
Isaiah 58:1 to 9a, Psalm 146, and Luke 8:26 to 39                              Preached 15ths May 

Theme: - The life of Lord Shaftsbury 1801 to 18885 

Today we are continuing our talks on ‘Heroes of the faith’, and today I am going to talk 

about Lord Shaftsbury a 19th century reformer and philanthropist. Lord Shaftsbury was born 

in London in 1801, he was Christened Anthony, and his family name was Ashley – Cooper, 

one grandfather was an earl the other a duke. Anthony’s education was at Harrow and Christ 

Church Oxford, he died in October 1885. Anthony’s father neglected, abused, and bullied 

him; and he carried the scars of depression all his life. However, one of his biographers 

wrote, “The cruelties the tender hearted boy had suffered were transformed into good: he 

was always prone to sympathize with the sufferings of others. 

In 1826 he joined parliament at the age of twenty-five, however he did not seek any political 

office preferring to use his energies for the welfare, firstly of the mentally ill, and then for 

the working conditions and hours of children and women.  

By the age of 29 Anthony had become a devout Christian, and his great desire was to get a 

Christian wife, and he found one in Lady Emily Cowper the daughter of Countess Cowper, 

and whose father was Lord Palmerston who at one stage was prime minister. On his father’s 

death in 1851 he inherited an earldom and over twenty thousand acres of central southern 

England, it was then that he became the 7th Lord Shaftsbury so from then on his influence 

was as a member of the House of Lords. Lord Shaftsbury definitely had a choice, he could 

live a life of luxury, hunting, fishing, and shooting and looking after his large estate, or he 

could devote his life to the welfare of other people, and he chose the latter. However, he did 

not neglect his own estate, when he became Lord Shaftsbury he built cottages and improved 

the amenities of his estate which his father had neglected.  

Lord Shaftsbury was an advocate for better housing for the poor, and on the 3rd of August 

1872 laid a foundation stone of a large housing complex named after him at Battersea. It 

was also in 1872 that his wife died, and although devastated he derived comfort from the 

recollection that she was gentle and a follower of the Lord, I can relate to that, because I 

too get considerable comfort from the memories of my late wife Jill who was also lovely, 

and a Christian.  

So much for the man, but what sort of man was he. First and fore most he was a Christian. 

Our first sermon in our lent series this year was putting our heart and soul into our faith in 

God through our Lord Jesus Christ; Lord Shaftsbury is a good example of a man who put 

his heart and soul into his faith. Lord Shaftsbury would have read the New Testament of 

James, where James wrote in chapter 2 verse twenty six these words, “As the body without 

the Spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead”, and in that verse we note that faith came 

before works; we work through faith not for faith. Lord Shaftsbury’s sole hope was in the 

atoning blood of Christ, and any talk of a doctrine of salvation through works was abhorrent 

to him.  

His early spiritual convictions developed gradually between childhood and mid-thirties. He 

owed nothing to his parents, but a good deal to Maria Millis a servant, who was probably 

an Anglican or Methodist evangelical. She told him Bible stories and taught him to pray his 



first prayers which he continued to repeat regularly all his life, by the time she died when 

he was ten she had trained him in the habit of regular prayer and Bible reading.  

In 1825 he started to keep a diary which he kept till he died, while he never intended it for 

publication, after his death it did find its way into the public domain. The diary contains 

intense and spontaneous outpourings, revealing heartfelt Christian convictions and also self-

doubt, his self-doubt indicates to me that he was never relying on his own strength, but 

always on the strength of Christ, for his work in the welfare of others. He became a serious 

student of scripture and learnt Greek at school, but then learnt Hebrew, with a first class 

degree, so that he could read the whole Bible in the original languages. He believed that the 

concepts and wisdom of the Bible provided the best possible foundation for all human 

activity, he also loved silent prayer in solitude and contemplation. 

By 1829 he was well known as a Christian evangelical, but like all of us his faith was a 

living thing which grew all his life. The Church of England formed the Pastoral Aid Society 

in 1836 and he was their president. In 1849 he counselled his dying second son Frances to 

think of nothing but Jesus Christ and Him crucified, and on the boys epitaph he wrote, “He 

only sort forgiveness in the free love and mercy of God through the atonement of a crucified 

Saviour.” 

He believed intensely in the Lord Jesus, His power, His office, His work. He loved Him 

intensely, and always talked reverently of him with a full desire for the second Advent. 

