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The Kirk, the Crown, the Covenant and the 
Conventicle 

The Accession Oath 
‘A deputation entered the throne-room to tell the Queen that 
everything was ready.’ So says an account of how, just two 
days after the death of King George VI the new monarch 
took the oath to maintain Presbyterian Church Government 
in Scotland. ‘Thereafter,’ the account goes on, ‘Her Majesty 
entered alone to meet the assembled counsellors. The first 
thing she did was to read her Accession Declaration; then she 
assented to the request of the Lord President that it should 
be published. Immediately the Lord President handed Her 
Majesty a copy of the Oath relating to the security of the 
Church of Scotland together with a copy of the New Testa- 
ment bound in black leather. The Queen proceeded to take 
the oath: 

’ 

I Elizabeth the Second by the grace of God of Great Britain, 
Ireland, and the British Dominions beyond the Seas, Queen, 
Defender of the Faith, do faithfully promise and swear that I 
shall inviolably maintain and preserve the Settlement of the 
true Protestant Religion as established by the Laws made in 
Scotland in prosecution of the Claim of Right, and particular- 
ly by an Act intituled an Act for securing the Protestant 
Religion and Presbyterian Church Government and by the 
Acts passed in the Parliament of both Kingdoms for union of 
the two kingdoms, together with the Worship, Discipline, 
Rights and Privileges of the Church of Scotland. So help me 
God. 

With the words, “This I gladly do’’ spoken of her own 
accord, the Queen then took the oath and appended her 
signature.’l 

This simple ceremony, performed now by 13 successive 
monarchs, highlights the outcome of a long period of the 
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most bitter struggle between Kirk and Crown, a fight that 
raged for more than a century, beginning soon after the 
Reformation of 1560 and continuing until the Revolution 
Settlement of 1690, a contest that embraced various attempts 
to introduce bishops and to impose a prayer book, a struggle 
that produced the Covenants and the Covenanters, that saw 
the outing of ministers and the rabbling of curates, that 
gathered the conventicles, that saw men praying ahint dykes 
and that saw men shot ahint dykes, that watched an old body 
and a young lassie drown in Solway tide - and all over the 
question of what was meant by the Crown Rights of Christ. 

In the end it was the Kirk that won the day, and each 
new monarch solemnly swears that not by him shall the battle 
be again engaged. 

If the Accession Oath is thus the constitutional guarantee 
of the fruits of the Kirk’s ultimate victory in that costly 
contest, the popular and obvious symbol of it lies in the 
presence at each Assembly of His Grace the Lord High 
Commissioner. In the court but not of it, speaking only when 
spoken to, accorded all the deference due to sovereignty itself 
but powerless to intervene in the Assembly’s affairs, and at 
the close invited to inform Her Majesty that the Assembly 
have appointed their next meeting to be holden at Edinburgh 
on a certain date - this is the position today of a King’s man 
whose teeth have all been drawn. In claiming and being 
granted the right to appoint a commissioner Jamie the S a t  
had been quick to see the possibility of directing the business 
of the Kirk, but the Assembly saw to it that the 
commissioner’s brief should be a watching brief, that the 
King’s Commissioner should be but a spectator. 

This chapter tries to trace, however sketchily, the steps by 
which this present position - thought by many to represent 
the best balance ever reached between Church and State - 
came to be established, and begins with the events leading to 
the appearance in 1564 of the First Book of Discipline. 

The Scottish Reformation 
As we all know, the Reformation in Europe can be said to 
have begun on 31 October 1517, the day that Martin Luther 
nailed his 95 theses to the door of the Church in Wittenberg. 
It was against the abuses, represented by the sale of indul- 
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gences, that Luther directed his theses, but it was, of course, 
the positive contribution he made to religious thought, parti- 
cularly in his message about justification by faith and in his 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, that he gave to the 
Reformation its direction and to the new Church its inspira- 
tion and ultimately its theology. 

