
CHAPTER X 

A CRADLE OF DEMOCRACY-I1 

fN Scotland the association of the parish church with 
local government neither began so early nor followed 
the same line1 of development as it did in England. 
The explanation of its later origin is to be found in the 
more backward condition of the smaller country. 
Neither in civil nor in ecclesiastical organization was 
it so far advanced as its larger neighbour. The parish 
system was at  least a century later in coming into exist- 
ence in Scotland, civil government at the centre was 
neither so completely organized nor so nation-wide, 
and during a hundred critical years the national develop- 

. ment was hindered by repeated invasions on the part 
of England. I t  was only after the War of Independence 
was finally won in 1370 that Scotland as a free and 
independent kingdom was able to develop its national 
institutions in accordance with its own national 
genius. 

By this time burghal life had been roughly organized 
for some 250 years, with a form of local government 
recognized by Jaw. The administration of burghal 
affairs was in the hands of the Magistrates and Council, 
or of the Magistrates alone, elected either by the over- 
lord or by the burgesses, For centuries these formed 
a close corporation, consisting of local landowners, both 
secular and spiritual ; but 'in due course wealthy 
merchants established their claim to a share in burghal 
government, and by the end of the sixteenth century 
tradesmen also, organized in their crafts or guilds, had 
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won the right of representation on the Council to safe- 
guard their interests. In rural areas, however, the 
administration of local affairs, such as it was, remained 
in the hands of the local landowner and the parish 
priest, It was left to the Reformers to set up a form 
of local government which had its organ in the parish 
church, and which became operative in every parish 
in the land. 

As much as the General Assembly, and with an even 
greater influence because more pervasive and con- 
tinuous, the parish and the parish church in Scotland 
are the abiding monument of John Knox’s’ spiritual and 
practical genius. When he and his fellow-reformers 
took over the shattered fabric and organization of the 
Church, their first and deepest concern was to restore 
its parochial agencies, put them into thorough working 
order, and shape and develop their activities. 

At the Reformation there were 940 parochial bene- 
fices, 262 of which were ‘ patronate,’ and 678 ‘ patri- 
monial.’ In the patronate parishes the priest was 
appointed by the patron, while the patrimonial parishes 
were those whose revenues were in the hands of bishops 
or other Church dignitaries, or were appropriated to 
cathedrals or monasteries, and whose appointments 
were made by the ecclesiastical superiors. In neither 
case was there a vestige of popular government. 

The old clergy were not at once deprived of their 
livings. Many of them remained in possession, and, 
like the steward in the parable, anticipating dismissal, 
and to secure their own future, made free with the 
properties and revenues of the Church, In this way 
teinds, rents, manses, glebes, and other Church prop- 
erties were assigned to their kinsmen or powerful 
friends. Not a few of the nobility and gentry who 
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favoured the Reformation were also guilty of appro- 
priating Church lands and teinds. They contrived to 
have the lands made over to them by royal grants, and 
by the same process became titulars and tacksmen of 
teinds. In  addition, by Act of Council (1561-62), two- 
thirds of the rental of ecclesiastical benefices were 
secured for life to the beneficed persons holding them, 
and the remaining third was vested in the Crown, . 
partly for the support of the new ministers and partly for 
purposes of State. It will thus be seen how meagre was 
the provision made for the work of the Church, and how 
formidable was the task which faced the Reformers, to 
find both men and means to supply religious ordinances 
to the 940 parishes scattered throughout the land. 

