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INTRODUCTION

11 is  much e a s i e r  and more i n t e r e s t  i ng to  c o l l e c t  g a rb le d  anecdotes  

and i n s i g n i f i c a n t  i n c id e n t s  which can be moulded to  s u i t  i n d i v i d u a l  

t h e o r i e s  than i t  is t o  f i n d  the c h a r a c t e r  o f  the poet  in the whole body 

o f  h is  work.  For t h a t  reason,  from the  e a r l i e s t  b iographers  and e s s a y i s t s , 

C u r r i e  and Cunningham, t o  more recent  b iographers  and c r i  t  i c s , C a th e r in e  

C arswe l1 ( 1 9 3 1 ) ,  Grant  Smith ( 1 9 ^ 0 ) ,  and Robert  F r i t z h u g h  ( 1 9 6 9 ) ,  super 

f i c i a l  c r i t i c i s m  has been bui 11 up,;concern ing Burns; p a r t i c u l a r l y  shal low 

has been the c r i t i c i s m  o f  Burns 1s r e l i g i o n .  C r i t i c s  and b iographers  a re  

too prone to take  f o r  g ran ted  and copy what t h e i r  p recu rso rs  have s a i d ,  

so we a re  c o n t i n u a l l y  f i n d i n g  the same h a l f - t r u t h s  and undocumented 

f a b r i c a t i o n s .  We are t i  red o f  he ar ing  t h a t  Robert Burns f r e e d  Scot land  

f rom th e  ty ranny  o f  C a lv in ism  and we a re  t ? red o f  hear ing  t h a t  C a lv in is m  

meant t o  i t s  f o l l o w e r s  o n ly  a b e l i  e f  in h e l l  and an assurance o f  t h e i  r 

own e l e c t i o n .  Even the more competent  c r i t i c s  discuss  Burns' s r e l i g i o n  

in sweeping s t a t e m e n t s . C a r l y l e  s a id  Burns had no r e l i g i o n , Miss 

Chr5 st  ina K e i th  depi c ts  Burns as unquest io n ab ly  a C a l v i n i s t , J . L . Hughes 

p res en ts  Burns as being unquest io nab ly  an ant  i - C a l v i n i s t , Fergusson and 

MacCaig both present  Burns1s r e l i g i o u s  views as those o f  a s c h iz o p h re n ic .

The p o e t r y  and l e t t e r s  o f  Burns have been used to  support a lmost  

every  co n ce ivab le  r e l i g i o u s  o p in io n  from the orthodox to  the merely  

e c c e n t r i c .  Burns?ans o f  every  r e l i g i o u s  school have pul led th reads  from 

h is  back to  patch th e i  r own co a ts .  What we have presented  to  us by the  

c r i  t  ics is a v o c i fe r o u s  s tack  o f  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  11 would seem t h a t  the
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Caledonian ant  i syzygy r id e s  ag a in .

The purpose o f  t h i s  study is to  reveal  the common ground u n d e r ly in g  

these c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  To do t h i s ,  t h i s  essay w i 11 show t h a t  Burns' s 

re l  ig io us  consciousness was based i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  on moral laws to  which 

man conforms through reas o n; m o r a l l y , as a C h r i s t i a n , on the love o f  

God and on C h r i s t  ian c h a r i  t y  towards men; and s e n t i m e n t a l l y ,  on the  

a f f e c t  ions and pass ions o f  the benevolent  h e a r t .  ̂ Once e s t a b l i s h i n g  a 

b a s is  f o r  Burns' s r e l i g i o u s  c o n v ic t  i o n s , i t  1s easy t o  show t h a t  Burns 

had no d e f i n i t e  system o f  theo logy  but agreed w i t h  the views t h a t  came 

w i t h i n  the framework o f  h is  own s e n t im e n t a l is m .

Burns was not  a mercenary f i g h t e r  f o r  any r e l i g i o u s  sect  b u t , from 

his  own r e l i g i o u s  c o n v i c t i o n s ,  he s a t i r i z e d  what he considered to  be 

profane  and h y p o c r i t i c a l  in the ki  rk .

T h is  essay a lso  prov id es  a survey o f  the background which is  

necessary f o r  an understanding o f  Burns1s a t t  i tude toward the k i r k .

1. In t h i s  study the st ress wi 11 be m a in ly  on the  second and t h i  rd 
bases , f o r  i t  was a concept o f  " f e e l i n g "  which mostly a f f e c t e d  h is  p o e t ry  
and l e t t e r s . (Catchwords, such as " f e e l i n g "  are not  the  worst  o f  c lues  
to  the c h a r a c t e r  o f  Burns. They may not t e l  1 the whole s t o r y ,  but they  
p o in t  out  c e r t a i n  elements in i t  which he lp  to  ca tch  the mood o f  much 
o f  Burns 1s a t t  i tude toward r e l i g  i o n . )
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE SCOTTISH KIRK

I

A f t e r  the m arr iage  o f  Queen Mary o f  Scot land  in 1558 to  the Dauphin

o f  France ( l a t e r  King Frances o f  S c o t l a n d ) , i t  became apparent  t h a t  Scot -

t i s h  independence was being s a c r i f i c e d  to  French i n t e r e s t s . 11 was t h i s

s a c r i f i c e  o f  ?ndependence which in p a r t  led to  the S c o t t i s h  Reformation .

In 1559,  Mary o f  Guise,  who by t h i s  t ime was considered by the S c o t t i s h

people to  be both French and C a t h o l i c , was ousted from her p o s i t i o n  as

r e g e n t . The government was taken o ver  by the Lords o f  the Congregat ion

who were respons! b le  f o r  the S c o t t i s h  P a r i iam e n t  o f  1560. " I t  was t h i s

p a r i i a m e n t  t h a t  o v er th rew  C a t h o l ic is m  and enacted a P r o t e s t a n t  Confession
1

o f  F a i t h ,  a l though i t s  ac ts  never rece iv e d  roya l  a p p r o v a l A l t h o u g h

the  p a r i i a m e n t  o f  1560 was in favour  o f  P r o t e s t a n t i s m ,  i t  r e j e c t e d  Knox' s

2
F i r s t  Book o f  P i s c i p l i n e  simp1y because the nobles were more i n t e r e s t e d  

in the  weal thy church lands than in any e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  code . For seven 

years  a f t e r  t h i s  p a r i i a m e n t , Knox's e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  views were denied f o r 

mal p o l i t i c a l  r e c o g n i t i o n ,  w i t h  the  r e s u l t  t h a t  during  t h i s  p e r io d  Knox's 

C alv in is m  and Knox's form o f  d i s c i p i i n e  were p rac t  ised v o l u n t a r i l y  by

1. David D a ich es , The Paradox o f  S c o t t i s h  C u l tu re  (London, 196*0 ,
P. 36.

2.  The Scott  i sh P a r i i  ament u n t i l  very  near the end o f  i t s  1 i fe  
was f a r  from a popula r  assembly; i t  was e s s e n t i a l l y  feudal  and b a ro n ia l  
. . . i t  can h a r d ly  be sa id  t h a t  Scot 1 an d ' s hi story -m aking  Reformation  
Par i iam ent  represented the S c o t t i s h  p eo p le .  I b i d . , p .  37.
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those who b e l i e v e d  them. Since Knox was in f lu e n c e d  by C a l v i n , Scot t  i sh

P re s b y te r ia n is m  was modelled on the system o f  C a l v i n .  The C a lv in  i s t  i c -

P re s b y t e r ia n  church provided a s e v e r e ly  u n i te d  but democra t ic  form o f

3
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  in which the people chose th e i  r own pas tors  and then

it
e l e c t e d  lay  e l d e r s  to  share w i t h  the  p a s to r  in governing the loca l  

church .  C en t ra l  a u t h o r i t y  was g iven to  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  bodies o f  m i n i s t e r s  

and 1aymen who were chosen by the church they  r e p r e s e n t e d . Thus the  

d ec is io n -m ak ing  bodies ranged from the lo ca l  Ki rk Session t o  the  General  

Assembly, the  h ig he s t  d ec is io n -m ak ing  body o f  the c h u rc h , a l l o w in g  the  

movement o f  op in io ns  from the  s m a l l e r  communities t o  the very  c e n t r e  o f  

the c o u n t ry .  The democra t ic  C a l v i n i s t  church prov id ed  means o f  e x p r e s -  

sion f o r  the 1ayman in the  s m a l l e r  community, something the S c o t t i s h  

P ar i ia m ent  had never done

In 16^3 th e  p a r i i a m e n t a r y  p a r t y  signed the So1emn League and 

Covenant w i t h  Sco t lan d ,  p ledg in g  the c i v i l  and r e l i g i o u s  u n i t y  o f  England , 

Scot 1 and , and I r e la n d  under a P re s b y t e r ia n  p a r i i a m e n t a r y  system. The 

p a r i ?ament o rdered  the Assembly o f  D iv in es  to  p ro cee d , w i t h  the he lp  o f  

s i x  Scot t  i sh advi s o r s , t o  the d r a f t  i ng o f  a new r e l i g i o u s  const  i t u t  ion 

f o r  the th re e  kingdoms.

The Assembly ( c a l l e d  the W e s tm in is te r  Assembly because i t s  meet ings  

were held in Westmini s t e r  Abbey) wro te a Confess ion o f  F a i t h  (known as

3 .  Knox s t a t e s  in the f o u r t h  head o f  the F i r s t  Book o f  D i s c i p l i n e  
t h a t  " I t  a p p e r t a in e t h  to  the people and to  eve ry severa l  congregat io n  to  
e l e c t  the i  r own m i n i s t e r . "  Quoted in George Grub' s E c c l e s i a s t i c a l  
H i s t o r y  o f  Scot land (Edinburgh,  1861) , I I , p.  93.

**. The e ig h th  head o f  the  F i r s t  Book o f  D?scipi  ine s t a t e s  t h a t  the  
church e l d e r s  and deacons should be e l e c t e d  from each congregat io n  y e a r l y .  
I b i d . , p. S h .

5.  11 is I n t e r e s t  ing t o  note the democrat ic  t rend  ?n Scot t  ish
P re s b y t e r ia n  ism, but the democracy appl ied o n ly  to  the f a i  t h f u l .
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3

the  W e s tm in is te r  Confess i o n ) , a Larger  and a S h o r te r  Catechi  sm, a Form 

o f  Government, and a Di r e c t o r y  o f  P u b l ic  Worship.  The S cott  i sh church  

and the S c o t t i s h  P ar l iam en t  accepted these documents almost  im media te ly .

The p a r i  i amentary un ion o f  England and Scot land (1707 )  l e f t  Scot -

6
land w i t h  a n a t i o n a l  church but as David Daiches p o in t s  o u t ,  "We must 

recognize  t h a t  no s e t t l e m e n t  could have succeeded in i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z i n g  

in a n a t i o n a l  form a l l  the i d e a l s ,  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  b e l i e f s  and p r i n c i p l e s  

which had been developed in the f i e r c e  r e l i g i o u s  and p o l i t i c o - r e l i g i o u s  

c o n f l i c t s  o f  the preced ing  c e n t u r y . "  Indeed,  a n a t i o n a l  church d id  not  

solve a l l  o f  the problems,  f o r  a f t e r  the p a r l i a m e n ts  were u n i t e d ,  p a t r o n 

age was r e s to r e d  t o  S co t lan d .  W i th in  the e s t a b l i s h e d  church were two 

p a r t i e s :  one,  a group o f  hard l i n e  orthodox  P re s b y te r ia n s  (c o ven an ters ,

and l a t e r  known as Auld L i g h t s ) ;  the o t h e r ,  a group o f  e s s e n t i a l l y  

p ro f e s s io n a l  clergymen (Moderates ,  and l a t e r  known as New L i g h t s ) ,  whose

i n t e r e s t s  were in so c ia l  l i f e ,  in c u l t u r e ,  and in t h e i r  p r e r o g a t i v e s
8

w i t h i n  a s t a t e  e s t a b l is h m e n t .

In 1759, the  year  o f  Burns's b i r t h ,  the  more orthodox C a lv in is m ,  

w i t h  the  p opu la r  e l e c t i o n  o f  m i n i s t e r s ,  s t i l l  p r e v a i l e d  in the  s m a l le r  

d i s t r i c t s ,  w h i l e  the Moderates were in power in the l a r g e r  c i t i e s  and 

among the landed g e n t r y .

6 . Such a leap from 16^3 to 1707 passes over  many o f  the r e l i g i o u s  
and p o l i t i c a l  c o n f l i c t s  o f  the 17th Century .

7 .  Da iches,  p.  *»0.

8 . Douglas Nobbs, England and S c o t la n d , 1560-1 707 (London, 1952 ) ,
P. 3 * .
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Most Burns's c r i t i c s  who discuss  h is  r e l i g i o n  would have us b e l i e v e ,

as does J. L . Hughes in The Real Robert Burns, th a t  Calvinism was "one
9

o f  the most h o r r i b l e  blasphemous d o c t r in e s  e ve r  p reach ed . "  Mr. Hughes 

would have us b e l i e v e  C a lv in ism  preached t h a t  a l 1 mankind,  s in ce  the  

o r i g i n a l  s i n ,  is  j u s t i f i a b l y  under the  curse o f  God and is  born i n t o  the  

world  who11y in s i n ,  t h a t  God d ea ls  wi th humani t y  out  o f  no regard to  

c h a r a c t e r  o r  conduct , t h a t  God e l e c t s  a 1 im it ed  number o f  persons and 

pi aces them in a s t a t e  o f  grace from which t h e r e  is no f a l l ,  l e a v in g  the  

r e s t  o f  mankind h e lp le s s  in the ? r nat  i ve c o r r u p t  ion by wi t h h o ld in g  the  

grace which could save them, thus n e c e s s a r i l y  c a s t in g  them in t o  H e l l  f o r  

e v e r . * ^ I f  Hughes and o t h e r  Burns' s c r i t i c s ^  1 ike him a re  c o r r e c t , 

then we would wonder a t  the  f a c t  t h a t  17 th  and 18th Century Scot 1 and 

embraced C a lv in is m  as a basis  f o r  a r e l i g i o u s  c r e e d , which i t  u nquest io n -  

a b ly  d i d .
12

C a lv in is m  was in t e n s e l y  dogmatic from i t s  co n cept io n .  C a l v i n ,  

h i m s e l f  a b r i 111 ant  and c o n s is t e n t  t h e o l o g i a n ,  was c a r e f u l  to  organ i ze

9.  J . L . Hughes, The Real Robert Burns, (Toronto ,  n . d . ) ,  p.  67.

10. I b i d . , pp. 6 3 - 9 8 .

11. One does not have to  read f a r  in The Burns C h ro n ic le  and Club 
D? r e c t o r y  be fore  d isc o v e r in g  t h a t  t h e re  are not a few second r a t e  c r i t i c s  
who t a l k  about Burns and R e l i g i o n .  See, among o t h e r s , D. M 'Naught , The 
Burns C h ro n ic le  and Club Di r e c t o r y , 1926, pp. 7 0 - 7 7 ,  and James M u i r ,
The Burns'^CTTronTcie""anJTTulTPTrectory, 1932,  pp. 8 0 - 9 3 .

12. See James O r r ' s  excel  l e n t  essay "C a lv in is m "  in The Encyclopedia
o f  R e l ig io n  and E t h i c s , e d . , James Hast ings (Ed inburgh,  !905J^ I I  , pp. 146-155 .
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h is  system so co m p le te ly  in t o  a u n I t y  t h a t  t h e re  were no loose edges t h a t  

might cause d isputes  among h is  f o l l o w e r s .  Whi le  h is  t h e o l o g i c a l  system 

was ai  r t l g h t  as f a r  as h is  f o l l o w e r s  and a l 1 the orthodox C a l v i n i s t s  

were concerned,  i t  l e f t  l i t t l e  room f o r  the i n q u i r i n g  mind. R a th e r ,  the  

severe lo g i c a l  consecut iveness tended to  rouse o p p o s i t io n .

The d o c t r i n e  o f  Absolute  P r e d e s t i n a t i o n  was the cause o f  much o f  

the o p p o s i t i o n :  i t s  l o g i c  seemed harsh and u n c h r i s t i a n .  One form o f

o p p o s i t io n  m an i fes ted  i t s e l f  in the  r e a c t i o n a r y  group known as the

13 H
Armin ians .  Formed as a r e a c t io n  to  the P r e d e s t i n a t i o n  d o c t r i n e ,  the

movement subsequently opposed the  r i g i d i t y  o f  C a lv in is m  as a whole ,

i n t e r p r e t i n g  the C a l v i n i s t  God, who from pure w i l l  d iv i d e d  the human

race i n t o  the "saved" and the "not  saved",  as a kind o f  b l i n d  f a t e .

The C a l v i n i s t  idea o f  a God o f  e l e c t i o n  is l i k e  the idea o f  the

u l t i m a t e  power in t ra g e d y ,  which cannot ad eq u a te ly  be d escr ib ed  as a

law o r  o r d e r  which we can see to  be j u s t  and b en evo le n t ,  nor can i t  be

15d escr ib ed  a c c u r a t e l y  as a b l i n d  and r e l e n t l e s s  f a t e .  I t  i s ,  as the

C a l v i n i s t  th e o lo g ian s  reco g n ize d ,  i n s c r u t a b l e ,  and w i l l  always remain a

13. "Many symptoms o f  d is s e n t  were m an i fes t  b e fo re  Arminiamism 
arose as a d e f i n i t e  r e a c t i o n . "  Armin ian ism, I b i d . , I ,  p . 808,

1 A. The P r e d e s t i n a t io n  d o c t r in e  o f  C a lv in is m ,  g e n e r a l l y  regarded  
as i t s  most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  f e a t u r e ,  is not  p e c u l i a r  t o  C a l v i n .  I t  is 
at  l e a s t  as o ld  as August in e;  i t  was main ta in ed  by L u the r  and Z w in g l i  
as s t o u t l y  as by Calvi  n h i m s e l f . The atonement and Just  i f i  ca t  ion by 
F a i t h  w i t h o u t  works o r  m e r i ts  o f  the s inners  own are  in the main the  
common h er i  tage o f  P r o t e s t a n t i  sm. What C a lv in  d id  was to  mould these  
d o c t r in e s  in t o  a l o g i c a l l y  a r t  i c u la t e d  system under the guidance o f  the 
g r e a t  d e te rm in in g  thought o f  God1s a b s o lu te  s o v e r e ig n ty  both in the  
world  o f  n a tu re  and the wor ld  o f  s p i r i t ,  and t o  g ive  them a form f i t t e d  
to  exerc?se the  s t ro n g est  i n f 1uence on both i n t e l l e c t  and w i l l ,  in the  
i n d i v i d u a l s  and peoples a cce p t in g  them.

15. See A. C. B ra d le y ,  Shakespearian T ra g e d y , Lec ture  1, (London,  
r e p r i n t  1965) ,  pp. 1- 2 9 .
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mystery;  b u t ,  however we de scr ib e  t h i s  u l t i m a t e  power, 11 appears p a r t  

o f  t h a t  o rd e r  o f  which I n d i v i d u a l s  form an In c o n s id e ra b le  p a r t ; 11 

d e te r m ln e s , more than we do o u r s e l v e s , our n a t i v e  d i s p o s i t I o n ;  i t  is f a r  

more complex than any moral o rd e r  o r  concept  ion o f  j u s t i c e  we can formu

l a t e  and because o f  t h i s  i t  c a r r i e s  out  i t s  purposes w?thout regard to  

our des i res o r  r e g r e t s .

When the C a l v i n i s t  God a l low s  the m a j o r i t y  o f  persons to  be damned 

e t e r n a l l y ,  He is not  n e c e s s a r i l y  u n ju s t  and u n c h r i s t i a n ,  but is merely  

f u l f i 11 ing a d i v i n e  o r d e r  which ,  encompassing t ime and space,  is beyond 

accommodating those who in obedience to  a f i n i t e  s o c ia l  o r d e r  o f  t h e i  r 

own c r e a t i o n , have 1ived w i t h  d i s t i n c t i o n .

The Arminians (as w e l l  as the  modern c r i t i c s  o f  C a lv in is m )  f a i l e d

to  see t h a t  the C a l v i n i s t  idea o f  an Omnipotent God in c luded  i n f i n i t e

1o v e ; hence the di f f e r e n c e  between C a lv in ism  and F a t a l is m .  The Arminians

b e l ie v e d  in the  idea o f  f r e e  a c t i v i t y  o f  the  human w i 11 which had equal
16

power wi th the d i v i n e  w i 11 in the work o f  s a l v a t i o n .  To the C a l v i n i s t ,  

t h i s  was h eresy ,  f o r  i t  im p l ied  the d en ia l  o f  d i v i n e  grace  and t r a n s 

f e r r e d  the ac t  o f  s a l v a t i o n  from God to  man.

In Scot land the C a l v i n i s t s ^  used the W e s tm in is te r  Confession o f  

F a i t h  to  judge the o p in ions  (or  " h e r e s i e s " ,  as the C a l v i n i s t s  c a l l e d  

them) o f  the New L ig h t  P re a c h e r s . I f  any idea d e v ia t e d  from the  

W es tm in is te r  Confess ion,  even i f  i t  d id  so by c lo se  examinat ion  o f  the  

s c r i p t u r e s , i t s  o r i g i n a t o r  was accused o f  heresy .  Thus the c o n f 1 i c t s ,

16. F re d e r ic k  P I a t t , "Armeniamism", Encyclopedia o f  R e l i g io n  
and E t h i c s , I ,  p .  8 0 8 .

17. In t h i s  essay the  term "C a lv in ism "  w i 11 r e f e r  t o  covenanters  
and Auld L ic h t  P r e s b y t e r ia n s .
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18
in s tead  o f  le ad in g  to e n l ig h t e n m e n t ,  o f t e n  lead to schisms.  By i t s  

re p r e s s iv e  n a t u r e , Orthodoxy l a i d  i t s e l f  open to  w e l 1-deserved  censure .

But in s p i t e  o f  i t s  re p r e s s iv e  a u t h o r i t a n i a n i s m ,  C a lv in ism  stood

19
f o r  democracy and n a t i o n a l  1 i b e r t y  (both c i v i l  and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l ) .

20
The c o v e n a n te r s , who were C a l v i n i s t s , had always m a in ta in ed  t h a t

21
sovere ign power was vested  in the people and not 1n the  k in g .

18. W i l l i a m  Law Mathieson,  Scot 1 and and the Un i o n , 1695 -  17^7,
(Glasgow, 1 9 0 5 ) ,  pp. 205 -276 .

19. C a lv in is m  r u le d  out  freedom o f  the w i l l ,  y e t  the  emergence
o f  C a l v i n i s t i c  P r e s b y te r ia n is m  in Scot 1 and a l l i e d  C a lv in is m  wi th  an
idea o f  n a t io n a l  freedom and an idea o f  democracy. The C a l v i n i s t  Church 
prov id ed  a s e v e r e ly  1 im it ed  but democrat ic  form o f  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  The 
d ec is io n -m ak in g  bodies ranged from the lo ca l  ki  rk  session to  the  General  
Assembly,  the  h ighest  dec is io n -mak in g  body o f  the Church,  thus a 11ow- 
ing the  movement o f  o p in io ns  from the s m a l l e r  communit ies t o  the  very  
c e n t e r  o f  the c o u n t r y .  Thus the Democrat ic C a l v i n i s t  Church provided  
means f o r  express ion  f o r  the 1ayman in the s m a l le r  community.

20.  Burns w r i t e s  o f  the c o v e n a n t e rs :

The So1emn League and Covenant ,
Now brings  a s m i l e , now brings  a t e a r .

But sacred freedom, to o ,  was t h e i  r s :
I f  t h o u 1r t  a s l a v e , indulge they sneer .

21 .  Douglas Nobbs, England and Scot l a n d , 1560 -  1707 (London,
1 9 5 2 ) ,  p. 113. ~
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i i i

From the t ime o f  John Knox, the Ki rk  had been democrat Ic  in form,

and long b e fo re  the b i r t h  o f  Robert  Burns, i t  had been f r e e  from s t a t e

c o n t r o l . A l l  churches and p a r is hes  were independent o f  one an o th er  and

were a d m i n i s t r a t e d  o n ly  by assemblies appointed  from th e i  r  own number

to  re present  them a t  s e s s io n . There was a Ki rk  Session in e very  p a r i s h ,

made up o f  e l d e r s  and deacons to  whom were assigned the spi  r i  tu a l  super -

intendence o f  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  the p a r i s h . Th is  group was a l e r t  to
22

n e g le c t  in observ ing  the Sabbath . The moment any su sp ic io n  en te re d  the  

mind o f  the Session ,  an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  commenced and was not  dropped u n t i 1

22.  Sunday ac qu ired  in Scot land a s a n c t i t y  which f a r  exceeded t h a t  
o f  the Sabbath o f  the Jews in t h e i  r most P h a r i s a i c a l  d a y s - - e q u a l 1 ing in 
a u s t e r i  t y  the Puri  t a n i  sm o f  New Engl and. 11 is a m is t a k e ,  however, to  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  a " S c o t t i s h  Sabbath" is a d i s t i n c t i v e  p e c u l i a r i t y  o f  
P r e s b y t e r ia n is m ,  f o r  i t  was upheld as v i g o r o u s l y ,  and breaches o f  i t  
were punished as v ig o r o u s ly  in the re ig n  o f  Episcopacy . The day was 
fenced about by solemn p re p a r a t  i o n . Sedateness and g ra v i  t y  were requi  red 
e s p e c i a l l y  on the  Saturday n i g h t , by which t ime the f i  re was ' s e t 1 f o r  
the  morrow, the prov i  s ions p r e p a r e d , the goodman1s face  sn i pped wi th  
sci  ssors o r  shaved o f  a week ' s growth o f  hai  r . In the country  towns 
and v i l l a g e s  a t  6 o '  c lo c k  on Sabbath morn ing , the church b e l 1 rang to  
waken the  people f o r  th e i  r solemn d u t i e s .  To a t te n d  church was no ques-  
t i o n  o f  c ho ice :  i t  was a m a t te r  o f  compulsion. During the s e r v i c e ,
e d le r s  went out  to  " p e r i u s t r a t e "  the s t r e e t s , to  e n t e r  change houses, to  
look in t o  windows and doors o f  p r i v a t e  d w e l1 i n g s , and to  b r in g  d e s e r t e r s  
to  Ki r k ,  o r  re p o r t  them to  Ki rk Sess i o n . When even i ng came, ag a in  the  
v i g i l a n t  p a t r o l  o f  e ld e r s  se t  f o r t h  to  f o rc e  to  th e i  r homes a l l  who were 
found "va guin g" ,  s t r o l 1 i n g , o r  l o i t e r i n g  in the f i e l d s  o r  ro a d s . Town 
counci 1s were e ver  ready t o  assi  s t  e l d e r s  and deacons in th e i  r o p e ra -  
t  ions ag a in s t  Sabbath d e s e c r a t o r s . There was not  a pi ace where one was 
f r e e  from t h e i  r  i n q u i s i t o r i a l  i n t r u s i o n . They might  e n t e r  any house, and 
even pry  i n t o  the  rooms.

