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Abstract: My brother Tom and I enjoyed a long and close friendship and I think it 

is important that in any study of a person an accurate picture of them is required. 

It is for this reason that I offer the following brief biographical sketch of aspects of 

my brother’s life, motivations, and career. I focus on two aspects of Tom’s life, his 

family background which was such an important backdrop to his life and work, 

followed by some more personal reflections of Tom from his younger brother. It is 

my hope that this insight into Tom the man, the brother, son, and husband will be a 

fitting complement to what most people know of Tom the scholar from his 

published works. Tom would not have liked the attention he has garnered since his 

death and so on his behalf I would make a plea that the attention not be on Tom 

himself, but on the gracious God he served throughout his long and fruitful life.   1

 Parts of this essay have been adapted and updated from an earlier essay, “Thomas Forysth 1

Torrance: Minister of the Gospel, Pastor, and Evangelical Theologian,” in The Promise of 
Trinitarian Theology: Theologians in Dialogue with T. F. Torrance, ed. Elmer M. Colyer 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 1–30.
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PARTICIPATIO: THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Part 1: Family Background 

My brother Tom passed on to be with the Lord on 2nd of December 2007 and I still 

miss him. I miss his cheerful welcome when I called at his home or when I 

telephoned him. I miss our many conversations when we talked about the ordinary 

things of life, the spiritual and physical welfare of the family, the issues confronting 

the world and our nation, the witness of the Church and world mission, theology.  

To understand something of Tom, what he meant as a brother, family man, 

minister of the Gospel, theologian, it is helpful to say something about our parents. 

Both of them had a profound influence on his life and the lives of every member of 

our family. 

My father, Thomas Torrance, was born in Scotland at Muirhead Farm, Harthill 

in the Parish of Shotts. Grandfather was a dairy farmer. The family church where 

Father was baptized and in which he grew up was the Kirk of Shotts, a Presbyterian 

church which has witnessed some of the greatest revivals in Scotland. As a young 

man, Father came to a personal faith in the Lord through the ministry of a 

neighboring Congregational minister, the Rev. Mr. Shaw, for whom he had always a 

great affection. He declined however to leave the Church of Scotland. Father felt the 

call to the ministry and to the mission-field, having been much impressed by the 

work of David Livingstone, who came from the neighboring parish. 

Grandfather was a deeply religious person and possessed his own theological 

library. He was willing to support his son financially if he entered the ministry of the 

Church of Scotland, in Scotland, but declined to help him if he pursued a missionary 

calling. This meant that Father was thrown back on his faith in God and on his own 

initiative. Although at that time the Free Church of Scotland was deeply involved in 

missionary work in Africa and India my father, in his faithful commitment to 

the .Church of Scotland, unlike several of his would-be missionary friends, declined 

to join in the Foreign Mission activity of the Free Church of Scotland. Accordingly, 

he had to look further afield in order to pursue his calling. After studying at Hulme 

Cliff College near Sheffield, and Livingstone College, London, Father sailed for China 

in 1895 under the auspices of the China Inland Mission (CIM). He arrived in 

Shanghai on 1st January 1896, aged 24. 
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Father, after language study in the CIM language training centre, was 

stationed in Chengdu, West China. In those days, the journey up the river Yangtze 

from Shanghai to Chengdu, by river steamer and sampan took nine weeks. Very 

quickly, he gained a remarkable mastery of the Chinese language. He threw himself 

into the work of evangelism, which continued to be his passion for the rest of his 

life. At the same time Father studied the history of China, translated some of the 

ancient Chinese classics, became interested in the topography of the land, was 

given permission to enter some of the ancient tombs, helped to found the West 

China University Museum, and became among other things, a proficient ceramic 

scholar.  

Father always believed that Christ’s love and offer of salvation was for the 

whole world. He did not adhere to the doctrine which for so long gripped the Church 

in Scotland, that Christ died only for the elect. One day I entered the room where 

Dad was working. He was sitting at his desk. He was writing and his back was 

toward me. I asked him, “Dad, what is limited atonement?” He looked around 

briefly and said, “A damned heresy” and went on writing. I never forgot his reply. I 

was probably fourteen years of age, and it was the only occasion when I ever heard 

him use a strong word. Both my father and mother were totally committed to the 

view that the offer of Christ’s salvation was for the whole world. It undergirded all 

their missionary and evangelistic activity. Tom and the family followed our parents’ 

teaching and always believed that Christ’s offer of salvation was for the whole 

world. 

My mother, Annie Elizabeth Sharpe, was born in England. Mother’s family 

were nominally Anglican, so although she attended a Methodist school, she was 

confirmed into the Anglican Church in her teens. When she left school, she went to 

stay with her cousins in Bromley, Kent, and through their influence was converted 

to Christ. Her cousins had joined the Methodist Church and were associated with 

the YMCA in Bromley. Through these contacts, Mother was exposed to a wide 

variety of Christian preachers including the Rev. F. B. Meyer, and the Rev. Samuel 

Wilkinson, founder of the Mildmay Mission to the Jews and a friend of Hudson 

Taylor. This enhanced a growing desire to serve the Lord full time as the only way to 

express her gratitude for all that the Lord meant to her. Mother felt a strong call to 
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serve the Lord in China. She was impressed by hearing a London Missionary Society 

lady missionary from South China, and Dr. Gratten Guinness, and reading a book by 

Geraldine Guinness (later Mrs. Howard Taylor) written after her visit to China. My 

mother then went to study at the Redcliffe Training home for missionaries and 

home-Christian workers, in Chelsea. Then she went to the CIM’s training home for a 

year, before sailing to China, arriving in Shanghai in 1907 aged 24. After language 

school she was stationed in Kuanshian in the Province of Sichuan some thirty miles 

north-west of Chengdu at the foot of the mountains bordering Tibet. She served 

there as a single missionary for four years. I know that Mother kept her notes on 

the Bible from her time at Redcliffe, which she used in teaching in China. 

