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VISITORS – ‘RAVEN’ IN THE SCOTSMAN, 3 JUNE 1961

[This unsolicited article must refer to Rev. George B. Duncan at a Thursday Bible School.]

To the uninitiated, the small church which huddles in the obscurity of Rose Street in Edinburgh has little of interest about it. But those who have once visited Charlotte Chapel have a very different tale to tell.

It occupies a site near the famous square whose name it bears, and it is so called for topographical reasons. There is no "Charlotte" in the Baptist hagiology. Its situation is more con​venient than impressive or salubrious – Rose Street is famed for features quite other than chapels.

As one enters the building one dis​covers that the place of worship is (perhaps uniquely in Edinburgh) an `upper room – a piece of symbolism, intentional or accidental, which one is likely, on reflection, to recall

But an inspection of the chapel itself shows that outward and visible signs have little place in the order of things. It is strictly utilitarian, though not uncomely – built to accom​modate perhaps 1000 people in as little discomfort as straight, up-and-down wooden pews, with the palliative of a piece of felt, will allow. The virtue of an upright posture becomes a necessity.

The pulpit, which occupies one end of the rectangular building, is the dominant feature, as one might expect in a church where the overmastering emphasis is on the preaching of the Word.

The service which I attended took place on a week-day afternoon, and when I arrived shortly before it began the chapel was well filled. The atmo​sphere was alive and expectant. It had neither the susurrus of a prosperous Presbyterian Sunday morn​ing nor the more reverent quiescence of its Episcopalian counterpart, but the impression of vitality was inescap​able.

A moment or two later the organist entered and with his voluntary struck the first jarring note. I speak here in paradox, for his fault was not the discord but the mellifluousness of his music. It took me more than a moment or two to decandy from the honeyed flow of harmonies the crystal melody of a devotional chorus that I had learned as a boy nearly 40 years ago.

Crooners' technique

I noticed this feature again when a male voice choir sang. Their dedica​tion was moving – they scarcely needed to glance at words or music. Their technique and discipline were superb – ​they sang as guardsmen march. But the total effect was to set one's mind guessing as to why the words and music which obviously drew strength from the ingenuous tradition of the Negro spiritual should be overlaid by a technique deriving from the crooners of the present day.

General Booth once justified the jolly music of his brass bands by arguing that the Devil shouldn’t have all the best tunes. One is tempted to affirm with equal conviction that God shouldn’t have all the worst harmonies.

But if there was this to blame, there was much in the singing to praise. "Sacred Songs and Solos" may not be everyone’s choice in devotional hymn​ology but it has a very respectable evangelical ancestry. As sung in Charlotte Chapel these hymns have a robust vigour and an enlivening vitality which are exhilarating in their thrust and power.

For wholehearted, joyous exuberance the congregational singing can hardly be excelled in Edinburgh. To no one can the inspiration of such a living audience be more warming than the preacher whose giving must depend in some measure on what he receives.

On this occasion he was a dis​tinguished Presbyterian who had at one time been an Episcopalian. I felt that the congregation would have been will​ing to concede that he was good enough to be a Baptist, but that in any case the distinction was of no importance.

Evangelicals as a whole are singu​larly unconcerned with the ecumenical movement as such. They practise unity with fellow Christians of different denominations without bothering to preach about it, regarding it as the obvious corollary of devotion to the same Lord.

Here sectarianism had no place. The preacher’s task was the exposition of the Word and to this he addressed him​self with penetration and insight – as well he might. This was an audience, intimate with Scripture, educated in things of the Spirit and urgent for thoughtful teaching. They would not put up with pious platitudes or glib moralisings. But they responded with rapt attention to one who mined deeply in his text and rightly divided the word of truth.

A visit to Charlotte Chapel is an experience rich in variety and interest. You may find things to criticise and things which you dislike – Baptists have frailties and prejudices like other people. What you will certainly dis​cover is enthusiasm and vitality. And you may find, too, as you ponder upon what you have seen and heard that the things for which Charlotte Chapel stands pass judgment on you. –  RAVEN.