The far-seeing vision, sagacious statesmanship, and 
.comprehensive thoroughness with which they addressed 
themselves to their stupendous task bear witness not 
less to their intellectual grasp and energy than to their 
indomitable faith. In 1560-61 Knox, along with five 
other ministers who had helped him to prepare the 
Scots Confession of Faith, drew up and issued a docu- 
ment which has left an indelible mark on the character 
and history of the Scottish people. This work, en- 
titled the Book of Discipline or Poli& and afterwards 
known as the First Book of Discipline, is described by 
Hume Brown as the most important document in 
Scottish history.’ That is a sweeping statement, but it 
is justified by the revolutionary character and con- 
sequences of this remarkable publication, which en- 
visaged what was nothing less than a new order of 
human society. I t  was as original and daring a Christian 
conception in its time as the various forms of totalitarian 
government are with their pagan philosophies to-day, 
embracing and seeking to govern and inspire the whole 
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life of the nation. Although it never received the formal 
approval of the General Assembly (which was not yet 
in existence when the book was published), and although 
it was repeatedly rejected by the Scottish Parliament, 
it was accepted as a manual of the Church, and held 
in high honour for more than a century. Even the 
briefest review of its contents will make clear its abiding 
influence on the religious, social, and political life and 
institutions of the Scottish people. It marked, indeed, 
the inauguration of a real if strictly controlled form 
of democracy in Scotland. 

The Confession of Faith by which it was preceded, 
and which is of course to be distinguished from the 
Westminster Confession of Faith of 1647~ had declared 
‘ the assured marks or notes ’ of a Church to be the true 
preaching of the Word of God, the right administration 
of the Sacraments, and ecclesiastical discipline rightly 
administered as God’s Word prescribes. The Church 
so defined was not the universal or the national Church, 
but each ‘particular kirk’ in the form of a local 
Christian congregation. It was with the order and 
organization of such ‘ particular ’ or several ’ Churches 
with the elaborate system of national education founded 
upon them, that the First Book of Disc$Zi?ie dealt, so 
that its provisions applied to every parish church in 
the land. 

It was provided, then, that in every particular kirk ’ 
there should be three classes or orders of office-bearers 
-minister, elder, and deacon. The appointment. 
of all three was by popular election-an innovation 
so revolutionary on what had hitherto been the 
custom as to constitute a wholly new departure in 
Church government, or at any rate the revival of a 
practice which had been in complete abeyance since 
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the early days of the Church. This principle of popular 
election was regarded as primary and cardinal, and’ as 
such was set forth as the first condition of appointment 
to all the offices concerned. Thus ‘it appertaineth to 
the people, and to every several congregation, to elect 
their own minister.’ In cases where ministers were 
nominated by patrons or other authorities, they must 
be publicly presented, and every several church shall 
have their votes and suffrages, so that no man shall 
be violently intruded,’ ‘For altogether this is to be 
avoided, that any man should be violently intruded or 
thrust in upon any congregation. But this liberty must 
with all care be reserved to every several Church, to 
have their votes and suffrages in election of their 
minister.’ 

The strictest care was taken that men so elected 
should have the necessary qualifications for the office. 
They must be judged ‘ apt to feed the flock of Christ 
Jesus, and must be examined as well in life and manners 
as in doctrine and knowledge.’ This examination of 
each candidate was made ‘ by the ministers and elders 
of the Church, and that openly, before all that list to 
hear . . . then must he be directed to the church and 
congregation where he should serve, that there, in 
open audience of his flock, in divers public sermons, 
he may give confession of his faith.’ For ministers so 
approved and elected due provision was made out of 
‘the patrimony of the Church, In addition to preaching 
on Sunday and on one week-day at least, they were 
required to superintend and examine schools, catechize 
the children, and have special care of the poor. Thus 
from the very outset of the Scottish Reformation the 
provision of religious ordinances, the care of the poor, 
and the education of the young, were set forth as the 
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paramount duties of the Christian ministry in every 
‘ several kirk ’.and parish. 