Father often travelled outside Chengdu in his mission work and often called in 

to the outlying mission stations. So it was that eventually, my parents met. 

In 1910, Father returned to Scotland to attend the International Missionary 

Conference in New College, Edinburgh. This for him was a turning point. Early in 

1911, he returned to China in order to take over the Sichuan agency of the 

American Bible Society, based in Chengdu, and marry my mother.  

On 1st August 1911 my parents were married in Shanghai. The marriage was 

a very happy one. Spiritually, biblically and theologically they were of one mind. 

Clearly, they were meant for each other. Ours was always a very happy home. I 

never ever heard either parent raise their voice in anger, quarrel or argue. We were 

much blessed of God. 

Father’s transfer to the Bible Society, which he served for 25 years, from the 

China Inland Mission was a happy one. It gave him more scope for his considerable 

energy and missionary zeal. Latterly, he represented the British and Foreign as well 

as the American Bible Society, not only in Chengdu, but in Chungking as well, 

where he was able to give assistance to the agency of the National Bible Society of 

Scotland. 

Although continuing his scholarly pursuits into Chinese history and 

archaeology, he took the Gospel not only to the peoples of Western Sichuan, but to 

the Tribes people in the upper Min and To valleys in the Min Shan Mountains that 

reach toward Tibet. In particular, he took the Gospel to the Qiang (Ch’iang) peoples 
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of the upper Min and To Valleys. He believed they were of Semitic origin, who were 

there before the Han Chinese, and whom the Chinese authorities claim to be the 

oldest of the aboriginal “Nationalities” in China. 

Father was made a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society in recognition of 

his explorations in Sichuan and publications in several learned journals. He brought 

back various items for the British Museum in London and the National Museum of 

Scotland in Edinburgh. Always his consuming concern, however, was to help the 

people of West China to faith in Christ.  

In his final year in China, Father and his colporteurs distributed over a million 

Bibles, Testaments, and portions of Scripture in western Sichuan. Throughout his 

ministry he had the joy of seeing several Chinese and Qiang churches established. 

On his retiral in 1935, Church leaders said of him that no one had done more to 

take the Gospel to West China and gave him several inscribed and embroidered 

tributes.  

Both Father and Mother were much given to prayer. They dedicated each 

member of the family to God before we were born, praying that if the child was a 

boy, he would enter the ministry and if a girl, they too would serve the Lord. Mary 

Monlin was born on 10 May 1912 in Shanghai. The rest of us were born in 

Chengdu: Tom (Thomas Forsyth) on 30 August 1913, Grace Brownlee on 7 January 

1915, Margaret Ramsay on 30 September 1917, James Bruce on 3 February 1923, 

and I, David Wishart on 22 June 1924. Ours was a very happy home. We were 

blessed with loving and godly parents. As it happened, the three boys entered the 

ministry and the three girls married ministers, two of whom with their husbands 

became missionaries in Africa. 

Mother over the years acquired a remarkable knowledge of the Bible, as did 

Father, which she taught to the family. Like Father, she believed that Christ’s 

salvation was for everyone and was totally committed to world mission. She was 

also a woman of prayer. With such parents no family could have been given a better 

spiritual start to life or been taught more of the Word of God.  

No one of us can remember a time when the family did not meet together 

each day for family worship. Father or Mother read a portion of Scripture and, as 
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the family knelt, led in prayer. This practice continued through school and 

university, as long as the family, or some of the family, remained at home. Theirs 

was a living, dynamic faith, centered not on a system of belief, but on the Person of 

Christ. They had a deep reverence for Scripture as the Word of God. We were never 

taught any particular doctrine about the Bible other than that it is God’s Word. We 

were taught that if we approach Scripture in the right way in prayer, it is the place 

where we will meet and encounter God, hear him speak and discern his will for our 

lives. In addition to reading it together, we were each encouraged to read the Bible 

for ourselves and read it through every year. This is a custom which we have 

continued for many years, often reading through the Bible twice a year. 

This emphasis on the Bible as the place of encounter between man and God, 

and the fact that faith is not based on a system of belief but on the Person of the 

Living God, meant that neither Tom nor any of the family ever experienced any 

tension between their personal evangelical faith and their studies of philosophy, 

science, or theology. For that we are grateful. This is an experience which is 

different from that of many others from an evangelical background, where 

unhappily the emphasis is laid on a system of belief rather than on the Person of 

Christ.  

Although my parents were strongly evangelical, their faith was always 

objectively on Christ and on what Christ has done, is doing, and will do. The 

emphasis was never in what we do. Mother often quoted Galatians 2 verse 20 

where Paul says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ 

lives in me. The life I live in the body I live by the faith of the Son of God, who 

loved me and gave Himself for me.” We are redeemed by Christ’s faith not by our 

faith. Our faith is important. It is through our faith that we receive and enjoy what 

Christ has done, is doing, and will do, for our salvation. Father was theologically in 

full agreement with my mother. 

Part 2: Reflections of a Brother 

Tom’s Early Years 

China was not an easy country in which to serve as a missionary. In our parents’ 
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time, life at times was fraught with danger. For much of their time China was ruled 

by warlords who frequently fought with one another. Over two thousand 

missionaries and their families died or were martyred endeavouring to take the 

Gospel to China. Many times our family was in danger and survived in answer to 

prayer, all of which had a profound effect on each member of the family. Each 

member of the family was aware that we could not have survived without prayer. 