It was to be some time before the impact of the movement 
reached our Scottish shores, but this it did in quite dramatic 
fashion with the burning of Patrick Hamilton. It was as a 
student in Paris, Louvain and Marburg that Patrick Hamil- 
ton, the brilliant son of a distinguished family, came under 
the influence of the new thought, and he fell a complete 
victim to its power so that on his return to his native land in 
1527 he immediately set about the proclamation of the 
Gospel, the new free Gospel. Word of what he was doing 
spread, and very soon he was invited by the authorities to 
come to St Andrews where he might expound his views, and 
this he did to such effect that he was arrested, tried, 
condemned as a heretic and burned at the stake in February 
1528, at the age of 25. As might have been expected, the 
main effect of this brutal act was to direct attention to 
Hamilton’s teaching - so much so it came to be said that if 
others were to be treated in like fashion the burning should 
be done in cellars, ‘for the reek of Patrick Hamilton had 
infected all it blew upon’. 

After this, Reformation teaching relentlessly spread. 
Tyndale’s New Testament, smuggled across from Holland, 
was in many hands. Parliament in 1543 went so far as to 
make lawful the reading of the Bible in the vulgar tongue. On 
the negative side the inadequacies and abuses of the Roman 
Church were receiving the most damning publicity in popular 
literature. It was upon this scene that Feorge Wishart 
entered when, on his return from Switzerland and Germany, 
he began to preach in Dundee, the Lothians and elsewhere. 
Among the first to be attracted to his cause was one John 
Knox. Unhappily Wishart’s ministry was to be of short 
duration for he was arrested, taken to St Andrews, and on 1 
March 1546 he suffered the fate that had overtaken Patrick 
Hamilton 18 years earlier. It is said that on the night of his 
arrest he had sent Knox away with the awful premonition, 
‘One is sufficient for a sacrifice,’ 
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The moving spirit behind the arrest and death of Wishart 
had been Cardinal David Beaton, a man of great experience 
and undoubted ability but void of integrity, an outstanding 
ecclesiastic with little concern for the things of the faith, a 
man deeply committed to salvage the falling Church but 
unconcerned about its errors and corruptions. Soon after the 
death of Wishart a plot was hatched against Beaton and he 
was cruelly murdered in his castle of St Andrews. ‘Although 
the loon was well away, the deed was foully done.’ 

John Knox 
It was at this point that John Knox came to the forefront of 
Scotland’s Reformation. He joined those gathered for safety 
in the Castle of St Andrews following on Beaton’s death, and 
it was from here that he was carried off to serve for 18 
months at the oars of a French man-0’-war. Peace with 
France led to his release and he returned to England to be 
minister in the town of Berwick. The year 1553 saw Mary 
Tudor ascend the throne of England, and it was in company 
with thousands of others that Knox fled the country. It was 
thus he was brought into contact with that great reformer, 
John Calvin, under whose influence he fell, gaining deep 
insights into the doctrine, worship and government which 
Calvin had devised for the Church organised by him at 
Geneva, It was here too that we find the root of the doctrine 
of the autonomy of the Kirk which Knox was to imprint on 
the Scottish Church and which would characterise it 
throughout its history. For Calvin had based his doctrine of 
the Church upon what through his study of Scripture he 
had been led to believe was the mind of Christ - to wit, 
the sovereignty of God, with its attendant theory of the 
Crown Rights of Christ. The worship of the Church was 
stripped of ceremony, its government found a place for the 
layman, the rule of bishops was rejected as bringing the 
Church under State control and creating clerical tyranny. 
Heavily impregnated with these ideas, John Knox returned to 
his own land to become the key figure in the Reformation 
there. 

The Auld Alliance with France was coming under severe 
strain at this time. Mary of Guise, regent for her young 
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daughter Mary, was completely French in outlook and it was 
becoming evident that Scotland would soon be little better 
than a province of France. This did not appeal to the amour 
propre of the Scot, and, besides, there was now this deep 
religious division. So the party of the Reformation looked 
with increasing favour towards England where Elizabeth now 
ruled, and in 1559, soon after the death of the Regent, 
Elizabeth sent an army north, obliging the French to depart 
and leaving the leaders of the Reformation to take control. 