Only second in importance and influence to the 
order of ministers was the order of elders. These must 
be ‘ men of best knowledge in God’s Word, and cleanest 
life, men faithfil, and of most honest conversation that 
can be found in the Kirk.’ As in the case of ministers, 
their election was by the congregation ; and elaborate 
provision was made for the procedure to be followed. 
When they were ‘nominate to be in election, their 
names must be publicly read to the whole Kirk by the 
minister.’ The election was to be annual, but ‘it 
hurteth not that one be received in office more years 
than one, so that he be elected yearly by common and 
free election. . . . . How the votes and suffrages may 
be best received, so that every man may give his vote 
freely, every several Kirk may take such order as best 
seems them.‘ 

The office of elder, which was expressly founded on 
the Scriptural office of the same name, and which 
derived its special character from the eldership of the 
New Testament Church, was ‘ to assist the ministers 
in all public affairs of the kirk.’ Except in the ministry 
of the Word and Sacraments, which was the minister’s 
peculiar office, they were associated with him in every 
duty with which he was charged, shared with him the 
spiritual oversight of the congregation, and were 
specially responsible in matters of discipline-not least 
in respect of the life and doctrine of the minister him- 
self. For example, it lay with the eldership, which 
along with the minister constituted the Kirk Session, 
‘ to reprove and correct the faults which the civil sword 
either doth neglect or not punish. Blasphemy, adultery, 
murder, perjury, and other crimes capital, worthy of 
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death, ought not properly to fall under censure of the 
Kirk ; because all such open transgressions of God‘s 
laws ought to be taken away by the civil sword. But 
drunkenness, excess be it in apparel or be it in eating 
and drinking, fornication, oppressing the poor by 
exactions, deceiving of them in buying and selling, by 
wrong met and measure, wanton words and licentious 
living tending to slander, do openly appertain to the 
Kird of God to punish them, as God’s Word commands.’ 

Not a few of the misdemeanours named in this list 
have now come to be regarded not merely as moral 
faults, but as civil offences. Taken along with the 
provision which the Church made out of its own 
patrimony for the poor and education, and with its 
general maintenance of law and order within the local 
community, the restraint which it thus imposed upon 
personal and social wrongdoing is evidence of the 
practical ways in which the Church awakened and 
educated the conscience of the State. As the discipline 
which the Kirk Session exercised over the manners and 
morals of the people came in later days to be denounced 
as a species of spiritual tyranny, this fact ought to be 
remembered and recorded in its favour. At a time when 
the moral tone of society was low, when lawlessness 
of every kind was prevalent, and when the forces o€ 
law and order were comparatively weak and un- 
organized, it set up a standard of personal .and social 
behaviour which had an enduring influence on the 
character of the Scottish people. 

The third order of office-bearers in the ‘ particular 
Kirk’ was that of deacon. Deacons were required 
to have &e same qualifications as elders. Like them, 
they were elected annually by the free vote of the 
congregation, were associated with them in spiritual 
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oversight and discipline, and were even ' admitted to 
read in assembly, if they be required and be able 
thereto.' Their chief function, however, was to ad- 
minister < the whole patrimony of the Kirk.' It was 
theirs ' to receive the rents and gather the alms of the 
Kirk; to keep and distribute the same, as by the 
ministers and Kirk shall be appointed.' Like that of 
the elder, their office was derived from the organiza- 
tion of the New Testament Church ; and, while they 
had responsibility for fabric, property, and finance, 
they were specially charged, as were their prototypes, 
with the oversight and care of the poor. To use a more 
modern expression, they administerd the temporalities ' 
of each particular congregation ; and strict rules were 
laid down to control their intromission with the funds. 
The Reformers knew by bitter experience how for 
centuries Church property had been the prey of un- 
scrupulous men ; and they were determined to safe- 
guard by every means in their power the remnant of 
the Church's patrimony and the offerings of the people. 
What was of equal importance in their eyes, however, 
was the belief that the patrimony of the Church had 
originally been gifted for the religious good of the 
people, and that it should therefore be administered 
by their chosen representatives. The office of deacon, 
as we shall see, never took root in the post-Reformation 
Church, but its place in the liirst Book of Disc$line 
indicates with what thoroughness Knox and his CO- 
adjutors sought to secure the temporal no less than the 
spiritual interests of each ' particular Kirk ' and parish. 