Nonetheless China was a good and exciting place in which to grow up, so 

different from later life in Scotland. 

As a boy, Tom was given the name “mischief.” He was a happy boy and 

played many mischievous tricks on both missionaries and Chinese. He kept his 

sense of fun to the end. 

In China the family experienced a different world. They enjoyed a freedom 

which they would not have had in growing up in Scotland and were able to do many 

things which it would not have been possible to do in Scotland. Each day they rode 

to school on the back of a horse or mule. Father had both a horse (Prince) and a 

mule (Billy). Billy was a much-loved member of the family. He would not allow a 

Chinaman to sit on his back presumably because at one time a Chinaman had ill-

treated it. However, it loved the family and would allow all the family to ride it. Tom 

and my older sisters soon became very capable in riding both the horse and mule. 

One day a fellow missionary told my parents that Tom was seen galloping to school 

on the mule with his younger sister Margaret clinging on his back. 

My father was a pioneer missionary to a people called the Qiang, who lived in 

the mountains between Sichuan and Tibet. He was the first and at the time the only 

European whom many villagers encountered. Tom twice, aged 13 and 14 years old, 

accompanied my father in his missionary expeditions to the Qiang. He listened to 

my father preaching, witnessing many conversions and baptisms. This made a 

lasting impression on him. It opened his eyes to the need for world mission and 

gave to him a tremendous desire to take part in world mission. For many years he 

wanted to be a missionary like my father, to West China.  

As a young boy at school, Tom enjoyed life and did not take learning too 

seriously. Aged about 8 or 9, one day he ran away from school. His teacher 
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complained to my mother and asked Tom to say the two times two table. Tom said 

later that he had deliberately misled them by saying it incorrectly. The teacher 

stamped her foot and said that Tom was stupid. Hence mother felt that as far as 

academic lessons were concerned perhaps her son was stupid. She told me later 

that when Tom was in high school and at university, she could not understand why 

he should be given academic awards when he was supposed to be stupid!  

On the family’s last journey down the Yangtze River on their way to Scotland, 

their small river boat was fired on from both sides of the river by brigands. As the 

family sheltered behind a steel barricade with bullets hitting the side, Tom had a 

fairly narrow escape and brought home at least one of the bullets. Tom was 

14 years old when the family returned to Scotland.  

Father, feeling that his work in China, particularly among the Qiang peoples 

was not finished, returned to China for seven further years until his retirement. 

Mother remained with the family in Scotland. The decision for Mother to remain in 

Scotland was in order to give the family a home and, which was the prayerful 

longing of both parents, to ensure that each of the family grew up to love and serve 

the Lord. Their faithfulness at this time, which was not easy for either parent, was 

rewarded. The family did grow to love and serve the Lord. 

Mother ensured we write to Father every week and Father wrote personally to 

each of us. In our family prayers each day which Mother led, we always prayed for 

Father so that he did not seem far away. 

Mother, like Father, had a remarkable knowledge of the Bible. Tom often 

called Mother the theologian of the family and Father the evangelist. Both parents 

read considerably. Both greatly appreciated the ministry of Robert Bruce who 

succeeded John Knox as minister of St. Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh. They both 

appreciated his book on Holy Communion which as children we were asked to read. 

Other books which we were asked to read were Luther’s Commentary on Galatians, 

which my mother was very fond of, along with Samuel Rutherford and Calvin’s 

Institutes. My brother Tom once remarked that Mother kept a copy of Calvin’s 

Institutes beside her bed. Not very light reading at bedtime! My mother also 

introduced Tom to Karl Barth by giving him a copy of Barth’s Credo. I read Martin 
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Luther’s The Bondage of Will from Tom’s library while still at school. It made a deep 

impression on me.  

Tom’s Education 

After leaving school, Tom proceeded to Edinburgh University to study Classics and 

Philosophy under Norman Kemp Smith and A. E. Taylor. His interest extended to the 

philosophy of science. This was an exhilarating period of his life. Because Father 

retired at that time and the family was short of money, Tom cut short his study of 

Philosophy and in 1934 went on to New College to study Divinity. In his second year 

there he was awarded a Blackie Travel scholarship for six months travel and study 

in the Middle East. Then in 1937 he gained the Bachelor of Divinity degree with 

Distinction in Theology, the First Cunningham Fellowship as Dux of College and the 

Aitkin Fellowship for post-graduate study.  

Throughout his studies in the Faculty of Arts and that of Divinity, Tom took an 

active part in student evangelistic activities, both within the university and further 

afield in various towns and parishes in Scotland. Many came to faith in Christ 

through these activities.  

The two teachers in the Divinity Faculty who exercised the most positive and 

lasting influence on Tom, as on many others, were Hugh Ross Mackintosh and 

Daniel Lamont. Both, in their own way, were leading exponents of conservative 

evangelical theology. For Tom their teaching had an immense appeal. Mackintosh 

insisted that student sermons should be expository and evangelistic — “preaching 

for a verdict,” as he would put it. The atoning love of God was to be given central 

place. To speak of Christianity without mentioning the atonement, he argued, was 

"as inept as a sentence without a verb.” 

When Mackintosh first met Karl Barth in Edinburgh, the one question he 

asked him was about his doctrine of the atonement. For Mackintosh there must 

always be a close link between theology and mission and any theology which was 

not missionary and evangelistic in attitude was not worthy of the name. That was 

Tom’s view. 

