
pleting university he joined his older brother, Mark, in running a successful 
private school at Whitburn and in 1823 was ordained into the Church of 
England as curate of Whit burn. When his brother accepted a pastoral call 
in Scotland, Aitken took over the flourishing school. His wife was sickly, 
however, and it was thought that a move to a milder climate was needed 

1 John Foster Kirk, Supplement to Allibone's Critical Dictionary of English Literature and 
British and American Authors, Vol I, (Detroit: The Gale Research Co., 1965), 19. 
2Rev. Charles Bodington, Devotional Life in the Nineteenth Century, (London: Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1905), 112. 
3Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (eds.), Dictionary of National Biography, (London: Smith, 
Elder, & Co., 1908), 206. 
4Bodington, op. cit., 83. 
5 Ibid., 84, 87. 
6Dieter Voll, Catholic Evangelicalism, (London: The Faith Press, 1963), 44. 
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to maintain her health. Moving to the Isle of Man, Aitken was licensed 
as curate of St. George's Church with Sunday duties, but, in fact, lived 
the life of a gentlman-farmer, a role he accepted with enthusiasm. It was 
during this time that he first began to make his mark as an eloquent 
preacher and was in great demand in the churches of the island. But as 
his popularity grew he became dissatisfied with his own spiritual condi
tion and was bothered by the recurring thought that he had been sent into 
the world for more than "the draining of a bog." 

It was at the age of 28 while writing on the atonement that Robert 
Aitken had a dramatic personal conversion experience. As he pondered 
the role played by Christ's human nature in the atoning sacrifice he heard 
a distinct inner voice say, "You are making a Gospel for God, instead 
of believing God's Gospel." Following a sixteen day period of soul
searching and prayer, he came to a sense of personal joy and assurance.' 
He began open-air preaching and was later described, in words that can
not help but remind one of John Wesley, "like a firebrand in the island." 
Not surprisingly, his enthusiastic preaching was welcomed in only a limited 
number of state churches, just two on the Isle of Man. He drew criticism 
from his Bishop for, "Preaching like a Methodist," and indeed the 
W esleyans were not slow to notice his revivalistic gifts and he was soon 
preaching in their societies in the larger towns of England and Scotland. 
His notoriety was sufficient by 1832 for an Arminian Aitken sermon to 
be both refuted in a pamphlet by Dr. J. Curran and defended by Thomas 
Stephenson in Calumny Refuted: or the Rev. Mr. Aitken's Sermon Vin
dicated from the Aspersions Cast Upon it by Dr. Curran. Stephenson refer
red to Aitken as "that pious, ardent, and successful preacher,"8 as the 
coming of the term "Aitkenite" would suggest. 

According to one contemporary while his itineration met with great 
success Aitken was increasingly bothered by the lack of follow-up for those 
who were converted under his preaching. In 1836 he located in London · 
and served two chapels during the next four years. "They were perhaps 
the greatest harvest years of his life," our anonymous source speculated. 
"It was one continual mission: night by night the anxious might be 
numbered by scores, and on Sundays by hundreds. They came from all 
parts of London, and belonged to all classes of society and to every 
ecclesiastical name. "9 

Even though he had been exercising his clear gift for evangelism in 
the only pulpits open to him, Aitken began to feel that he was participating 

7Charlotte E. Woods, Memoirs and Letters of Canon Hay Aitken with an Introductory 
Memoir of his Father the Rev. Robert Aitken of Pendeen, (London: Theo. W. Daniel Co., 
1928), 21. 
8Thomas Stephenson, Calumny Refuted: or the Rev. Mr. Aitken's Sermon Vindicated, 1832, 
3. 
~ oods, Op. cit. 22. 
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in the sin of schism. In a private letter he confided, 

After a trial of nearly eight years, I dare not voluntarily occupy my present position 
any longer. I shall do my utmost to return to the Church, and if I fail, I shall at 
least have the satisfaction of knowing that I have done my utmost to retrace steps 
which I have had many reasons to convince me I ought never to have taken. 10 

These dramatic words are not to be taken too seriously, however, for as 
his later career and writings show, he continued to hold conversion and 
conversion work (evangelization) in the highest regard and to emphasize 
them as he came under the influence of the Oxford Movement. Far from 
turning his back on his decade of evangelistic work with the Methodists, 
he took the Wesleyan message back to the pulpit of the Church of England. 
He later came to be referred to by the oxymoron "High Church 
Evangelical" as he hoped to bring the various factions of the Church of 
England and Free Church bodies into unity. 