Such in brief outline was the form of godernment 
which the Scottish Reformers conceived, to administer 
the affairs of the local Church. As in their view the 
Church WAT the nation on its spiritual side, and as 
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the local Church comprised the local community, the 
government of the Church concerned itself with interests, 
other than those purely spiritual, and was for centuries, 
apart from the Councils in certain towns and burghs, 
the only form of local government in Scotland. 

To what extent, then, did the Reformers succeed in 
restoring parochial agencies, and in making the parish 
church the organ through which the affairs of the local 
community were ordered and administered ? To meet 
a difficult and almost desperate situation, they created 
four classes of ministers. The reason for this was the 
meagre number of men available to undertake full 
ministerial duty in the 940 parishes for which they 
were required, The first class consisted of ministers 
in full standing, who were ordained and otherwise 

, qualified to discharge the full duties of the ministerial 
office. The second, named ‘ Exhorters,’ were permitted 
to comment on the Scripture passages which they read ; 
while the K i d ,  called ‘Readers,’ were required to 
confine themselves to the reading of Scripture passages 
and prayers. The fourth class of minister, the Super- 
intendent, calls for fuller notice. 

The minister in full status, especially in rural areas, 
had charge of several parishes, with Readers to assist 
him. In 1574, for example, the minister of Longforgan 
had charge of six parishes-Invergowrie, Logie, Dundee, 
LyK Abernyte, and Lundie-with four Readers under 
him. For many years, therefore, we have to picture 
this improvised system at work in most of the parishes 
throughout the land-a comparatively small number 
of ministers, each with his group of churches and band 
of exhorters and readers, labouring incessantly to dis- 
charge the multifarious duties of his office. 

Even with this makeshift system, however, the whole 
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ground could not be covered. In the chief towns the 
supply available was recognized as adequate in the 
circumstances ; but in the rural areas there was a dearth 
not only of ministers but of churches, while over wide 
areas the Church was wholly unrepresented. To meet 
this crying need the order of Superintendent was created. 
It was proposed to institute ten or twelve ' provinces,' 
six of these coinciding with the dioceses of the un- 
reformed Church, and to appoint over them men who 
should be responsible for ' planting ' churches with a 
regular ministry. They were required to preach at 
least thrice every week, to reside at their headquarters 
not longer than three or four months in the year, and 
to remain in the same place not more than twenty or 
thirty days. Their special duties were to plant churches 
and organize congregations, to appoint ministers where 
there were none, and to exercise discipline within their 
provinces. 

Their office was therefore a strenuous one, and, to 
judge by the results, their labours were strikingly 
successful. In the Northern Highlands, for instance, 
where the task must have been more difficult than in 
the central and southern provinces, the records give 
evidence of a fairly complete parochial organization 
in a comparatively short time. In  the Synod of Ross 
the Superintendent had succeeded as early as 1567 in 
having three ministers, five exhorters, and twenty-two 
readers. By 1576 the number of ministers had been so 
increased that exhorters seem to have been no longer 
required. Such rapid progress in a remote and difficult 
area indicates with what vigour the Church set itself 
to resuscitate and extend its parochial organization 
throughout the land, 

The same vigour which was displayed in planting 
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churches and providing them with ministers was applied 
with equal success in appointing other parochial office- 
bearers and setting them to their tasks. As early as 
1562, and as far afield as Inverness, we learn that four 
elders and four deacons were elected ‘to oursie and 
cause puneiss faultis contrar to the law of God ’ ; that 
church attendance was ‘ statut and ordanit ’ at ten fore- 
noon and three afternoon ; that defaulters were to be 
fined, and the fines ‘collectit by everie ane of the 
deaconis in his quarter ; ’ that for administrative pur- 
poses the town was divided into four equal parts ; that 
the elders and deacons were to care for the manners 
of the inhabitants and the education of youth ; and 
that the deacons were further charged with the special 
care of the poor. 