Mackintosh opened Tom’s eyes, as he opened the eyes of others, to the 

importance and relevance of Christian Dogmatics for the whole of the Christian life. 
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It also helped Tom to understand his own missionary calling and redirect it into the 

field of theological research and education. In his second year at New College Tom 

organized a missionary conference to which he brought Robert Wilder, one of the 

founders of the Student Volunteer Missionary Movement. Years later a friend at that 

conference reported hearing Wilder say to Mackintosh, “Isn’t it good that Tom 

Torrance is going to be a missionary?” Mackintosh responded: “One of these days 

he will succeed me in New College.” 

Daniel Lamont, who lectured in apologetic and pastoral theology at New 

College, also exercised a deep influence on Tom. Lamont had previously been a 

mathematician and physicist and for a while assisted Lord Kelvin in Glasgow. He 

wrote among other books, Christ in the World of Thought,  where he endeavored to 2

relate evangelical and christological truth to modern science. Lamont introduced 

Tom to the thought of Karl Heim of Tübingen. Tom was initially critical of Heim’s 

Kantian presuppositions but years later became a member of the Karl Heim 

Gesellschaft. Under Daniel Lamont were laid the early foundations for much of 

Tom’s later thinking in this important area. 

In 1936 William A. Curtis, Principal of New College had asked Tom, on his 

receipt of a Blackie Travel Scholarship, to “shepherd” a small group of students as 

part of their studies in a visit to the Holy Land. Undoubtedly, Tom’s early 

experiences in China helped him to cope with the customs and peoples in the 

Middle East, in circumstances which others found rather difficult. It also encouraged 

him, not always wisely, to venture farther afield than the others in his travels not 

only in the Holy Land but through Syria, Jordan, and Iraq. He had many interesting 

and at times dangerous experiences. On one occasion in Iraq, he was mistaken for 

a Jewish spy, arrested, and sentenced to death by hanging! Mercifully, he managed 

to persuade the authorities that he was not a spy, was sent back under guard to 

Baghdad, and deported to Damascus. From Syria he visited Turkey where he joined 

an archaeological expedition engaged in uncovering Constantine’s Palace and the 

Church of St. Mary. After several weeks there he sailed to Athens for a period of 

hard study in preparation for his Bachelor of Divinity examinations. It was there in 

Athens that he had his first encounters with the Greek Orthodox Church. On his 

 Daniel Lamont, Christ in the World of Thought (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1934). 2
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way home he visited Rome and arrived back in Edinburgh in time for the 

examinations that summer.  

When still in Syria Tom had learned that H. R. Mackintosh, his much- 

respected teacher had died. Tom felt devastated. He planned to specialize in 

Dogmatics, and had hoped to spend his third year being taught almost exclusively 

by Mackintosh. That was not now to be. Mackintosh had emphasized the centrality 

of Christology for the importance of a Dogmatics that was christologically based for 

the Christian life and ministry. He had also helped Tom to think in terms of his own 

future lying in a theological ministry in the service of the Gospel. His evangelical 

missionary zeal had been encouraged and was now being reshaped and refocused 

in a theological direction.  

In 1937 Tom was licensed by the Presbytery of Edinburgh as a Probationer 

Minister of the Presbyterian Church of Scotland. Ordination lay ahead but it would 

be three years before that came about. 

Having been already been introduced to Barth’s theology, and encouraged by 

H. R. Mackintosh, Tom decided to study under Barth in Basel and stayed in the 

Theologisches Alumneum, an ancient theological student house at 17 Hebelstrasse. 

Barth without doubt was the greatest theologian since the Reformation and 

Tom was immensely impressed by his manner of teaching and by the biblical 

content, depth, and theological breadth of his lectures, together with his 

remarkable understanding of other theologians: Reformed, Lutheran, Anglican, and 

Roman Catholic.  

Professor John Baillie at New College Edinburgh recommended Tom for the 

chair of theology in Auburn, USA. At the age of 26 and having completed only one 

year of post-graduate studies in theology, Tom had to work extremely hard in order 

to produce lectures covering the whole range of systematic theology. He 

concentrated on the Doctrine of Christ, the Doctrine of the Triune God, and the 

Doctrine of Revelation. He gave courses on theology and philosophy, theology and 

science, and theology and art. And in so doing he laid the foundation for his 

research into and teaching of Systematic Theology at a later period. However, 

because of international circumstances and the imminence of war, he stayed there 
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only one year. 

Tom’s central emphasis on the saving life and Person of Christ, and of the 

Christian’s union with Christ, created tension among some of his students. It was 

difficult for them to learn the lesson that only as we personally yield to Christ in 

faith and obedience and prayer, can we really understand Him. They felt confronted 

by God and challenged in their lives. Under Tom’s teaching, some students in 

Auburn, and not a few later on in New College, were led by the Holy Spirit to 

commit their lives to Christ and attained peace with God.  

In the spring and summer of 1939 invitations to teach came first from 

McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago and then from Princeton University in 

New Jersey.  

Although he would have enjoyed the challenge, particularly of Princeton, 

international events were moving fast. Increasingly it appeared that war between 

Britain and Germany was inevitable and imminent. Tom did not want to be out of 

his own country when it was at war. Very reluctantly he declined the invitation. He 

returned to the UK in the summer of 1939. His ministry thereafter lay in Scotland. 

On Sunday 3rd September 1939, war was declared between Britain and 

Germany. On his return, with war being imminent but not yet declared, Tom offered 

to be a chaplain in the Army. To his surprise his offer was not accepted. Although he 

had been licensed to preach by the Church of Scotland, he had not served in a 

Parish and was not yet ordained as a minister of Word and Sacrament. 

The autumn saw him registered as a post-graduate student at Oriel College, 

Oxford in order to work on his thesis for Basel. Intellectually and academically, Tom 

found it a very stimulating period of his life.  