In 1840 Aitken returned to the active ministry of the Church of 
England avoiding the normal three year ban of silence for one who had 
operated outside its normal channels. He served in Liverpool and Leeds, 
now trying to move his congregations beyond the elementary message of 
conversion toward sanctification and regeneration. "The basic error of my 
religious life [had been]," he would later reflect, 

"A continual laying again of the foundation that Jesus died for our sins .... Yet 
it is spiritual death to the soul to find its rest there. 0 that men would learn the truth 
that if we are reconciled unto God by the death .of His Son, how much more shall 
we be saved by His Life! How needful is it to apprehend Christ dying for us, but 
how precious, how glorious is it to have Christ living in us."11 

It was not easy to move his hearers onto this fuller exposition of Chris
tian living and church doctrine influenced by the Oxford Movement. 
His son, Canon Hay Aitken, later recalled that his father's ministry 
at Leeds did not enjoy the unqualified success of his earlier evangelistic 
efforts and that he was no doubt aware that it was the influence of 
the Tractarians which was responsible for the diminished popular 
appeal. 12 

It was during the last 29 years of his life that he worked out his own 
combination of conversion work and church teaching during his long 
incumbancy at Pendeen, Cornwall. Shortly after his arrival there a revival 
broke out even before ground had been broken for a permanent church. 
structure; that cruciform church, of Aitken's own design, would eventually 
be built by local laborers on the model of the ancient Iona cathedral. What 
would have appeared to many to be this incongruous combination of 

10/bid., 25. 
11 Ibid., 41. 
12/bid., 49. 
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Wesleyan and high church practices continued at Pendeen as an excerpt 
from one of Aitken's letters of a decade later reveals: 

One old and rich Methodist having signified his intention to come to the Puseyite 
church to hear for himself, his son, who had been impressed, said to his father, 'Mr. 
Aitken preaches in a surplice' (the old gentleman made a great noise about the surplice 
question). 'I don't care,' he replied, 'if he preaches in a sack, I'll go and hear him 
- souls are saved, that's clear. '13 

And high church surplice or not, a year later he wrote, 

We are in a state of wild religious excitement. . . . In short we had a downright Cornish 
revival at old Pendeen. Penitents are praying and rejoicing all around me in the different 
rooms. My voice is quite gone, and I have been praying with penitents almost since 
I returned. I mean, night and day we have work. 14 

By 1852 Aitken felt the need to address his theological rationale to 
his fellow clergy. His arguments in Spiritual Vitality may be summarized 
under four headings, two negative and two positive: conversion and con
version work are not necessarily the enemies of a developed ecclesiology; 
liturgical renewal in the church provides a preparation for a revival of 
true religion but is not itself that revival; salvation is an individual, discer
nable experience and state; and the work of the evangelist and the work 
of the church are different and complimentary. 