All now seemed set fair for reform. The control of Scottish 
affairs lay with the Lords of the Congregation, the Protestant 
leaders who were committed ‘to maintain, set forward and 
establish the most blessed Word of God and His congrega- 
tion’. I t  is sadly true that many of these noble gentlemen 
were more interested in extending the bounds of their own 
estates at the expense of Kirk lands than they were in the 
dissemination of the Gospel; it is no less sadly true that 
among the commonality of the people there was an element 
which, having suffered under the oppression of the old 
regime and having had ample opportunity to form exagge- 
rated impressions of the evil and godless character of many of 
its leaders, were more anxious to ‘have a bash’ by breaking 
and burning and rioting than they were to see a brave new 
Church erected out of what could be salvaged from the old. 
But too much can be, and has been, made of these aspects. 
The Scottish Reformation sprang from the ground and for 
that reason was deeply rooted; it was inspired by the desire of 
ordinary folk to have a Church in which they could p.ut their 
trust, and for that reason there was demanded the closest 
scrutiny and the most ruthless purging of all that had been 
before. In this the Scottish Reformation differed completely 
from its English counterpart where the king set himself up in 
place of the pope, spoiled the religious houses, but otherwise 
encouraged the continuance of business as usual. And then 
too at the head of the movement in Scotland there was John 
Knox, preaching consistently of the new opportunities, pre- 
senting the fresh challenge, and, above all, declaring the 
Kingship of Christ. More and more the Reformation took 
hold upon the decent folk of Scotland, putting the Bible into 
their hands, teaching them to sing the Psalms, setting before 
them high moral standards, and giving them faith in them- 
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selves as the children of God, as the new priesthood, as the 
heirs to the promises. 

Scotland Reformed 
By 1559 the Reformation may be said to have been achieved 
in fact if not on paper and it was therefore appropriate that 
legislation should go on the statute-book - of both Church 
and State. The use of the Latin mass was officially abolished 
by Parliament, as was the entire Episcopal system of govern- 
ment. A Confession of Faith was adopted, the famous Scots 
Confession of 1560 which, incidentally, has recently gained a 
new prominence in consequence of the suggestion by the 
Panel on Doctrine that it should be formally adopted by the 
Church as one of its ‘chief subordinate standards’.2 As is well 
known, this Confession was the work of six ‘Johns’, was 
compiled within a few days, owed a good deal to Calvin’s 
Institutes, and was securely founded upon God’s Holy Word 
as the authors so emphatically declared. This also received 
the formal approval of Parliament. 

The Confession was followed by The First Book of 
Discipline, the work of the same six ‘Johns’, being the draft 
for a pattern of Church government. Necessarily this was an 
incomplete document which could not at this stage be put to 
any practical test. There was still no adequate supply of 
ministers; thanks to the depredations of the nobility there was 
a complete shortage of funds; and, obviously, there was no 
first-hand experience to found upon. The book, however, set 
forth some principles very clearly, among them the doctrine 
that the ministry of the Church belongs equally to ‘the 
labourers and manurers of the earth as to the nobles’ - a 
doctrine that was to stand as a bulwark against the attempt to 
introduce Episcopacy in days to come. Then the year 1564 
saw the adoption of Knox’s Book of Common Order. So, 
from a legal point of view, in matters of doctrine, worship 
and government the Church was now equipped with writing 
which enjoyed the imprimatur of Parliament. 

It is of no little interest that all these standards were 
confirmed by Parliament. T o  that extent, apparently, the 
Kirk was prepared to concede the right of the State to 
meddle in her affairs. What might have happened had 
Parliament declined to approve or had insisted on introducing 
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amendments it is interesting to conjecture. Such a situation 
is, however, largely a hypothetical one, for at that time when 
membership of the nation and of the Church were practically 
coterminous such a disagreement could not have arisen. 
History had not yet reached the position where the House of 
Commons could throw out a proposed new Prayer Book for 
the Church of England. And, thanks to the tenacity with 
which our fathers held to their position as sole judge, such a 
situation has never arisen for us, and it is difficult to see how 
it could. 

According to the Scots Confession the marks of a true 
Church are the true preaching of the Word, the right 
administration of the Sacraments, and the upright exercising 
of discipline. But who was to say how far any or all of these 
things were being achieved? T o  any of the six ‘Johns’ it 
would have been quite unthinkable that the king should 
presume to act as arbiter or that any court of the realm 
should sit as judge on such an issue. It was the Kirk herself 
who should say, the Kirk herself who would be sole judge. 
They did not say so. To them it was obvious, and the obvious 
does not need to be written into a statute - or at least not in 
those days! 