With his evangelical missionary zeal for the furtherance of Christ’s Kingdom 

and the building up of his Church, Tom was anxious to experience the work of the 

parish ministry.  

Tom as Parish Minister, Chaplain and Professor 

Tom was ordained and inducted to Alyth Barony Parish Church on Wednesday 

20th March, 1940. Alyth is near the foot of Glen Isla, on the north side of 
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Strathmore, in Perthshire. At that time it had approximately 2500 inhabitants, 

situated in the midst of a large farming community.  

Because of the constant threat of enemy air raids during the war, many 

children in Britain, for the sake of their safety, were evacuated from the cities to the 

country. I was the youngest of our family and over ten years younger than Tom. My 

parents decided that I should leave Edinburgh, and so I stayed with Tom in 

Perthshire for some eighteen months in 1940 and 1941. A housekeeper came in 

each day to cook meals for the two of us and to tidy the house. These were very 

happy days. I enjoyed Tom’s company and believe that he enjoyed mine. 

In Tom’s leisure times which were not too frequent, we played chess, walked 

or fished the Alyth burn or the River Isla. One incident will long be remembered. In 

the summer of 1940 my two brothers, Tom and James, together with three farmers’ 

sons camped for ten days at the head of Glen Isla in the Cannes Glen. We lived 

chiefly on trout, which were in abundant supply, and on rabbits which were 

numerous. Toward the end of our holiday, we were asked to move our camp site 

lower down the glen because of the start of deer shooting. At the end of a long and 

glorious day climbing and watching the deer on the steep slopes of Glen Doll, in the 

late evening, we packed our tents and walked down four miles to the foot of Glen 

Brichty. We were tired when just before midnight, with the tents pitched, the tea 

made but not drunk, we sat around a roaring fire. In the mountains we had for a 

few days forgotten about the war and regulations concerning black-out. Suddenly 

we heard the distinctive noise of a German plane coming up the glen. Clearly it had 

spotted our fire. Hurriedly our precious tea was thrown on the fire and we sat 

holding a blanket over the glowing embers. The plane passed over head and some 

moments later we heard six explosions as it dropped its bombs. They landed on the 

other side of the hill from us and no harm was done apart from scarring the 

mountain side and scaring a few deer. We were afraid to relight the fire and 

remembered the need for the black-out. 

As a parish minister, Tom did not have much leisure time. He threw himself 

with great energy into the work of the parish. He was most conscientious and 

diligent as a minister. Always his desire was to present Christ to his people. To that 

end he regularly read a portion of Scripture in each home and prayed. He took 
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visitation and the pastoral ministry seriously. Christ was central to all his preaching. 

Like his mentor H. R. Mackintosh, he preached for a verdict, challenging his 

congregation to come to terms with the grace of God and the fruits of Christ’s 

atonement.  

After three years in parish ministry, Tom felt certain that he must serve in the 

British Army. Consequently, he offered his services to the Church of Scotland 

“Committee on Huts and Canteen Work for H. M. Forces.” They provided through 

their chaplains, both pastoral care and practical assistance to Scottish soldiers on 

wartime service. A few weeks later, Tom was posted to North Africa and the Middle 

East. 

His first assignment as chaplain was to the 41st Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment. 

They formed part of a combined assault force planning to invade the Dodecanese 

Islands in the Aegean, with a view to an invasion of northern Greece. These plans 

took Tom north to Haifa. The Germans however learned of the proposed invasion. 

Some four or five thousand men were lost in the initial attack and the whole project 

was scrapped.  

During the subsequent period of inaction, Tom wrote to every home in his 

congregation in Alyth, in order to keep them informed about his own activities.  

Major-General Denys Reid, noted for his distinguished service in a series of 

long-range desert patrols across North Africa, was in command of the 10th Indian 

Division, which was preparing to go to Italy. Reid, the son of a Church of Scotland 

minister in Inverness, invited Tom to come as chaplain in his Division. Tom readily 

agreed. Indian Divisions were made up of British and Indian troops in roughly equal 

numbers. Equipped with his mobile canteen truck and driver, Tom embarked a few 

weeks later on a small ship laden with tanks for the port of Taranto. From there he 

made his way to the battle line at Ortona. 

His life was frequently in danger, and on several occasions, he escaped 

uninjured even when the soldiers next to him were killed. He remained with the 

Division until the German army caved in all along the Po River. In the village of 

Malabergo, near the Renoi, the 10th Indian Division heard the “Cease Fire.” 

Throughout his time as chaplain, Tom found that, spiritually, his most 
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valuable work was in individual personal conversations, when soldiers would open 

up their hearts in their concern for loved ones at home. It was often then that many 

a soldier gave his heart to the Lord. Tom was always ready to speak of the Lord 

Jesus Christ, his mercy, forgiveness, salvation, and the need to commit one’s life to 

him. The Cross and Resurrection were always central to his message. Many were 

glad to listen and ask questions, although naturally some were indifferent. 

Throughout those two years in the Army, in the Middle East and in Italy, he had the 

joy of seeing men being converted to Christ and growing in faith. He was awarded 

the M. B. E. for bravery as a chaplain.  

These experiences reinforced for him the need for complete harmony 

between theology, preaching and daily life. In his future teaching, Tom often talked 

of a “paper theology,” by which he meant a formal academic theology that was not 

really biblical or evangelical, that did not relate to the whole of life, that could not 

bring comfort to the dying or the living, and that was simply “man-made.” 