His conviction that conversion and conversion work should not be 
enemies of church theory stemmed, as we have seen, from his personal 
experience. The only autobiographic passage in this pamphlet indicates, 

At the period of my ordination, church principles were represented by the orthodox 
clergy, and I am bound to say that they were neither prominently set forth nor invitingly 
commended to the thoughtful and religiously disposed. When, through God's mercy, 
I became the subject of converting grace, salvation was everything to me, and know
ing little either of the church or of church principles, the one and only question was, 
how can I best promote the conversion of sinners. Like others ... I went out into 
the highways and hedges calling sinners to repentance, and for more than ten years, · 
I believe I may say, my every energy of soul, mind and body, was directed to conver
sion work. But while many thousands were awakened and brought to God, I was 
continually distressed by the conviction that those who were converted needed a home 
and a discipline which I could not provide for them, and a nurture and a teaching 
which I could not give them. 15 

It was at this theological juncture that Aitken returned in earnest to 
the ministry of the Church of England. He now felt that the evangelical 
ideal of a pure and holy church made up only of converted and devout 
members was unrealistic and that the more fitting biblical metaphor was 
that of the net full of good and bad fish or the field growing both wheat 

13/bid., 69. 
14/bid., 68. 
15Robert Aitken, Spiritual Vitality: An Address to the Clergy in Two Parts, (London: John 
H. Parker, 1852), 6-7. 
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and tares. It is in the church that those imperfect members are nurtured 
beyond the first stage of conversion. As we have noted, this return from 
chapel to church was no happy ending. As he wrote Spiritual Vitality 
Aitken found, 

I have no appointed sphere for the exercise of my calling, that my usefulness as an 
evangelist has been distressingly curtailed, and that I am growing old and going out 
of the world without accomplishing my mission in it- [but] I have ever had this one 
satisfaction, that God has constituted me a witness to the necessity of using every 
effort to revive His work within the church, and to the futility of attempting to make 
a substitute for the church of God. 16 

Here is found the impetus for the rest of this brief work as well as his 
longer The Prayer Book Unveiled in the Light of Christ (1867): conver
sion and church theory had become captive to parties at war with one 
another rather than facets of the larger whole. While Aitken seemed able 
to embody both the evangelizing fervor of the Methodists and the 
systematic teachings of the Tractarians he found most followers of both 
camps unable or unwilling to see the merits of the other. One cannot escape 
the pathos of the telling phrase, "My usefulness as an evangelist has been 
distressingly curtailed.'' 

While the Oxford Movement was not as preoccupied with innova
tion in worship as is often imagined, it did emphasize the centrality of 
the sacraments to worship. While some high churchmen regarded these 
reforms as evidence of a revival of religion, Aitken contended that while 
such liturgical renewal provided the opportunity for a deeper and broader 
religious revival than could have been possible before the Tractarians, these 
revisions were not themselves such a revival. 

As a self-described "churchman and a catholic"17 Aitken had come 
to appreciate the richness of tradition and the opportunities for spiritual 
growth that sacramental worship provided. The use of a wide variety of 
resources for worship and devotion was not, of course, strictly high church: 
the Methodists had their own. During his years with the Wesleyans, nearly 
two decades earlier, Aitken had urged the Methodist preachers to "make 
use of every means within [your] reach, which the religion of Jesus Christ 
sanctions, to bring about a better order ofthings."18 Those means included 
"our class meetings, our band meetings, our prayer meetings, our peni
tent meetings, our lovefeasts, our fastdays, our watchnights, our 
sacraments, and our public ordinances,"19 a list different from, but.hardly 
more extensive or diverse than, that suggested by followers of the Oxford 
reformers. Aitken's concern for the Wesleyans and Tractarians alike was 

16/bid., 7. 
11/bid., 5. 
18Robert Aitken, An Address to the Preachers, Office-Bearers, and Members of the Wesleyan 
Methodist Societies, (London: Hamilton, Adams, & Co., 1835), 7. 
19/bid., 23-24. 
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not just that these means of grace fall into disuse, but that they be 
substituted for personal religious commitment, not unlike John Wesley's 
familiar fear the Methodism might degenerate into a group with the out
ward appearance of religion without the inner commitment. "The truth 
is, a restoration to spiritual vitality must precede any righteous or available 
using of the means of grace."20 

He was concerned about misapplication of Tractarian principles for 
two reasons, one theological and one experiential. In the process of reviving 
the doctrine of sacramental grace great emphasis had been placed, he felt, 
on the covenant which is established at baptism and nurtured in the 
eucharist. At the same time the spiritual conditon of individual members 
was being slighted and the capability of the church to act as nurturing 
"spiritual mother" for her unfaithful members overestimated resulting in 
a false sense of covenant. The fallacy of this false sense of security was 
clear to Aitken: "It is admitted on all hands that few, if any, of our bap
tized children retain baptismal grace. "21 A proper theology of baptism 
and an appreciation of the conditional covenant into which the baptized 
infant entered did not preclude the necessity for baptized persons later 
to be converted and the objects of religious training after their conversion. 