Here already at the very founding of the Scottish Kirk we 
meet the principle that will confront us at every turn, that the 
Kirk is there by Divine Right, that she owes allegiance first 
and foremost to her only King and Head, Jesus Christ, and 
that in all matters that concern her she shall herself be sole 
judge. 

Andrew Melville 
After the brief, unhappy reign of Mary, and the assassination 
of Moray in 1570, Morton became regent for the young 
James VI. Morton, it would seem, held the intriguing view 
that the General Assembly was a body designed to exercise 
that ecclesiastic supremacy which would in normal circum- 
stances have been exercised by the Queen - had she not 
been a Catholic. From this it followed that, a Protestant now 
being in power, the Assembly was supernumerary and the 
authority it had temporarily enjoyed passed back to the godly 
prince - or in this case to his godly regent. It is under- 
standable that the Assembly should hotly have contested this 
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view and Morton had to resort to the introduction of a kind 
of bishop with a view to gaining supremacy in matters 
ecclesiastical. Thus in 1572 the Concordat of Leith restored 
bishops to the Kirk. There was no suggestion of introducing 
a full-blooded system of Episcopacy, much less of establish- 
ing a doctrine of Divine Right of Bishops. Indeed these were 
the so-called tulchan bishops - ‘when a cow will not give 
her milk they stuff a calf’s skin full of straw and set it down 
before her’ - a tulchan. Make-believe or not, things were 
definitely moving in favour of the Crown. 

But at this point there emerged on the scene one of the 
greatest figures in the history of the Scottish Kirk - Andrew 
Melville, whose main contribution was the Second Book of 
Discipline of 1581, setting the pattern of Presbyterianism as 
it continues to this day. Four years after Melville’s return to 
Scotland, Morton resigned and the 12-year old king, assisted 
by his Council, took the reins of government into his own 
hand. It was clear that already in Melville’s mind was a 
picture of a Kirk that would brook no bishop, where Church 
and State would be separate and distinct, the former being 
entitled to teach the civil magistrate how to exercise his 
jurisdiction according to the Word of God, and wherein the 
General Assembly (a court consisting of both ministers and 
elders representing the lower courts) would be vested with 
the fullest powers. 

Thus there emerged in very vivid outline the true character 
of the issue that was confronting the nation. On the one side 
was a monarch who believed implicitly that he ruled by 
divine right, and that it was therefore his prerogative no less 
than his duty to prescribe the forms of creed, worship and 
discipline that should obtain within the Kirk just as he 
determined the form of law and government that obtained 
within the civil realm. On the other side was the Kirk, 
directed by men of the stamp of Andrew Melville who held 
that their creed, their worship, their discipline were to be 
founded upon the Word of God, that they themselves must 
be the sole judge of such conformity, that in matters of the 
faith they owed nothing to earthly rulers, that indeed it was 
the bounden duty of the monarch to maintain the Kirk in her 
freedom and to enforce her decrees. Both positions stemmed 
from the Reformation - the Divine Right of Kings being a 



30 KIRK BY DIVINE RIGHT 

direct consequence of the downgrading of the Papacy, the 
claim of the Kirk arising from her new faith in Christ as 
King. But however common their source, they were incom- 
patible and there was bound to be trouble. 

The essential contradiction between the two positions is 
nowhere more picturesquely highlighted than in the famous 
confrontation in Falkland Palace - ‘Melville caught the king 
by the sleeve, calling him “but God’s sillie vassal” and going 
on to declare, “Sir, as divers times before, so now again I 
must tell you, there are two kings and two kingdoms in 
Scotland: there is King James, the head of this common- 
wealth, and there is Christ Jesus and His Kingdom the Kirk, 
whose subject King James the Sixth is, and of whose 
kingdom not a king, nor a head, nor a lord but a member”.’ 
To James this was heresy, if not actually treason. He had a 
couthier principle - ‘No bishop, no king’ enshrined his 
philosophy, and from the teaching of Melville he turned to 
Episcopacy under which, through the bishops, it would be 
possible to manipulate the Church. ‘The bishops must rule 
the ministers, and the king rule both,’ 

Thus in Scotland the opposition to the tyranny of an 
absolute rule based on the Divine Right of Kings was led by 
the Kirk. South of the border it was between King and 
Parliament that the contest raged. Kirk and Parliament were 
sufficiently close for them to unite forces in the Civil War, 
but the alliance was not strong enough to survive the defeat 
of the king. 