To c a r r y  a p a i 1 o f  w a te r  to  the house, to  fodder horses "or 
c lean  th e i  r  s t a l l s ,  to cut  k a i 1 in the y a r d ,  to  g r in d  s n u f f ,  a l 1 such 
of fe n ces  were punished w i tho u t  hesi  t a t  ion .  H. Gray Graham, Social  L i f e  
i n Scot 1 and in the  E ig h teen th  C e n t u ry , (London, 1 89 9 ) ,  I I , p p 7 T ! ! R f r 7 ~ ~
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g u i l t  was e s t a b l i s h e d  o r  the p a r t y  was proven i n n o cen t .

A l l  too o f t e n  the s t r i n g e n t  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  th i  s Scot t  i sh Gestapo

degenerated in t o  t y r a n n y , from which the o n ly  escape was an appeal to

the P r e s b y te ry .  Such an appeal was di f f i c u l t  because i t  in vo lved  a 1ong

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  procedure .

The work re q u i red  o f  the  m i n i s t e r s  f o r  the p u l p i t  was severe  and
23

i n c e s s a n t . Three  2 1 / 2 - h o u r  sermons were requi  red every  Sunday, The

theme o f  the sermons was i n v a r i a b l y  the same: the f o u r f o l d  s t a t e  o f

man. Th is  included  what man was l i k e  in a s t a t e  o f  Innocence, what he

was a f t e r  the  f a l l ,  what he is under the  gospel o f  g ra c e ,  and what

s h a l 1 be h is  e t e r n a l  s t a t e .  I t  was on t h i s  q u a r t e t  o f  d o c t r i n e s  t h a t

the m i n i s t e r  preached throughout  h is  whole m i n i s t r y  w i t h o u t  v a r i a t i o n  o r

cessat  i o n . These dogmas he d iscovered  wi th  p erverse  ingenui  t y  in every
2k

t e x t  f rom the Song o f  Solomon, Levi  t  i c u s , o r  Hab&kkuk. Wi th  such a 

1 im i ted  s e l e c t i o n  and the  r e p e t i t i o n  t h a t  became i n e v i t a b l e ,  vocabula ry  

and del 1 very  became more important  than t e x t . Sermons became no more

23.  These sermons were o b v io u s ly  very  long;  they  were not  wri  t t e n , 
and they  dared not  be r e a d , f o r  t h a t  would be o f f e n s i v e  to  the people  
and c a l 1 f o r t h  l i t t l e  b le s s in g  from the  Lord .  I b i d . , pp. 2 7 - 3 1 .

2 k .  I b i d . , p.  29.  L im it ed  as he was in s u b j e c t , he was f u r t h e r  
r e s t r i c t e d  to  t e x t s , f o r  he was expected week a f t e r  week t o  d iscourse  
f rom the same passage o f  s c r i p t u r e . Th is  custom demanded no l i t t l e
i ngenui t y , to  avo id  d re a ry  repet  i t  i o n ; and through months he had to  
rack h is  b ra in  to  tu rn  barren  metaphors in c a n t i c l e s  to  some f r u i t f u l  
evangel Ic a l  sense , to  i n s e r t  meaning the Hebrew poet  never dreamt o f .  
Every t e x t  was twi sted in a gospel s i g n i f i c a n c e  "No t h i m b l e  f i n g e r  a t  
a count ry f a i r  more n i mb1y put  under the th imble peas which he pro
fessed to  have found t h e r e , than a t  'Ho ly  f a i r s '  di d m i n i s t e r s  i n s e r t  
in t o  Jewish words C a l v i n i s t i c  d o c t r in e s  which he professed to d is cern  
t h e r e i n . "  I b i d .  , p. 3 1 .
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25
than instruments f o r  the d e l e c t a t i o n  o f  the ungodly.

By the  t ime o f  Burns, the o ld  s t r a i n  o f  preaching  w i t h  i t s  gruesome 

r h e t o r i c , had become less  common and th e r e  was less emphasis l a i d  on the  

harsh dogmas o f  o l d ,  a l though the creed remained u n a l t e r e d .  S t r i c t  

Ca lv in is m  in the pul pi t  and the ty ranny  o f  the e l d e r s  in the  p a r i  sh were  

becoming th ing s  o f  the  p a s t . There  w e r e , o f  c o u r s e , a few o f  the staunch  

C a l v i n i s t s  l e f t . Hoodie and Russel 1 ("The two h e r d s " ) , C a l v i n i s t s  o f  the  

s t e r n e s t  t y p e , were w i l l i n g  to  e n fo r c e  the " t e r r o r s  o f  the law" .

Nobody can deny t h a t  t h e r e  were e v i 1s in the C a l v i n i s t  church in 

the days o f  B u r n s - - t h e r e  are always r e l i g i o u s  e v i 1s present  where the  

r e 1 ig io n  is l o f t y , e a rn e s t  and d i f f i c u l t — y e t , we must r e c o g n i z e , as did  

Burns h i m s e l f ,  t h a t  t h e r e  was a l s o  n o b i 1 i t y  and t r u e  r e l i g i o u s  f e e l i n g .  

The Scots'  r e l i g i o n  recognized  t h a t  s i n ,  which h in ders  man's e f f o r t s  f o r  

p e r f e c t  i o n , was always an a c t i v e  f o r c e ,  h o s t i l e  to  man. T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e i  r  

re 1ig ion  never  t  i red o f  urg ing  man not  s imp1y to  hi de from s in  but to  

become conscious o f  i t ,  to  awaken to  a sense o f  s in  and to  overcome i t .  

The C a l v i n i s t  f a i t h  gave the people a constant  sense o f  duty and enabled

25. There 1s a danger in overemphasizing t h i s  p o in t  so much t h a t  
i t  would seem t h a t  C a lv in ism  banished from S c o t t i s h  1 i f e  a l 1 j o y  and 
g a i e t y  and f i 1 led the people wi th t e r r o r  and despai r .  A read ing o f  Burns 1s 
p o e t ry  w i 11 prove t h a t  t h i  s is not so.  "The Holy Fai r "  shows us a dual  
t r a i t  in the S c o t t i s h  Temperament* e . g . ,  we can see the same man ta k ing  
p a r t  in p u b l i c  w o r s h ip , t a l k i n g  i n t e l 1 i g e n t l y  on m at te rs  o f  the  s o u l , 
who the n i g h t  be fore  indulged in a drunken debauch. Th is  dual t r a i t  in 
the S c o t t ?sh Temperament cannot be ad eq uate ly  e x p la i n e d ,  but i t  1 s the  
s e c r e t  o f  much o f  Burns w h i c h  w o u l d  be o t h e r w i  se  i n e x p l i c a b l e .  The  
answer probably  1 les in Ca lv in ism  i t s e l f . The C a l v i n i s t  is f o r e v e r  
u n c e r t a in  whether he has f a i t h  enough to  be numbered amongst the  e l e c t , 
o r  whether he has experienced regene ra t  i o n . So in a b lack ,  dour ,  u n y i e l d -  
ing r e l i g i o u s  mood the C a lv in i  st  determines t o  make sure and becomes very  
r e l i g i o u s .  Any profound r e l i g i o u s  s t a t e  is o f t e n  too much f o r  the  
ord i nary Cal v in  i s t  (o r  any man) to  a c h ie v e ,  and we f i n d  in i t s  pi ace—  
h y p o c r i s y , o r  a t  1 east  a change In s t a n c e .
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them to  accept  and deal w i t h  t imes o f  t r o u b l e  w i t h  a calm r e s i g n a t i o n :

i t  made them conscious o f  the l i t t l e n e s s  o f  th ings  having human va lue

and the presence o f  th in g s  d i v i n e .  Such a background gave the Scots

people a co nf id ence  in a sure and d e f i n i t e  way o f  l i f e .  However

a r t i f i c i a l  the  " C o t t e r 1s Saturday  N ig h t "  may seem to  us a t  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,

i t  gi ves us an admi r a b l e  (and t r u e )  p i c t u r e  o f  t h i s  s id e  o f  Scot t  ish

r e l i g i o n .
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IV

The r e a c t i o n  a g a in s t  the  s t r i c t n e s s  o f  C a lv in ism  began roughly at

26
the end o f  the  f i r s t  q u a r t e r  o f  the E igh teen th  Century.  At the General  

Assembly in 1726 severa l  P r e s b y t e r i e s  t o l d  t h e i r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  to  

propose t h a t  an inqui  ry be he ld  to look in t o  the  t r u t h  o f  c e r t a i n  rumors

a f f e c t  ing the soundness o f  P ro fes so r  Simson1s te ach ing  wi th regard  to

27the T r i n i t y .  Many members o f  the Assembly o f  1729 he ld  t h a t  Simson's

e r r o r s  "were the most se r io us  t h a t  had been broached in Scot 1 and s inee

28the R e fo r m a t io n ,"  t h a t  they  were "gross and damnable."  The f i n a l

29d e c is io n  o f  the Assembly was l e n i e n t  toward the  p r o f e s s o r .

But a man o f  more importance ,  a t  1 east  t o  Burns and h is  a r e a ,  was 

Simson's successor ,  Hutcheson, a man who di r e c t i y  i n f 1uenced the Ayrshi re 

New L ig h t  m i n i s t e r s . Simson had t r i e d  to  e x p la in  away the d o c t r i n e  o f  

the f a i 1 by a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  i t  conveyed a m o r a l , not  a lega l  t a i n t ,  and

26.  T h is  is about  the same t ime as the  r i s e  o f  r a t i o n a l i s m .
Probably the two are very  c l o s e l y  a l 1 i e d . A. B. Jamieson, Burns and
Re 1 ig io n  (Cambridge, 1 9 3 1 ) ,  p. 26.

27. John Simson was a P ro fessor  o f  Theology at  G1asgow U n i v e r s i t y  
between 1709 and 1729. Simson had depar ted from the orthodox concept  ion 
o f  the  T r i n i t y .  He taught t h a t  the th re e  persons we re not  n u m e r ic a l ly  
o n e , t h a t  the  Son was not  n e c e s s a r i l y  e x i s t e n t , and t h a t  the  term  
"supreme d e i t y "  might be used in a sense which a p p l ie d  o n ly  tp  the  
Father  and not to the Son. M ath ieso n , p. 233.

2 8 . I b i d . , p. 2 3 3 .

29.  So l e n i e n t  was the  deci s i o n , in f a c t , t h a t  i t  caused much 
dissens io n  which f i n a l 1y led t o  the g r e a t  Secession o f  1733.
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t h a t  the r a t  ional c r e a t u r e  was so const  i t u t e d  "as c h i e f l y  to  seek i t s

30
own good and h ap p in es s ."  Hutcheson, w i t h o u t  r e f e r e n c e  to t h i s  dogma, 

e f f e c t u a l  1y d is so lv ed  i t  by deve lop in g  S h a f t e s b u r y 1s idea o f  moral sense 

which "approves and recommends such d i spos i t  ions as tend most to  the  

publ ic  g o o d . " ^

Hutcheson he ld  t h a t  God is  everywhere revea led  in Nature  and t h a t

e v e ry t h f n g  is t o  t e s t  i f y  to  His goodwi11. " H a p p i n e s s h e  says , " i s  f a r

32s u p e r i o r  t o  misery even in t h i s  p resent  w o r l d . "  Hutcheson bids us 

meet a l 1 m is fo r tu n e  c h e e r f u l l y , b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  God is most benign and 

a l 1 His doings a r e ,  in the end,  f o r  the  b e s t .

Lecky , in h is  H i s t o r y  o f  England in the  E ig h teen th  C e n t u r y , t e l  1s 

the  s t o r y  t h a t  Hutcheson, w h i l e  s t i  11 a young man, took h is  f a t h e r 1s 

pi ace in the  pul pi t  and preached f o r  him. His sermon, t i n c t u r e d  wi th  a 

new 1 i b e r a l i s m ,  caused many o f  the members t o  leave the church.  "Your  

s i l l y  son F ra n k , "  repor ted  one o f  the e l d e r s  to  h is  f a t h e r ,  "has fashed  

a 1 the congregat ion  w i ' h is  i d l e  c a c k l e ; f o r  he has been babb l ing t h i s  

oor aboot a gude and benevolent  God, and t h a t  the  souls o f  the heathen 

themsels w i 11 gang to  heaven i f  th ey  f o l l o w  the 1 ich t  o f  t h e i r  a in  

c o n s ic ie n c e .  Not a word does the d a f t  boy k e n , speer o r  say aboot the

gude, co m fo r tab le  d o c t r in e s  o f  e l e c t  i o n , repro bat  i o n , o r i g i n a l  s in  and

33f a i  t h .  Hoot man, awa w i 1 s i c  a f e l l o w . "

Many o f  the new P r e s b y t e r ia n  m i n i s t e r s  rece iv ed  th e i  r t r a i n i n g

30.  Quoted in M ath ie son , p. 2 5 k .

3 1 . I b i d . , p. 2 5 k .

32. I b i d . ,  p. 253.

33. E. J . Lecky , Hi s t o r y  o f  Engl and ?n the E ig h teen th  C e n t u r y , 
(London, 1879) ,  I I ,  note p. 539.
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under the i n f lu e n c e  o f  Hutcheson and c a r r i e d  h is  l i b e r a l  th eo lo gy  in t o  

the count ry p ar is h es  where they came I n t o  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  the o l d e r ,  more 

orthodox m i n i s t e r s .

These New L ig h ts  ( th e  name g i ven to  the new gene r a t  ion o f  m i n i s t e r s )

were more 1 ib e r a l  in th e i  r  theo logy  and more mel low in the d e l i  very  o f

th e i  r  sermons, which now conta ined more mora1 and p ra c t  i c a l  counsel  and

3*tless t h e o l o g i c a l  discuss i o n .

Ayrshi  r e ,  a count ry  p a r i s h ,  was o f  course a s t rongho ld  o f  s t r i c t  

C alv in is m ;  as a r e s u l t , t h e r e  was a b i t t e r  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  in t h a t  d i s t r i c t  

between the New L ig h ts  and the Old L igh ts  ( th e  Orthodox C a l v i n i s t s )  and 

on both s id e s ,  as Lockhart  says,  "There was much to  r e g r e t ,  and not  a 

l i t t l e  to  b l a m e . D a l  r y m p l e ^  and M ' G i l l ,  two mi n i s t e r s  in A y r ,  were 

the leaders  o f  the New L ig h t  P a r t y , and by th e i  r sermons they  a t t r a c t e d  

such men as Gavin Hami1 t o n , Robert A i k e n , a w r i t e r  in A y r ,  and W i l l i a m  

Burn es ,the  p o e t 1s f a t h e r .  A l 1 these  men were suspected o f  h o ld ing  

he re t  i cal  op in ions  on the d o c t r in e s  o f  O r i g i n a l  Sin and the T r i n i t y .

D a l rym p le 's  w o r k , according to  Chambers and W a l la c e ,  "deserves study in 

connect ion w i t h  Burns, i f  a t  a l l ,  f o r  i t s  t o n e . Mi ldness and gent le ness  

o f  c h a r a c t e r  a re  e x h i b i t e d  in e v e r y t h in g  he w r o t e , and the reader is 

tempted to  d is co v er  in sta tements such as "N a tu ra l  pass ions a re  not  

c r i m i n a l , save when i 11 di rec ted  or  i 11 employed,"  and "No p e n i t e n t  

s in ners  whatever are exc luded from pard on, "  " th e  o r i g i n s  o f  the p o e t 's

3**. As th e  New L ig h t  p r i n c i p l e s  became more popula r  they came 
more and more t o  stand f o r  w o r l d l i n e s s .  They ceased to  r e p r e s e n t , in 
the eyes o f  Burns and many o f  h is  f e 11ows in E ig hteenth  Century Scot 
land ,  a g en u in e ly  r e l i g i o u s  o r  g en u in e ly  Scott  ?sh f e e l i n g .

35.  J . G. L o c k h a r t , L i f e  o f  Robert Burns, (London, n . d . ) ,  p.  86.

3 6 . Da 1rymp1e was the m i n i s t e r  who b apt is ed  Robert Burns.
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(B urns1s) working theory  o f  l i f e ,  as well as the t h e o l o g i c a l  dogmas

17which he he ld  so loosely."

Dr. M ' G i l l ,  on the o t h e r  hand, was more dogmatic in h is  b e l i e f s  

which he set  f o r t h  in h is  P r a c t ?c i e  Essay on the  Death of Jesus C h r1s t . 

M ' G i l l  s t a t e s :

Upon the  who1e , to  s u f f e r  many i n d i g n i t i e s  in the  w o r ld ,  and 
t o  d ie  upon the cross were not  the c h i e f  and u l t i m a t e  ends 
o f  our  S a v i o r ' s  mi ss io n ,  nor any di r e c t  ends o f  i t  a t  a l l ,  
but o n ly  ?n c id e n ta l  c a l a m i t i e s , which could not  f a i 1 to  come 
upon him in di scharg ing  the d u t ie s  o f  h is  mi ssion f a i  t h f u l l y , 
amidst  an e v i 1 and a d u l te ro u s  genera t  i o n . The di r e c t  and 
immediate end o f  h is  mi ssion was to  preach the gospel o f  the  
kingdom, o r  r e v e a 1 the  w i 11 o f  God; to  conf i  rm hi s d o c t r in e  
by proper e v id e n c e s ; t o  se t  an examp1e o f  what he t a u g h t ; 
and, in s h o r t , to  promote the sal va t  ion o f  s inners  in the  
most e f f e c t u a l  manner,  whatever  s u f f e r i n g s  the doing so _o 
might b r in g  upon him and though i t  should cost  him h is  1 i f e .

For God can have no d e l i g h t  in the misery  o f  s i n n e r s ,  and we may w e l l

b e l i e v e  t h a t

i t  was not  h is  w i 11 t h a t  C h r i s t  should s u f f e r  merely  f o r  
the sake o f  the pa in  and the p a t ie n c e  in enduring i t .
R a th e r ,  s u r e ly  would God have spared h is  son the pains o f  the  
c ro s s ,  i f  H is .d e s ig n s  toward men could have been o th erw is e  
accompl ished.

A spi r i  t  o f  Revolut  ion was s t  i r r i n g  in a l 1 Europe. Great  changes 

we re t a k in g  p la c e .  In Scot land  the changes not o n ly  a f f e c t e d  the 1 i t e r a -  

t u r e  but they ki ndled the desI  re f o r  g r e a t e r  r e l i g i o u s  freedom. The New 

L ig h ts  saw t h a t  the o ld  creeds o f  C a lv in ism  could  not  sat  i s f y  the Scot -  

1 and o f  the i r  d a y . The Ki rk as reformed by John Knox was becomi ng as 

t y r a n n i c a l  as the Roman C a t h o l ic is m  i t  had ousted and was i t s e l f  in need 

o f  reform.

3 7 . I b i d . , pp. ^ 59- ^ 6 0 .

38. Dr . M ' G i l l ,  Pract  i c l e  Essay on the Death of Jesus Chri  s t . 
Ed inburg h,  1786) ,  p. 13 .

3 9 . I b i d .  , p. H .
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CHAPTER TWO 

BURNS'S ATTITUDE TOWARD THE KIRK 

I

To f u l l y  understand Burns's s a t i r e s  we must go back f u r t h e r  than  

h is  d e a l in g s  w i t h  the  New L ig h ts  and c o n s id er  h is  y o u th fu l  ed u c a t io n .  

Burns's s a t i r e s  come from something deeper than simply revenge on the  

p o e t ' s  p a r t  a f t e r  h is  t re a tm e n t  by Mr. A u ld 's  S e s s i o n ' - - t h e  s a t i r e s  come

1. In 178*1, when the r e s u l t s  o f  Burns's a f f a i r  w i t h  E l i z a b e t h  
Paton became obv io us ,  the two were c a l l e d  b e fo re  the K i r k  Session f o r  an
i n q u i r y  in t o  the  m a t t e r .  'T h e re  is no record  o f  an appearance on the
stoo l  wi th Paton,  but the ci  rcumstances o f  t h i s ,  h is  i n i t i a l  d i f f i c u l t y ,  
appear to  be se t  f o r t h  in "Reply t o  a Trimming E p i s t l e " .  Burns w r i t e s :

T h is  leads me on to  t e l  1 f o r  sp or t
How I d id  w i ' the Session s o r t :
Auld Clinkum a t  the  in ner  p o r t  

Cried  t h r e e  t i m e s : — 'Robin!
Come h i t h e r  l a d ,  and answer f o r ' t ,

Y e ' re blamed f o r  j o b b i n ! '

W i ' p inch I put  a Sunday's face  o n ,
An' snoov'd awa' be fore  the Sess i o n :
I made an op en , f a i  r  confess ion —

I s c o r n ' d to  1 i e —
An' syne Mess John, beyond express ion  ,

F e l l  fou l  o '  me (1 1 ,  97~98)

When Burns  a d m i t t e d  t o  his  p a r t  i n  t h e  a f f a i r ,  t h e  K i r k  demanded  
penance in the form o f  a p u b l i c  reprimand,  and a guinea f o r  the  'poor b o x ' . 
This  punishment c a 1 led f o r t h  from Burns, the  " E p i s t l e  to  John Rankine" .
The e p i s t l e  serves Burns as a vent  f o r  the humi1 i a t  ion i n f 1 i c t e d  on him 
by the Ki rk .  11 conta in ed  a g rea t  deal o f  bragging  and venerea l  s la ng;  
but p a r t  o f  i t  is a wi t t y  sat  i r i c a l  impeachment, openly aimed a t  the  
a t t  i tudes which the Scot t  i sh Ki rk f o s t e r e d  and t  i nc tured  wi th  Burns' s 
scorn o f  the e x i s t I n g  c i  rcumstances t h a t  c re a te d  such humi1 i a t  ion.  Burns 
w r i t e s  to  Rankine:

(Footnote  cont i nued on p. 1 7 . )

The Bellman

Toddled o f f  

then
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from Burns1s I n s t i n c t i v e  d isg u s t  a t  h y p o c r is y .  When we understand what

the  poet  rece iv e d  from h is  f a t h e r , W i l l i a m  Burnes, we s h a l 1 see t h a t  the

s a t i r e s  are as i n e v i t a b l e  as the songs.

I t  was W i l l i a m  Burnes's g r e a t e s t  am bit ion  to  b r in g  up h is  c h i l d r e n

to  be both educated and G o d - f e a r in g .  W i l l i a m  Burnes was not  an i l l i t e r a t e

2
peasant:  he l i k e d  noth ing  b e t t e r  than to  engage in t h e o l o g i c a l  arguments.

' ' G i l b e r t  ( th e  p o e t ' s  b r o t h e r )  t e l l s  how h is  f a t h e r  used to t a l k  to  him

and h is  b r o t h e r  as though they were grown men, a l lo w i n g  them to discuss
3

any s u b jec t  they  l i k e d . '  i t  is supposed t h a t  W i l l i a m  Burnes is the

1. (F ootnote  cont inued from p .  1 6 . )

H yp o cr isy ,  in mercy spare i t !
That ho ly  robe,  0 ,  dinna t e a r  i t !
S p a r e 11 f o r  t h e i r  sakes ,  wha o f t e n  wear i t  —

The lads in b la c k ;
But your c u r s t  w i t ,  when i t  comes near i t ,

R iv es t  o f f  t h e i r  back.

T h in k ,  wicked s i n n e r ,  wha y e 1 re s k a i t h i n g ;
I t ' s  j u s t  the  Blue-gown badge an'  c l a i t h i n g ,
O' saunts;  t a k  t h a t ,  ye l e a ' e  them naeth in g  

To ken them by
Frae o n ie  u nregenerate  heathen,

L ike  you o r  I . ( 1 .  176-177 )

Henly and Henderson, IV ,  pp. 2 57 -2 5 8 .

2 .  Daiches ,  p. 39. Dr .  C u r r i e ,  the f i r s t  e d i t o r  o f  Burns 's  work,  
made a few o b s erva t io n s  on the q u a l i t y  o f  the S c o t t i s h  peasants :

A s l i g h t  acquaintance  w i t h  the peasantry  o f  Scot land  
w i l l  serve to  convince an un p re ju d ic ed  o bserver  t h a t  they  
possess a degree o f  i n t e l l i g e n c e  not g e n e r a l l y  found among 
the same class  o f  men in o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  o f  Europe. in 
the ve ry  humblest c o n d i t io n  o f  the  S c o t t i s h  p easan ts ,  e v e r y 
one can read ,  and most persons a re  more o r  less s k i l l e d  in 
wri  t  ing and a r i t h m e t i c ;  and under the di sgui se o f  t h e i r  
uncouth appearance , and o f  th e i  r p e c u l i a r  manners and d i a l e c t , 
a s t r a n g e r  w i l l  d isco v er  t h a t  they possess a c u r i o s i t y  and have 
o b ta in e d  a degree o f  in fo rm a t io n  corresponding to these a c q u i r e 
ments .