His concern was heightened by his understanding of the difference 
in the working of the Holy Spirit upon the soul of an unconverted 
individual and within the soul of the Christian. In the latter case it leads 
the converted person into deeper commitment to God and growth into 
the likeness of Christ. For the unconverted the work is very different, pro
ducing thoughtfulness, religious feeling and conviction of sin as a way 
of drawing the soul to Christ. One result of these actions of the Spirit 
is a "consciousness of religious tendencies and good desires." The hazard 
Aitken perceived was that the unconverted person mistake these general 
religious feelings for a state of salvation and misapprehend high church 
teachings on sacramental worship to mean that "frequent communion, 
attendance upon ordinances, stated seasons of private prayer, and a con
sistent walk and conversation" were all that was needed to restore the soul 
to a state of salvation. "The most fatal deception is often deepened by 
the fact that the unconverted soul is frequently the subject of much Divine 
illumination. "22 

This confusion of a state of salvation with general religious uplift 
is all the most problematic because of Aitken's understanding that salva
tion is a discernable experience and state. "There is, indeed, nothing of 
which we can have greater certainty than the fact that we are in the state 
of salvation, when happily such blessedness is really ours. 23 Because 

20 Aitken, Spiritual Vitality, op. cit., 10. 
21/bid., 11. 
22/bid., 12-13. 
23/bid., 15. 
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salvation is an individual experience it is not surprising that those who 
like Aitken affirmed that they had experienced salvation were often believed 
to be suffering from delusions or accused as hypocrites. Aitken contended, 
however, that there exist both direct internal and inferential external 
evidences of salvation. Because the internal evidences are experiential, it 
is impossible to communicate them to the unconverted person. The in
ferential evidences, however, are discernable as they effect behavior, and 
"by their fruits" the converted person testifies to the reality of the . 
expenence. 

Having laid out his theological understanding of the action of the 
Holy Spirit as well as the discemable nature of the state of salvation, Aitken 
returned to his initial argument, that "conversion and conversion work 
are not enemies of church" theory, but now from a more theological and 
less personal perspective. The work of the evangelist and the work of the 
church, while different, he argued, are complimentary. Preaching is the 
particular tool of the evangelist whose arena is primarily outside the regular 
worship of the established church. Because the evangelist addresses dead 
souls, "ready to perish," his topics are of necessity limited: "death, judg
ment, heaven, hell, the danger and madness of delay, the present will
ingness of Christ to save, and the reality and glory of salvation ... "24 The 
work of the church is quite different: to foster and deepen the work of 
the spirit within believers to equip them for the work fo the faith. 

The problem of unconverted persons misunderstanding and abusing 
the worship of the church having already been discussed, Aitken address
ed the equal but opposite danger: that of converted individuals who did 
not come under the nurture and influence of the church. On the one hand 
without guidance those who are moved to a sense of guilt may simply 
return to their old life pattern: "Thousands lose the benefit of their awaken
ing, for want of following up the work which has been begun."25 On the 
other hand, those who have been stirred by evangelical preaching may 
mistake the emotional experience of repentance for the whole of the Chris
tian life. "For although many of the evangelical clergy are converted men, 
and they have been the means of awakening and leading to God many 
members of their respective flocks, still their calvinistic views have led them 
to regard the cases of individual conversion under their ministry as special 
acts of God, "26 rather than as the beginning of a life of growth in grace. 
The unhealthy and competitive separation of these two distinct ministries, 

' 
that of the evangelist and that of the church, was leading to the co-eXIstence 
of two truncated bodies rather than the one body of Christ. 