For some time things had been going definitely the way of 
the Kirk and this reached its culmination in 1580 at Dundee 
when ‘the whole Assembly of the Kirk in one voice found 
and declared the pretended office of a bishop to be unlawful, 
having neither foundation nor warrant in the Word of God, 
and ordained all such persons as brooked the said office to 
demit the same as an office to which they were not called by 
God, and to cease from preaching the Word and administer- 
ing the Sacraments till they should be admitted anew by the 
General Assembly, under pain of excommunication’. 

The Black Acts 
It was only two years later, though, that there occurred the 
Raid of Ruthven when the king was held prisoner at 
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Huntingtower by Gowrie, aided by Marr, Glamis, and others, 
ostensibly to deliver and protect him from the malign in- 
fluence of his favourites, Arran and Lennox. Once the king 
had escaped, the raid was declared treason; in May 1584 
Gowrie was executed; and later that same month Parliament 
passed the Black Acts restoring Episcopacy under penal 
sanctions - first, the bishops were restored as members of 
the Three Estates; second, the king was declared supreme 
over all persons and to decline his jurisdiction was treason; 
third, all convocations not specifically licensed by the king 
were unlawful; fourth, the chief jurisdiction of the Church 
was to lie with the bishops; and fifth, there were to be no 
slanderous speeches, private or public, to the reproach of 
king or council. What must have seemed to the Kirk a 
merciful release came the following November when the 
banished lords entered Stirling Castle in force, met the king, 
and offered him a homage which may have saved his face but 
saved little else for him, for in reality he was capitulating to 
them. 

Once James was really frightened concessions flew. I n  1590 
at the General Assembly he made a speech in extravagant 
praise of the Kirk, thanking God that it had been his good 
fortune to be king in such a Kirk, ‘the sincerest Kirk in the 
world’. Tribute it may have been to the sincerity of the Kirk; 
it was no tribute to the sincerity of the king. Two years later 
(in 1592) the Assembly set out four articles in the form of a 
petition to the king and the following month Parliament 
passed an Act (sometimes referred to as the Magna Carta of 
the Kirk) which ratified its liberty, recognised the jurisdiction 
of its courts, abrogated the Black Acts of 1584, and ordained 
that presentations to parishes were to be directed not to 
bishops but to Presbyteries. 

That particular round most certainly went to the Kirk - 
mistress in her own household, judge in her own cause. 

James in London 
The Kirk’s triumph, however, was to be short-lived, and in 
1596 there had begun the second main phase of the struggle, 
one that was to last till 1638. 

Early in 1597 the king summoned an Assembly to meet at 
Perth at a time when the Convention of Estates had been 
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deliberately summoned to meet there also. There were those 
who protested that it could not be a proper Assembly since it 
was not meeting on its own authority - their difficulty was 
met by calling it an extraordinary Assembly, which it certain- 
ly was! The king sent two commissioners, besides which he 
appeared in person and addressed the brethren on a number 
of occasions. Before rising the Assembly decreed to meet at 
Aberdeen the following year, but the king at his own hand 
changed time and place so that the Assembly met at 
Montrose in 1600 when it reluctantly agreed that certain 
ministers might vote in Parliament but expressly rejected the 
proposal that they should adopt the name of ‘bishop’. This 
again was deliberately defied by the king who appointed three 
of his friends for the purpose and called them bishops. 