I b i d . , pp. 39-^0

3. Hans H e c h t , Robert  Burns, The Man and His Work, (Glasgow, 1 93 6 ) ,  
P. 5.      ̂ "
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au th o r  o f  a t r a c t  e n t i t l e d  "Manual o f  R e l ig io u s  B e l i e f " .  A d ia lo gu e

k
between f a t h e r  and son,  11 cons i s ts  o f  a few eas i l y  grasped bi b l i c a l

5
p recepts  f r e e  from doubts and the  harsh dogma o f  C a lv in is m .  The 

"Manual" ,  which quotes the "Sermon on the Mount",  has a s trong l i b e r a l  

t i n g e ,  s t r e s s i n g  the in f lu e n c e  which s u b j e c t i v e  e x p er ien ce  e x e r t s  on 

r e a s o n l o v e ,  and r ig h teo u sness .  In the  d i a lo g u e ,  Burnes says t h a t  

repentance is  necessary  f o r  s a l v a t i o n  and d e f in e s  repentance in these  

terms:

I mean not  o n ly  a sorrowing f o r  s i n ,  but a la b o ur in g  t o  see 
the mal ignan t  n a tu re  o f  i t :  as s e t t i n g  n a tu re  a t  v a r i a n c e  w i t h  
h e r s e l f ,  by p la c in g  the animal  p a r t  b e fo re  the r a t i o n a l  and 
th e re by  p u t t i n g  o u rse lv es  on a le v e l  w i t h  the  b ru t e  b e a s ts ,  the  
consequence o f  which w i l l  be an in ten se  war in the  human f rame,  
u n t i l  the  r a t i o n a l  p a r t  is e n t i r e l y  weakened which is s p i r i t u a l  
d e a th ,  which in the  na ture  o f  the  th in g  renders us u n f i t  f o r  the  
s o c i e t y  o f  God's s p i r i t u a l  kingdom and to  see the beauty o f  
h o i i  ness .

k . The c a t e c h is in g  o f  c h i l d r e n  was an important  f e a t u r e  o f  S c o t t i s h  
f a m i l y  w o rsh ip .  The c h i l d r e n  had to memorize the answers to  the quest ions  
given  in the S h o r te r  Catechism and o f t e n  the  c h i l d r e n  would repeat  the  
c o r r e c t  answer w i th o u t  unders tanding the  q uest io n  o r  the answer.  W i l l i a m  
Burnes must have seen the weakness o f  t h i s  method f o r  in h is  "Manual" he 
reversed  the procedure .  He encouraged the i n q u i r i n g  s p i r i t  o f  c h i l d r e n  
by having them ask the quest ions  w h i l e  he gave them i n t e l l i g i b l e  answers.  
I t  is more n a t u r a l  f o r  c h i l d r e n  to  be ask ing  quest ions  than to  p a r r o t  back 
e loquent  answers found in the  S h o r te r  Catechism. Th is  seems l i k e  a very  
simple  i n n o v a t io n ,  but i t  does show the wisdom o f  W i l l i a m  Burnes.

5.  Al though t h i s  compendium o f  r e l i g i o u s  d o c t r i n e  is f ragmentary  and 
d e f e c t i v e  even as a document r e f l e c t i n g  the theo logy  ( C a l v i n i s t i c  and 
Armin ian)  o f  i t s  own p e r i o d ,  i t  p o i n t s ,  w i t h  some c le a rn e s s  to some o f  
the main te n e ts  o f  the Chri st  ian f a i  t h . 11 has noth ing  t o  say o f  the  
Fatherhood o f  God o r  the  brotherhood o f  Man in Jesus C h r i s t :  i t  lacks  
a l t o g e t h e r  the lo v e - n o t e  o f  the Gospels; i t  savours more o f  the Old T e s t a 
ment than o f  the New; i t  has more o f  l e g a l i t y  in i t  and human "works" than  
o f  the  Grace o f  God; i t  has no in t im acy  o f  Godwardness, no suggest  ion o f  
sacramental  inwardness, none o f  the mystery o f  the  C h r i s t - r e l a t  i o n , none 
o f  the everyday walk  w i t h  and growing 1 ikeness to C h r i s t , no r e f e r e n c e  to  
spi  r i  tu a l  r e - b i  r t h  in express terms o r  to  the heaven 1y w o r ! d .

6 . I t  is worth remarking how o f t e n  the words "reason" and " r a t i o n a l " 
appear in the "Manual" :  These words were fa v o u r i  tes o f  the New Li g h t s .

7. Chambers, 1, "Manual o f  R e l ig io u s  B e l i e f " .  Appendix No. I I ,
P. b S 7 .
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Thus the s u b j e c t i v e  l i f e  is a cont  i nual s t r u g g l e  between animal i n s t i  net  

and c o n t r o l  l i n n  r e a s o n .  The  " M a n u a l "  goes  o n :

. . . s e t t i n q  the r a t i o n a l  p a r t  above the a n im a l ,  though i t  promote 
a war in the human f rame,  every  c o n f l i c t  and v i c t o r y  a f f o r d s  us 
n r a t e f u l  r e f l e c t  i o n , and tends to  compose the mi nd more and more, 
not to  the u t t e r  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  the animal p a r t ,  but to the  rea l  
and t r u e  enjoyment o f  them by which in the n a t u r a l  consequence o f  
the t h i n q ,  promotes s p i r i t u a l  l i f e ,  and not o n ly  so,  but g ives  
animal  l i f e  p leas u re  and j o y ,  t h a t  we never could have had w i th o u t  
i t . 8

The ideal  l i f e  is to a t t a i n  in n er  peace and o r d e r ,  "whose aim is  to  

e x a l t  the mind above those i r r e g u l a r  passions t h a t  j a r ,  and are  c o n t r a r y  

one to  a n o t h e r ,  and d i s t r a c t  the mind by c o n t r a r y  p u r s u i t s . "  The f i n a l  

r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  is the  " u n i f o r m i t y  o f  p u r s u i t s "  which is dependent  

on the  b e l i e f  " t h a t  a l l  our  i n t e r e s t s  are under the  care  o f  our  Heavenly  

F a t h e r . " ^

The i n t e l l i g e n t  and h ig h l y  p r i n c i p l e d  au thor  o f  the "Manual" ,  W i l l i a m

Burnes,  was a devout man and as was usual in h is  t ime he conducted f a m i l y

worship s e rv ic e s  in the even ing .  Th is  scene is w e l l  de scr ib ed  in "The

C o t t e r ' s  Saturday  N i g h t " .  We l e a rn  from A l l e n  Cunningham t h a t  the poet

cont inued in h is  f a t h e r ' s  f o o ts te p s  during  his s tay  a t  E l l  i s l a n d .

He performed f a m i l y  worship every evening except  dur in g  the  
hurry  o f  harvest  when t h a t  duty was perhaps l i m i t e d  to  
Saturday n i g h t .10

While l i v i n g  a t  A l loway and Mount O l i p h a n t ,  the Burnes f a m i l y  a t tended  

the p a r is h  church a t  Ayr to hear D a lrym ple ,  o f  whom W i l l i a m  Burnes had a 

very  high o p i n i o n . ^  With such a background, we cannot be su rp r is e d  t h a t

R. I b i d . , p. 458.

9.  i b i d . , pp. 4 57 -488 .

10. Quoted 1 n L o c k h a r t , p. 43.

11. In 1776 Murdock ( the  t u t o r  o f  Robert  and G i 1b e r t  Burns) lo s t  a 
teach ing d o s  i t  ion i n  Ayr because in a moment o f  anqer he had expressed an 
op in ion to  the e f f e c t  t h a t  Dr.  W i1 1 iam Dalrymple was as revengefu l  as He 11 
and as fa  Ise as the Devi 1 and a l i a r  and hypocr i t e  to b o o t . H e c h t , p.  13.
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when Robert Burns moved to  M o s s g ie l , in h is  t w e n t y - s i x t h  y e a r ,  he was not

pleased w i t h  the d o c t r i n e s ,  dogmas, and d i s c i p l i n e s  o f  Mr. Au ld ,  th e i  r  new

m i n i s t e r .  In r e l i g i o u s  mat te rs  Robert became what Hecht c a l l s  " s u s p i c i o u s l y  

12f r e e " .  In del 1v e r In g  h is  censures a g a in s t  the Old L i g h t s , Burns was

never  d i s c r e e t .  We can b e l i e v e  the scene, described  by L o c k h a r t ,  where a t

the f r o n t  o f  an inn in Mauchl?ne a t  the t ime o f  the c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  the

Sacrament Burns was t o u r in g  on horseback w i t h  a crowd o f  eager l i s t e n e r s

around him argu in g  ag a in s t  C a l v i n i s t  th e o lo g y ,  and f i n a l l y  r i d i n g  o f f

amidst  the h isses  o f  the l i t t l e  crowd, which regarded him as a h e r e t i c .

In h is  a u to b io g r a p h ic a l  l e t t e r  to  Dr .  Moore, Burns says t h a t

Polemical  d i v i n i t y  about t h i s  t ime was p u t t i n g  the count ry  h a l f  
mad; and I ,  am bit ious  o f  s h in in g  in c o n vers a t ion  p a r t i e s  on 
Sundays between sermons, f u n e r a l s ,  e t c . ,  used in a few years  
more to  p u z z le  C a lv in ism  w i t h  so much h ear t  and i n d i s c r e t i o n  t h a t  
I ra is e d  a h u e a n d  cry  o f  heresy a g a in s t  me which has not  ceased to
t h i s  h o u r . ^3

His boundless honesty o n ly  provoked the antagonism o f  res p e c ta b le

people and conf irmed them in t h e i r  c o n v ic t io n  o f  h is  heresy .

As a r e s u l t  o f  h is  s k i l l  and o r i g i n a l i t y  in t h e o l o g i c a l  arguments,

Burns gained a r e p u t a t io n  in the A y r s h i r e  c o u n t r y s id e .  One m i n i s t e r  o f

h is  acquaintance  r e l a t e s  how

The acuteness and o r i g i n a l i t y  d isp lay ed  by him, the  depth o f  h is  
discernment ,  the f o r c e  o f  h is  e x p ress io n s ,  and the a u t h o r i t a t i v e  
energy o f  his unders ta nd ing ,  had c r e a te d  a sense o f  h is  power,  o f  
the e x t e n t  o f  which I was unconscious , t i l l  i t  was re vea le d  to  me 
by a c c i d e n t .  On the occasion o f  my second appearance in the p u l p i t ,
I came w i t h  an assured and t r a n q u i l  mind and though a few persons o f  
educat ion  were p r e s e n t ,  advanced some lengths in the s e r v ic e  w i t h  my 
conf idence  and s e l f - p o s s e s s io n  un im pa ired ,  but when I saw Burns,  
who was o f  a d i f f e r e n t  p a r i s h ,  unexpected ly  e n t e r  the church,  I was 
a f f e c t e d  w i t h  a tremor and embarrassment,  which suddenly ap pr is ed  me 
o f  the impress ion which my mind, unknown to i t s e l f , had p r e v io u s l y  
r e c e i v e d . ^

12. Hecht , p.  13.

13. L e t t e r s  o f  Robert Burns, e d i t e d  J . DeLancey Ferguson (London, 
1 93 1 ) ,  1 ,  p.  107.

\ k .  Quoted in L o c k h a r t , p .  3&.
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Burns l i k e d  arguments and the  h o t t e r  they  became the  b e t t e r  he l i k e d  

them. N e v e r t h e l e s s , he d id  not argue simply f o r  the sake o f  u t t e r i n g  

p l a t i t u d e s  and s u p e r f i c i a l i t i e s .  He was n a t u r a l l y  and s i n c e r e l y  r e l i g i o u s , 

and h is  wra th  was aroused by whatever was h a t e f u l  and f a l s e .  His sense 

o f  fun took the s t i n g  from some o f  h is  s a t i r e s ,  but h is  h a t re d  and con

tempt f o r  the  u n c h r i s t i a n ,  unreasonable  d o c t r in e s  o f  the  Old L i g h t  preachers  

and the  la ck  o f  benevolence and hypocr isy  which these d o c t r i n e s  f o s t e r e d  

was genuine.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



22

! i

I t  is when the c o n t r a s t  between appearance and r e a l i t y  s t r i k e s  

Burns as r i d i c u l o u s  t h a t  sa t  i re is c r e a t e d .  To hold f o l l y  up to  r i d i c u l e ,  

the sa t  i r i  st  must have an i n t i m a t e  knowledge o f  the s u b jec t  in o r d e r  to  

make i t  appear r i d i c u l o u s  and evoke towards i t  a t t i t u d e s  o f  amusement, 

contempt , o r  s c o r n . Burns knew e x a c t l y  what was being sa id  week a f t e r  

week from the p u l p i t s  in Ayrshi  re and i t  was t h i s  he r i d i c u l e d .

Not o n ly  the Old L i g h t  m i n i s t e r s  but the  vast  majo r i  t y  o f  the

people in Ayrshi  re were a g a in s t  Burns. (A 1 ike f a t e  awai ts  anyone who

a t t a c k s  the P h a r is e e ,  the most r e s p e c ta b le  person in s o c i e t y . ) The people

were incensed a t  the rap id  spread o f  the New L ig ht  p r i n c i p l e s  (Arminian

he res ies they c a l l e d  them) in Ayrshi  r e .  Burns sat  i r i  ses t h e i  r  a la rm  in

h is  Epi s t l e  to  John G o ld ie .  " G o ld i e ,  a Ki lmarnock m erchant , was in h is

1a t e r  y e a r s , "  as Henley puts i t ,  "a d d ic te d  to  advanced t h e o l o g y . " ^  He

publ ished h is  r e l i g i o u s  views in a book e n t i t l e d  Essays on Various

Important  S u b j e c t s , Moral and D i v i n e ,  Being an Attempt t o  D i s t in g u is h

True from False  R e l? g io n . T h is  w o r k , c h i e f l y  an argument ag a in s t  o r i g i n a l

16
s i n ,  became p o p u la r ly  known as " G o l d i e ' s  B i b l e . "  The second e d i t i o n  

o f  " G o l d i e ' s  B ib l e "  in 1785 occasioned the w r i t i n g  o f  Burn ' s e p i s t l e  

"To John G o ld ie "  in August o f  t h a t  y e a r .  In a g l o r i o u s l y  funny personi  f  i ca -  

t  i o n , Orthodoxy (here equated w i t h  emot ional  r e l i g i o n )  and her s i s t e r ,

15. Henley and Henderson, I I ,  p . 356.

16. I b i d . , p. 356.

17. Burns, who in o t h e r  c o n te x ts  p r a is e s  Enthusiasm, here scorns
r e l i g i o n  o f  f e e l i  ng In favour  o f  a b leak  and r a t  ional  f a i t h .
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S u p e r s t i t i o n ,  are d e p ic ted  as s i c k  unto d ea th .  S u p e r s t i t i o n  is so s ic k

18
t h a t  a p h y s i c i a n ,  "Black  Jock" Russel 1 , (a m i n i s t e r  o f  the o ld  f a i t h )  

is c a l l e d  in to  examine her  u r i n e .

i t a A l n g  Poor gapin , g lo w r in  Superst i t  ionl
Wae's me, she 's  in a sad cond i t  i o n !
Fye! b r in g  Black Jock,  her  s t a t e  p h y s i c i a n ,

To see her  w a te r !
Alas!  t h e r e ' s  ground f o r  g r e a t  suspic io n  

She' 11 n e ' e r  get  b e t t e r .

Enthusiasm's past  redemption  
Gone in a gal lop in consumpt i o n :
Not a ' her  quacks w i ' a ' th e i  r gumpt ion 

Can ev e r  mend h e r ;
Her f e e b l e  pu lse g ies  s trong  presumption  

She' 11 soon su r r e n d e r .  ( 11 p. 71)

Burns s p e c i f i c a l 1 y  l i n k s  T a y l o r  w i t h  Go1d i e  as the main m i n i s t e r s  o f

Arminian ideas in Ayrshi  re " i  r o n i c a l l y  suggest  i ng t h a t  i f  th i s were not

the e n l ig h t e n e d  E ighteenth  Century but the  good o ld  t h e o c r a t i c  d a y s ,

19Go1d i e ' s opponents would have burnt  him a l i v e . "

'T i s  you a n ' T a y l o r  a re  the c h i e f  
To blame f o r  a ' t h i s  b la c k  m i s c h i e f ; 

i 4 B u t , g in  the Lords a in  f o l k  gat l e a v e ,
m p t y  A toom t a r  b a r r e l

An' twa red peats wad b r in g  r e l i e f ,
An end the q u a r r e l . ( i i p . 72)

The "toom t a r  b a r r e l " and the "twa red pe a ts"  wi th t h e i  r " t ' s" o f  contempt

20and what they imply ("The wi t c h - f i  res in a l 1 the i r h o r r o r " )  and t h e i  r 

mocking conj unct  ion wi th " the  Lords a in  f o l k s "  c r e a t e  an in s t a n t  cameo 

o f  the  Old L igh t  K i r k  a t  work.

Burns encourages Go1d i e , b idd ing  him,

18. "B lack Jock" is a ls o  a main f i g u r e  in "The Twa H e r d s " : o r  the  
"Holy T u l y i e , An unco mournfu1 T a l e " .

19. Thomas C raw fo rd , Burns, A Study o f  the Poems and Songs, 
( S t a n f o r d , 1 9 6 5 ) ,  p. 50.

20.  K e i t h ,  p. 107.
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21&o>teZg E 'e  swinge the dogs and th resh  them s i c k e r !
&tx.ike, The mair  they squeal ay chap the t h i c k e r .

( I I ,  p. 72)

22 23 
But the f i r s t  o f  the g re a t  sa t  i res " t h a t  saw the  l i g h t "  was

the "Twa H erd s" , "a b u r 1esque la m en ta t io n  on a q u a r re l  between two r e v 1d

2b 25
C a l v i n i s t s , "  which the New L ig h ts  gre e ted  wi th "a ro ar  o f  a p p la u s e ."

A d is p u t e  about p a ro c h ia l  boundaries arose between two o f  the  Old Light

l e a d e r s - - M o o d ie ,  m i n i s t e r  o f  R i c c a r t o n , and R u s s e l l ,  m i n i s t e r  o f  Ki lmarnock--

which f t n a l l y  became so v i o l e n t  t h a t  the P r esb y te ry  o f  Ki lmarnock looked

in t o  the m a t t e r  a t  the P re sb y te ry  m e e t in g s . In the words o f  Lockhart

the reverend di v ines  , h i t h e r t o  sworn f r i e n d s  and a s s o c i a t e s , 
lo s t  a l 1 command o f  temper,  and abused each o t h e r  "coram 
populo" wi th  a f i e r y  vi  ru len ce  o f  personal  i n v e c t i v e ,  such 
as has long been banished front a l l  po p u la r  a s s e m b l ie s , where
in the  laws o f  cour tesy  a re  en forced  by those o f  a c e r t a i n  
unwr? t t e n  code. 26

Burns bewai1s the  f a t e  o f  the two or thodox congregat  ions as sheep wi thout  

shepherds.

0 a ' y e  pious godly f l o c k s ,
Weel fed on p as tures  o r th o d o x ,
Wha now w i 11 keep you f r a e  the fox  

dog& Or w o rry in g  tykes?
tend Or wha wi 11 t e n t  the w a i f s  an 1 crocks
itAaggleAi and About the dykes?
old m u  t  .
w u t  * enTh$ twa best herds in a '  the w a s t ,
gave. That  e ' e r  gae gospel horn a b l a s t

These f i v e  a n ' twenty simmers p a s t - -  
■6ad 0 ,  dool to t e l  1 1 —

21 . C a l v i n i s t s .

22. Though not publ ished  t i l l  1796.

23. L e t t e r s  , 1 , p . 11**.

2^. i b i d . , 1, p. m .

25. I b id  ., 1 , p.  1 1 b

2 6 . L o c k h a r t , p . b 2 .
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ouaAAeJt Hae had a b i t t e r ,  b la ck  o u t - c a s t
Between Atween th e m s e l . ( I f ,  20)

Burns 1s i r o n ic a l  lam enta t ions  in p a s t o r a l  terms over  the q u a r r e l  is

e f f e c t i v e  s a t i r e  because i t  heightens  the a b s u r d i t y  o f  the s i t u a t i o n  by

27
reducing the two mi ni s t e r s  to r i d i c u l o u s  p rop o r t  i o n s .

The p i c t u r e  o f  the t y p i  cal E ig h te en th  Century C a l v i n i s t  mini s t e r

is pro bab ly  the best t h in g  in the  poem.

scabbed He f i n e  a mangy sheep could  scrub;
Or nobly  swing the  gospel c lu bs ;
Or New-Light  herds could n i c e l y  drub 

And pay t h e i  r s k i n ; 
puddbe Or hing them o ' e r  the burn ing  dub

Or heave them i n .  ( I I ,  21)

The New L ig h ts  could not he lp  but r e j o i c e  when th ey  read the i n s u l t s

h u r le d  in such a f a r c i c a l  l i g h t .

In "Holy W i l l i e ' s  P raye r"  Burns a t t a c k s  the narrow-minded to

whom C a lv in is m  meant simply a b e l i e f  in h e l l  and an assurance o f

28t h e i r  own e l e c t i o n .  In Holy W i l l i e ,  Burns saw not o n ly  h y p o c r is y —  

t h a t  e t e r n a l  e lement which l i f t s  W i l l i e  out  o f  p r o v i n c i a l  A y r s h i r e  

and in t o  the wor ld  a t  1a r g e - - b u t  a ls o  degenerate C a lv in ism  in c a r n a t e .

I t  was the  Holy W i l l i e s  who aroused Burns's h a t red  f o r  c o r ru p t  

C alv in is m  and the u n c h r i s t i a n  a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  so e a s i l y  became

27.  By reducing the  two m i n i s t e r s  to  such r i d i c u l o u s  p r o p o r t i o n s ,  
Burns increases the h u m i l i a t i o n  o f  the Old L ig h t s .

28 .  W i l l i a m  F is h er  (Holy W i l l i e )  was a farmer  near Mauchl ine and 
s ince  1772 was an e l d e r  in the  p a r is h  church o f  H a u c h l in e .  He was one 
o f  the most st  renuous o f  A u ld 's  ass i s t a n t s  in h is  r i g i d  s u r v e i l l a n c e  o f  
the p a r i  sh ioners  and was the  in former  agai  nst  Gavi n Hami1 ton f o r  n eg le c t  
o f  ord inance  and v i o l a t i o n  o f  the Sabbeth.  Though a c t  Ive in b r in g in g  
o f f e n d e rs  to  the not i ce o f  the Sess i o n , he was not p a r t  i c u l a r  about  h is  
own beh av io u r ,  f o r  in 1790 he h im s e l f  was rebuked by the m i n i s t e r ,  in 
presence o f  the Ki r k - S e s s i o n , f o r  drunkenness;  and was reputed (see stanza  
XVI I  o f  "The Ki r k ' s A la rm " ,  I ,  p.  35) to  have ut i 1 ized hi s opportun i  t i e s  
as " e l d e r  a t  the p l a t e "  to  help h im s e l f  to the  Ki r k 1s o f f e r  in g s . On his  
way home from Mauchl in e ,  in a snow storm, he died in a d i tch by the
ro a d s id e ,  13 F e b ru a ry , 1809. Henley and Henderson, I I ,  p . 321.
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imp1 I c i t  in i t .

The s t im ulus  f o r  the poem was the q u a r re l  between Gavin Hami1 ton

and the Mauchl ine Sess io n . The Session c o n t i n u a 11y tormented Hami1 ton

29 30
from 1777 to  1788 under the headings o f : mismanaging the poor f u n d s ,

being absent f rom church in December and January ,  " f o r  jo u rn e y in g  to

C a r r i c k  t h o 1 advi  sed and admon i shed agai nst  i t  by the mini s t e r , f o r

the h a b i t u a l  , i f  not t o t a l , n e g le c t  o f  the worship  o f  God in h is  home,

31and f i n a l 1y f o r  f o r e in g  h is  servants  to  d ig  po ta toes  on the Sabbath ."

The q u a r r e l  developed f u r t h e r  as Gavin was p u b l i c l y  a t t a c k e d  in the  

p r i n t e d  Session minutes .  Hami1 ton made a d e t a i l e d  compla in t  t o  the  

Presb y te ry  o f  Ayr where h is  r i g h t s  were s u c c e s s f u l l y  defended by Robert  

Ai ken (O ra to r  Bob) , and the  K i rk  Session o f  Mauchline was fo rced  to  cl ear  

hi s name o f  g u i 11 . For Burns, the q u a r r e l  represented  something 1a rg e r  

than the p e t t y  p o in ts  being brought f o r t h  by both s id e s .  11 is l i k e l y  

t h a t  he viewed Hami1 ton as the in c a r n a t io n  o f  the spi r i  t  o f  E c c l e s i a s t  ic a l  

rebel  1 ion and Auld as represent  i ng not  mere ly the Mauchl ine Ki rk Sess ion 

but as Snyder puts i t ,  "an ant  i quated and t y r a n n i c a l  form o f  church 

admin i s t r a t  i o n . "  Even i f  t h i s  is not  e x a c t l y  how Burns saw the q u a r r e l , 

he was ab le  to r a i s e  t h i s  p u r e ly  lo ca l  d is p u te  about dogma between 

indi  v i d u a ls  in a l i t t l e  Scot t  i sh town to  the  le v e l  o f  something t h a t  

concerned the whole o f  humanity.

29.  For the complete h i s t o r y  o f  t h i  s q u a r re l  , the  Reverend J . C. 
Glenn ie  o f  Mauchl ine Old Church has an account "Gavin Hami1 ton and the  
Ki rk Sess ion o f  Mauchl ine"  in the Burns C h r o n i c l e , 1962,  pp. 2 0 -3 0 .

30. Glenn ie  suggests t h a t  the K i r k ' s  charge o f  mismanaging the  
poor funds le v e l  led aga i nst  HamiI ton was i ndeed j u s t i  f i e d .  I b i d . , p. 30.

31 . I b i d . , p. 20.
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"Holy W i l l i e , "  who seems to  have taken a l e ad in g  p a r t  in reprimand

ing Hami1 t o n , was a who11y d e t e s t a b l e  c h a r a c t e r  and "much and j u s t l y  

famed f o r  t h a t  polemical  c h a t t e r i n g  which ends in t  i p p l in g  o r t h o d o x y , 

and f o r  t h a t  spi r i  tu a l  i zed bawd ry which r e f i n e s  to  a l i q u o r i s h  devot ion' . '^2 

He shared the b e l i e f s  o f  the degenerate C a lv in ism  o f  h is  Old L ig h t  

b re t h re n  and had no concept ion  o f  the rea l  mean?ng o f  o r i g i n a l  s i n .  Holy  

Wi 11 ie f a i l e d  t o  understand the p r o f u n d i t y  o f  the d o c t r i n e  o f  predest  i n -  

a t  ion and regarded the  God o f  e l e c t  ion as a b l i n d  and Ind i  f f e r e n t  f a t e  

who d iv i d e d  the e l e c t  and the rep ro b a te  by an a r b i t r a r y  and i r r e s p o n s ib le  

c h o i c e , merely by a kind o f  chance.

Burns, as the p o e t , knows more than " H o i l y  W i l l i e " ,  the  sp eaker .  

