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If ever there was a short volume for our time it is surely Henry Drummond’s famous address ‘The Greatest Thing in the World’. 

How many of us struggle to make sense of science and religion? How many of us see a chasm of difference between ‘Churchianity’ and Christianity? 

How many of us see such strength and purpose in Jesus Christ, the man from Nazareth, and yet are distracted by the apparent pettiness of some of his followers? 

How many of us long to feel truly loved, to know that whatever life may throw at us, we are still lovable and can experience a fresh start every day of our lives? 

Such questions would have been as resonant and as relevant to Henry Drummond and to the men and women and young people of his generation as they are assuredly to ours. 

Henry Drummond was writing in 1880. A much respected and travelled professor of science and religion, he openly acknowledged how much he had benefited and learned from the writings of Charles Darwin. He also found himself measured against the increasingly open atheistic and agnostic views of his day. He was therefore no intellectual or emotional slouch. 

All of these characters and their views are replicable to this day save perhaps one of note. That character is Henry Drummond who, though reviled by many of the religious cognoscenti of his day, yet reached out across many divides to proclaim one essential prevailing truth for his time and for all time, that the real test of a person is not ‘How have I believed?’ but ‘How have I loved?’ 

I was fortunate to be born and brought up in a warm and loving Drummond family and, although no relation, the name of Henry Drummond was often spoken of with respect and with gratitude. Over five generations the most cherished of farewell and rite of passage presents within our family has been a bound copy (now very hard to find and hence this welcome new edition) of The Greatest Thing in the World by Henry Drummond. 

We, like Henry Drummond’s own family in Stirling a hundred years earlier, were encouraged to be believing and thinking sceptics, perhaps in the best traditions of a Scottish liberal education. New revelations of science, particularly those reflecting and affecting our common humanity, were to be welcomed and to be seen alongside the ‘summum bonum’, the greatest good as seen in the gracious self-giving love of the man from Nazareth. 

However improbable certain elements of the Biblical story might have been for the thinking sceptics of Henry Drummond’s time and generation, they literally flocked in their millions to buy The Greatest Thing in the World, which was translated into several languages and at one time was rated as the second bestseller to the Bible itself! 

These were men and women who like you and me in our generation found a resonance in their souls when they read or heard Henry Drummond say: ‘You will find as you look back on your life that the moments that stand out, the moments when you have really lived, are the moments when you have done things in a spirit of love.’ His biographer, Professor George Adam Smith, former Principal of Aberdeen University, wrote of him: 

Men and women sought him who were of every rank of life and of almost every nation under the sun. 

First by his addresses and his conversation, and then with the vastly increased range which his books gave him, he attracted to himself the doubting and the sinful hearts of his generation. 

They turned instinctively to him: not for counsel merely, but for the good news of God and for the inspiration which men seek only from the purest and most loving of their kind. He was prophet and he was priest to hosts of individuals. 

Henry Drummond, unlike few others before him or since, helped to satisfy the spiritual hunger and needs of so many, particularly young men and women of his day. More than that, he encouraged his listeners and readers to recognise and to discuss amongst themselves, as with science so with religion, what he termed ‘the nine ingredients of “The Spectrum of Love” ’. 

How magnificent would it be in our time and generation to spark a whole series of country-wide conversations on the ingredients of ‘The Spectrum of Love’! 

So many of our country’s ills and weaknesses, as indeed those across the world, will never be healed or seriously improved through the rhetoric of politics or policy, however well studied and crafted. No, real lasting change happens through the spectrum of love, one on one, one by one and then in partnerships. 

‘Be not deceived,’ Henry Drummond would say to us, The words which all of us shall one day hear sound not of theology but of life, not of churches and saints, but of the hungry and the poor, not of creeds and doctrines but of shelter and clothing, not of Bibles and prayer books but of cups of cold water in the name of Christ. 

In my life and work I meet and spend time with hundreds, sometimes thousands, of people who can so identify with those words. These are men and women of our generation who, like you and me, see and feel in them the living example of Jesus Christ, the man from Nazareth, and who because of their practicality, openness and sincerity find in them ways to address the timeless questions with which this short modern foreword began. 

I write in a time of the ‘credit crunch’, of which Sir Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi, said in reference to the Old Testament that ‘it was only in the times of famine that the people of Israel really understood what the feasts were all about’. 

Maybe the time has come for you to read this short life-changing volume. Despite its at times inevitably dated language and references, The Greatest Thing in the World continues to light up hearts and to resonate within souls who wish to make a difference and so to leave the world a better place than they found it, as Henry Drummond assuredly did. 

Let the last words be his: 

How many of you will join me in reading this chapter [1 Corinthians 13] once a week for the next three months? A man did that once and it changed his whole life. Will you do it? It is for the greatest thing in the world. You might begin by reading it every day, especially the verses which describe the perfect character. ‘Love suffereth long, and is kind; love envieth not; love vaunteth not itself.’ Get these ingredients into your life. Then everything you do is eternal. It is worth doing. It is worth giving time to. 