In 1603, as we all know, James VI and I made his way to 
London to assume the crown of England. Three years later 
he summoned eight Scottish ministers (including Andrew and 
James Melville) to London to be ‘reasoned with’, Since he 
proved obdurate as well as effective in the reasoning process 
Andrew Melville was clapped in the Tower where he 
languished for four years before going as Professor of 
Divinity to Sedan where he died in exile about 1622 - a 
pathetic end, surely, to the life of one of the ablest and 
most patriotic Scotsmen of all time. His brother was exiled to 
Newcastle, the other six being allowed to return to Scotland 
only under restriction. An unreasonable end, one might have 
thought, to a session of being reasoned with. 

An even worse fate attended the commissioners to the 
Assembly held at Aberdeen in 1605, most of them ending up 
in ward in Blackness Castle on the Forth. The wheeling and 
dealing that had to be undertaken to secure verdicts against 
them by judges and juries who still had some lingering 
respect for justice is hard to credit. 

In July of the following year (1606) Parliament confirmed 
the Royal Prerogative, declaring the monarch supreme over 
all persons and causes, as well as restoring the temporal estate 
of the bishops. Later that year, when the Kirk was weakened 
by the absence of more than a score of her ablest ministers - 
eight being reasoned with in London and 14 being in ward 
at Blackness - a convention of ministers summoned by royal 
missives agreed that the bishops should preside at all meet- 
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ings within their bounds and that elsewhere there should be 
permanent moderators. In 1609 Parliament restored to the 
bishops still more of their erstwhile power and the following 
year a muzzled Assembly at Glasgow in effect re-established 
the whole system of Episcopacy. The opening days of the 
17th century were ill days for the Kirk. 

So things dreed their weird till 1618 when the Assembly at 
Perth passed the famous Five Articles. The Assembly had 
been called by the king; it was presided over by Archbishop 
Spottiswoode as of right; open discussion was not allowed; 
the Five Articles were dealt with on a single vote; and before 
that vote it was made clear that the names of everyone voting 
Against would be reported to the king. Yet, in spite of it all, 
49 voted Against, as opposed to 83 who voted For. 

T o  us today the Articles seem innocent enough - com- 
pulsory kneeling at communion, permission to celebrate 
communion privately, permission for private baptism, con- 
firmation to be by bishops, and Christmas, Easter and other 
festivals of the Christian Year to be observed. One might 
think the opposition a storm in a teacup. Not so, for one has 
to bear in mind the atmosphere of the time when what had 
been a hatred of Rome and her customs was fast becoming a 
terror of Rome and her persecutions. In such circumstances 
the opposition is readily understandable - kneeling at com- 
munion spoke of transubstantiation, private communion with 
reserved elements was a form of idolatry, the celebration of 
Holy Days was not much better, concrmation by bishops was 
the thin edge of the Episcopal wedge. All of that apart, 
however, the opposition sprang from a conviction that all 
such matters should be left to the free decision of a General 
Assembly convened regularly in terms of the Kirk’s own 
laws. It was all a clear case of Caesar meddling in the things 
that are God’s, and as such it was not to be tolerated. 

Three years later the Five Articles were ratified by Parlia- 
ment, but even there in face of heavy opposition, the voting 
being 77 to 50 and the majority depending upon the votes of 
the bishops and higher nobility. Meantime the ordinary folk 
voted with their feet by staying away from those churches 
where the distasteful practices were being indulged in. 

The year 1625 saw James succeeded on the throne by his 
son, Charles I. 
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The strange personality of King James had had a lot to do 
with shaping the unhappy events of these years. His bitter 
antipathy to the Kirk he owed in part to his favourites, 
Arran and Lennox, in part to his love of absolute power, in 
part in the early days to his prospect of the English throne, 
and in some part possibly to the over-strict discipline of his 
schooldays. Everyone knows Sully’s description of him as 
‘the wisest fool in Christendom’ but not so many perhaps are 
familiar with Macaulay’s characterisation of him as ‘made up 
of two men; a witty and well-read scholar who wrote, dis- 
puted, and harangued, and a nervous, drivelling idiot who 
acted’. If Margaret had been a sair saint for the Crown, 
James was a sair king for the Kirk. 