Burns knows a l s o  what was sa id  week a f t e r  week from the pul pi  ts  and I t  

was t h i s  he was t o  parody throughout  the  poem. The "P r a y e r "  b e g in s , not  

in the  v e r n a c u l a r ,  too f a m i 1 i a r  f o r  a p r a y e r ,  but in the more d i s t a n t  

and d i g n i f i e d  tongue,  used a ls o  in "The C o t t e r ' s  Saturday N ig h t"  f o r  

f a m i l y  wo rsh ip — "0 Thou t h a t  in the Heavens dost  d w e l1" w i t h  o n ly  an 

occas ional  d i a l e c t  form, " o n ie "  and " g u i d , "  to  suggest  the scene is 

Ayrshi  r e . The poem is in Engl ish  th e n — but not  the heavy s en ten t  ious 

Engl ish o f  the p u l p i t .  The "P r a y e r "  had to  be i n t e l 1 i g i b l e  and convey 

i t s  meaning i n s t a n t a n e o u s ly . For t h a t  Burns uses the c l e a r e s t  Engl ish  

at  h is  command— an Engl ish  so c l e a r  and so s u p e r l a t i v e l y  d i f f i c u l t  to  

a t t a i n  t h a t  no Hoiy W i11 ie could e v e r  have acqu i red i t .  And as a 1ways 

when Burns is working a t  w h i te  heat  (as l a t e r ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  in h is  best  

songs "A Red, Red Rose") , the d i e t  ion is 1a r g e l y  monosyl1a b i c .  You

32.  Hen ley  and Henderson, I I , p . 321.
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33c a n ' t  m is take  a m ono s y l lab le .  11 has the c l a r i t y  o f  a p i s t o l  sh ot .

So equipped t h e n , Burns s t a r t s  o f f  on the theory  o f  p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  

expounded so a chi Id might understand i t .

0 Thou t h a t  in the  Heavens does dw e l1 
Wha, as i t  p lease  best  T h y s e l ,
Send ane to  Heaven a n 1 ten to Hel l  

A' f o r  Thy g l o r y ,
And no f o r  on ie qu id  f o r  i 1 1

T h e y 1ve done b e fo re  Th ee . ( I I ,  p .  25)

By the  t h i  rd verse  Burns has moved on to  the e q u a l l y  v i t a l  t e n e t  o f

Or ig?nal  Sin:

What was I , o r  my g e n e r a t i o n ,
That  I should get  s i c  e x a l t a t i o n ?
1 , wha d e s e rv 's  most j u s t  damnation

For broken laws 
Sax thousand years e r e  my c r e a t i o n ,

Thro '  Adam's cause! ( I I ,  p.  26)

The next  verse  takes a commonly preached Old L ig h t  doct  r i  ne t h a t  b a b i e s ,

dying u n b a p t is e d , go s t r a i g h t  to  H e l l — something t h a t  seems to  have

r e a l l y  roused Burns' s i r e , f o r  o f  i t s  t h i  r t y - s  i x  words , t h i  r t y - t w o  a re

m o n o s y l la b le s .

When from my m i t h e r ' s  womb I f e l l ,
Thou might hae p i u n g ' s me deep in h e l l  
To gnash my gooms, and weep, and w a i 1 

In burn ing 1akes ,
Whare damned d e v i 1s r o a r  and y e l 1,

Chai n ' d to  th e i  r s t a k e s . ( I I ,  p . 26)

33.  " In  'Holy  W i l l i e ' s  P ra y e r '  , p o l y s y l l a b l e s  w? th t h e o l o g i c a l  
connotat  ions ( ' generat  i o n , e x a 1 t a t  i o n , damnat i o n , c r e a t  i o n , m e r c i e s , 
t e m p o r a l , d i v i n e ,  g l o r y ' )  seem p a r t i c u l a r l y  impressive when se t  bes ide  
the hammer st  rokes o f  short  words such as ' Thou might hae piunged me 
deep in h e l l '  and 'That  I f o r  grace a n ' gear  may shi ne.  "
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Because W i l l i e  is o f  the e l e c t  he becomes a s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  p i l l a r  o f  

God' s tem p le ,  "A g u i d e , a b u c k l e r , "  and an example to  God's f l o c k .

That  I am here b e fo re  Thy s i g h t ,  
For g i f t s  an 1 grace  

A burning and a sh in ing 1 ight  
To a ' th i s pi a c e .

Yet  I am h ere ,  a chosen sample,
To show Thy grace is g re a t  and ample:  
I 'm  here a p i l l a r  o '  Thy t e m p le ,

Strong as a rock  
A g u id e ,  a b u c k l e r , and example 
To a '  Thy f l o c k !  ( I I , pp. 26 -27)

How 1udicrous t h i s  becomes as the poem progresses .

But y e t , 0 L o r d , confess I must :
£tiked At t imes I 'm f a s h ' d  wi ' f l e s h l y  1 u s t ;

An' sometimes, to o ,  in w ard ly  t r u s t , 
V i l e  s e l f  ge ts  in ;

But Thou remembers we a re  d u s t ,
D e f i l e d  w i 1 s i n . 3 5 ( | I , p . 27)

0 Lord! y e s t r e e n , Thou kens , w i ' Meg—  
Thy pardon I s i n e e r e l y  beg—
0 ,  may11 n e ' e r  be a 1 iv in g  plague  

To my dishonour!
An' I ' l l  n e ' e r  1 i f t  a lawless  leg  

Again upon h er .

35. 11 is i n t e r e s t  ing t o  note t h a t  the thoughts Burns sat  i r i  ses
in stanzas  VI and IX o f  "Holy W i l l i e ' s  P ray er"  (But y e t , 0 L o rd , confess
I must . . .and "Maybe Thou l e t s  t h i s  f 1eshy t h o r n . . . " )  a re  the same which  
are expressed s i n c e r e l y  in "A P ray er  in Prospect  o f  D ea th . "

I f  I have wander 'd in those paths  
Of l i f e  I o u g h t  t o  shun- -  
As something l o u d l y , in my b r e a s t ,
Remonstrates I have done- -
Thou knowst t h a t  Thou hast  formed me
Wi th  pass ions w i l d  and s t ro n g ;
And 1 i s t ' ning to  t h e i  r wi t c h in g  vo ice  
Has o f t e n  led me wrong. ( I ,  p. 135)

Thi  s is perhaps an example o f  Scott  i sh contrad  I c t o r i  ness , the habi t  
among Scots o f  turn  ing in to  r i  d i c u l e  t h e i  r own s i n c e r e s t  f e e l I n g s  and 
profoundest  e x p e r ie n c e s .

l a i t  rught 
knoitf&st
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mu A t  Besides ,  i f a r t h e r  maun avow--
(Puink Wi 1 L e e z i e ' s  l a s s ,  t h r e e  t im e ,  I t r o w - -

But ,  L o rd , t h a t  F r id a y  I was f o u ,
When I cam near h e r ,

Or e l s e ,  Thou kens,  Thy servant  t r u e  
WOUJLd: m z d d tz  Wad never  s t e e r  h e r . ( I I ,  p. 28)

w i th

"Holy W i l l i e "  here is f a r  removed from the s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  p u r i t y

o f  the  opening s tan z as .  W i11 ie  goes on to  1 i s t  some o f  h is  own sins

t h a t  the  ki  rk would re c o g n ize — those o f  wine and women. Being i n t e l l e c t u -

a l l y  p u r b l i n d , Holy W i l l i e  f a i I s  to  see the hypocr isy  t h a t  becomes

obvious in h is  f a i l u r e  t o  measure up to  h is  own p r e c e p t s . A s e l f - r i g h t e o u s

tone is s t i l l  p o s s i b l e ,  f o r  whatever "Holy W i l l i e "  may be— a drunkard ,

a murd erer ,  a f o r n i c a t o r — he is s t i l l  one o f  the e l e c t  and is guaranteed

sal v a t  i o n . The tone i t s e l f  evi  dences the  hypocri  sy t h a t  is i mp1 i c i t  in

t h i s  kind o f  C a lv in ism .  His sins become mere ly  thorns in h is  f l e s h  so

t h a t  he may not  grow too proud and a r ro g a n t  in the f u l 1 ness o f  grace

which God has c o n fe r red  upon him.

May be Thou l e t s  t h i s  f l e s h l y  thorn  
B u f f e t  Thy servant  e ' e n  and morn, 

t o o  Lest  he owre proud and high should turn
That he ' s sae g i f t e d :

I f  s a e , Thy h an1 maun e 'e n  be borne
U n t i l  Thou 1 i f t  i t . 36 ( I I ,  p. 28)

"Hoiy W i l l i e "  had assurance o f  s a l v a t i o n ,  but h is  C a l v i n i s t i c  God

sends one to  heaven and then to  he 11. The ten a r e , o f  course ,  the  non

e l e c t ,  which in c lu d ed ,  f o r  "W i11i e "  a t  1 e a s t , the blasphemers, the ones

t h a t

Set the world  in a road
0 '  laugh i n ' a t  u s . ( I I ,  p. 29)

36 . Miss Ke i th  wonders i f  Burns could have heard o f  S t .
August Jne' s s i m i l a r  ent  r e a t y : " L o r d , g iv e  me chast i t y - - b u t  not y e t . "

See al  so f o o tn o te  *»0.
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Such as Gavin H am il ton ,  the  P r esb y te ry  o f  A yr ,  and the " g ! i b - t o n g u e d "

Ai ken .

L o r d , hear  my e a rn e s t  cry and p r a y 1r 
Against  t h a t  P r e s b y t 1ry o f  A y r !

Thy s trong r i g h t  hand, L o r d , mak i t  bare  
Upo’ t h e i r  heads!  

f{o n o t  L o r d , v i s i t  them, a n ' dinna s p a r e ,
For t h e i r  misdeeds!

0 Lord,  my God! t h a t  g l i b - t o n g u ' d  A iken ,
My vera  h e a r t  and f l e s h  are quakin  
To t h i n k  how, we stood s w e a t i n , s h a k i n ,

An p i s h ' d  w i ' d r e a d ,
Ane.eAA,ng Whi le  h e , wi ' h i n g i n  1 ip an 1 s n a k in ,

Held up h is  head. ( I I ,  p.  29)

From being the embodiment o f  the C a lv in  i st  ic  e l e c t , "Holy W i l l i e "

has reduced h i m s e l f , h is  to n e ,  and h is  language to  t h a t  o f  a s m a l l ,

f r i g h t e n e d ,  whimpering v i 1lage busy body. In the next s ta n z a ,  however,

he appears as the ve ry  in c a r n a t io n  o f  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  t y r r a n y .

L o r d , in Thy day o '  vengeance t r y  him!
L o r d , v i s i t  him what d id  employ him!
An pass not in Thy mercy by them,

Nor hear the  i r p r a y 1r ,
But f o r  Thy p e o p l e s 1 sake de s t ro y  them,

An1 dinna s p a r e . ( I I ,  p . 29)

The hyp ocr isy becomes 1a rg e r  than 1 i f e . W i l l i e  becomes one wi th  the

psa lm is t  and the avenging God o f  the 109th psalm. In the r o l e  o f  t h i s

avenging God, the  tone and the 1anguage become hard and r u t h l e s s , "Holy

W i1 1 i e "  becomes t e r r i f y i n g ,  and the  d o c t r i n e  and purpose o f  W i1 1 ie and

his  God approach a grandeur  t h a t  is a w f u l . The hypocr isy  is c osm ic - -

Wi 11 i e , o f  c o u rs e , is b l i n d  to  t h i s  blasphemy. From t h i s  e x a 1 ted

p o s i t i o n  o f  a God he f a l l s  back to  the essent  i a l  l i t t l e n e s s  o f  W i l l i a m

F is h e r  asking f o r  hi s share o f  m a t e r i a l  p r o s p e r i t y :

But ,  L o rd , remember me and mine 
W i 1 mercies temporal and d i v i n e , 

wej& tth  That I f o r  grace a n 1 gear  may shine
Excel I 1d by nane;

And a 1 the g l o r y  s h a l l  be T h i n e - -  
Amen, Amen! ( I I ,  p. 30)
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As we hear "W i1 1 ie "  p r a y , we hear him i r o n i c a l l y  become blasphemous, 

s e l f - r i g h t e o u s ,  s e l f - c o n g r a t u l a t o r y ,  and a monstrous h y p o c r i t e ,  u n t i l  

he damns h i m s e l f ,  and h is  r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i  t  ion d is s o lv e s  in i r o n y .

Binding the whole poem t o g e t h e r  wi th an i ron f i s t  is Burns1s use

o f  Hoiy W i l l i e  as a 1 iv in g  i 11 u s t r a t  ion o f  the products and d o c t r i n e s

he m o u th s - -h is  haught i ness o f  be ing one o f  the " e l e c t , "  wi th i t s

c o r o l 1a r y , h is  phar i  s a ic  1ack o f  c h a r i t y  and benevolence toward the  

" n o n - e l e c t " .  " I t  is t h i s  c h a r a c t e r ,  so e x q u i s i t e l y  d e l i n e a t e d  and so 

b r i 1 1 i a n t l y  p o i n t e d , t h a t  Burns used to  f l o o d l i g h t  the  k i r k  and a l 1 i t  

stood f o r . " ^

A few weeks a f t e r  the exc i tem e nt  o f  Gavin Hami1 t o n 1s 1 aw s u i t  had 

passed , Burns w ro te  another  s a t i  r e , "The Holy F a i r . "  Th is  f a i  r was the  

c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  the sacrament o f  the Holy Communion, he ld  in Mauchl ine  

ev ery  August . Those a t t e n d in g  (and t h a t  in c luded  a 1most everyone)  went 

p a r t i a l l y  f o r  the Communion and p a r t  i a l l y  f o r  the s o c ia l  o p p o r t u n i t  i e s . 

The frame o f  mind o f  the f a i r  and the frame o f  mind o f  the Holy sacrament  

a re  i n e x t r i c a b l y  woven t o g e t h e r  in the poem. The humour o f  the s a t i r e  

is found in the rhyming c o n t r a d i c t o r y  balance  between the ho iy  n a tu re  o f  

the sacrament and the profane a t t i t u d e  o f  many o f  those a t  the f a i r :  

t h i s  is an i m p l i c i t  c r i t i c i s m  o f  E ig h teen th  Century C a lv in ism .

Here some are t h i n k i n  on th e i  r s i n s ,
An' some upo1 the i r c laes  ;

AO-iZzd Ane curses f e e t  t h a t  f y I  1 d h is  s h i n s ,
A n i t h e r  s ighs a n 1 p r a y s :

Acm pte. On t h i s  hand s i t s  a chosen swatch
W i 1 sc rew1d - u p , grace-proud f a c e s ;

On t h a t  a set  o '  chaps , a t  w a tc h , 
bu&u Thrang w ink in  on the 1 asses

To c h a i rs  t h a t  da y . ( I ,  p. hO)

37. K e i t h ,  p. 7 6 .
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In “Thy Holy F a i r "  some members o f  the New L i g h t s ,  o r  moderate 

p a r t y , a lso  come under a t t a c k  by Burns f o r  th e i  r  la ck  o f  a g e n u in e ly  

r e l i g i o u s  f e e l i n g .

3$Smith'  opens out  hi s cauld  harangues ,
On p r a c t i c e  and on m o r a ls ; ( I ,  p . A l )

What s i g n i f i e s  h is  barren  s h i n e ,
Of moral pow'rs an reason?

His Engl ish  s t y l e , an 1 g es tures  f i n e  
Are a 1 c lean  out  o '  season.

Like Socrates  o r  Anto n ione,
Or some au ld  pagan h e a th e n ,

The moral man he does d e f i n e ,
But n e ' e r  a word o '  f a i t h  in

T h a t ' s r i g h t  t h a t  day.  ( I ,  p . h2)

"The Holy Fai r "  is a s u b t ly  co n s t ru c ted  poem. I t s  c o n s t r u c t io n  is 

s i m i l a r  to  "The C o t t e r ' s Saturday N i g h t " ,  a day from morning t i l l  even-  

? n g , wi th ac t  ion and cont r a s t  deve lo p ing  i t .  In the  f i r s t  n i ne verses  

we see the summer morn ing, the j o l l y  crowds, e v e r y t h in g  le ad in g  to an 

atmosphere o f  g a i e t y  wi th  i nnocent "Fun" always c lo se  by. The in t r o d u c 

t i o n  o f  "Fun" determines  the o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  the poem which beg ins "upon 

a s immer Sunday mourn. "  The hi sses (Simmer Sunday) cont  inue unt i 1 the

Upon a Sjmmer Sunday morn,
When Nature 1s face  is  f a i  r ,

I wa1k e 1d f o r t h  to view the c o r n ,
An1 s n u f f  the c a l l e r  a i r .

The r i  s ing sun, owre G1 as t  on Muirs^
W i 1 g lo r io u s  l i g h t  was g l i n t i n ;

The hares we re hi r p l i  n down the f u r s ,
The" I av'rocks^ they  we re chant i n 

Fu sweet t h a t  day.  ( I ,  p.  36)

Here the a l i i  t e r a t  i ve and assonantal  q u a l i  t  ies a re o b v io u s ly  not embro idery

but are p a r t  o f  the poem's t o t a l  meani n g . No m a t te r  how a r t l e s s  i t  seems,

the h ?sses are t h e r e ; one cannot he lp  but hear them. Burns manages to

3 8 . Smi th  was a New L ig h t  mini s t e r  in G la s t o n ,

f i n a l  1 i ne.

C.0 0 Z

g la n c Z n g
hopp-cngj

fiu A /lO W A
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have the sound o f  his words echo the i r s e n s e - - t h e  h i sses go on u n t i l

the appearance o f  the th re e  s i s t e r s .  Then they hiss o u t :

An' t h i  s is Superst  i t  ion here
An ' That 's_ H y p ro c r is y —  ( I ,  p. 38)

The o n ly  t h in g  t h a t  endangers t h i s  summer morning is the hai 1 o f  h isses .

In verse  ten we have the f i r s t  contact  wi th the ki rk and every  1 i ne seethes

w i t h  hi s s e s :

On t h i s  hand s i t s  a chosen swath
Wi * screw 'd -up, gFace~proud fa c e s .

(The sound is re i n f o r c i n g  the appeal to  the i n t e l l e c t . )

Wi th the f i  r s t  1 i ne o f  the  s e r v i c e , the o ld  psalm— "0 Happy is the man

39a n ' b l e s t t h e  s i s t e r , "Fun, "  who has been g u id in g  the p o e t , seems no

longer p r e s e n t . She has been rep laced by one o r  the o t h e r  o f  the  s i s t e r s

- -H y p o c r i  sy o r  S u p e r s t i t  ion— a d a r in g  st  roke on Burns's p a r t . With the

disappearance o f  "Fun" the tone o f  the poem a l t e r s  r a d i c a l l y .  Turmoi1,

confus ion and noi se become p r o m in en t .

cJUmbi For Hoodie speel s the ho ly  door,
Wi ' t  i d ings o '  damnat i o n :

Hear now he c l e a r s  the  p o in ts  o '  F a i t h  
Wi 1 r a t t l i n  and thumpin!

Now meekly calm,  now w i I d  in w r a t h ,
He ' s s tam p in , a n ' h e ' s j  umpin!

u n e x u v th ly  His e l d r i c h  squeel an gestures

Smith opens out  h is  cauld  harangues .

39. Miss Kei th r e f e r s  to t h i s  I i n e  as " th e  bi t t e r e s t  parody in 
the poem." I b i d . ,  p. h k ,
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b iA C ititA  He r e ' s c r y i n g  out  f o r  bakes an'  g i l l s ,
An1 t h e r e  the  p i n t  -  stowp c l a t t e r s ;

Whi le t h i c k  an' t h ra n g ,  an'  loud an'  1an g ,
W i 1 lo g i c  a n ' w i ' S c r i p t u r e ,

They r a i s e  a d i n ,  t h a t  in the end,
Is l i k e  to  breed a r u p t u r e .  ( I ,  pp. **2-1*3)

The d in  o f  the  p u l p i t ,  the no ise o f  the change-house,  p in t -s to w p s

c l a t t e r i n g ,  "The L o rd 's  a in  trumpet b l a r i n g  'o H e l l  where d e v i l s  d w e l l , "

the y e l l i n g  o f  the m i n i s t e r s ,  the  snoring  o f  the c o n g r e a t io n — what a

c o n t r a s t  to  the  Sunday morn b e fo re  the  k i r k  was in t ro d u ced .

But the  poem ends away from the  confusion  o f  the  k i r k .  ( I t  is

i n t e r e s t i n g  to  note the  r e l i g i o n  Burns a t t r i b u t e s  to  the  common f o l k

away from the  confusion o f  the  k i r k . )

jo Z Z y  in comes a g a w s i e g a s h  g u i d w i f e ,
An' s i t s  down by the f i r e ,

The.n; cke.e6&  Syne draws her  Kebbuck an '  her  k n i f e ;
The lasses they  are  shyer:

The au ld  guidmen, about the  g ra c e ,
Frae side  t o  s id e  th ey  b o th e r ;

T i l l  some ane by his  bonnet l a y s ,
>to p e  An' g ies  t h e m ' t ,  l i k e  a t e t h e r ,

Fu' land t h a t  day.  ( I ,  p .  b S )

Once again  peace and happiness a re  r e s t o r e d ,  and w i t h  the  k i r k  w e l l  out

o f  the  way, Burns gives  us a f i n a l  look a t  the happy youth .  Al though

w i t h  the f i n a l  ve r s e ,  the  h isses r e t u r n .

How monie he ar ts  t h i s  day converts  
O' s inners  and o '  lasses!

The metre thus ,  l i k e  a p i a n i s t  to  a s i n g e r ,  p lays  up t o  the  main theme

1*0
throughout  and loud-peda ls  i t s  p o i n t s .

The reader is apt  to  o ve r lo o k  the w i t  o f  the sh o r t  s a t i r i c  t h r u s t s  

w h i l e  laughing a t  the f u l l e r  p i c t u r e s .  Few, i f  any,  f l a s h e s  o f  w i t  

surpass those in "The Holy F a i r . "  For example:

1*0. K e i t h , p. 1*1*.
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See, up h e 's  got  the word o '  God,
An' meek a n ' mim has v ie w 'd  i t ,

Whi le Common-sense has taen the  road,
An' a f f , a n 1 up the Cowgate. ( I ,  p .  A2)

u n & a A th lt/  His [H o o d ie 's ]  e l  d r i t c h  squeel an'  g e s t u r e s ,
0 how they  f i  re the  h e a r t  devout  —
Like  c a n t h a r i d i a n  p i a i s t e r s . ( I ,  p.  A l )

C a n th a r id e s ,  o r  Spanish f l y ,  is a s t i n g i n g  agent i f  a p p l i e d  e x t e r n a l l y

and an a p h r o d is i a c  i f  swal lowed.  Thomas Crawford f e e l s  t h a t  " th e  very

use o f  t h i s  term e s t a b l i s h e s  a connexion between the H e l l  f i r e  sermons

o f  the  body o f  the poem and the "houghmagandie" o f  the c o n c lu s io n :

How monie h e a r ts  t h i s  day converts  
O' s in n ers  and o '  lasses !

Thei r  h e a r ts  o '  s t a n e , g in  n i g h t , a re  gone 
As s a f t  as o n ie  f l e s h  i s :

T h e r e 's  some a re  fou o '  love d i v i n e ;
T h e r e ' s some a re  fou o' brandy  

An' monie jobs t h a t  day b eg in ,
^o fm LccvtLon  May end in houghmagandie

Some i t h e r  day. ( I ,  pp.  A6- A 7)

I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  us to  r e a l i z e  how grotesque must have been the

scene described  by Burns. The week dur in g  which the sacrament was

observed was the most impor tant  t ime o f  the y e a r  f o r  the  m i n i s t e r s  and

f o r  ev ery  church member, which meant t h a t  p r a c t i c a l l y  everybody in Sco t -

1 and a t tended  the s e r v ic e s  on t h a t  o cca s io n .  Owing t o  the p o p u l a r i t y  o f

Hr.  Auld as a p reacher  and a p a s t o r ,  the a t tendance  a t  the communion

se r v ic e s  in Mauchl ine in the y e a r  t h a t  "The Holy Fai r "  was w r i t t e n  (1786)

Alwas about fo u r te e n  hundred.  I t  was impossib le to  dlspense the sacrament  

to  a l 1 these people a t  once;  con seq u en t ly ,  w h i l e  the communion s e r v ic e s  

were going on in s id e  the c h u rc h , a success ion o f  mi n i s t e r s , u s u a l l y  from 

nearby p a r i  shes , conducted s e r v ic e s  from a " t e n t "  o r  movable p u lp i  t  f o r  

the remainder o f  the crowd who sat  about on s to o ls  o r  s t r e t c h e d  themselves  

on the ground.  The c o n d i t io n s  a r e  perhaps best  descr ib ed  by a devout

A l . Chambers, I , p. 268 n o t e s .
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b lacksm i th  who dep lo red  the d is g u s t in g  c o n d i t io n s  which p r e v a i l e d  a t  the  

c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  the sacrament, He w r i t e s :

In Scot land they run from ki  rk t o  k i r k ,  and f l o c k  to  see a 
sacram ent , and make the same use o f  i t  t h a t  the p a p is t s  do 
o f  t h e i  r  p i lg r im a g e s  and process i o n s - - t h a t  is indu lge them-  
se lves  in drunkenness, f o l l y  and id l e n e s s .  Host o f  the  
s e r v a n t s , when they  agree t o  serve t h e i  r masters in the  
western  p a r t s  o f  the kingdom, make a sp e c ia l  p r o v i s i o n  t h a t  
they  s h a l 1 have 11b e r t y  to  go t o  a c e r t a i n  number o f  f a i  r s ,  
o r  on occasion  (as they  c a l l  the  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f  the  L o r d 1s 
S u p p e r ) , in a ne ighbour ing  p a r i s h  in the same l i g h t  in which 
they  do a t  a f a i  r , so they  behave a t  i t  in much the same 
manner. I de fy  I t a l y ,  in spi te  o f  a l l  i t s  s u p e r s t i t i o n ,  to  
produce a scene b e t t e r  f i t t e d  to  r a i s e  p i t y  and r e g r e t  in a 
r e l i g i o u s , humane and understanding h e a r t , o r  t o  a f f o r d  an 
ampler  f i e l d  f o r  r i d i c u l e  to  the c a r e le s s  and p r o f a n e , than  
what they  c a l I  f i e l d  preaching  upon one o f  those occas io n s .
At the t  ime o f  the a d m i n i s t r a t  ions o f  the  Lo rd 's  Supper,  upon 
the Thursday ,  Saturday and Monday, we have preach ing in the  
f i e l d s  near the ch u rch . At f i r s t  you f i n d  a g r e a t  number o f  
men and women ly in g  t o g e t h e r  upon the g r a s s ; t h e r e  th ey  are  
s le e p in g  and s n o r i n g , some wi th  t h e i  r faces  towards heaven, 
oth e rs  wi th the i r faces tu rned  downwards, o r  covered wi th  
t h e i r  bonnets ; t h e r e  you f i n e  a knot o f  young f e 11ows and 
g i r l s  making a s s ig n a t io n s  to  go home t o g e t h e r  in the even
ing ,  o r  to  meet in some a 1 e -h o u s e ; in an o th er  p la c e  you see 
a pious ci  r c l e  si t t  ing around an a l e  b a r r e l , many o f  which  
stand ready upon c a r t s  f o r  the  ref reshment  o f  the s a i n t s .
The heat  o f  the summer season, the f a t i g u e  o f  t r a v e l  1 i n g , 
and the  greatness o f  the crowd n a t u r a l l y  dispose them to  
d r i n k ;  which i n c l i n e  some o f  them to  s l e e p , works up the  
enthusiasm o f  o t h e r s , and c o n t r i b u t e s  not  a l i t t l e  t o  p r o 
duce those mi raculous convers ions t h a t  sometime happen a t  
these o c c a s io n s , in a w ord , in t h ?s sacred assembly t h e r e  
is an odd m ix tu re  o f  r e l i g i o n , s l e e p ,  d r i n k i n g ,  c o u r t s h i p ,  
and a confus ion o f  se xes , ages and c h a r a c t e r s . When you 
get  a 1 i t t l e  n e a re r  the speaking so as t o  be w i t h i n  the reach 
o f  the sound, though not  o f  the sense o f  the word s, f o r  
t h a t  can reach a smal1 ci  r c l e , you w i 11 f i n d  some weepi ng 
and o th ers  laugh in g ,  some p ress in g  to  get  n e a r e r  the  t e n t  
o r  pub in which the  parson is sweat in g ,  b a w l in g , jumping  
and beat  ing the desk; o th e rs  f a i n t i n g  wi th  the s t  i f 1 i ng h e a t , 
o r  w r e s t l i n g  to  e x t r i c a t e  themselves from the crowd; one 
seems very  devout and s e r i o u s , and the next  moment is s c o ld 
ing and curs ing h is  neighbour f o r  squeezing o r  t r e a d i n g  on 
him; in an in s t a n t  a f t e r ,  h is  countenance is composed t o  the  
r e l i g i o u s  gloom, and he is groan i n g , s i g h in g ,  and weeping f o r  
h is  s in s ;  in a word , t h e re  is such an absurd m ix tu re  o f  the  
ser io us  and the comic,  t h a t  were convened f o r  any o t h e r  
purpose than t h a t  o f  worsh ipping the God arid governor o f  
N a t u r e , the scene would exceed a l 1 power o f  f o r c e . ^2

b l .  Quoted in Chambers, I , 26 8 -2 6 9 .
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Lockhart  p o in ts  out  t h a t  the scenes de p ic te d  in "The Holy Fai r "  

and "The C o t t e r 1s Saturday N ig h t "  a re  p a r t  o f  the same r e l i g i o u s  system.  