As already noted, however, the office of deacon did 
not take root in the Church, or become a regular part 
of its parochial equipment. The reason probably was 
that in most parishes, especially in rural areas, there 
was not a sufficient number of suitable men to provide 
both elders and deacons. As a result, the duties of the 
diaconate were taken over by the elders in Kirk Session, 
and the office fell into desuetude until it was revived 
by the Free Church of Scotland at the Disruption in 
1843. Its virtual disappearance from the Church, 
however, was contemporaneous with its inauguration 
in Trade Guilds ; and it would seem likely that the 
principal officer of every Scottish Trade Incorporation, 
its Deacon, one of whose duties was the care of 
‘ decayed members ’ of the craft; derived both his title 
and this special function from the inspiration and 
example of the Church. 

In addition to popular election and the machinery 
of self-government, an essential of democracy is educa- 
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tion. The aphorism of a statesman of a huch later 
day, ' We must educate our masters,' was a Christian 
principle with the Scottish reformers. In this respect 
Scotland had a long start on England, where a really 
national system of education did not come into existence 
till the nineteenth century. The Scottish Reformers put 
education in the very forefront of their policy ; and 
if for many generations the ideal at which they aimed 
far outstripped the actual, from the very outset they 
achieved a notable measure of success. Their ideal 
was a school in every parish, a college or grammar 
school in every considerable town, and three univer- 
sities accessible to promising scholars from every parish 
in the.land. 

Our interest at the moment is confined to the estab- 
lishment of the parish school, which was made obliga- 
tory upon every parish church. ' Of necessity we judge 
it, that every several kirk have one schoolmaster 
appointed; such an one at least as is able to teach 
grammar, and the Latin tongue, if the town be of any 
reputation. If it be a place where the people convene 
to the doctrine but once in the week, then must either 
the reader or the minister there appointed take care 
over the children and youth of the parish, to instruct' 
them in the first rudiments, and especially in the 
catechism.' To begin with the parish church was itself 
the parish school, and in many places it so remained 
for generations ; and schools and schoolmasters were 
supported by the Church and ' comprehended under 
the Clergy' as part of the regular Christian service 
of the community. 

Thus in Scotland no less than in England, and with 
clearer vision and more conscious purpose, democracy 
was cradled in the Church, and it was in the parish 
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church particularly that it was also schooled and trained. 
It is true that the passion for freedom and self-govern- 
ment was as native to the Scottish as to the English 
genius, and that already in Scottish cities and burghs 
a restricted form of local self-government had long been 
recognized by the law. It is also true that the General 
Assembly rather than the parish church was the power- 
ful organ of Scottish democracy, as well as its outstand- 
ing example. But it was the local presbytery that year 
by year sent up ministers and eIders to constitute the 
General Assembly; and it was through the local 
presbytery and parish church that practical effect was 
given, in greater or less degree, to the findings of the 
General Assembly in every parish of the land. If the 
General Assembly was the national organ of democracy, 
the presbyterp and the parish church were its local 
embodiment. 

It was in the Church that the people first found that 
clear recognition of their religious rights and respon- 
sibilities which afterwards opened out into the civil 
and political sphere. The right of popular election 
and representation includes the whole substance of 
democracy. Think what it meant that parishioners 
everywhere, without distinction of rank or class, were 
given the right to elect their ministers, elders, and 
deacons by free vote; and that elders and deacons, 
their chosen representatives, were called upon year by 
year to give an account of their office. It was more 
than the exercise of an acknowledged right and liberty : 
it was also a discipline in responsibility. 