The war in Europe ended in May 1945. A day or two later, he wrote to me in 

India, where I was serving as a soldier in the 14th Indian Division. In that letter he 

expressed his thoughts and feelings. He was overwhelmed with the fact that he was 

still alive, and even uninjured. He believed that again and again God had given him 

courage and sustained him in the face of death and destruction. Like many others 

he felt ashamed that he was preserved while others were not. He recognised in 

ways that words cannot express that God had chosen to spare him for a purpose. 

His first desire as he said in his letter was in prayer to rededicate his life 

unreservedly to God and seek his will. Two months later in London, he made his 

way to St. Martin’s in the Fields church in order, again, as he already had done in 

Assisi in Italy, to give thanks for his survival, to commit his life unreservedly to 

God, and ask what God wanted him to do. 

In 1947 he was called to Beechgrove Church in Aberdeen and three years 

later was appointed to the Chair of History in New College Edinburgh. After two 

years he was appointed to the chair of Systematic Theology in New College, an 

appointment which he held until he retired in 1977. As was customary at that time, 

he always opened and closed his lectures with prayer. This was a practice which he 

continued until he retired.  
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In his distinguished academic career, Tom unfortunately was often impatient 

with colleagues who were liberal in theology and did not hold to his biblical position. 

As a result, he often antagonised some. However, with his students who entered 

the ministry or were missionaries abroad and those seeking to learn, he was 

altogether different. He was their pastor and many regarded him as their friend. He 

took an active pastoral interest in their work and welfare and helped them in their 

ministry and work. One of his students, the late Rev. Howard Taylor who had served 

in Africa before entering the ministry, often told me of his surprise when, after 

starting New College and then after the birth of their first child, the first visitor at 

their door was Tom. He had come to wish them every blessing in Christ.  

Tom was happy for many of his students to call him Tom. Despite his many 

academic awards and his nine doctorates he always seemed to sit very lightly to 

such qualifications. Years ago, I wondered what degrees to put after his name when 

writing him a letter. I asked him and Tom promptly told me off. Thereafter I never 

in writing mentioned any of his degrees. If Tom was ever asked what he did, he 

always replied, “a minister of the Gospel.” He baptized two of my three children. On 

their baptismal certificates he simply signed his name, “Tom Torrance, minister of 

the Gospel.” My brother James baptized my third child and he too signed his name 

as a minister of the Gospel. 

Tom as Husband, Father, and Brother 

In October 1946 Tom married Margaret Edith Spear, a nurse from Bath who during 

the war had nursed in St. Thomas’s Hospital, the most-bombed hospital in London, 

where she had a harrowing time. They were blessed with three children, Thomas, 

Iain, and Alison. All three have grown up with a strong faith in God. Iain became a 

minister of the Church of Scotland, professor of Theology in Aberdeen and 

Princeton, USA. Thomas became a senior lecturer in Economics first in Aberdeen 

and then in Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh. He is a church elder and session 

clerk of Whitekirk Parish in East Lothian, Scotland. Alison became a doctor and 

strong church worker. They have been very supportive of Tom. They are a loving 

united family. 

As a brother, Tom was always deeply interested in my family and the families 
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of his siblings. He often spoke to me on the phone for over an hour and enquired 

after my family. I have one son, in the ministry, and two daughters who are active 

in church. He always enquired about each one and prayed for them every day, 

which I much appreciated. 

Tom as Evangelical Churchman 

Tom was always interested and concerned in the work and witness of the church in 

Scotland and throughout the world. He believed that Christ demanded of the 

Church that in their witness, the churches should recognise their unity in Christ. He 

believed that this echoes our Lord’s prayer in John 17.  

Tom wrote extensively on the two volumes of preparatory studies for the 

World Council of Churches meeting in Amsterdam in 1948, and the issues raised by 

the Third World Conference on Faith and Order which met at Lund.in August 1952, 

which he attended as a representative of the Church of Scotland.  

As a representative of the Church of Scotland in Dialogue with the Church of 

England, he wrote in 1955, Royal Priesthood  in which he endeavored to address 3

some of the main issues confronting union between Reformed and Episcopal 

Churches.  

Tom believed firmly in the need for rigorous biblical theological study on the 

part of participants in dialogue. He believed that union whether of individuals or 

churches could only take place “in Christ” and on the basis of Christ’s atonement. 

Only as churches shared together in Christ’s death could they be raised together as 

one in Christ. Not all delegates were willing to engage in such rigorous theological 

study. At times Tom felt that he was somewhat of a lone voice and therefore chose 

to retire from some, but not all, active ecumenical engagement and endeavored to 

make his contribution through writing, focusing attention on the doctrines of the 

church, ministry, and sacraments. 

A major contribution in this connection was his appointment, within the 

Church of Scotland, as Convener of a Special Commission on Baptism. Under his 

 Thomas F. Torrance, Royal Priesthood, Scottish Journal of Theology Occasional Papers, no. 3

3 (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1955).
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leadership, the Commission surveyed the Church’s understanding of Baptism from 

the New Testament to the present day. The final Reports were presented to the 

General Assemblies of 1961 and 1962.  

Tom served on the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of 

Churches from 1952 to 1962. In 1974 he took part in the Reformed-Roman Catholic 

Study Commission on the Eucharist which met in the Netherlands. This preceded 

three important publications by The British Council of Churches Study Commission 

on Trinitarian Doctrine,  co-chaired by our brother, the Rev. Professor James 4

Torrance, and the Orthodox theologian Costa Carras. 