Lockhart  remarks " t h a t  the same man should have produced 'The C o t t e r 1s 

Saturday N i g h t '  and 'The Holy Fai r ' about the same t i m e ,  w i l l  e v e r  con

t i n u e  t o  move wonder and r e g r e t . "  The answer to  Lockhart  would seem 

o b v io u s , f o r  the s a t i  res a re  a product  o f  t h a t  same f e e l i n g  t h a t  insp i  red  

"The C o t t e r ' s Saturday N i g h t . "  Burns had seen t r u e  r e l i g i o n  a t  home 

and f e l t  t r u e  devot ion when his  " p r i e s t - 1  ike f a t h e r "  opened "wi 

p a t r i a r c h a l  g r a c e ,  The big h a ' B i b l e . "  11 is 1 i t t l e  wonder he was aroused  

at  such scenes as those described  in "The Holy Fai r . "  11 is j u s t

because he was a b le  to  w r i t e  "The C o t t e r ' s Saturday N ig h t "  t h a t  he could  

w r i t e  "The Holy F a i r . "  Burns knew rea l  p i e t y  and t h i s  impel led him t o  

expose the p r o f a n i t y  and hypocr is y  o f  the scenes a t  the  f a i  r ; i t  was 

p a r t  o f  h is  duty as a poet  to  champion the cause o f  t r u e  r e 1 i g i o n .

A l 1 h a i 1 , R e l i g i o n !  Maid d i v i n e ,
Pardon a muse sae mean as m ine ,
Who in her  rough im per fec t  1 ine 

Thus daurs to  name t h e e :
To st  igmat i se fake  f r i e n d s  o f  th in e  

Can n e ' e r  defame t h e e .
( E p i s t 1e to  John M'M ath , I I , p. 79)

"The Holy F a i r "  c a l l e d  f o r t h  from the  orthodox c l e r g y  a number o f

pam phle ts , the most famous o f  which was p u b l ished  anonymously by "Peebles  

f r a e  the Water  f i t , "  the m i n i s t e r  o f  Newton-on-Ayr.  Peebles accuses 

Burns o f  p r o fa n i  t y  and a t t r i b u t e s  any indecencies  which may take  pi ace

a t  the  communion se rv ic e s  to  men l i k e  Burns h i m s e l f ,  who go mere ly f o r

the f u n .

Is i t  p o s s ib le  [asks Peebles]  t h a t  Dr. B la c k lo c k ,  Dr.  L a u r ie  
and Dr.  B la i  r could approve o f  "The Holy Fai r"? the  exhi  bi t  ion 
o f  the grossest  p r o fa n i  t y ,  o f  the most d e l i  b e ra te  and h o r r 1b le  
c r u e l t y  and b r u t a l i  t y  towards the mini s t e r s  o f  r e l i g i o n . The 
worthy clergymen who were gi bbeted by t h i s  e x e c u t i o n e r  are w e l l  
known. He takes care  to  p o in t  them out  as by name . . .  The
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c h a r a c te r s  o f  the good men are  too w e l l  known, too much 
respected and w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d  to  be 1n ju red  by the e f f u s i o n s  
o f  p ro fane  w i t .  As to  them, i t  was mere harmless e x p lo s io n ,  
but k in d le d  by i r r e l i g i o u s  m a l i c e .  The o b j e c t s  o f  h is  wrath  
are s a f e ; but he is involved  in the smoke, and e x h i b i t e d  in 
the blackness o f  darkness to  a l l  g e n e r a t i o n s , t o  whom such 
b r u t a l i  ty  is t ransmi t t e d ; gi bbeted ,  in the eye o f  decency,  
morals and f a i t h , d i s t o r t e d , ug ly  and abominable:  such i s ,  
such cannot but be, to  a l 1 C h r i s t i a n s , the au thor  o f  "The 
Holy F a i r . nl*3

Obviously Peebles is l y i n g  when he says the  orthodox regarded i t  as 

"mere harmless e x p lo s io n " .

When the Holy Fai r  was t a k in g  pi ace a t  Mau chl ine ,  g r e a t  exci  tement  

p r e v a i l e d  a t  Ki Imarnock,  where,  owing to  the death o f  a Moderate c l e r g y 

man c a l l e d  M a l t r i e ,  the  people were a n x io u s ly  w a i t i n g  to  see whom the  

pat  r o n , Lord Glencai  r n ,  would appoin t  to  the  charge.  Glencai  rn appo inted  

McKin ley ,  a young man o f  the zea lous Old L ig h t  f a c t  i o n . The Old L ig h ts  

were j u b i 1 a n t . Before McKinley f i n a l l y  accepted  the c h a rg e , Burns 

c r e a t e d  "The O r d i n a t i o n , "  a mock c e l e b r a t i o n  o r  prev ie w  o f  h is  o r d i n a -  

t  i o n , In th e  poem Burns assumes the p o in t  o f  v iew o f  those to  whom he 

is  opposed. " P e r s o n i f i c a t i o n , "  says Crawford ,  " (a lw a ys  a f a v o u r i t e  mode 

o f  poet  ic a l  thought wi th him) is more d a r i n g l y  extended [ in  "The O r d in a -
j i i | j j

t i o n " ]  than in almost  any o t h e r  work o f  h i s .

Curst  Common-sense, t h a t  imp o '  h e l l ,
Cam in w i 1 Maggie Lauder:

But 0 1 iphant  a f t  made her y e l 1,
An' Russel l  sai  r  mi s e a 1d her ;

Th is  day MacKinlay taks  the  f l a i 1,
& tap  An1 he 's  the boy w i 11 blaud her!

A - tic k  H e ' l l  c la p  a shangan on her t a i  1,
p e£ £  An1 set  the bai rns to daud her

W i 1 d i r t  t h i s  day.  ( I , p.  210)

h k .  C raw ford , p. 6 3 .

*4-3. Wm P e e b le s , "B u rn om a n ia : The C e le b r a t io n  o f  R o b e rt 
Burns C on s id e re d  i n  a D is c o u r s e " ( E d in b u r g h ,1 8 1 1 ) ,p . 8.
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Now a u l  d K i l m a r n o c k ,  c o c k  t h y  t a i l ,
j o y f u l  An' toss thy horns fu canty ;

Nae mair  t h o u 111 rowte o u t -o w re  the d a l e ,
Because thy p a s t u r e ' s  scanty ;

For l a p f u ' s  l a r g e  o'  gospel k a i 1
S h a l 1 f i l l  thy  c r i b  in p l e n t y ,  

sta lks ; An' runts o '  g r a c e ,  the p ic k  a n ' w a le ,
choice. No glen by way o '  d a i n t y ,

evetiy But i 1ka day.  ( I , p. 212)

foes See, see au ld  Orthodoxy 's  faes
flogging She' s swing in t h r o '  the  c i t y !

Hark,  how the n m e  t a i l ' d  ca t  she p la y s !
1 vow i t ' s  \ inco p r e t t y :

T h e r e , L ea rn in g ,  .with h is  Greekish f a c e ,
Grunts o u r  some L a t in  d i t t y ;

And Common-sense is gaun,  she s a y s ,
To mak t o  Jamie B e a t t i e  

Her p l a i n t  t h i s  day.
( I ,  P. 214)

But t h e r ' s M o r a l i t y  h i m s e l ,
Embracing a l 1 o p in io n s ;

Hear,  how he g ies  the t i t h e r  y e l 1 
Between h is  twa companions!  

f l e s h  undeA. See, how she peel s the ski  n an ' f e l l ,
t h e  s k i n  As ane were peel  in o n i o n s !

Now t h e r e , t h e y ' r e  packed a f f  t o  h e l l ,
An' bani sh'd our dominions,

Hence f o r t h  t h i s  day.
( I , p .  215)

K i 1ma rnock is compared to  a h a l f  fami shed cow " (an d , by impl i  ca t  i o n ,

45
a l 1 i t s  people to  c a t t l e ) "  t h a t  charges o v er  the dales  because i t  has 

been fed on the poor grass o f  "reason" and now has a chance t o  f i l l  i t s e l f  

wi th the "gospel  kai  1" o f  o r thodoxy .  MacKin ley ,  the popu la r  choi ce o f

the people o f  Ki lmarnock,  accepted the  p o s i t i o n  on ly  because o f  the

46
pressure  put  on him. Obv io u s ly ,  in t h i s  poem Burns is  not  the poet  o f  

the p eo p le .  The o a f i  shness o f  the people could not be more wi t h e r i n g l y  

expressed than i t  was in "The O r d i n a t i o n . "  Even the New L ig h ts  as seen 

in the " O r d in a t i o n "  appear so 1im ited  t h a t  they  could not  have much

45.  C raw ford , p. 64.

46 .  Henley and Henderson, I , notes p. 398.
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appeal to Burns. In the stanza "But t h e r ' s  M o r a l i t y , "  Crawford p o in ts

out  "The Old L ig ht  contempt f o r  mere l e g a l i t y  is  rendered in another

homely image, l in k e d  to  'gospel k a i 1 1 by the a s s o c ia t io n  o f  the  k i tc h e n
I* 7

M o r a l i t y  p e e l i  ng o f f  the sk in  o f  argument in success i ve 1a y e r s . As

one were peel  in o n io n s . "  One f e e l s  t h a t  Burns in "The O r d i n a t i o n "  f in d s

both a n ta g o n is ts  r a t h e r  funny.  However, in the 1as t  stanza  t h e r e  is a

f r i g h t e n i n g  note  as Burns h i n t s  a t  the savage g le e  o f  a mob t h a t  could

e a s i l y  tu rn  dangerous:

Come, b r in g  the  t i t h e r  mutchkin in ,
And h e r e ' s - - f o r  a cone 1 us ion-----

To e v ' r y  New L ig h t  m o th er1s son,
From t h i s  t ime f o r t h , confus ion!

I f  mai r they  deave us w i 1 t h e i  r  din  
Or patronage; i n t r u s i o n ,

We111 1 igh t  a spunk, an e v ' r y  sk in  
W e ' l l  run them a f f  in fus io n

Li ke o i 1 some day.  ( I ,  p .  215)

The comedy and the sat  i re o f  the  "O r d in a t  ion" a re  o n e , emerging through

the  a l l e g o r i c a l  f rame work.

MacKinley was a man Burns could never have 1 i k e d ; he was a t y p i c a l

Old L ig h t  and,  1 i ke Russel 1,  d e l i v e r e d  h is  sermons wi th t  remendous "gusto"

though i t  is sa id  he was more p ersu as ive  and less menacing than "Black

48J o c k . " In h is  youth MacKinley was r a is e d  in the s t r i c t e s t  C a lv in is m ,

b u t , accord ing t o  h is  son ,

h is  a p p r e c ia t  ions o f  the mode o f  sal va t  ion were a t  f  i r s t  
erroneous and u n s c r i p t u r a l . He v a t n l y  imagined t h a t  he 
could meri t  sal va t  ion by hi s good deeds, and t h a t  i f  he 
read h is  B i b l e ,  prayed every  morning and e v e n i n g , obeyed 
his  p a r e n t s , spoke the t r u t h , God could not  but have mercy 
and bestow on him every  spi r i  tu a l  and saving bless ing.
When, however, he was about twe1ve years  o f  age he was led  
to  adopt more c o r r e c t  views o f  the t r u t h  by read ing S to d d a rd ' s 
Guide to  C h r i s t , and G u t h e r i e ' s T r i a l  o f  a Saving I n t e r e s t  
In C h r i s t .  These books which have been blessed to  many, 
showed him t h a t  men were w h o l ly  depraved , and dead in s in ;

47.  C raw ford , p.  64.

48.  Henley and Henderson, I , p. 398.

p-int

deaden

match
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t h a t  th ey  n eve r ,  by anyth in g  they  do o r  s u f f e r ,  m e r i t  the  
l e a s t  mercy from God, and t h a t  they  a re  saved from f i r s t  
to l a s t  through the  m e r i ts  o f  C h r i s t . Hence he was led  
to  cas t  away a l 1 hope, and a l l  co nf idence  in h i m s e l f ,  and 
t o  make C h r i s t  h is  wisdom, and r ighteousness and s t r e n g t h . . .
His ex p er ien ce  shows what w i l l  be found to  hoid t r u e  
u n i v e r s a l l y , t h a t  a s in n e r  can never f i n d  rea l  peace and 
p le asu re  in se rv in g  God, t i l l  brought by d i v i n e  grace  
u t t e r l y  to  despai r o f  e v e r  deserving  the sma11est  mercy 
f rom God, and led to  depend s i mp1y , and wi th  h is  whole
h e a r t , on the i n f i n i t e l y  p rec ious  mer i ts  o f  Immanuel .

T h is  is  the kind o f  " h o i i n e s s "  t h a t  tu rned  Burns a g a in s t  the  depraved  

C a lv in ism  t h a t  was being taught  by the Old L ig h ts  in the k i r k .

Whatever can be sa id  about ki  rk  1 i f e  in Ayrshi  re i t  can never be 

c a l l e d  d u l l ,  f o r  no sooner was one d is p u te  s e t t l e d  than another  a r o s e .

The " b i t t e r  b la c k  o u t - c a s t "  between Moodie and Russel 1, the q u a r r e l  

between Gavin Hami1 ton and the ki  rk  sess ions o f  Mauchl ine ,  the con t  ro 

ve rsy a f t e r  the p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  " G o l d i e ' s  B i b l e , "  the ac t  ion o f  the  

p ar ish o n ers  be fore  the f i n a l  appointment o f  MacKinley to  the  Kilmarnock  

ki  r k ,  a l 1 these provided Burns w i t h  p o e t i c  ammuni t i o n  in h is  f  ig h t  ag a in s t

the Old L i g h t s ' k ind o f  C a lv in is m .  These events  a l 1 occurred  w i t h i n

th re e  or  fo u r  y e a r s . Then in 1789 came the appointment o f  a committee

to examine Dr.  M ' G i l l ' s  P r a c t i c a l  Essay on the Death o f  C h r i s t , which

50
evoked ye t  another  sat  i r e ,  "The Ki r k ' s A l a r m ."

The New L i g h t s , e s p e c i a l l y  D a lrym ple ,  defended M' G i 11, w h i l e  the 

Old L i g h t s , under P e e b le s , held h is  d o c t r in e s  to  be h e r e s i e s . Peebles  

p u b l i  shed two sermons (on which he appended a poem e n t i  t i e d  "An Ode to

1*9. "Memoir" pre faced  to  M a cK in le y ' s S e le c t  Sermons, Ki lmarnock ,  
181*3, quoted in A. B. Jamieson, Burns and Rel ig ion (Cambridge, 1931 ) ,  
PP. 5 8 -5 9 .

50.  Burns w r i t e s  to  Mrs . Dunlop, J u ly  17, 1789 "You w i 11 be w e l l  
acqua inted wi th  the persecut  ion t h a t  my worthy f r i e n d ,  Dr . M' G i 11, is  
undergoing among your d i v i n e s .  Several  o f  these reverend 1 ads h is  
opponents have come through my hands b e f o r e ; but I have some thoughts  
o f  se rv ing  them up in a d i f f e r e n t  d i s h ! 1' L e t t e r s , I , p .  3**5.
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L i b e r t y "  to  which Burns makes a very  sca th in g  a l l u s i o n  in the  "Poet

51
W i l l i e "  stanza  o f  the " K i r k ' s  Alarm" ) whi ch were a di r e c t  a t t a c k  on 

M ' G i l l .  M ' G i l l ' s essay c re a te d  such a s t i r  in the Synod o f  Glasgow and 

Ayr t h a t  the Pres b y te ry  o f  Ayr appointed  the be fore -mentioned  committee.  

F i n a l l y ,  to  end the m a t t e r ,  M ' G i l l  o f f e r e d  an e x p l a n a t io n  and an apology  

t h a t  sa t  i s f i e d  the ki  rk  a u th o r i  t l e s .52

Burns' s poem burlesques  the "a la rm "  caused by the  essay in the  

camp o f  the Orthodox.  The w i t  and the r i d i c u l e  is overwhelming but  gone 

is  the b i t t e r n e s s  and in d ig n a t i o n .  The f o l l o w in g  s t a n z a :

Holy W i11! Holy W i l l !
There was w i t  i ' your s k u l 1,
When ye pi 1f e r ' d  the alms o'  the poor:  

m c u tv u x it The t  immer 1 s s c a n t ,
When y e ' re taen f o r  a saunt  

>i0 pQ_ Wha should swing in a rape f o r  an hour—
Holy W i l l !

Ye should swing in a rape f o r  an hour.  ( I I ,  p. 35)  

does not show the same hate  and d isg u s t  as "Ho1y Wi1 1 i e ' s  P r a y e r . " The 

jo g g in g  measure helps to  g iv e  a 1 i g h t e r  tone to  the  sa t  i r e .

The c l o s e r  one looks at  the  r e l i g i o u s  sa t  i r e s , the e a s i e r  he can 

see the  g re a t  debt Burns owed to  the ki  r k .  11 was the ki rk  t h a t  I i  f t e d  

him to  h is  p o s i t i o n  among the f i n e s t  s a t i r i s t s  in E ng l ish  1 i t e r a t u r e .  

For ,  d i s 1 i ke some ki  rks as he m i g h t , i t  was the ki rk  and her t r a d i t i o n s  

in which h is  whole p e r s o n a l i t y  was s t e e p e d . Whi le  on one hand he knew

51.  Poet Wi11 ie !  Poet W i l l i e !
Gie the Doctor  a v o l l e y ,

Wi ' your ‘ L i b e r t y  cha i n ' and your wi t :
O 'e r  Pegasus' s ide  
Ye n e ' e r  l a i d  a s t r i d e ,

Ye but s m e l t ,  man, the pi ace where he sh i t  —
Poet W i l l i e !

Ye smelt  but the pi ace where he shi t . ( I I ,  p. 3*0

52.  See Henley and Henderson, I I , Notes pp. 32 4 -330 .
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f o l k  l i k e  Holy W i l l i e ,  a l s o ,  and as i n t i m a t e l y ,  he knew o t h e r  f o l k  l i k e  

the C o t t e r , the 1Ayld guidman over the g r a c e ' in "The Hoiy Fai r . "The 

C o t t e r ' s  Saturday  N i g h t , as has been s a i d ,  is a ls o  p a r t  o f  Burns's  debt  

t o  r e l i g i o n .  I t  was the p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  Burns had rece iv e d  from r e l i g i o n  

t h a t  made him so f u r io u s  w i t h  the crookedness , the  l i e s ,  the  hypocrisy  

he saw in some k i r k s .  I t  was a t r u e  r e l i g i o u s  f e e l i n g  in Burns t h a t  

made him c a r e .  Other f o l k ,  1 ike  Gavin Hami1 t o n , d i d n ' t  c a r e .  That

t h e r e  were h y p o c r i te s  in the  K i r k — as everywhere e l s e — was t o  Hami1 ton

an everyday f a c t . For Burns these h y p o c r i t e s - - H o l y  W i l l i e ,  B1ack R u s s e l l ,  

and the  o t h e r  "1 ads in b l a c k " — belonged to  a v e ry  s p e c ia l  c a t e g o r y . Burns 

could t o l e r a t e  and even have sympathy f o r  the reprobates  o f  the  r o a d ,

"The J o l l y  Beggars, "  but f o r  the  reprobates  o f  the k i r k  he had no 

t o l e r a n c e .  They summoned up every  b i t  o f  b la c k  b i l e  Burns had in h is  

system; th ey  made him s ic k  and he s p i t  h is  v i l e s t  e p i t h e t s  a t  them. A

g r e a t  s e r i e s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  sa t  1 res was produced as a r e s u l t .

One verse  o f  h is  e p i s t l e  t o  John M'Math w i 11 r e i n f o r c e  the f a c t

t h a t  Burns was deadly  ser io us  in h is  sat  i r e s . Burns wro te  to  Reverend

John M'Math,  sending him a copy o f  "Holy W i l l i e ' s  P ra y e r"  and e x p l a i n i n g

how he came to  w r i  te  i t :

I own ' twas r a s h , a n ' r a t h e r  hardy,
That  I , a simp1e , countra  B a rd ie ,
Should meddle w i ' a pack sae s t u r d y ,

Wha, i f  they  ken me,
Can easy w i ' a s i n g l e  word ie

Louse Hel l  upon me. ( I I ,  p. 77)

The I a s t  co u p le t  r e f e r s  to  the power o f  excommunicat ion, which might  be

and o f t e n  was pronounced by the k i r k .  H e r e , t h e re  is ne i t h e r ' mockery nor

f u n .
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CHAPTER THREE 

BURNS'S ATTITUDE TOWARD RELIGION

Burns cannot be la b e le d  an A rm in ia n ,  a Dei s t , a C a l v i n i s t ,  o r  any

th in g  e l s e .  I t  is because Burns was so pro fo u nd ly  r e l i g i o u s  t h a t  we 

are  ab le  t o  say he d id  not  embrace w h o le h e a r t e d ly  creeds and dogmas set  

down by o t h e r s .  Any t h i n k e r  p r e f e r s  to  e x p lo r e  the  m y s te r ie s  o f  

r e l i g i o n  f o r  h i m s e l f ,  acc ep t in g  creeds o n ly  where they  c o in c id e  w i t h  

his  own d i s c o v e r i e s . Such a t h i n k e r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i f  he is  o f  Burn1s 

temperament, w i 11 keep an open mind on al  1 quest  i o n s , and be cont  inual  l y  

r e v i s i n g  h is  ideas, and wi th  an increase  o f  knowledge,  be w i 11 ing t o  fo re  

go former cone 1 us i o n s . He w i 11 not  be 1 i eve what he is t o l d  he ought to  

b e l i e v e  but what he f e e l s  to  be t r u e .  Consequent ly , t o  say t h a t  Burns 

is co m p le te ly  and c o n s i s t e n t l y  a C a l v i n i s t  o r  a ny th in g  e l s e  is to  mis-  

understand the  man a t  the  o u t s e t . Except f o r  one o r  two p r i n c i p a l

b e l i e f s , Burns was cont  i n u a l l y  r e v i s i n g  hi s r e l i g i o u s  o p i n i o n s , which

v a r i e d  w i t h  h is  changing moods and c o n d i t i o n s . Burns may seldom have 

been c o n s is t e n t  o r  d e f i n i t e  in h is  r e l i g i o u s  v iew s ,  but i t  does not  

f o l l o w  t h a t  he had no re 1 ig ion  as C a r l y l e  s t a t e s  in h is  Essay on Burns.^

The s a t i  res are p u r e l y  n e g a t iv e  and are  aimed s o l e l y  a t  the K i r k ,

so they do not  t e l  1 us a g re a t  deal  o f  what is p o s i t i v e  in Burns1s 

r e 1 i g i o n .  In s te a d ,  we must tu rn  to  such poems as "The C o t t e r ' s Saturday  

N i g h t , "  "Address to the Dei 1",  "Tam 0 ' S h a n t e r , "  and the  e p i s t l e  "To the

1. Thomas C a r l y l e , Essay on Burns, e d . W.C. Gore (New Y o r k , 1925)
p . 76.
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Rev. John M 'M ath ."  Chambers Is i n c o r r e c t  when he d i v i d e s  Burn s1s poet ry

i n t o  "poems which he wrote  as an advo cate"  and "spontaneous u t te ra n c e s  

2
on r e l i g i o n , "  f o r  the s a t i  res a re  as spontaneous as any o f  Burns's

poems and not  s imply the work o f  an advocate .

U n t i 1 h is  t w e n t y - f o u r t h  ye a r  Burns t e l  1s us in h is  a u to b io g r a p h ic a l

1e t t e r  to  Dr.  John Moore, he 1 ived a 1 i fe  o f  " in g r a in e d  p i e t y "  and
3

" c h e e r le s s  gloom," no doubt brought on by the "unceasing m o i l "  o f  the

1 i f e  a t  Lochlea when the  f a m i l y  was always t h rea ten ed  w i t h  r u i n .