Most of all was this the case with,the men who were 
chosen and solemnly set apart to the spiritual oversight 
of the parish, which included the administration of its 
most important temporal affairs as well. For by far 

' 
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the most vital temporal interests of any community, in 
addition to the maintenance of law and order and the 
public welfxe generally, are the care of the poor and 
the education of the young, including, as the former 
did, care of the sick and of the widow and orphan, 
and the relief of the prisoner and the distressed ; and 
all these interests were in the hands of Kirk Sessions 
from the Reformation onwards, until, at the instance 
of the State, they were taken over by Parochial Boards 
in 1845 and by School Boards in 1872. By that time 
the Scottish people had enjoyed three hundred years 
of experience and discipline in the management of their 
own local affairs ; and although the rights claimed for 
them at the Reformation were never fully conceded, 
and indeed were restricted and even partially with- 
drawn, they never ceased to contend and struggle 
for them. 

These struggles and contendings are the glory of 
Scottish history, because from first to last they are the 
assertion of a spiritual principle. At its root that prin- 
ciple is the supreme worth of human personality, and 
the right of the human spirit to be self-determining and 
free. Wallace and Bruce had taught their people never 
to bow the knee to any foreign power, secular or spiritual, 
and they fought until their national freedom and inde- 
pendence were won. Knox and the Reformers kindled 
to a flame the passion for personal freedom, civil and 
religious, which was already smouldering in the national 
soul ; and created the machinery through which the 
spirit of freedom could find expression and reach towards 
fulfilment. Conceivably other machinery might have 
been devised for accomplishing this end ; but it is a 
fact of history that the democratic character and in- 
stitutions of the Scottish people were cradled and 
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nurtured in the Church-in the parish church primarily, 
but also in those other ' particular kirks ' which sprang 
into being from time to time to champion one or another 
aspect of spiritual freedom as often as it was threatened 
or denied. 

Nor is this matter for surprise. For democracy is 
essentially a Christian conception. I t  rests upon the 
Christian principle of the supreme worth of the in- 
dividual to God, and the Divine right,of the human 
spirit to be eee. It is one of the fruits of the Gospel, nor 
is it to be found in any land or among any people save 
where the Gospel has had its more or less perfect work. 
There may be other forms of government more in har- 
mony with the spirit of the Gospel and the will of God. 
I f  so, they have not so far appeared upon the earth. 
In  these last days democracy has been challenged by 
the totalitarian State, and has been forced to fight for 
its very existence. Those who have hitherto enjoyed its 
blessings, without perhaps realizing how great these 
blessings are or whence they have come or how they 
have been developed, are learning afresh the value of 
that order of society and way of life to achieve which 
their fathers struggled and suffered and died. 

Under God it is to the Church that we owe the true 
conception of democracy-for democracy so called in 
the ancient world was really an oligarchy-as well as 
those democratic institutions which are among our 
proudest and most precious possessions ; and under 
God it is the Christian faith alone which, to use a phrase 
of the late President Wilson, can ' make the world safe 
for democracy.' If it has been violently and brutally 
challenged in these days, and if its very existence is 
still threatened, it may very well be because the nations 
which have enjoyed its blessings, and which have been 

10 
(602) '33 



PARISH AND PARISH CHURCIH 
\ 

the most privileged and prosperous nations upon earth, 
have forgotten the rock whence they were hewn and 
the hole of the pit whence they were digged, and have 
fallen away from the faith by which democracy was 
conceived and from the Church in which it was cradled. 

If patriotism is not enough, neither is democracy 
enough. Then only will it be enough when it is vitally 
and increasingly Christian, permeated with Christian 
faith and with the Christian spirit, and as highly re- 
solved to discharge its responsibilities and share its 
privileges as it is to defend its sacred birthright of 
freedom. It may be that in the Divine providence the 
peril in which democracy stands in our time-not least 
from pseudo-democracy masquerading in its name- 
may reveal to the world afresh that religious faith is 
the only final safeguard of human freedom ; that the 
Church, in which democracy was cradled and nurtured, 
is still its strongest and surest bulwark ; and that the 
vision by which democracy must be inspired, if it is 
to survive and possess the future, must be kindled and 
ever rekindled anew where men caught its first faint 
gleam, at the Church's altar-fires. 
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