
A CASE OF THOROUGHPREPARATION: D.S.Cairns,C.ommission IV and .the missionarieslBeturnEt.

One of the many areas in which Edinburgh 1910,its reports and documentation can still

make an important contribution to the reflection of the world' church is on issues of

inter-faith and inter-religious relationshipso As early as 1908, Joe (J.H.) 61dham made

the wise choice of putting the section on 'The missionary message and its relation to
v

non~istian religions' in the hands of D.S.Cairns, by then professor of dogmati~ and

apologetic theology a1; the UBi ted Free Church C.ollege (l.ihrist' s College) in Aberdeen,

a post to which he had been appointed in 1907. In the words of Eric Sharpe,Cairns wsa

a 'fine all round theologian', who had studied in Karburg ~ well as in Scotland, and

who had reached his mature Christian unders_anding not without intellectual struggle~,

an aspect perhaps re~aled in his widely read work The Faith that rebels,which ha_dIem

t~ problems posed by the miraculous in the New Testament some years. after Edinburgh

1910. Cairns sent questionaires to missionaries serving in the field and it was their

returns which provided the essential background data out of which he const..cted hi~

own digest for aommission IV at the assembly; his questions included such issues a~

what supposed points of contact existed between the non-l.ihristian religion and Christ-

ianity;the attitudes which preaGhers should adopt in differing religious contexts; and

what was held to constitute the greatest points of appeal in the Christian gospel to

those of other faiths (1). Typescripts copies. of these returns were made, one set of
I

which remained at Christ~s College, A~erdeen. Here the concentration w~ll be on the

three volumes of returns from Indi& from those working in'Hindu'contexts (modern stu~y

reminds us that this category is itself one imposed by western study on Indian religion)

and the one volume of returns from those w»9king in )(uslim contexts. (2). These responsea

coming as they do from missionaries of long and deep experience in their fiel~ provide

a.fsscinating point of entry into inter-religious contexts in the early twe:atieth aent-

ury.

)(ission and Trinita*ian understandiDR

What to some may be a:.surprising aspect wav.the emphasis that a number of resplmdents

placed on the Trinity, long before the writings of Karl Barth of Lesslie Newbigi~ had

reasserted its importance far theology and'for mission.Two missionaries. of great. stature

working among Kuslims, W.H.Temple Gairdner (who wrote the widely read one volume account

of Edinburgh 1910 in the samrear) and S.II.zwemer;botradeeloqueD8t pleas. for the
reinstatement of Trinitarian understanding in mission.Gairdner's advocaau found its.8qy

into Cairnsl digest, to make the Trinity bot~ theologically and religiously central.For

Temple Gairdner, Islam 'forces the Christian Church to find the Trinity in our heart;and

it forces us to find the Trinity in the heart of God.The ChDisJiian who preaches the

Trinity must know the secret of the Trinitarian life' (3)0 Hindu contexts also yiedde~

similar pleas: writing' from South India, W.H.Campbil1J wrote that the 'ErinitaJ:ianemphas-

is waS 'essential' to counteract Indian monism and that against such a backgroundi :Lit WIJS

la necessity for faith' (4). Equally, Edwin Greaves,who was working in the Hindu 'capital

of ~aranasi (Benares) had come to regard the Trinity as 'vi.al',' full of warmth an~

f.