– Norman Drummond, 2009
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Henry Drummond was born at Stirling on the 17th of August, 1851; he died at Tunbridge Wells on March 11th, 1897. Consequently his life, in the maturity of its powers, was lived through a most distinctive period – the last quarter of last century – when the full impact of the truth that was in Darwin was rapidly being felt far beyond the narrow scientific area of its first dominance, under the sledge-hammer blows of a Huxley or the more overwhelming torrent of the Spencerian philosophy. The noble if placid orthodoxy of the greater Victorian poets notwithstanding, a ferment was at work in the minds of many of the younger generation, which in some cases resolved itself into a struggle between loyalty to an old theology or to a new science that were felt to be incompatible with one another. Realising the basal correspondences and unity of the truth which could be reached along the various highways of Revelation, Henry Drummond, with an inherited love for, and broadly developed interest in, Natural Science, strove to convey to others those glimpses of a wider outlook and flashes from a penetrative insight that had cheered and illumined his own too solitary path. To what an extent he had met a need of his generation may be gathered from the fact that the British sales of one of his larger works, – Natural Law in the Spiritual World – reached something like 130,000 copies, whilst of the addresses here published, that one which gives title to the volume had in his lifetime a circulation of 350,000 in booklet form. His writings provoked criticism in many undiscerning quarters, but it is noteworthy that one of the most distinguished of his critics, long years after, made public avowal of how completely he had failed to gauge the need for, or estimate the value of, the kind of work, viz., that on the relations of scientific and religious thought, done by Drummond. It is a need that has only become more clamant with the passage of the years. 

Under the moulding influence of an ideal home life, Henry Drummond passed by way of Edinburgh University, which he entered at the age of fifteen, into New College, Edinburgh, although with no very clear idea as to how the ‘call’ to religious service which had led him thither, might eventually be responded to in his particular case. At no time, apparently, had he ever thought of the active ministry, and his interest in his scientific studies had never slackened. The natural bent of his mind towards preoccupation with the relations of scientific and religious thought was seen in the subjects that were selected by him for class or Debating Society essays during his student days, as e.g. the ‘Six Days of Creation’; ‘Was the Deluge Partial?’; ‘The Doctrine of Creation.’ Then, in the third winter of his theological studies, he was swept into the current of the great Mission conducted by Messrs. Moody and Sankey in Great Britain during 1873–1875. It was an experience in which he found himself, and in which men began to realise his extraordinary powers of expression and appeal. ‘There’s nobody in the world like Drummond for interesting young men,’ Mr. Moody had said; ‘set him to talk to a lot of ’em, and he’ll just crop ’em in in five minutes.’ The Mission ended, he returned after two years’ absence to the class-room benches, and quietly resumed his student place as if nothing had happened. Yet very much had happened, for while in the midst of the Mission he could say that ‘underlying my scientific studies and everything else, there has been this one settled conviction all these years – that the only life which to me would seem at all worth living would be a life of evangelistic work,’ a fuller experience had shown him that ‘the great thing is to live rather than to work,’ and that the immediate business for him now was in quietness and confidence to prepare himself spiritually for what he had no doubt would be made clear as God’s purpose in life for him. 

It is out of this background of sincere longing to discover the Will of God for himself that the addresses constituting the second part of this volume take their origin. Doubtless first given during his work with the American evangelists, they took later shape as addresses delivered during the winter of 1876–1877 in the Barclay Church, Edinburgh, where he had undertaken an assistantship. Although never prepared by him for publication, they were included along with others in a volume entitled The Ideal Life, issued after his death in 1897. This particular series on ‘The Will of God’ as thus published was incomplete, and attention is drawn to the fact that the address entitled ‘God’s will – the Christian’s Aim,’ is now presented for the first time. It is particularly interesting as evidence of Henry Drummond’s singular power of sympathetically imagining and describing a situation. 

Very soon his way became clear before him. In the autumn of 1877 he applied for the vacant lectureship on Natural Science in the Free Church College, Glasgow, and helped largely by a very commendatory testimonial from Sir Archibald Geikie, whom he later accompanied on a geological expedition to the Rocky Mountains, was elected to the post. Yet even with this definite demanding work in hand, he could not neglect the gift of evangelism that was in him. ‘I want a quiet mission somewhere,’ he wrote, ‘entry immediate and self-contained.’ It was his artisan audiences in Possil Park, Glasgow, who first heard the addresses that were afterwards collected and published as Natural Law in the Spiritual World. When, as the result of his work, the mission at Possil Park was made into a full charge, Henry Drummond retired from that post, and an ordained minister was appointed in his place. On his return from Africa in the spring of 1884 his lectureship, to which he had been re-appointed year by year, was raised to the status of a Chair through the vision and generosity of Mr. James Stevenson of Hailie, and he, unruffled by the rapidly mounting sales of his now famous book and the growing requests of those who sought spiritual counsel from him, was unanimously elected to the post by the General Assembly of his Church. His inaugural lecture on ‘The Contribution of Science to Christianity,’ when published later, added greatly to his reputation. 