Probably Tom’s greatest ecumenical contribution followed his visit to the 

Ecumenical Patriarch and other leaders of the Greek Orthodox Church on behalf of 

the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. He had already been in conversation with 

the Greek Orthodox Church which had welcomed his theological involvement. Tom 

proposed that the churches should enter into dialogue, seeking theological 

consensus on the doctrine of the Trinity, for agreement there would cut behind all 

other disagreements. The Ecumenical Patriarch, and other Patriarchs, of the Greek 

Orthodox Church responded very favourably. By 1983 all fourteen Orthodox 

Churches became involved. After extended discussions between 1986 and 1990, an 

“Agreed Statement on the Doctrine of the Holy Trinity” was reached at Geneva on 

13th March 1991. This was a major achievement on the part of the Churches and 

Tom’s contribution was recognised.  

Earlier in 1954 he had called for discussions within the Orthodox Communion 

between Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian or “Monophysite” theologians. 

Agreement between them was eventually reached early in 1973. Tom was then 

invited to Addis Ababa by Methodios the Greek Orthodox Archbishop of Axum, the 

See in Ethiopia founded by Athanasius, to join in commemorating the death of 

Athanasius in 373 A.D., and in celebrating the theological agreement Tom had 

initiated. There he was consecrated by Methodios as a Presbyter of the Greek 

Orthodox Church, and given the honorary title of Protopresbyter. Earlier in 1970, at 

 The Forgotten Trinity: The Report of the BCC Study Commission on Trinitarian Doctrine 4

Today (London: British Council of Churches, 1989), with companion Study Guide and 
Selected Papers; see #1989-JBT-1, #1991-JBT-1, #1989-JBT-2.
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a session of the General Assembly in Edinburgh, the Patriarch of Alexandria had 

conferred on him the Cross of St. Mark, which was followed in 1977 by Tom’s being 

given the Cross of Thyateira by the Greek Orthodox Archbishop in London.  

An interest particularly close to his heart and one on which he lectured to 

post-graduate students was “Theology and Science.” He has pioneered work, and 

written and published many books, on the relations of theology and science. In 

1969 he published Theological Science, which was hailed by Michael Polanyi, and 

soon translated into French as déjà classique.  To Tom’s joy it was also translated 5

into Chinese.  This was followed later on by Reality and Evangelical Theology and 6

Reality and Scientific Theology, and Transformation and Convergence in the Frame 

of Knowledge. In 1969 he published Space, Time and Incarnation and in 1976 

Space, Time and Resurrection.  7

Tom’s research into and writing about theology and science brought him 

many invitations abroad. In 1969, he became a member and from 1972 to 1981, 

President, of the Académie Internationale des Sciences Religieuses. In 1973, he 

was a founder member and from 1976 to 1977, President, of the Institute of 

Religion and Theology of Great Britain and Ireland, and in 1976 a member of the 

Académie Internationale de Philosophie des Sciences. He was made a Fellow of the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1979, and in 1982, a Fellow of the British Academy in 

London. In 1970 he was awarded a D.Litt. degree on submission of five published 

 Thomas F. Torrance, Science Théologique, ed. and trans. Jean-Yves Lacoste (Paris: Presses 5

Universitaires de France, 1990), #1990-518.

 Editorial note: Theological Science was twice printed in Chinese, both times in the 6

translation by Ryan Wei, first printed in Hong Kong in 1997 and then in Beijing in 2003. See 
Thomas F. Torrance, Shen xue de ke xue (Theological Science), trans. Ruan Wei (Xianggang: 
Han yu Jidu jiao wen hua yan jiu suo; Hong Kong: Institute of Sino-Christian Studies, 
1997), #1997-614; and Thomas F. Torrance, Shen xue de ke xue (Theological Science), 
trans. Ruan Wei (Beijing: Zhongguo ren min da xue chu ban she, 2003); #2003-TFT-3.

 Thomas F. Torrance, Theological Science (Oxford: Oxford University Press, London, 1969); 7
Reality and Evangelical Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1982); Reality and 
Scientific Theology (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1985); Transformation and 
Convergence in the Frame of Knowledge: Explorations in the Interrelations of Scientific and 
Theological Enterprise (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984); Space, Time and Incarnation 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1969); and Space, Time and Resurrection (Edinburgh: 
Handsel Press, 1976).
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works on Theological Method. In 1978, he was awarded the prestigious Templeton 

Prize for Progress in Religion on the basis of his writings on the interaction of 

science and theology. In 1983, he was honoured by Heriot-Watt University, 

Edinburgh, with an Honorary Doctor of Science for his work into the study of 

scientific method in the relation of science and theology. 

For the year 1976-77, he was elected Moderator of the General Assembly of 

the Church of Scotland. Although there are considerable restrictions imposed upon 

a Moderator in what they may say during their year of office, throughout Tom made 

clear his abiding concern for renewal in the Church through more serious biblical, 

theological, teaching and preaching. He wanted the Bible to be preached in the 

churches so that Sunday by Sunday people might hear for themselves “the living 

and dynamic Word of God.”  

His deep concerns for the Church were incorporated in a document which he 

wrote and was signed by a number of others in addition to himself. It was entitled, 

Urgent Call to the Kirk  and was, in 1983, sent to every minister of the Church of 8

Scotland. The document says:  

We believe that the Church of Scotland is in deep spiritual crisis. 