To the b u f f e t i n g s  o f  m is fo r tu n e  [ w r i t e s  G i 1b er t  B u r n s ] , we 
could o n ly  oppose hard 1abour and the most r i g i d  economy.
We 1 ived very  s p a r i n g l y .  For severa l  years  b u t c h e r ' s meat 
was a s t r a n g e r  in the house,  w h i l e  a l 1 the members o f  the
f a m i l y  e x e r t e d  themselves t o  the utmost o f  t h e i r  s t r e n g t h ,
and r a t h e r  beyond i t ,  in the labours o f  the f a r m . . .The angui sh 
o f  mi nd we f e l t  a t  our  te n d e r  years  under these s t r a i  ts  and 
di f f i c u l t i e s  was ve ry  g r e a t .

At the end o f  Burns' s res idence  in I r v i n e , a f t e r  the  f a ? 1ure o f  the  f 1 ax

d ress ing  shop in 1781 -82 ,  Burns w r i t e s :

There was a c e r t a i n  p e r io d  o f  l i f e  t h a t  my s p i r i t  was broke  
by repeated  losses and d i s a s t e r s , which t h r e a t e n e d , and i n 
deed e f f e c t e d , the u t t e r  ru in  o f  my f o r t u n e . My body, to o ,  
was a t ta c k e d  by t h a t  most d readfu l  d is tem p er ,  a Hypochondria , 
o r  conf  i rmed m elan ch o ly : in t h i s  wretched s t a t e , the r e c o l -
l e c t i o n  o f  which makes me y e t  shudder,  I hung my harp on the
w i 11ow t r e e s  except  in some l u c id  i n t e r v a l s , in one o f  which  
I composed. . .The Prayer  under the Pressure o f  V i o l e n t  Angui s h .

This  is a short  p ra y e r  wi th 1 i t t l e  1 i t e r a r y  meri t . The poem-prayer

e x h i b i t s  a spi r i  t  o f  t r u e  C a lv in is m ,  showing the st  rength and pat  ience

under hardshi  p which is so c h a r a c t e r i  st  ic  o f  t h a t  f a i t h .  "Al 1 wretched

2. Chambers I , p . 168.

3. L e t t e r s  I , pp. 108 -109 .

b ,  G. Burns' s "Memoi r " ,  Wm. Scott  Douglas,  Works o f  Robert  Burns 
(Edinburgh,  1 878 ) ,  IV ,  p.  258.

5.  Robert  Burns' s Common-Place Book, 1783-1785 ( 111 inoi  s , 1965 ) ,
P. 9.
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and d i s t r u s t , "  the poet  resigns h im s e l f  to  the myster ious ways o f  the

A lm ig h ty ,  in whom he has a b s o lu te  co n f id e n c e .

Sure Thou, A lm ig h ty ,  canst  not  ac t  
From c r u e l t y  o r  wrath!

0 ,  f r e e  my weary eyes from t e a r s  
Or c lose  them f a s t  in death!

B u t , i f  1 must a f f l i c t e d  be
To s u i t  some wise des ig n ,

Then man my soul w i t h  f i r m  reso lves  
To bear and not  re p in e !  ( I ,  23*0

To t h i s  same p e r io d  belongs the " P ra yer  in Prospect o f  Death.

At the  t ime o f  the  c o l l a p s e  o f  h is  f l a x - d r e s s i n g  p r o j e c t ,  Burns under

went something approaching a nervous breakdown. "The weakness o f  my 

n e r v e s , "  he w ro te  h is  f a t h e r  on the  27 th  o f  December, 1 7 8 1 , ^

has so d e b i l i t a t e d  my mind t h a t  I dare n o t ,  e i t h e r  rev iew  
past  e v e n t s ,  o r  look forward i n t o  f u t u r i t y ;  f o r  the l e a s t  
a n x i e t y  o r  p e r t u r b a t i o n  in my b r e a s t ,  produces most unhappy
e f f e c t s  on my whole f ra m e  I am q u i t e  t ra n s p o r t e d  a t  the
thought t h a t  e re  long, perhaps very  soon, I s h a l l  b id  an 
e t e r n a l  ad ieu to  a l l  the p a i n s ,  and uneasiness and d i s q u i e 
tudes o f  t h i s  weary l i f e ;  f o r  I assure you I am h e a r t i l y  
t i r e d  o f  i t ,  and,  i f  I do not  very  much dece ive  m yse l f  I 
could c o n te n te d ly  and g l a d l y  res ig n  i t .

In t h i s  mood he confesses h is  s ins  s ay in g ,

Thou know'st  t h a t  Thou hast form e 'd  me 
With passions w i l d  and s t rong;

And l i s t n i n g  t o  t h e i r  w i t c h in g  vo ice  
Has o f t e n  led me wrong.  ( I ,  135)

R e ly ing  on God's goodness, which " d e l i g h t e t h  to  f o r g i v e , "  the poet goes

on to  c ry  aloud f o r  f o r g iv e n e s s .

Many c r i t i c s ,  Daiches among them, doubt the  s i n c e r i t y  o f  these

poems, t e l l i n g  us t h a t  the  genuine Burns l i e s  in the s a t i r e s  r a t h e r

8
than the pious p ie c e s .  We perhaps would r a t h e r  tu rn  to  the s a t i r e s

6.  The "Pra yer  in Prospect  o f  Death" was probably  w r i t t e n  during  
Burns' s res idence  in I r v i n e .

7.  L e t t e r s , I , h - S .

8 .  Daiches ,  p.  157.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



hB

than the  pious p i e c e s , but in f a c t  the rea i  Robert Burns is to  be found 

in bo th .

Though melancholy o f t e n  a f f e c t e d  him throughout  h is  I i f e , he seems 

to  have r i  sen about i t  a t  M o s s g ie l . At Mossgiel  he could not b r in g  

h im s e l f  to  accept  the d o c t r in e s  o f  the u t t e r  d e p r a v i t y  o f  human na tu re  

and the God o f  e l e c t i o n  preached by the  01d L i g h t s .  W i l l i a m  Burnes had 

ra is e d  his  son under the i n f 1uence o f  the New L i g h t s ,  Dalrymple  and 

M ' G i l l  o f  A y r ,  but a t  t h a t  t ime the poet  was a boy and could not  

th o ro u g h ly  understand the d o c t r in e s  preached by those men. When Burns1s 

c r i  t i c a l  f a c u l t  ies were f u l l y  d e ve lo p ed , he was in the p a r i  sh o f  Mr.

A u l d , whose preaching roused the anger o f  the young man o f  t w e n t y - f i v e .  

"The h e re t  ic  has not  the same secur i  t y  and peace o f  mind as the conserva-  

t i v e  who hoids to  the  orthodox f a i t h , f o r  he has to  be c o n t i n u a l l y  

r e v i s i n g  h is  arguments , r e i n f o r c i n g  weak p laces in h is  h e r e t i c a l  system,

so t h a t  he can w i th s ta n d  the or thodox m a j o r i t y  who r e l y  more on numbers

9
and t r a d i t i o n  than on e f f i c i e n c y  and i n t e g r i t y . "  Burns found h im s e l f  

in a p o s i t  ion not  uni ike  the h e re t  i c .  A l I  around him he saw h is  neighbour  

f o l k ,  good honest  men f o r  the  most p a r t , a cce p t in g  the teach in gs  and 

dogmas o f  the Old L igh t  p r e a c h e r s , as i f  i t  were the o n ly  th i n g  they  

could do. Burns1s own conscience  r e j e c t e d  i t  and he longed f o r  s u p p o r t .

11 was a t  t h i s  t ime Burns argued w i t h  h is  neighbours a g a in s t  C a lv in ism  

unt i 1 he " r a i s e d  a hue-and-cry  o f  h e r e s y " ^  a g a in s t  himsel f .

P r e v io u s ly  , Burns was not too sure o f  h is  own r e l i g i o u s  o p in i o n s ,  

but through his  d e a l in g  wi th Auld and the Old L i g h t s ,  he was fo rced  to  

a d e c is io n  and he chose to  defy  the 0 1d L i g h t s .  By h is  d e c i s i o n , Burns 

was forced i n t o  a p o s i t i o n  which n e c e s s i t a te d  a keener in s ig h t  and a

9. Jamieson, p. 75.

10. L e t t e r s , I , p . 107.
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s h arp er  understanding i f  he was to  hold h is  own in a b a t t l e  a g a in s t  " th e  

Lads in B l a c k . "  As a r e s u l t ,  he became more sensi t  ive to  the c o r r u p t  ion

and falsehood o f  the k i r k ,  and consequent 1y h is  d is g u s t  was g r e a t e r  than  

most o f  those who had not  gone through such a mental s t r u g g l e . The 

s a t i  res fo l lo w e d  the s t r u g g le  and th e i  r  tone is not  t h a t  o f  a man in

d e s p a i r  o r  d o u b t , but o f  a man who had long s tu d ie d  h i m s e l f  and knew

11e x a c t l y  what ground he occupied .  On t h i  s ground he is conf  ident  and

from i t  he is a b le  to  r i d i c u l e  h is  enemies . He is now a b le  to  1augh

a t  the men who had p r e v io u s l y  confused him.

In h is  e p i s t l e  "To the Rev. John M 'M ath ,"  Burns g iv e s  vent  to

the r i c h  s t o r e  o f  emot ion which showed i t s e l f  as anger aga in s t  the

hypocri  sy and cant  o f  the Old L i g h t s .  So v i v i d  and rea l  is the  emot ion

in his  e p i s t l e  t h a t  we can a c t u a l l y  see the changing express ion on

Burns1s face as he w ro te  i t .  The e p i s t l e  begins in a 1 igh t  mood.

My Musie ,  t i r ' d  monie a sonnet ^
On gown a n ' ban ' a n ' douse b l a c k - b o n n e t ,
Is grown r i g h t  e r r i e  now s h e ' s done i t  

Lest  they  should blame h e r ,
An' rouse th e i  r  ho ly  thunder  on i t ,

An anthem h e r .  ( I I ,  pp. 76—77)

Burns becomes very  ser io us  when he s t a r t s  to  t h i n k  o f  the hypocrisy

o f  some o f  the Old L i g h t s .  He ra i s e s  h is  v o ic e ;  h is  words become b i t t e r . ^

We can almost  hear  the poet  s p i t  the words out  in h is  anger :

But I gae mad a t  t h e i  r  g r im a c e s ,
Thei r s i g h i n , cant  i n , grace-proud f a c e s ,
Thei r  t h r e e - m i l e  p ra yers  a n ' h a u f - m i le  graces ,

The i r rax i  n consc i en c e ,
Whase g r e e d , reven ge , a n 1 p r i d e  d isgraces

Waur nor t h e i  r nonsense. ( I I ,  p .  77)

11. L e t t e r s , I , p. 60.

12. ' On gown a ' b an ' a n ' douse b l a c k - b o n n e t ' :  The clergymen on 
Sunday wore a gown and band; and the e l d e r  in those days wore a b la c k  b o n n e t .

13. Note the S's and T ' s  o f  contempt. T w e n ty - th r e e  o f  the t h i  r t y -  
f o u r  words a re  monosy l la b le s .
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And Gavin Hami1 t o n , Burns' s p a t r o n : how d id  " th e  Lads in Black"

t r e a t  him?

T h e r e 1s Gau'n,  m isca 'd  waur than a b e e s t ,
Wha has mai r honor in h is  b reast  
Than monie scores as g u i d ' s  the  p r i e s t  

Wha sae a b u s ' t him:
And may a Bard no c rack  h is  j e s t

What way t h e y ' v e  u s e 11 him? ( I I ,  p .  77)

See him,  the poor man's f r i e n d  in need,
The gent leman in word an'  deed—
An' s h a l l  h is  f ram an'  honor bleed  

By w o r th le s s  s k e l l u n s ,
An' not  a Muse e r e c t  her  head

To cowe the  b l e l l  urns? ( I I ,  p.  78 )

The pace o f  the e p i s t l e  had quickened as Burns t a l k s  o f  how the men o f  

the k i r k  have persecuted H am il ton .  There is no humour l e f t .  The poet  

1 ashes h is  v ic t im s  w i th o u t  mercy. The e p i t h e t s  show how Burns' s in d ig n a 

t i o n  has been worked u p . He f i r s t  r e f e r s  to  " th e  Lads in B la ck"  by 

t a l k i n g  o f  ' 'gown a n ' b an ' a n ' douse b l a c k - b o n n e t t . "  In the next  verse

Burns c a l l s  them a "pack sae s t u r d y . "  He then t e l  1s us o f  " t h e i r  s i g h i n ,

cant  in grace -proud  f a c e s . "  By the t ime he reaches the s i x t h  verse  Burns 

c a l l s  them "w or th le ss  s k e l 1 urns" and " b l e l l u m s . "  The poet  gets  even more 

savage:
0 Pope, had I thy s a t i r e ' s  d a r ts  
To g ie  the ra sca ls  t h e i  r d e s e r t s ,
I ' d r i p  th e i  r r o t t e n , hoi low h e a r t s ,

An ' t e l  1 a loud  
The i r j  u g g l i n , hocus-pocus a r t s

To cheat  the crowd! ( I I ,  p.  78 )

F i n a l l y  he scoms them as "s c o u n d r e ls , "  "wi ho ly  robes but h e l 1 i sh spi r i  t . "

1 n s p i t e  o '  crowds , in s p i t e  o '  mobs,
In s p i t e  o f  undermining j o b s ,
In s p i t e  o '  dark b a n d i t t e  stabs  

At worth a n ' m e r i t ,
By s co undre ls ,  even w i ' ho ly  robes

But h e l 1 i sh s p i r i t !  ( I I ,  p . 80)

In s p i t e  o f  his w i t h e r i n g ,  d e s ic a t  ing a t t a c k s  on the men o f  the

k i r k ,  the tone o f  the poem suggests t h a t  Burns was no a t h e i s t  at  the
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t im e ,  in s p i t e  o f  the f a c t  t h a t  in the  e i g h t h  verse  he s a y s :

God knows, I 'm  no the  th in g  I should b e ,
Nor am I even the  th in g  I could b e ,
But twenty t imes I r a t h e r  would be 

An a t h e i s t  c lean  
Than under gospel co lours  hid be

Just  f o r  a s c r e e n . ( I I ,  p. 78)

For Burns, an honest a t h e i s t  is  o b v io u s ly  p r e f e r a b l e  to  a r e l i g i o u s

h y p o c r i t e ,  b u t , as he makes cl  e a r  in the e le v e n th  s t a n z a :

A l l  h a i l ,  R e l i g i o n !  Maid d i v i n e ,
Pardon a muse sae mean as mine,
Who in her  rough im p er fec t  l i n e  

Thus daurs t o  mane thee  
To s t i g m a t i s e  f a l s e  f r i e n d s  o f  t h i n e  

Can n e ' e r  defame th e e .

and in the f o u r t e e n t h :

0 Ayr! My d e a r , my n a t i v e  ground,
W i th in  thy  p r e s b y t e r i a l  bound 
A candid l i b ' r a l  band is found 

Of p ub l i  c teachers  ,
As men, as Chri  st  i ans , to o ,  renown' d

An' manly p r e a c h e r s . ( I I ,  p.  80)

Burns regarded h im s e l f  as a member o f  a t r u e  r e l i g i o u s  group,  in t h i s

case ident  i f i e d  w i t h  t h a t  "candid 1i b 1ra l  band" to which M'Math

b e l o n g e d . ^

C r i t i c s  have been j u s t  as s h a r p ly  d iv id e d  over "The C o t t e r ' s  

Saturday N ig h t "  as they  have been o ver  the sat  i r e s . In V i c t o r i a n

Engl and the poem was g r e a t l y  o v e r r a t e d  by a l l  those who blushed o v e r ,  o r

found apo lo g ies  f o r  the  sa t  i r e s , and by those who took the same p r i d e

in o ld  nat ional  p i e t y  as the Pharisees d id  in t h e i  r obedience to the

1 aw. Toward the end o f  the n in e te e n th  c e n t u r y ,  the general  o p in io n

14. F o r t u n a t e l y ,  as T. Crawford p o in ts  o u t , Burns was too g r e a t  
to  s ta y  wi t h i  n such narrow bounds. 11 was an ex t rem e ly  dangerous
pos i t  ion f o r  Burns to t a k e ,  f o r  i t  is s u s p ic i o u s l y  1i ke the f i r s t  
staqe o f  the process which so o f t e n  tu rn s  a s in c e re  man in to  a p a r t y  
hack. Crawford ,  p. 6 2 .
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o f  the  poem s t a r t e d  to  change, u n t i l  i t  went too f a r  in the o p p o s i te

d i r e c t  i o n . In 1828 we f i n d  Lockhart  sayi  ng :

"The C o t t e r ' s  Saturday N ig h t"  is perhaps,  o f  a l l  Burns's  
p i e c e s , the one whose ex c lu s io n  from the c o l l e c t i o n . . .  
would be the most i n j u r i o u s ,  i f  not to  the g e n iu s ,  a t  le a s t  
to  the c h a r a c t e r  o f  the man. . . .  L o f t i e r  f l i g h t s  he c e r t a i n l y  
has made, but  in these he remained but  a shor t  w h i l e  on the  
w in g ,  and e f f o r t  is  too o f t e n  p e r c e p t i b l e ;  here the motion  
is easy ,  g e n t l e ,  p l a c i d l y  u n d u l a t in g .  There is more o f  the  
conscious s e c u r i t y  o f  power, than in any o t h e r  o f  h is  ser io u s  
pieces  o f  c o n s id e r a b le  le n g th ;  the  whole has the appearance o f  
coming in a f u l l  stream from the  foundat io n  o f  the h e a r t ,  a 
stream t h a t  soothes the e a r ,  and has no g l a r e  on the s u r f a c e . "15

H en le y ,  n e a r ly  seventy years  l a t e r ,  c a l l s  i t  "The most a r t i f i c i a l  and

the  most i m i t a t i v e  o f  Burns's works.  The i n t e n t  o f  the Saturday  Night

is i d y l l i c  and s e n t i m e n t a l ,  as i t s  e f f e c t  is laboured and u n r e a l " . ^

There is  an element o f  t r u t h  in both these  c r i t i c i s m s ,  but Lockhart

is  b l i n d  to  the sent iment  in the  poem and Henley has missed i t s

s ? n c e r i t y .

The d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  worship (s tanza  XI I - X V I ) is the  rea l  

kernel  o f  the poem.

The c h e a r f u 1 supper done, w i 1 s er io us  f a c e ,
They, round the i n g l e ,  form a c i r c l e  wide;

The s i r e  tu rns  o ' e r ,  w i ' p a t r i a r c h a l  g race ,
The bid h a ' - B i b l e  ance h is  f a t h e r ' s  p r i d e ,
His bonnet r e v ' r e n t l y  is l a i d  a s i d e ,  

toc.kj> His l y a r t  h a f f e t s  wearing t h i n  and bare ;
Those s t r a i n s  t h a t  once d id  sweet in Zion g l i d e ,  

5 He wales a p o r t i o n  w i t h  j u d i c i o u s  c a r e ,
And 'L e t  us worship God' he says w i t h  solemn a i r .

XI 11

T he y  c h a n t  t h e i r  a r t l e s s  n o t e s  i n  s i m p l e  g u i s e ,
They tu rn  th e i  r h e a r t s , by f a r  the nob lest  aim;  

Perhaps Dundee's w i l d - w a r b l i n g  measures r i s e ,
Or p l a i n t i v e  M a r t y r s ,  worthy o f  the name; 

t a n 4 Or noble E lg in  beets the heaven-ward f lam e ,

15. L o c k h a r t , p. 52.

16. Henley and Henderson, I , p . 362 , and IV,  p.  276.
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The sweetest f a r  o f  S c o t ia 's  holy l a y s :
Compar'd w i t h  th e s e ,  I t a l i a n  t r i l l s  a re  tame;

The t i c k l ' d  ears  no he ar t  f e l t  r ap tu res  r a i s e ;
Nae unison hae t h e y , wi th our  C r e a t o r ' s p ra i  se.

( I ,  p .  I l l )
XVI

Then kn e e l in g  down to  Heaven's E te rn a l  K ing,
The s a i n t ,  the  f a t h e r ,  and the  husband prays:

Hope ' spr ings  e x a l t i n g  on t r i  umphant wi n g , '
That  thus they  a l l  s h a l l  meet in f u t u r e  days,
T h e r e ,  e v e r  bask in uncreated  ra ys ,

No more to  sigh o r  shed the b i t t e r  t e a r ,
Together  hymning t h e i r  C r e a t o r ' s  p r a i s e ,

In such s o c i e t y ,  y e t  s t i l l  more dear;
Whi le  c i r c l i n g  Time moves round in an e t e r n a l  sphere.

( I ,  P. 112)

The sen t im en ta l  c o lo u r in g  Burns g iv es  to  t h i s  scene o f  f a m i l y  worship  

is c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  what he was to l a t e r  c a l l  h is  " r e l i g i o n  o f  the b o s o m " .^  

I t  is a l l  too easy to  magnify t h i s  s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  and sneer a t  such a r e 

l i g i o u s  e t h i c ,  but such an e t h i c  was f o r  Burns an honourab le m o r a l i t y  and

Compared w i t h  t h i s ,  how poor R e l i g i o n ' s  p r id e  
In a l l  the  pomp o f  method, and o f  a r t ;

When men d is p l a y  to  congregat io ns  wide
D e v o t io n 's  every  g ra c e ,  except  the h e a r t ' s . . .

( I ,  P. 112)

One personage who seems to  have captured  Burns's i n t e r e s t  during

the p e r io d  when he was brooding on r e l i g i o n  was the D e v i l ,  whose

" d a u n t le s s "  and " u n y ie ld in g "  courage in opposing an omnipotent  power

Burns g r e a t l y  admired.  Burns w r i t e s  to  his  f r i e n d  N ic h o le  in 1787:

I have bought a pocket  H i l t o n  which I c a r r y  p e r p e t u a l l y  about  
w i t h  me, in o rd e r  to  study the s e n t i m e n t s - - t h e  d au n t le ss  mag
n a n im i t y ,  the  i n t r e p i d ,  u n y i e l d i n g ,  independence, the  despera te  
dar in g  and noble d e f ia n c e  o f  h a rd s h ip ,  in t h a t  g r e a t  personage,  
SATAN. ' 8

In s p i t e  o f  what we read in Burns's l e t t e r  we can h a rd ly  imagine Burns 

t r e a t i n g  the Dev i l  the same way as H i l t o n  d i d .  Burns's "Address to

17. To Hrs .  H'Lehose 12th J a n u a r y , 1788,  L e t t e r s , I , p .  161.

18. L e t t e r s , I , pp. 96-97
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the Dei 1" is  not s imply a bur lesque on the m ajesty  o f  the M i l t o n i c

Satan (a l though i t  is t h a t ) ; i t  is a p l a y f u l  express ion  o f  the popu la r

a t t  i tude to the D e v i l ,  whose d e s c r i p t i o n  always c a l l e d  f o r t h  the  v ig o u r

19and t e r r i f y i n g  r h e t o r i c  o f  the o ld  C a l v i n i s t  p rea ch ers .  As has been

p o in te d  o u t ,  the o ld  manner o f  preach ing  was dying out  and the C a l v i n i s t

s t o r i e s  about the Devi l  and h e l l  had become l i t t l e  more than popular

t r a d i t i o n :  n e v e r t h e le s s ,  the m a j o r i t y  o f  the  people s t i l l  b e l i e v e d  the

20
s u p e r s t i t i o n s  and fe a re d  the workings o f  "Auld N ic k " .  Burns probably

b e l ie v e d  in an e v i l  f o r c e  o f  some k ind  but in h is  "Address to  the D e i l "

he r i d i c u l e s  the deg enera te  C a l v i n i s t  idea o f  a rea l  l i v i n g  Satan who is

21busy t r a v e l l i n g  o ver  the wor ld  "To scaud ( s c a ld )  poor w r e t c h e s . "

And S a tan 's  o f f i c e ,  t h a t  awe i n s p i r i n g  d o c t r i n e  o f  e t e r n a l  punishment,

in the poem is reduced to  noth ing  more than "spai  r g i n "  ( s p la s h in g )

br imstone from a " low in  heugh" ( f l a m in g  h o l l o w ) .  Th is  re d u c t io n  o f

Satan to  a p r a n k s t e r  is a much more e f f e c t i v e  ( though i m p l i c i t )  a t t a c k

on the h e l l  f i r e  preachers  than is the sent im enta l  m o r a l i t y  o f  

22Hutcheson.

19. Part  o f  the comedy o f  the "Address" l i e s  in the j u x t a p o s i t i o n  
o f  the " C h ie f  o f  many throned powers. /  That  led t h '  e m b a t t l ' d  seraphin  
to  w a r , "  w i t h  "Auld H o rn ie ,  Satan ,  N ick ,  o r  C l o o t i e , "  the  o n ly  d i g n i f i e d  
t i t l e  " S a t a n , "  being l o s t  in the m id d le .  From the  "Mighty  P r in c e "  o f  
M i l t o n ,  to  the p i c t u r e  which Burns draws,  t h a t  o f  a naughty boy having  
f u n - - i s  to  cover the p o s s ib le  extremes o f  a t t i t u d e  towards the d e v i l .
The m e tre ,  the gay o ld  metre o f  the t  roubadours, p e r f e c t l y  f i t s  the  
l i q h t  mood as i t  l i f t s  the thought 1 i g h t 1y a l o n g . No se r io us  thoughts  
could be c a r r i e d  w e l l  by such a m e t r e .