The year 1885 is still remembered by an older generation as the commencement of the long and happy association of Henry Drummond with the student life of Edinburgh University. In the autumn of 1884 the student world of Great Britain was stirred by the news that Stanley Smith and C. T. Studd, two brilliant Cambridge athletes, had resolved, along with five of their college friends, to devote themselves to mission work in China. Previous to their departure, the two leaders paid a series of farewell visits to various other Universities, and made such a deep impression in Edinburgh that they were invited to return if possible, which they did, within two months’ time. The results were so profoundly moving that the local leaders felt that the work must be continued. Now it happened that in between the two visits of the Cambridge volunteers, Professor Drummond had delivered the annual lecture to the Christian Medical Association of Edinburgh University, taking as his subject ‘The Contribution of Science to Christianity.’ After that evening, when over four hundred men were captured by his presentation of old truth in a new light, it was not difficult to know who should be invited to carry on the work. Most fortunately he accepted the invitation, and for ten years, until he was stricken by the illness which proved fatal, he addressed meetings of Edinburgh University students in the Oddfellows’ Hall for from four to six Sundays every spring. Of those who assisted him most, probably least will ever be known. The earlier years were particularly memorable, for small deputations of the men headed by a professor or lecturer, visited the other Scottish Universities in turn, where, at meetings recognised by the local teaching staff, Christian Associations were formed, and the religious life of the University quickened. The resulting Holiday Mission, carefully organised under Drummond’s immediate supervision, took groups of students to other towns and villages, and it is noteworthy that he made it a rule on all these occasions that the student members of the deputations should, so far as they went beyond describing the Edinburgh work, confine themselves merely to testifying to some truth that they had made their own by personal experience. In time news of the work reached far beyond Great Britain. As a result, on two occasions in the United States, in Australia, and on the Continent, Henry Drummond went by invitation from University to University and College to College, sometimes accompanied by a representative deputation of Edinburgh professors or students, proclaiming the truth as he had come to see it. Out of this background, as also in connection with two series of meetings which he addressed in Grosvenor House, London, on the informal invitation of the Marquis and Marchioness of Aberdeen with the cordial co-operation of the then Duke of Westminster, came the addresses printed in the earlier section of this volume. There are those who still remember the thrill with which they first heard the outlines of the address on Love at a Northfield Conference, U.S.A., in the summer of 1887, although it had certainly been given some four years earlier at a mission station service in Central Africa. 

It will be at once apparent, from internal evidence alone, that the group of addresses beginning with this one, best known of all, on ‘The Greatest Thing in the World,’ is, as a whole, the work of his maturer years. To few men of science is it given to write with clarity and distinction. From an early period Henry Drummond had practised writing, and in his later years became almost fastidious about phrasing and expression. In particular he would insist on the careful selection of adjectives, a part of speech which he considered to be especially determinative of the care that a writer put into his work. So it is not surprising to learn that the original Introduction to The Ascent of Man, his greatest book, was, after being set up in type, entirely re-written and reduced in length as the result of a friendly criticism, or that he had a large first edition of one of his booklets suppressed just before publication, because he discovered a faulty paragraph in it at the last moment, – ‘a knot in the porridge’ as he put it. Some may recall his mot, ‘A Nineteenth Century article should be written at least three times, once in simplicity, once in profoundity, and once to make the profundity appear simplicity.’ Even more strongly he wrote to a young friend in 1895, ‘For your humility read Frederick Harrison’s article in the October number of The Nineteenth Century on Ruskin as a Master of English Prose. After reading it you will wonder, as I did, however any of us have the face to print a line.’ 

Concerning his message, the addresses speak for themselves. They are as vital and constraining to-day as when he first delivered them. They gripped men; they changed lives, not for a day but for all time. ‘I continually meet men from the Edinburgh meetings, holding like limpets,’ he wrote in 1890, during his tour in Australia. And his influence abides. Enter the private office of the Chief Magistrate of our capital city and the first thing that catches your eye is an enlarged photograph of Henry Drummond, and it would not be difficult to name man after man at the top of his profession to-day who would admit that one of the greatest influences for good in his life under God was Henry Drummond. This man, with something of the cavalier about him, – the students most closely associated with him in his work invariably spoke of him as ‘The Prince,’ – with his wonderful power of literary expression, fine distinction of mind, and above all that selfless redemptive note about his life which was its keynote, eludes all efforts at portrayal. But that which he was, which he had at heart, and which was continuously exemplified in his life, may be glimpsed anew and savingly realised by another generation through his words. 

–J. Y. Simpson, 1902
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