Erosion of fundamental belief has sapped its inner confidence, 

discarding of great Christian convictions has bereft it of vision and 

curtailed its mission, detachment of preaching from the control of 

biblical revelation has undermined its authority as the Church of 

Christ, neglect in teaching the truth of the Gospel has allowed the 

general membership to become seriously ignorant of the Christian 

Faith. With this loss of evangelical substance, the Kirk fails to be taken 

seriously … This calls for our repentance. The hungry sheep look up 

and are not fed … We call upon the Kirk to commit itself afresh to 

Jesus Christ and his Gospel and to carry out an evangelical rebuilding 

of its faith, life and mission. Jesus Christ must be brought back into 

the centre of the Church and all its life, thought and activity, for He is 

the sole source of God’s incarnate self-revelation, the unique way to 

 Thomas F. Torrance, “An Urgent Call to the Kirk,” privately circulated letter, 1977. 8

Download: #1977-TFT-3.
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God the Father, the only ground of salvation and the one foundation 

and norm of the Church. The Spirit of Jesus Christ alone can quicken 

and renew the Church and make it one body with Christ … Mission and 

evangelism must be given priority.   9

In that document, Tom clearly revealed his commitment to the spiritual renewal of 

the Church and his passion for Christ. To that end he had dedicated his life, his 

ministry, his teaching and all his biblical, theological, and scientific research. 

In his concern for evangelism and the renewal of the Kirk in Scotland, Tom 

drew up a letter, signed by other former Moderators of the Church of Scotland 

inviting the evangelist Dr. Billy Graham to Scotland. This led to the all-Scotland 

Mission led by Billy Graham in 1990. 

Tom never lost his love for China or his missionary zeal that China’s millions 

should come to faith in Christ. He three times returned to China in 1984, in 1986, 

and again eight years later in 1994, visiting the places where our father worked and 

was born. He had the joy of meeting some who had come to faith in Christ through 

Father’s ministry. On his second visit, he was able to hand over funds which he had 

raised toward the rebuilding of churches that were destroyed in the cultural 

revolution in China (1964-79). On his return from China in 1984, he wrote a letter 

to over thirty Church leaders throughout the world, to say that what China 

desperately needed was Bibles and pastors, and called for the funding and 

establishing of a printing press. To his great joy this appeal was taken up by several 

Bible Societies, The American Bible Society, the British and Foreign and the Scottish 

Bible Societies, and by Dr. Chan Young Choi of the United Bible Societies in Kowloon 

who won the agreement of Bishop K. H. Ting of Nanjing, and particularly by Dr. 

John Erickson of the United Bible Societies centered in New York. More than 

$7million was raised, and an eight-acre plot of ground was purchased near Nanjing 

on which The Amity Printing Press was established in March 1985. Since then, over 

twenty million Bibles have been printed and distributed throughout China and it has 

become the largest printing press for Bibles in the world. Tom felt in this that he 

was helping to carry out in a new way the Bible Society work of Father. 

 Ibid., np. 9
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The General Assembly of the Church of Scotland is the supreme court of the 

Church. It meets every year in May. In Tom’s concern for the witness and outreach 

of the Church particularly in mission and its witness to the nation, I met with Tom 

every year for many years to discuss what would arise in the General Assembly. 

Together we agreed on various issues which we thought should be raised. Foremost 

in Tom’s mind was world mission. He was deeply concerned with taking the Gospel 

to the whole world. He was always interested in China and in Israel. He believed in 

God’s eternal covenant with Israel as God’s servant and witness to the world. He 

was also deeply concerned about the Church’s witness to the nation. 

The Church’s Witness to the nation 

Along with Lady Lothian, a devout Roman Catholic, Tom founded the Order 

for Christian Unity in the UK. He also, with others, was a founder of the Order for 

Christian Unity in Scotland. For several years he was president in Scotland and on 

his retiral I was appointed president. In our Scottish committee, we had members 

of the Church of Scotland, Episcopalians, and three very devout Catholics. The aim 

of the Order was to uphold the Christian faith and practice in society, education and 

in the home. It was in his work within the Order that Tom produced his publications 

on the human embryo and the unborn child.  He was always deeply concerned to 10

uphold the teaching of the Gospel as it affected every area of life and society. 

In the latter days of his life Tom was in a nursing home. The last person to 

attend to him was a Chinese nurse. His last conversation on earth was with her. She 

told the family that Tom tried to convert her and told her that if she did not commit 

her life to Christ she would not go to heaven. To the family it seemed singularly 

appropriate that his final conversation was with a Chinese nurse. 

In conclusion, I quote an extract from one of Tom’s prayers offered in the 

General Assembly of the Church of Scotland on 20th and 21st May 1977. They 

reveal his own spiritual pilgrimage and quest, and also his prayerful concern for the 

Church. 

 E.g., Thomas F. Torrance, The Soul and Person of the Unborn Child (Edinburgh: Handsel 10

Press for the Scottish Order of Christian Unity, 1999); and The Being and Nature of the 
Unborn Child (Edinburgh: Handsel Press for the Scottish Order of Christian Unity, 2000). 
See the eight related sources in the Torrance bibliography: https://tftorrance.org/1998-625.
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Heavenly Father … we thank Thee for our incarnate Saviour, his life on 

earth and his death on the Cross; we bless Thee that he interceded for 

us in his life and prayed for us in his death, making his soul an offering 

for our sin, and that he ever lives as our Mediator at thy right hand. 

Continue to pour out upon us, O Lord, the Spirit of thy Son, that joined 

to him in the life he prayed and the death which he offered on our 

behalf we may learn daily to pray as he prayed and live as he lived: 

that all we do may please Thee. 

May the heavenly intercession of thy Beloved Son so prevail on behalf 

of thy Church that constrained by divine love it may proclaim the 

Gospel to all the world until every nation becomes his inheritance and 

the uttermost parts of the earth are the possession of his Kingdom. 

Bless with the mighty aid of thy Holy Spirit those who work to the 

glory of thy Name in distant lands. Give them wisdom and courage in 

all their difficulties, and the great joy of gathering men and women 

and children into the one fold of the Saviour of mankind. 
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