The tragic consequences of this separation were spelled out by Aitken 
in more detail in his later The Prayer Book Unveiled in the Light of Christ. 

2A Ibid., 24. 
25 Ibid., 25. 
26Ibid., 31. 
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There he argued that salvation from the wrath of God was being mistaken 
for the "prize of the high calling of God in Christ 1 esus" rather than the 
first step in the pilgrimage leading to union with Christ. An unhealthy 
emphasis on salvation without regeneration, the work of the evangelist 
without the work of the church, resulted in an inherently selfish religion 
in which personal salvation from sin became the sole object of faith with 
no place for further growth or service through "the formation of Christ 
in us."27 "Evangelical Truth is purely remedial, it is a revelation of grace, 
to be accepted by faith: Christianity on the other hand is in its nature pro
gressive, and has to do with these good works which spring from 
faithfulness to grace. 28 

Aitken specifically decried the development of an evangelicalism which 
reproduced the error into which he felt he personally had fallen during 
his years with the W esleyans: the repeated proclamation of the necessity 
of salvation to the exclusion of the message of Christian maturity: 

For that kind of preaching of the Gospel, as it is called, which is done in too many 
churches and chapels, may give the hearers Evangelical views and religio-intellectual 
entertainment, but it is not calculated to awaken sinners and to lead them to Christ. 
Such preaching most certainly does harm instead of good to believers, by inducing 
them to imagine that they have little more to do than to listen to the Gospel, or the 
proclamation of salavation through faith in Christ, which they have already believed. 29 

Far from feeling any sense of incompleteness, those who had adopted this 
stance gloried, or so Aitken felt, in their separate status, finding it "so 
congenial to our natural spirit that there is a glorying in its very bitterness; 
and its antichristian words, principles, and actions have many to applaud 
them."30 

It is unfair, although understandable, that the Dictionary of National 
Biography should characterize Aitken as theologically schizophrenic, one 
whose "religious creed was taken partly from the teachings of the Methodist 
Church, and partly from the views of the Tractarians: he wished the one 
class to undergo the process of "conversion," the other to be imbued with 
sacramental beliefs."31 While his own theology did in fact develop in stages 
that drew first from the Wesleyans and then the Tractarians, in time it 
grew so broad that rather than picking and choosing from each, it 
embraced both. 

Aitken called for a faith that was vital, living from beginning to end: 
one that began with a discernable conversion experience, and continued 

27Robert Aitken, The Prayer Book Unveiled in the Light of Christ; or Unity Without Liturgical 
Revision, (London: William Macintosh, 1867), 225. 
28/bid., 259. 
29 Ibid., 261. 
30/bid., 366. 
31Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (eds.), Dictionary of National Biography, (London: Smith, 
Elder, & Co., 1908), 31. 

.~ ' 

~ . 

i 

i 

: 
~ .. 



Spiritual Vitality 163 

through regeneration toward a life-transforming union with God through 
the indwelling and life-changing presence of Jesus Christ in the believer. 
He believed in the church as the nurturing body of Christ through which 
the believer could be drawn into union with Christ, but could not accept 
the high church notion that the church could mother "unconscious" 
believers. 

At the beginning of this century The Reverend Charles Bodington, 
a self-proclaimed Calvinist and no admirer of Aitken or any other Armi
nian, recognized nonetheless that, 

[Aitken] labored to bring men of widely differing schools of thought together, and 
to some extent succeeded in doing so. The Church Parochial Mission Society came 
into existence as the "Aitken Memorial Mission Fund," ... a living witness to his 
piety, to his power as an Evangelist, to his sincere desire to unite Churchmen of all 
schools in the great work of winning souls to Christ, and of building them up in the 
one Body, of which our Divine Redeemer is the Living Head. 32 
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