20.  H. Gray Graham, I , p. 87.

21.  Henley and Henderson,  p.  **7.

22.  Daiches ,  p. 12**.
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Burns proceeds to l i s t  the  d e v i l ' s  ac t  i v i  t  ies wi th  the b i b l i c a l

23
re fe rence s  showing a d e l i b e r a t e  l ack  o f  reve re nc e ,  as in h is  account

of  Satan's part  in the temptation of  Job:

fla tiA U  O' ye mind t h a t  day, when in a b i z
Amokif: ACOfiched  Wi 1 reek i t  duds, a n 1 r e e s t i t  g i z z ,
A m tittif ulig  Ye d id  present  your smoutie ph iz

1Mang b e t t e r  f o l k ,
AQlU/ute.d An' s k le n te d  on the man o f  Uzz

Your s p i t e  f u ' joke? ( I ,  p .  52)

As Daiches r i g h t l y  p o in ts  o u t ,  t h i s  l ack  o f  reverence does not  imply

any contempt whatsoever f o r  the B i b l e ;  r a t h e r  Burns is t r y i n g  to show

t h a t  the B ib le  s t o r i e s  a re  a s e r i e s  o f  human documents which can be

2A
r e l a t e d  to  the everyday l i f e  o f  man. Th is  p o i n t  can be i l l u s t r a t e d  

more c l e a r l y  in the o r i g i n a l  f i f t e e n t h  verse  which ran:

'Lang syne in Eden's happy scene
When s t r a p p in  E d i e ' s  [Adam's d e l e t e d ]  days were g reen ,
An' Eve was l i k e  my Bonnie Jean 

My d earest  p a r t ,
A d a nc in ,  sweet ,  young, hansome queen

W i ' g u i l e s s  h e a r t .  ( I ,  n o te s ,  p. 3^3)

A f t e r  the  in vo ca t io n  (which sets the t o n e ) ,  Burns proceeds t o  show

the d e v i l ' s  a c t i v i t i e s  in f o l k l o r e  w h i l e  suggest ing perhaps some o f

the a c c id en ts  t h a t  have been blamed on the  d e v i l  a re  r e a l l y  the  r e s u l t s

o f  n a t u r a l  causes,  such as drunkenness on the p a r t  o f  the  v i c t i m ,  "and

then in terms o f  b i b l i c a l  and t h e o lo g ic a l  a c t i v i t i e s  he sums up h is

ca ta logue

But a '  your doings to  rehearse  
f , ig h tc n g  Your w i l y  snares an '  f e c h t i n  f i e r c e

Sin '  t h a t  day Michael  d id  you p i e r c e  
Down t o  t h i s  t i m e ,  

be. a t :  to w ta n d . Wad ding a Lai len tongue,  o r  Erse,
In prose ?n rhyme. ( I ,  p .  52)

23.  I b i d . , p.  m .

2 k . D a ic he s , p. 125.

25.  I b i d . ,  p . 125.
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The t h i r d  and f i n a l  s e c t io n  o f  the poem is the  p o e t 1s own view o f  the  

d e v i 1 which cont inues in the same mood:

k o o fa  An1 now Auld C l o o t s , I ken y e 1 re t h i n k i n ,
flO-U.tQJU.nq A c e r t a i n  B a r d ie 's  r a n t i n ,  dr  i n k i n ,
h u fifitfin q  Some 1 uckless hour wi 11 send him ! i n k i n ,

To your b lack  P i t ;  
dodging B u t , f a i t h !  h e '11 t u r n  a c o rn er  j i n k i n ,

An1 cheat  you y e t .

But ,  f a r e - y o u - w e e l , au ld  N i c k ie - b e n !
0 ,  wad ye ta k  a thought an '  men! 

pQAhdVA Ye a i b l i n s  m i g h t - -  I d inna ken—
S t i 11 hae a s tak e :

Add I 'm wae to  t h i n k  upo' yon den,
Ev'n f o r  your sake!  ( I ,  pp. 5 2 -53 )

The suggest ion t h a t  even the d e v i l  could repent  and escape from

"yon den" is not  the mere s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  t h a t  some c r i t i c s  hold i t  to  be.

I t  is a s a t i r i c  j a b  a t  the C a l v i n i s t  v iew o f  damnation and o r i g i n a l  s in

d isg u is ed  as a p ie ce  o f  s e n t im e n ta l is m .  The p i c t u r e  o f  the d e v i l ,  w i t h  the

suggest ion t h a t  even he might  be saved,  se ts  the  e n t i r e  d o c t r i n e  o f  e v e r -

l a s t i n q  damnation and o r i g i n a l  s in  in a c o n tex t  where i t  cannot p o s s ib ly

s u r v i v e .

I t  is not  t r u e  to say ,  as some c r i t i c s  do,  t h a t  Burns was the f i r s t

26to  have no f e a r  o f  the d e v i l ,  f o r  long be fore  Burns a f a m i l i a r  a t t i t u d e

27
towards the d e v i l  was common in f o l k l o r e ,  and in the works o f  S c o t t i s h  

w r i t e r s  such as Dunbar. (One t h in g  o n ly  is apparent :  w i t h  the growing

d i s b e l i e f  in the d e v i l ,  the  re a l is m  and gr im humour o f  the  s t o r i e s  about  

him d e g e n e r a t e d . )

R e l ig io n  is i m p l i c i t  in some o f  the le a s t  l i k e l y  p la c e s .  For 

i n s t a n c e ,  one would h a r d ly  expect  to  f i n d  r e l i g i o n  In a poem l i k e  "Tam

26.  Miss Ke ith  is q u i t e  i n c o r r e c t  when she says "As Burns f r e e d  
Scot 1 and from the tyranny o f  the K i r k ,  so now he re leased  her from the  
hoid o f  the devi  1 . "  K e i t h ,  p.  *»8 ,

27 .  See The Scots Book; F o l k l o r e ,  Rhymes and Tales  compiled by 
R. MacDonald Douglas (London, 1 9 3 5 ) ,  pp. 10A-109.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



57

O 'S h a n t e r " .  Here Burns makes ?t a p o in t  to  t e l l  the reader  t h a t  "Tam 

O 'S h an te r"  1s "a t a l e  o'  t r u t h "  and not one o f  those m e r e t r i c io u s

romances o f  which the k i r k  d is a p p ro v e d : so the  g i r l ,  the music,  the

dance , and Auld Nick h i m s e l f  were simp1y the  content  o f  a dream and Tam 

was not  to blame f o r  any one o f  them. A f t e r  a l 1, he was r e a l l y  r i d i n g  

home to  h is  wi f e , as the k i r k  sa id  he should .  Tam had a l 1 the c re d i  t  

o f  good i n t e n t  io n .  The poem c on ta in s  both w o r ld s ,  the w or ld  o f  the  f l e s h  

and the D e v i l ,  and the wor ld  o f  the  k i r k .  The poem has the moral approval  

o f  the  k i r k ,  f o r  a f t e r  a l l ,  "honest  Tam" was r i d i n g  away from a l 1 o f  the  

t e m p t a t i o n .  Tam knew the f a t e  o f  those who c o u ld n ' t  take  t h e i  r eyes o f f  

the g i r l s :  " I n  h e l 1 t h e y '11 roast  thee 1 ike a h e r r i n ! " ( 1 ine 2 0 2 ) .  So

Tam must r id e  to  escape; he must r i d e  back to h is  own wi f e .  Tam j u s t  

makes i t  home ("But f a i t h , h e ' 11 t u r n  a c o rn er  j  i n k i n ' , a n 1 cheat you 

y e t , "  as Burns had sa id  in h is  "Address to  the D e ' i l " ) .  Burns goes on to

p o in t  ou t  the  m o r a l : i f  your mind runs to  d r i n k  and g i r l s ,  "Th in k!  you

may buy the  jo ys  owre d e a r . "  (L ine  2 2 3 . )  Joys t h e r e  are  a p le n t y  in 

t h i s  poem; the  warm a l e  house and your f r i e n d  Souter  Jonnie  bes ide y o u , 

the music,  the whi r lw in d  dance,  the sympathet ic  d e v i 1 who always under 

stood humanity to  the core and would g iv e  you e v e r y t h in g  you would ever  

n e e d ,  and then those g i r l s ,  wi th  no one to  see them but Tam. What a 

banguet o f  d e l i g h t s . Yet Robert  was not  h is  f a t h e r ' s son f o r  n o t h i n g .

"Th ink!  Remember!" r ing  out  a warning a t  the end o f  the poem. "Domnada

28est  v o l u p t a s , "  C a lv in  had w r i t t e n . "Think!  Remember!"

Because Robert Burns had f a i 1 ings and d id  not f o 11ow h is  own 

a d v i c e , we have no reason to  deny him the  s i n c e r i  t y  o f  h is  p re a c h in g ,

28.  Quoted in K e i t h , p.  103.
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nor is t h e r e  any need to  a p o lo g iz e  f o r  him. We should accept  him as he

h im s e l f  bids us in "A Bard 's  E p i tap h " :

Is t h e r e  a man, whose judgment c l e a r
Can o th e r s  teach the  course to s t e e r ,
Yet ru n s , h i m s e l f , l i f e ' s  mad c a r e e r  

Wild  as the wave?—
Here pause— and, t h r o 1 the  s t a r t i n g  t e a r ,

Survey t h i s  g rav e .  ( I , p .  189)

He was a good and sym pathet ic  p r e a c h e r ,  f o r  none knew b e t t e r  than he 

the f r a i l t y  o f  human n a tu r e  and the  b i t t e r n e s s  o f  repentance and remorse.  

"The E p i s t l e  to  a Young F r ie n d " ,  d e s p i t e  some r a t h e r  w o r l d l y  a d v i c e ,  is 

a f i n e  sermon.

IV

Yet they  wa f a 1 in F o r tu n e 's  s t r i f e ,
T h e i r  f a t e  we should na censure;

For s t i l l ,  t h '  impor tan t  end o f  l i f e  
They e g u a l l y  may answer:

A man may hae an honest h e a r t ,  
p o vz/C ty  Tho ' p o o r t i t h  h o u r ly  s t a r e  him;

A man may t a k  a neebor 's  p a r t ,
Yet  hae nae cash to  spare him. ( I ,  p . l A l )

VI

{.Lamt The sacred lowe o'  weel - p l a c ' d  lo v e ,
L u x u r i a n t l y  indulge i t ;  

a t t e m p t  But never tempt t h '  i l l i c i t  rove ,
Tho'  n ae th in g  should d iv u lg e  i t :

I waive the guantum o'  the s i n ,
The hazard o f  co n c e a l in g ;

But,  och! i t  hardens o '  w i t h i n ,
And p e t r i f i e s  the f e e l i n g !  ( I ,  p .  1A2)

IX

The g re a t  C r e a t o r  to  revere
Must sure become the c r e a t u r e :

But s t i l l  the preach ing  cant  f o r b e a r ,
And e v 'n  the r i g i d  f e a t u r e ;

Yet n e ' e r  w i t h  w i t s  p rofane  to  range 
Be complaisance extended  

An a t h e i s t - 1 a u g h ' s a poor exchange
For Dei t y  o f fen d ed !  ( I ,  p .  1 A3 )
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X

^h.oLic.luyig  When rant  in round in P l e a s u r e 's  r i n g ,
R e l ig io n  may be b l in d e d ;

Or i f  she g i e  a random s t i n g ,
I t  may be l i t t l e  minded;

But when on L i f e  w e ' r e  t e m p e s t - d r i v ' n  —
A conscience but a ca n k e r—

A correspondence f i x ' d  w i ' Heav'n  
Is sure a noble anchor!

29The "Address to  the Unco Guid" is an o th er  f i n e  sermon; the

f o l l o w i n g  l i n e s  in p a r t i c u l a r  b rea the  a pure s p i r i t  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y :

Then g e n t l y  scan your b r o t h e r  man,
S t i l l  g e n t l e r  s i s t e r  women;

Tho'  they  may gang a kennin wrang 
To step a s id e  is human:

One p o i n t  must s t i l l  be g r e a t l y  d a r k ,
The moving why th ey  do i t ;

And j u s t  as la m e ly ia im  ye mark
How f a r  perhaps they  rue i t .

VI I I

Who made the  h e a r t ,  ' t i s  He a lo n e  
Decided ly  can t r y  us:

He knows each chord ,  i t s  va r io u s  to ne ,
Each s p r i n g ,  i t s  v a r io u s  b ias :

Then a t  the  balance  l e t ' s  be mute,
We never can a d j u s t  i t ;

What's  done we p a r t l y  may compute,
But know not  w h a t 's  r e s i s t e d . 30 ( I , p.  220)

29.  "The Address to  the Unco Guid",  o r  " R i g i d l y  R ig hte ous" ,  may 
be seen as a connect ion  between the  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  s a t i r e s  and the re s t  
o f  B u r n s ' s  p o e t r y .  T he  "Unco Guid" a re  the Holy W i l l i e s  o f  the wor ld  
and the  p r o f i t  mongers o f  the e p i s t l e s .  " C a l v i n i s t  a u s t e r i t y ,  r i g i d  
r ig h teou sn ess ,  mechanical  11v i ng , f e a r  o f  the i nst  i nets , "mi s e r 1 i n e s s " , 
are  al 1 aspects o f  the same th i  n g , i rony o f  i r o n i e s / '  T . C ra w fo rd ,
p .  66.

30. Th is  f i n a l  s tanza  expresses a th eo ry  which was a t  the  back o f  
Burns 1s mind a lw a y s , even when he wro te  the e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  s a t i  r e s . 
S a lv a t i o n  to  Burns depends ent  i r e l y  on the g u a l i t y  o f  1 i fe  as j  udged
by God a l o n e .
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t i

The p o s i t i v e  s ide  o f  Robert Burns's r e l i g i o u s  n a tu re  f i n d s  a f u l l e r  

express ion  in h is  prose .  Besides the  two e a r l y  p r a y e r s ,  "The C o t t e r ' s  

Saturday N i g h t " ,  "To the  Rev. John M 'Math",  and p a r t s  o f  the  "Address 

t o  the D e i l "  and what is i m p l i c i t  in poems l i k e  "Tam 0 ' S h a n t e r" ,  t h e r e  

is v ery  l i t t l e  we can le a r n  from the p o e t r y  about h is  r e l i g i o n .  Burns

found i t  e a s i e r  to  e x h i b i t  h is  views and a n a ly ze  his  r e f l e c t i o n s  on the

31s u b je c t  in l e t t e r s  to h is  f r i e n d s  r a t h e r  than in h is  p o e t r y .

The l e t t e r s  are g e n e r a l l y  d i s a p p o i n t in g  a f t e r  the p o e t r y .  They a re  

o f t e n  marred by s i l l y  se n t im e n ta l is m  and exces s ive  f l a t t e r y ;  they  seem 

laboured and appear o f t e n  as e p i s t o l a r y  e x e rc is e s  r a t h e r  than l e t t e r s  to

i n t i m a t e  f r i e n d s .  Whi le  y e t  a boy, Burns was in s p i r e d ,  as G i l b e r t  Burns

32t e l l s  us,  " w i t h  a st rong d e s i r e  to  excel  in l e t t e r  w r i t i n g . "  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,

Robert seems to  have been too much in f lu e n c e d  by the a t r o c io u s  s t y l e  o f

Murdock h is  t e a c h e r .  In a l e t t e r  w r i t t e n  in 1799,  Murdock w r i t e s :

But now the p la in s  o f  Mount O l ip h an t  began to  w h i t e n ,  and Robert  
was summoned to r e l i n q u i s h  the  p le a s in g  scenes t h a t  surrounded  
the g r o t t o  o f  Calypso,  and, armed w i t h  a s i c k l e ,  to  seek g l o r y  by
s i q n a l i s i n g  h im s e l f  in the  f i e l d s  o f  C e r e s . 33

In o t h e r  words,  Robert had t o  leave  school to he lp  w i t h  the  h a r v e s t .

31. See the l e t t e r  to  Robert Aiken (about 8th October ,  1 7 8 6 ) ,  L e t t e r s ,
I , p. *47: see a 1 so Alexander Cunningham, 11th F e b ru a ry , 1790, L e t t e r s , I I ,
p. 13; a ls o  to  Mrs . Dunlop, 16 th  August , 1788, L e t t e r s , I , p . 2A6 "

32. G i 1b e r t  Burns' s "Memoi r " , Scot t  Douglas,  IV,  p.  355.

33. I b i d .  , IV,  p. 301
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The f a u l t s  o f  the l e t t e r s ,  however, a r e  s u p e r f i c i a l ; underneath the

e x t ra v a g a n t  d i c t i o n  l i e s  h is  s i n c e r i t y , and t h i s  is e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  o f  h is

•al}
r e l  i c lous l e t t e r s .  Burns had a h a b i t  o f  adapt ing  h is  s t y l e  to the t a s t e

and temperament o f  each o f  h is  c o r r e s p o n d e n ts . For example,  he w r i t e s

in a t e n d e r ,  s e n t i m e n t a l ,  y e t  l i v e l y  tone in h is  l e t t e r s  to  C l a r i n d a ,  and

in a gentee l  and r e s p e c t f u l  manner t o  Mrs.  Dunlop. The v a r io u s  prose

s t y l e s  which he a f f e c t e d  in h is  correspondence not o n ly  g iv e  us a good

idea o f  the c h a r a c t e r ,  but revea l  Burns's s k i l l  in r eco g n iz in g  the

c h a r a c t e r  o f  the people w i t h  whom he came in t o  c o n t a c t .

From about the age o f  t w e n t y - f i v e  u n t i l  h is  d e a th ,  the  main te n e t s

o f  h is  creed d id  not  change, a l though  sometimes when in a melancholy mood

he a n x io u s ly  quest ioned the  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a benevo lent  God and he expressed

35doubts about i m m o r t a l i t y .  In h is  Common-Place Book we f i n d  Burns

3**. The most important  o f  which a re :
1. L e t t e r  to  Robert  A iken ,  (about )  8 October 1786,  L e t t e r s , I ,  pp. **6-*»8.
2.  L e t t e r  to  "C la re n d a " ,  8 January 17 8 8 , L e t t e r s , I , pp. 158 -160 .
3.  L e t t e r  to  Robert  M u i r ,  7 March 1788,  L e t t e r s , I ,  pp. 20 7 -20 8 .
**. L e t t e r  to  Mrs. Dunlop,  22 June 1789,  L e t t e r s , I ,  pp.  3**2-3**3.
5.  L e t t e r  to  Mrs. Dunlop, 13 December 1789, ' T e t t e r s , I ,  pp. 372-37**.
6 .  L e t t e r  to  Alexander  Cunningham, 13 F e b r u a ry , f V " F e b ru a r y , 16 Feb ru ary ,
1790,  L e t t e r s , I I ,  pp. 11 -13 .
7.  L e t t e r  to  Mrs. Dunlop, 22 August 1792,  L e t t e r s , I I ,  pp. 115 -1 18 .
8 .  L e t t e r  to  A lexander Cunningham, 10 September 1792, L e t t e r s , I I ,  pp.  118 -122 .
9.  L e t t e r  to Alexander  Cunningham, 25 February 179**, L e t t e r s , I I ,  pp. 23**-236.
10. L e t t e r  t o  Mrs. Dunlop, 29 December, 179**, L e t t e r s , I I ,  pp. 280 -282 .

35. For instance in h is  l e t t e r  to Mrs. Dunlop,  13th December 1789,
Burns says,  "Can i t  be p o s s i b l e ,  t h a t  when I res ig n  t h i s  f r a i l ,  f e v e r i s h  be in g ,  
I s h a l l  f i n d  m yse lf  in conscious ex is tence ?  When the l a s t  gasp o f  agony has 
announced t h a t  I am no more to  those t h a t  knew me. . . .When the c o l d , st  i f f e n e d , 
unconscious g h a s t l y  course is res igned in to  the e a r t h . . . . S h a l 1 I be y e t  warm 
in l i f e ,  seeing and seen, e n jo y in g  and e n j o y e d . . . .  Is t h e r e  p r o b a b i l i t y  in 
your  c o n j e c t u r e s , any t r u t h  in your many s t o r i e s  o f  another  w o r1d beyond 
d e a t h ? . . . I f  t h e r e  is another  1i f e , i t  must be o n ly  f o r  the j  u s t , the bene-  
v o l e n t , the a i m i a b l e ,  and the humane; what a f l a t t e r i n g  id ea ,  t h e n , is a 
world  to  come! Would to  God I as f i r m l y  b e l ie v e d  i t  as I a r d e n t l y  wi shed 
i t . "  L e t t e r s , I , pp. 372 -373 .  Or in h is  l e t t e r  to  Cunningham l**th F e b r u a r y ,
1790,  Burns s t a t e s : "One t h i  ng f r i g h t e n s  me much t h a t  we are to  1 i ve f o r 
ev e r  seems too good news to  be t r u e . . .how much would I be indebted  to  anyone 
who could f u l 1y assure me t h a t  t h i s  were c e r t a i n  f a c t . "  L e t t e r s , I I ,  p . 13.
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s e t t i n g  down the o p in io ns  which could  w e l l  be the bas is  f o r  h is  u n iv e rs a l  

a p p e a l , Burns w r i t e s :

I have o f t e n  observed in the course o f  my expe r ie n ce  o f  
human l i f e ,  t h a t  every  man, even the w o r s t , has something good 
about him, though ve ry  o f t e n  noth ing  e l s e  than a happy tempera
ment or  const  i t u t  ion i n c l i  n ? ng him to t h i s  o r  t h a t  v i r t u e .  For 
t h i s  reason,  no man can say in what degree any o t h e r  person,  besides  
h i m s e l f , can be, wi th s t r i c t  j  ust  i c e , c a l l e d  wi eke d . Let any o f  the  
s t r i c t e s t  c h a r a c t e r  f o r  r e g u l a r i t y  o f  conduct among us examine 
i m p a r t i a l l y  how many o f  h is  vi r tues  are  owi ng to  const  i t u t  ion and 
educat  ion: how many v i  ces he has never been g u i 1ty  o f , not f rom 
any care  o f  v i g i l a n c e , but f o r  want o f  opportun i t y , o r  some 
a c c i d e n t a l  c? rcumstances i n t e r v e n i n g :  how many o f  the weaknesses 
o f  mankind he has escaped, because he was out  o f  1 ine o f  such 
te m p t a t io n ;  and,  what o f t e n , i f  not  a l w a y s , weighs more than a l 1 
the r e s t , how much he is indebted to  the w o r l d ' s  good o p i n i o n , 
because the world  does not  know a l l :  I say,  any man who can thus
t h i n k ,  w i 11 skan the  f a i 1 in g s , n a y , the f a u l t s  and c r i m e s , o f  mankind 
around him wi th a b r o t h e r 1s e y e .36

I t  is t h i s  C h r i s t i a n  f e e l i n g  f o r  h is  f e l l o w  man which recurs  in h is

1 e t t e r s . C ont ra ry  to the C a l v i n i s t  th eo ry  o f  human n a t u r e , Burns main-

37ta in e d  t h a t  men were benevolent  c r e a t u r e s ; consequent 1y , God would not  

and could not  be " w i 11 i ng t h a t  any should p e r i  sh, but t h a t  a l 1 should  

come to  ever  1as t  i ng 1 i f e . "  Burns says much the same t h i  ng in a l e t t e r  

to  P e t e r  H i l l .

36.  Robert Burns1 Common-Place Book 1 78 3 -17 8 5 . Reproduced in 
f a c s i m i l e  Trom the p o e t ' s  manuscript  ( I l l i n o i s ,  1965) ,  p. 9 .

37. Burns w r i t e s  to  Hiss Rachael Dunlop, on the  2nd o f  A ugust , 1788: 
I am in perpetu a l  w a r f a r e  wi th  t h a t  doct r in e  o f  our Reverend P r ie s th o o d ,  
t h a t  "we a re  born in to  t h i s  wor ld  bond s iaves  o f  i n i q u i t y  and hei rs o f  
p e r d i t i o n ,  w h o l ly  i n c l i n e d "  to  t h a t  which is e v i 1 and who 11y d i s i n c l i n e d  
to  t h a t  which is good unt i 11 ( s i c )  by a kind o f  Spi r i  t u a l  F i 11 ra t  ion or  
r e c t  i f y i  ng process c a l l e d  e f f e c t u a l  c a l 1 i ng e t c . - - T h e  whole bus i ness is  
r e v e r s e d , and our  connect  ions above and below com ple te ly  change p l a c e - -
I b e l i e v e  in my conscience t h a t  the case is j  ust qui te  c o n t r a r y — We come 
in t o  t h i s  w or1d wi th a h e a r t  and d i spos i t  ion to do good f o r  i ty unt i 11 
by dashing a la rg e  m ix tu re  o f  base a l l o y  c a l 1ed Prudence a l i a s  S e l f i s h n e s s  
the too prec ious  metal o f  the soul is brought down to  the  b la ck  guard 
S t e r l i n q  o f  Ord in ary  cu r ren c y .  L e t t e r s , I , p .  2^2.

3 8 . To Mrs . Agnes M'Lehose " C l a r i n d a "  8 th  J a n u a ry , 1788,
L e t t e r s , I , p . 1 I k .
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I am a l 1 out  o f  p a t ie n c e  w i t h  t h i s  v i l e  wor ld  f o r  one 
t h in g - -M a n k in d  a re  by n a tu re  benevolen t  c r e a t u r e s , except  in 
a few s c o u n d r a l ly  in s t a n c e s , I do not  t h i n k  t h a t  a v a r i c e  o f  
the good th in g s  we chance to  have is born w i t h  u s . 39

However s t r o n g ly  Burns f e l t  f o r  t h i s  th e o ry  o f  the  brotherhood and

benevolence o f  man, he never  a l lowed h im s e l f  to  be b l in d e d  to  the a c tu a l

c o n d i t io n s  around him, f o r  he saw the n e c e s s i t y  o f  prudence in the

a f f a i  rs o f  the w o r ld .  Burns goes on in the same l e t t e r  to  P e te r  H i l l :

We are  p laced  here amid so much Nakedness and Hunger and
Poverty  and Want, t h a t  we a re  under a damning necessi t y  
o f  study in g  S e l f i s h n e s s , in o r d e r  t h a t  we may E x i s t .

Yet  by the very  tone in which he says i t  we can see t h a t  f o r  Burns t h i s

is not  a l o f t y  aim,  f o r  he recognizes  t h a t  th e re  a re  some " in  every  a g e . . .

[whom] a l l  the wants and woes o f  l i f e  cannot debase to S e l f i s h n e s s , or

1(1even g iv e  the  necessary a l l o y  o f  Caut ion and Prudence."  Burns in c l i n e s

to  number h im s e l f  among t h e s e , f o r  the same l e t t e r  goes o n :

God knows I am no S a i n t ; I have a whole host  o f  f o l 1 ies and 
Sins to  answer f o r ;  but i f  I c o u l d , and I b e l i e v e  I do i t  
as f a r  as I c a n , I would wipe away a l 1 t e a r s  from a l l  e y e s . ^

This  is not v a n i t y ,  n e i t h e r  is  i t  f a l s e  modesty; Burns needed no one to

t e l l  him t h a t  he 1acked caut  ion and prudence , but never was Burns d e lu d e d .