Jesus’s return was not something he feared, but to be anticipated with joyful expectation. 

Lord Shaftsbury devoted his life to the advancement of Christ’s kingdom and to the welfare 

of the human race.  

We now come to the significant part, how the man and his faith manifested itself on the way 

he lived out his life. Primarily it was his firm belief in the protection and freedom of 

childhood, and that women, young people and children should live and work in safe living 

and working environments and should only work reasonable number of hours per day. 

Lord Shaftsbury was a social reformer and philanthropist, in his case seeking to promote 

the welfare of others by improving their living and working conditions. In the case of living 

conditions Lord Shaftsbury dedication to the welfare of mentally ill people brought about 

improvements. Victorian lunatic asylums were primitive, as an example of what went on, 

in one such place, patients were chained to a wall, slept naked, and had no access to a toilet 

except the straw they slept on, I will not go on, but can you see the similarity to our reading 

from Luke’s gospel. How could we, a so called civilised country, keep people in conditions 

reminiscent to the conditions 2,000 years ago, but we did. As a parliamentarian Lord 

Shaftsbury visited asylums and brought the despair of the inmates to the attention of 

parliament, he dedicated his whole life to the welfare of mentally ill people, and to that end 

he became a member of the Metropolitan Commission for lunacy for 57 years, so his 

involvement and dedication to their cause was a life’s work. 

In 1863 a new asylum at Broadmoor reflecting the major changes as the result of Lord 

Shaftsbury’s tireless work of reform was built, but as late as 2003 Broadmoor hospital was 

declared as unfit for purpose and remains so to this day. So even today we need forward 



thinking people in our health service and in parliament to improve the living conditions of 

people who, but for the grace of God, could be us living in a mental hospital or institution.  

However, most people remember Lord Shaftsbury as a reformer of working conditions for 

women, young people, and children. For example, Lord Shaftsbury went down a coal mine, 

undoubtedly an experience that no other aristocrat had ever experienced, and to his horror 

saw children and women working and indeed living down the mine. With tremendous 

resistance by mine owners who said their industry would collapse without them, managed 

to get an act of parliament through banning women and children working down the mines. 

Again, with resistance from factory owners managed, after 15 years of struggle, to get an 

act through parliament preventing any child under the age of nine from working in factories 

and for the working day for children under 18 to be limited to 10 hours per day. We may 

think, well that’s not much of a deal, but one has to start somewhere. Lord Shaftsbury also 

championed boy chimney sweeps and thanks to his efforts that practice became illegal in 

1875.  

These three reforms, and there were many others, eventually released many people from 

virtual slavery, psalm 146 is all about the Lord setting the prisoners free, but the Lord cannot 

set the prisoners free without our help, and today the prisoners are still the poor and the 

homeless.  

Lord Shaftsbury also combatted white slavery, selling girls into prostitution in this country, 

and sadly the abuse of children continues, and such things as social media needs to be 

vigorously monitored.  

In 1851, the year of the great exhibition in London. Lord Shaftsbury realised that there 

would be large numbers of people in London for the exhibition; so, he created the London 

shoe brigade for young men who had no jobs. He armed them with shoeshine equipment, 

gave them uniforms of red tunics and black caps so that they could earn money shining 

peoples shoes. 

Lord Shaftsbury was also involved in Ragged Schools, named after the children who only 

had rags to wear, ragged schools offered free education, which included religious education, 

food, shelter, and clothing, he believed that education was the key to releasing them from 

poverty. 

At Lord Shaftsbury’s funeral hundreds of thousands of poor people stood hatless in the 

pouring rain to show their love for the man who had loved them. He is credited with 

preventing a revolution in this country and certainly with easing class tensions.  

The statue of Eros in London is dedicated to the memory of Lord Shaftsbury, the next time 

you go near Eros in London take a closer look and read the inscription around the base, on 

a series of six panels. It reads, “Erected by public subscription to Anthony Ashley Cooper, 

K.G., seventh Earl of Shaftsbury. Born Apri1 1801, Died October 1885”. And continues, 

“During a public life of half a century he devoted the influence of his station, the strong 

sympathies of his heart and the great powers of his mind to honouring God by serving his 

fellow men. An example to his order, a blessing to his people and a name to be by them 



ever greatly remembered.” Lord Shaftsbury was indeed a great man who put his faith into 

action for the benefit of others.  

Rev. John White 

 