Always he faced r e a l i t y  head o n . That is why he courted  the  acquain tance

o f  the  o u tcas ts  o f  s o c i e t y .  One is reminded o f  the f o l l o w i n g  e n t r y  from

tfie Common-Place Book dated March 178A:

I have o f t e n  coveted the acquaintance  o f  t h a t  p a r t  o f  mankind 
commonly known by the  o r d i n a r y  phrase o f  B lackguards , somet imes 
f a r t h e r  than was c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  the s a f e t y  o f  my c h a r a c t e r ; 
those who by thought 1 ess P r o d i g a l i t y ,  o r  headstrong passions

39. To P e te r Hi 11 2nd March, 1790,  L e t t e r s , 11, pp. 15-16

AO. I b i d . ,  p . 16.

Al . L e t t e r s , . M , p. 16 .

A2 . I b i d . , p. 16 ; see a ls o  R e v e la t io n s  V I I ,  17.
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have been d r iv e n  to  r u i n : - t h o u g h  d isgraced by f o l l i e s ,  nay 
sometimes "S ta in e d  wi th  g u i l t ,  and cr im son 'd  o ' e r  wi th c r im es" :
I have y e t  found among them, in not  a few in s t a n c e s , some o f  the  
noblest  Vi r t u e s , Magnanimity,  Generos i t y , d i s i n t e r e s t e d  f r i e n d 
sh ip  and even modesty, in the h ighest  p e r f e c t  ion .  **3

Many have blamed Burns f o r  keeping the kind o f  company he descr ibes  in

"The J o l l y  Beggars" w h i l e  o th e rs  have p r a is e d  him f o r  i t ,  but not f o r

the r i g h t  reason.  Burns found t h a t  these men had something in common

w i t h  h i m s e l f :  p o v e r t y ,  d i s t r e s s  and hardsh ip  had s t r i p p e d  them o f  the

fond d e lu s io n s  which most men c h e r i s h ,  and fo rced  them to face  r e a l i t y .

The honest man, tho e ' e r  sae poor  
Is k ing  o '  men f o r  a '  t h a t .

Burns t e l l s  us in a l e t t e r  to  Mrs. Dunlop t h a t  we must

f i n d  the h e a r t  weaned from e a r t h ,  the soul a f f i a n c e d  to  her  God, 
the correspondence f i x e d  In heaven, the pious s u p p l i c a t i o n  and 
devout t h a n k s g i v i n g . * ^

We must not look among the c o m fo r tab le  c l a s s e s ,  in the c o u r t ,  the  p a la c e ,

o r  in " th e  g l a r e  o f  p u b l i c  l i f e " .

No: to f i n d  them in t h e i r  p rec ious  importance and dev ine
e f f i c a c y ,  we must search among the  obscure recesses o f  
disap p o in tm en t ,  a f f l i c t i o n ,  p o v e r ty  and di s t r e s s . **5

When we have l o s t  e v e r y t h in g  o f  w o r l d l y  v a l u e ,  then we come face  to face

w i t h  r e a l i t y ,  and a re  a b le  " to  see o u rse lv es  as i t h e r s  see us" .  I t  is

i n t e r e s t i n g  a t  t h i s  p o in t  to remember t h a t  C a lv in ism  w i t h  i t s  d o c t r in e

o f  d e p r a v i t y  d id  not a l l o w  men to get  too i n f l a t e d  an o p in io n  o f  them-

s e 1v e s .

As has been s t a t e d  b e f o r e ,  Burns never  r e a l l y  formed an e l a b o r a t e  

o r  c o n s is t e n t  system o f  th eo lo g y .  The best  and f u l l e s t  account o f  h is  

b e l i e f  is conta ined  in a l e t t e r  to  C l a r i n d a ,  and always the i n f lu e n c e  o f

**3. Robert Burns's Common-Place Book, 1783 -1785 ,  pp. 7 - 8 .

h b .  To Mrs . Dun l o p , 16 th  A ugust , 1788, L e t t e r s  , I , p . 2^6.  

i*5. L e t t e r s  , I , p .  2**6.
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o f  M ' G I I I ' s  P r a c t i c a l  Essay 1s o b v io u s . C la r in d a  had w r i t t e n  t o  Burns

to  say t h a t  she r e g r e t t e d  to  f i n d  t h a t  he was an enemy o f  C a lv in is m ,

and asked him to set  f o r t h  his  c h i e f  o b je c t  ion to t h a t  f a i t h .  In h is

r e p ly  he gave her  a b r i e f  account o f  h is  c ree d .

He who is our  Author and P re s e r v e r  and w i l l  one day be our  
Judge, must be— not f o r  His sake,  in the way o f  d u t y ,  but from 
the n a t u r a l  impulse o f  our h e a r t s - - t h e  o b j e c t  o f  our  r e v e r e n t i a l  
awe and g r e a t f u l  a d o r a t i o n .  He is a l m i g h t y ,  and a l l  bounteous;  
we are  weak and dependent; hence p r a y e r  and every  o t h e r  s o r t  o f  
d e v o t io n .  "He is not  w i l l i n g  t h a t  any should p e r i s h ,  but t h a t  
a l l  should come to  e v e r l a s t i n g  l i f e : "  co n seq u en t ly ,  i t  must be 
in every  one 's  power to embrace His o f f e r  o f  " e v e r l a s t i n g  l i f e , "
o th e r w is e  he could n o t ,  in j u s t i c e ,  condemn those who d id  no t .
A mind pervaded,  and governed by p u r i t y ,  t r u t h ,  and c h a r i t y ,  
though i t  does not  m e r i t  heaven, y e t  is an a b s o l u t e l y  necessary  
p r e r e q u i s i t e ,  w i th o u t  which heaven can n e i t h e r  be o b ta in ed  nor  
en joyed;  and by dev in e  promise,  such a mind s h a l l  never  f a i l  o f  
a t t a i n i n g  " e v e r l a s t i n g  l i f e ; "  hence,  the d e c e iv in g ,  and the  
u n c h a r i t a b l e ,  exclude themselves from e t e r n a l  b l i s s ,  by t h e i r  
u n f i t n e s s  to  en jo y  i t .  The Supreme Being has put  the immediate 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f  a l l  t h i s ,  f o r  wise and good ends known to  
H im s e l f ,  in t o  the hands o f  Jesus C h r i s t ,  a g re a t  personage,  whose 
r e l a t i o n  to Him we cannot comprehend, but whose r e l a t i o n  to  us 
is  t h a t  o f  a Guide and a S av io u r ;  and who, except  f o r  our  own 
o b s t in a c y  and misconduct ,  w i l l  b r in g  us a l l ,  through va r io u s  ways,  
and by va r io u s  means, to  b l i s s  a t  l a s t

From t h i s  l e t t e r  we see t h a t  Burns had much in common w i t h  C a lv in is m ,

though he d id  not  accept  the  d o c t r in e s  o f  e l e c t i o n  and the v i c a r io u s

s a c r i f i c e  o f  C h r i s t .  C l a r i n d a ,  however,  r e l i e d  on C h r i s t ' s  atonement

f o r  the  pardon o f  her  s i n s ,  and argued t h a t  she could not  see the need

f o r  such a s a c r i f i c e ,  i f  man had power to  redeem h i m s e l f .  Burns had had

ii7
t h i s  di f f i c u l t y  answered f o r  him by M' G i 1 1. M ' G i l l ' s  t e n e t s  f o r  the

A6. To M r s .  Agnes M'Lehose,  January ,  1788, L e t t e r s , I ,  p .  17^.

k 7 . M ' G i l l ' s  essay on t h i s  poi nt  r e a d s : Upon the w h o le , to  s u f f e r
many ind ign i t  ies in the wor ld  and to  d ie  on the cross were not  the c h i e f  
and u l t i m a t e  end o f  our  s a v i o u r ' s  m iss io n ,  nor any d i r e c t  ends a t  a l l ,  
but o n ly  i n c i d e n t a l  calami t  i e s .  Quoted in Chamber and W a l lac e ,  
appendices , pp. ^ 9 - ^ 5 7 .
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most p a r t  agree wi th Burns's own k i n d l y ,  i f  somewhat sent i m e n t a l , b e l i e f

48in a benevolent  God who d e s i re s  t h a t  a l l  men should have an e v e r l a s t 

ing l i f e .  The sen t im en ta l  s t r a i n  in h is  r e l i g i o n  was, no d o u b t , encouraged  

by C l a r i n d a ,  who was p robab ly  more sent  imental  than the  poet h i m s e l f , 

and Burns knew t h a t  the sent im enta l  c o lo u r in g  which he gave to h is

ifO
" r e l i g i o n  o f  the  bosom", as he c a l l e d  i t ,  was bound to  p lea se  C la r i n d a .

When Burns wro te to  Mrs. Dunlop,  h is  a t t i t u d e  changed. The c h i e f

r e i i g i o u s  t o p i c  w i t h  her  was i m m o r t a l i t y ,  which seems to  have been one

o f  the b ig g est  problems in h is  r e l i g i o n .  In one o f  h is  l e t t e r s  to  Mrs.

Dunlop we have another  ve rs io n  o f  h is  c r e e d .  Burns w r i t e s :

I have j u s t  heard Mr. K i r k p a t u r c k  preach a sermon. He is  a 
man famous f o r  h is  benevolence,,  and I rev e re  him; but  from 
such ideas o f  my C r e a t o r ,  good Lord ,  d e l i v e r  me: R e l i g i o n . . .
is s u r e ly  a simple business ,  as i t  e q u a l l y  concerns the ignorant  
and the le a r n e d ,  the  poor and the  r i c h .  That  t h e r e  is an
incomprehensib le Great  Being,  to  whom I owe my e x i s t e n c e ;  and
t h a t  He must be i n t i m a t e l y  acq u a in ted  w i t h  the o p e r a t io n s  and 
progress o f  the i n t e r n a l  mach inery,  and consequent outward  
deportment o f  t h i s  c r e a t u r e  which He has made; these  a r e ,  I 
t h i n k ,  s e l f - e v i d e n t  p r o p o s i t i o n s .  That  t h e r e  is a rea l  and 
e t e r n a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between v i r t u e  and v i c e ,  and, co n seq u en t ly ,  
t h a t  I am an accountab le  c r e a t u r e ;  t h a t  from the seeming n a tu re  
o f  the human mind, as w e l l  as from the  e v id e n t  i m p e r f e c t io n ,  
nay,  p o s i t i v e  i n j u s t i c e ,  in the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f  a f f a i r s  both 
in the n a t u r a l  and moral w o r ld s ,  t h e r e  must be a r e t r i b u t i v e  
scene o f  e x is t e n c e  beyond the  grave ;  must,  I t h i n k ,  be a l low ed  
by everyone who w i l l  g ive  h i m s e l f  a moment's r e f l e c t i o n .  I 
w i l l  go f a r t h e r ,  and a f f i r m  t h a t  from the s u b l i m i t y ,  e x c e l l e n c e ,  
and p u r i t y  o f  His d o c t r i n e  and p r e c e p t s ,  u n p a r a l l e l e d  by a l l  
the aggregated wisdom and le a r n in g  o f  many preced ing ages,  
though,  to appearance ,  He H im se l f  was the obscurest  and most 
i 11 i t e r a t e  o f  our species —  t h e r e f o r e  Jesus C h r is t  was from 
G o d . . . . 50

48 .  "But ,  Thou a r t  good; and Goodness s t i l l  D e l i g h t e t h  t o  f o r g i v e . "

49.  To Mrs . M'Lehose 12th J a n u a ry , 1788, L e t t e r s , I , p .  161.

50.  To Mrs. Dunlop, 21st  June,  1789, L e t t e r s ,  I ,  p . 351.
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Burns1s f a i t h  in f u t u r e  e x is t e n c e  is not  always so f i r m ,  f o r  when he is

a f f l i c t e d  by melancholy ,  h is  f a i t h  becomes no more than a desperate

hope. In September, 1789,  he w r 1tes to  M rs . Dunlop, f u l l y  c o n f id e n t

o f  a 1 i f e  h e r e a f t e r .

R e l i g i o n ,  my dear f r i e n d ,  is a t r u e  comfort !  A s t rong  
persuas ion  in a f u t u r e  s t a t e  o f  e x i s t e n c e ;  a p r o p o s i t io n  
so o b v io u s ly  p ro b a b le ,  t h a t ,  s e t t i n g  r e v e l a t i o n  a s i d e ,  
every  n a t io n  and p e o p le ,  so f a r  as i n v e s t i g a t i o n  has 
reached,  f o r  a t  l e a s t  near  f o u r  thousand y e a r s ,  have in some 
mode o r  o t h e r ,  f i r m l y  b e l ie v e d  i t .  In va in  would we reason 
and pre tend to  doubt.  1 have m yse l f  done so to  a very  
d a r in g  p i t c h ,  when I r e f l e c t e d ,  t h a t  I was opposing the  
most ardent  wishes and the most d a r in g  hopes o f  good men, 
and f l y i n g  in the face  o f  a l l  human b e l i e f ,  in a l l  ages,  
i was shocked a t  my own c o n d u c t .51

Yet s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h a t  l e t t e r  Mrs. Dunlop was to  r e c e iv e  an o th er  where

Burns speaks o f  "another  wor ld  beyond death"  as a "base less  v i s i o n "

and " f a b r i c a t e d  f a b l e " ,  w h i l e  wondering i f  Jesus C h r is t  was an

imposter .  I f  t h e re  is another  l i f e  beyond the grave Burns f e e l s  i t  is

52o n ly  f o r  the j u s t  and be n e vo len t .  The l e t t e r  was not  w r i t t e n  under

o r d i n a r y  c i rcum stances ,  f o r  i t  opens:

I am groaning under the m is e r ie s  o f  a diseased nervous system,  
a system o f  a l l  o t h e r s  the most e s s e n t i a l  to  our  h a p p in e s s - -  
o r  the most p ro d u c t iv e  to  our m i s e r i e s .  For near  th re e  weeks 
i have been so i l l . . . .

When not  a f f l i c t e d  by such a s t a t e  o f  melancholy ,  h is  a t t i t u d e  to

im m o r t a l i t y  seems to have been t h a t  expressed in a l e t t e r  to  Robert

A iken .

Though s c e p t ic a l  in some p o in t s  o f  our c u r r e n t  b e l i e f ,  ye t  
I t h i n k ,  I have every  ev idence f o r  the r e a l i t y  o f  a l i f e  
beyond the s t i n t e d  bourne o f  our p resent  e x i s t e n c e . 53

51.  To Mrs. Dunlop, 6 th  September,  1789, L e t t e r s , I ,  p .  359.

52. To Mrs . Dunlop, 6 th  September, 1789, L e t t e r s , I , p .  359.

53.  To Robert A i k e n , (about)  8 th  October ,  1786, L e t t e r s , I , p .  47.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



68

D espite  h is  occas iona l  a n x i e t y  about a l i f e  to come, Robert Burns 

avoi ded the f a u l t  too o f t e n  committed by or th odox Ca1vi ni s t s . He 

concent ra ted  on t h i s  w o r l d l y  1i f e  and h is  r e l a t i o n s h i p  toward h is  f e 11ow 

men.

Whatever m i t i g a t e s  the woes [Burns w r i t e s  to Robert A i k e n ] ,  o r  
increases the happiness o f  o t h e r s ,  t h i s  is my c r i t e r i o n  o f  
goodness: and whatever  i n j u r e s  s o c ie t y  a t  l a r g e ,  o r  any 
i ndi vi dual in i t ,  t h i s  is my measure o f  in iqui  t y .

And aqain  in a l e t t e r  to  C l a r i n d a ,  Burns w r i t e s ,  "My d e f i n i t i o n  o f

5AWorth is s h o r t :  Tru th  and Humanity,  respect  f o r  our  f e l l o w  c r e a t u r e s . "

He never equated the f u t u r e  l i f e  w i t h  any s e l f i s h  idea o f  reward.  The

C a l v i n i s t s  o f  Burns's day,  on the o t h e r  hand, were o f t e n  more i n t e r e s t e d

in the f u t u r e  l i f e  than in the p r e s e n t .  T h e i r  good a c t i o n s  were o f t e n

done w i t h  a heavenly reward in mind. Burns found enough to  i n t e r e s t  him

in the present  c o n d i t io n  o f  man:

What s t range  beings we are !  [he exc la ims to Cunningham] s in ce  we 
have a p o r t i o n  o f  conscious e x i s t e n c e ,  e q u a l l y  capable  o f  e n jo y in g  
p le a s u r e ,  happiness,  and r a p t u r e ,  o r  s u f f e r i n g  p a i n ,  wretchedness,  
o r  mi s e r y , i t  is s u r e l y  worthy o f  inqui r y ,  whether the re be not such 
a t h in g  as a science o f  l i f e ;  whether method, economy, and f e r t i l i t y  
o f  exp ed ien ts  be not a p p l i c a b l e  to  enjoyment,  and whether t h e r e  be 
not a want o f  d e x t e r i t y  in p le a s u r e ,  which renders our l i t t l e  
s c a n t l i n g  o f  happiness s t i l l  l e s s ;  and a p ro fuseness ,  an i n t o x i c a 
t i o n  in b l i s s ,  which leads to  s a t i e t y ,  d isgust  and s e l f  a b h o r r e n c e .55

In another  l e t t e r  Burns g ives  us a more d e t a i l e d  e x p o s i t io n  o f  his

n r a c t i c a l  "sc ience  o f  l i f e " :

When I t h i n k  o f  l i f e ,  I reso lv e  to  keep a s t r i c t  lo o k -o u t  in 
the course o f  economy, f o r  the  sake o f  w o r l d l y  convenience  
and independence o f  mind,  to  c u l t i v a t e  in t im acy  w i t h  a few 
o f  the companions o f  youth ,  t h a t  they may be f r i e n d s  o f  age;  
never t o  re fuse  my 1 iq u o r is h  humour a handful  1 o f  the sweetmeats  
o f  l i f e ,  when they come not  too dear :  and f o r  f u t u r i t y - -

5^. To Mrs. Agnes M'Lehose,  Ath January,  1788, L e t t e r s , I ,  p.  15^.

55. To Alexander Cunn i ngham, 13th F e b ru a r y , 1790, L e t t e r s  , I I ,
P. 12.

(
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"The present  moment is our aim,
The n e is t  we never  saw ."
How 1 ike you my phi1osophy?56

From what we have seen a l r e a d y  o f  Burns we can s a f e l y  say t h a t  he had

no g r e a t  l i k i n g  f o r  t h a t  ph i losophy h i m s e l f ,  and he c e r t a i n l y  d id  not

keeD h is  r e s o l u t i o n .  Any such d e t a i l e d  course o f  w o r l d l y  wisdom cannot

be t r u e  to  h is  sent im enta l  b e l i e f  in the a f f e c t i o n s  and passions o f  the

benevolent  h e a r t .  In the  l e t t e r  t o  Cunningham, p r e v i o u s l y  quoted ,

Burns goes on to say:

There is not a doubt but t h a t  h e a l t h ,  t a l e n t s ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  
decent  competency, re s p e c ta b le  f r i e n d s ,  a re  rea l  and 
substant  i a l .

N o tw i th s ta n d in g  a l l  these b le s s i n g s ,  people a re  s t i l l  unhappy and the

cause,  Burns a f f i r m s ,  is am bit ion

which goads us up the h i l l  o f  l i f e ,  not as we ascend o t h e r  
eminences,  f o r  the laudab le  c u r i o s i t y  o f  v iewing  an extended  
landscape,  but r a t h e r  f o r  the dishonest  p r i d e  o f  lo ok in g  down 
on o th e rs  o f  our f e l l o w - c r e a t u r e s  seemingly d im in u t i v e  in 
humbler s t a t i o n s - - e t c .  e t c .  e t c .  e t c .  e t c .57

He re again  Burns is r e f e r r i n g  to  t h a t  "damn i ng necess i t y  o f  s t u d y ? ng

s e l f i s h n e s s ,  in o r d e r  t h a t  we may e x i s t "  and though Burns recognizes

i t s  use fu lness f o r  g e t t i n g  on in the w o rk -a -d ay  w o r ld ,  he p r e f e r s  to

be a f a i l u r e  in the eyes o f  s o c i e t y  so long as he can "wipe away a l l

t e a r s  from a l l  eyes " ,  f o r  Burns is sure

The hear t  benevolent  and kind  
The most resembles God.

During the la s t  few years  o f  h is  l i f e ,  h is  h e a l t h  d e t e r i o r a t e d

and the  a t t a c k s  o f  melancholy came more o f t e n :  but he s t i l l  c lu n g ,  and

clung more f i r m l y  than e v e r  be fo r e , to hi s two card i n a 1 b e l i e f s  in a

benevolent  God and i m m o r t a l i t y .  In February 179^ he wrote  to Cunningham

w h i l e  s u f f e r i n g  from "a number o f  domest i c v e x a t i o n s ,  and some pecun ia ry

56. To Richard Brown, February 17 8 8 , L e t t e r s , I , p . 196.

57.  To Alexander Cunni ngham, 13th F e b r u a ry , 1790,  L e t t e r s  , I I ,  p . 12.
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share in the ru in  o f  these damned t im e s " ,  asking Cunningham to m i n i s t e r  

t o  h is  "d iseased mind",  s ince  he h i m s e l f  had exhausted every  co m for t in g  

th o u g h t .

S t i l l ,  The con t inu e s ]  t h e re  a re  two p i l l a r s  t h a t  bear us up 
amid the wreck o f  m is fo r tu n e  and m i s e r y . The one is composed 
o f  the d i f f e r e n t  m o d i f i c a t i o n s  o f  a c e r t a i n  n o b le ,  stubborn  
something in man, known by the  names o f  courage,  f o r t i t u d e ,  
magnanimity.  The o t h e r  is made up o f  those f e e l i n g s  and 
sent iments  which however the s c e p t i c  may deny them, o r  the  
e n t h u s ia s t  may d i s f i g u r e  them, are  y e t ,  I am co nvinced,  
o r i g i n a l  and component p a r t s  o f  the human s o u l ;  those "senses 
o f  mind",  i f  I may be a l lowed the  e x p re s s io n ,  which connect  us 
w i t h ,  and l i n k  us t o ,  those awful  obscure r e a l i t i e s - - a n  
a l l - p o w e r f u l  and e q u a l l y  b e n e f ic e n t  God, and a w orld  to  come 
beyond death and the  g rave .  The f i r s t  g iv e s  the  nerve o f  
combat,  w h i l e  a ray o f  hope beams on the f i e l d ;  the l a s t  
pours the  balm o f  comfort  in t o  the  wounds which t im e  can 
never c u r e . 5$

D espite  what the c r i t i c s  have sa id  to  the c o n t r a r y ,  Burns goes on 

to say t h a t  r e l i g i o n  a f f o r d s  f o r  him a s u p e r l a t i v e  source o f  enjoyment  

in t h i s  l i f e  and t h a t  an i r r e l i g i o u s  man is to be p i t i e d  f o r  he is  

shut out  from the comforts t h a t  r e l i g i o n  can p r o v id e .

58. To Cunningham, 25th  February ,  179*», L e t t e r s , I I ,  pp. 23 ^ -235 .
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION

No doubt Robert Burns was in agreement w i t h  Dalrymple and M ' G i l l —  

two spokesmen f o r  the New L ig h t  p a r ty - -w h e n  they  spoke o f  the bene

volence o f  human n a tu re  and the  love  o f  a God who was not w i l l i n g  t h a t  

any should p e r is h  but t h a t  a l l  should have e v e r l a s t i n g  l i f e ;  however,  

Burns was no mercenary f i g h t e r  f o r  the  New L i g h t s .

In p a r ts  o f  "The Holy F a i r " ,  i t  is the  New L ig h ts  who come under  

a t t a c k .

Smith opens out  h is  cau ld  harangues,
On p r a c t i c e  and on morals;  ( I ,  p.  41)

*  *  *

What s i g n i f i e s  h is  bar ren s h in e ,
Of moral pow'rs an'  reason?

His Engl ish  s ty  1e , an 1 g es tu re  f i n e  
Are a 1 c lean  out  o '  season.

Like Socrates o r  A nton ine ,
Or some auld pagan hea then ,

The moral man he does d e f i n e ,
But n e ' e r  a word o '  f a i t h  in

T h a t 1s r i g h t  t h a t  day.  ( I , p. 42)

In the eyes o f  Burns the  New L ig h ts  o f t e n  represented  a m o r a l i t y  

t h a t  was more ce re b r a l  than r e l i g i o u s .

In "The O r d i n a t i o n " ,  one gets the f e e l i n g  t h a t  Burns f in d s  both 

the Old L ig hts  and the New L ights  f i  t t  ing s u b jec ts  f o r  sat  i r e .  The
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New L ig h ts  in the poem appear so l i m i t e d '  t h a t  they could not have had 

much appeal to  Burns.

Although Burns had many f r i e n d s  in the New L ig h t  p a r t y  he d id  not  

accept  a l 1 the i r doct r i  n e s . A l l  t h a t  we can say is t h a t  he found some 

o f  t h e i r  p r i n c i p l e s  agree in g  w i t h  h is  own ideas o f  Man and God. Burns's  

r e l i g i o u s  c o n v ic t io n s  were a t  t imes C a l v i n i s t i c ,  l i k e  those o f  the Old 

L i g h t s .  At o t h e r  t im e s ,  Burns's  r e l i g i o u s  views co in c id ed  w i t h  the  

"moderate" views o f  the New L i g h t s .  However, to  lab e l  Burns as 

unq uest io n ab ly  a C a l v i n i s t i c  Old L ig h t  o r  a "moderate" New L ig h t  is to  

co m p le te ly  misunderstand the man, f o r  Burns was sym pathet ic  to whatever  

views came wi t h i n  the framework o f  hi s own s e n t im e n ta l is m .

Burns's ideas o f  Man and God were based on C h r i s t i a n  c h a r i t y  

towards men and on the a c t io n s  and passions o f  a benevolent  h e a r t .

These a re  the  u nd e r ly in g  emotions which e x p l a i n  what appear to  be 

g l a r i n g  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  in the thoughts o f  Burns's c r i t i c s — and by 

i m p l i c a t i o n ,  what appear to  be g l a r i n g  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  in Burns's  

th o u g h t .

1. i t  is a f a i r l y  sa fe  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  t h a t ,  on the whole ,  the  
po p u la r  New L igh ts  presented  a narrower  v iew ,  and the a u t o c r a t i c  
C alv in is m  the more e n l i g h t e n e d . None o f  the c l e r g y , w i t h  the  exc ep t io n  
o f  Hutcheson,  possessed the  im a g in a t iv e  genius t h a t  would p rov id e  the  
p h i lo s o p h ic  depth and s u b t 1e t y  to  c o n s t ru c t  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o s i t i o n  
t h a t  cou1d v i e  w i t h  C a lv in is m  in s t r e n g t h  and lo g i c .
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