Charles and Laud 
Without doubt Charles I was a very much better man than 
his father. He was guided by principle and characterised by 
piety - and the most ardent admirer could not have said that 
of James! But while the father had a considerable skill in 
achieving his aim by guile the son had what amounted to a 
genius for doing the right thing in the wrong way; he had all 
the Stuart weakness for taking a heroic stand on an issue that 
mattered little while conceding the thing that was vital; he 
allowed himself to be influenced by the wrong people; he had 
been reared and educated in England and never got on to the 
Scottish wavelength. Would the Kirk fare better under a silly 
saint than it had under a silly scoundrel? 

Two policies Charles took over direct from his father - 
that he would be an absolute monarch, and that he would 
bring the Kirk in Scotland into line with her southern 
neighbour, he himself to be head of both. Clearly he was set 
upon a multiple collision course - collision with an English 
Parliament that saw itself defending the democratic rights of 
the people, and collision with a Scottish Kirk committed to 
defend the Crown Rights of Christ, In 1633 the king, 
accompanied by his favourite Laud whom he had elevated to 
be Archbishop of Canterbury, paid a visit to Scotland, but 
for anything they learned of the Scots or of the Scottish 
outlook on religion they had as well stayed at home. 

The king had the remarkably sound idea that if he could 
bring his two peoples into line in their pattern of worship 
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most other things would fall into place. So the preparation of 
a Book of Common Prayer was put in hand, and had he 
pushed straight ahead with this project all might conceivably 
have been well. Instead of that he decided to prepare the way 
by a Book of Canons, and this he issued in 1636. Not only 
that, he had already fouled the pitch by restoring grants out of 
Kirk resources which his father had made to court favourites. 
Besides which, the Assembly had not met since 1618. So it 
was upon a highly suspicious Kirk that the Book of Canons 
was launched - with the Prayer Book still to come. 

The very title of the volume is interesting - and challeng- 
ing - ‘Canons and Constitutions Ecclesiastical, gathered and 
put in form for the Government of the Church of Scotland. 
Ratified and approved by Authority, and ordered to be 
observed by the Clergy and all others whom they concern. 
Published by Authority.’ Twice the word ‘Authority’ appears 
with a capital initial, but the title does not condescend upon 
whose authority. Not that of a General Assembly which had 
not met, nor that of a Parliament which had never heard of 
the book. Exclusively the authority of an absolute monarch - 
and an absolute fool. 

One of the canons made it an offence entailing excommuni- 
cation to say that the Book of Prayer contained anything 
repugnant to Scripture - yet the Book of Prayer was not 
completely prepared let alone published at this time. Other 
canons required for example that national or general as- 
semblies were to be called by the king’s authority, that no 
presbyter or reader was to offer extempore prayer under pain 
of deprivation, that no one was to be admitted to holy orders 
who did not subscribe these canons. 

Was it any wonder the book received a bitterly hostile 
reception? Its object was clearly to deprive people of rights 
they had enjoyed for generations and to impose upon the 
Kirk a kind of oversight totally out of line with its history 
and utterly foreign to the character of its people. 

The Book of Prayer 
The Book of Canons having so effectively built up advance 
hostility, the Prayer Book when it appeared in 1637 with an 
order that it was to be used in all parish churches could 
expect a hot reception rather than a warm welcome. Nor were 

. 
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the expectations of trouble disappointed. It was the English 
Prayer Book carefully revised by Charles and Laud and it 
contained modifications by two of the Scottish bishops, these 
being principally in the direction of a more ritualistic ob- 
servance of the Communion office. The Scots objections are 
perhaps best expressed in a petition prepared by Alexander 
Henderson of Leuchars for submission to the Privy Council: 

First because the book was warranted neither by the 
General Assembly nor by Act of Parliament: secondly because 
the liberties of the true Church, and the form of worship and 
religion received at the Reformation, and universally practised 
since were warranted by various Acts of Assembly and Acts of 
Parliament: thirdly because the Church of Scotland was a free 
and independent Church and its pastors were best able to 
provide what was for the good of the people: fourthly, because 
it was well known what disputes there had been over a few of 
the many ceremonies contained in that book which, when 
examined, would be found to depart from the established form 
of worship and to draw near to the anti-Christian Church of 
Rome: fifthly, because the people had always been taught a 
different doctrine, and would not agree to such changes, even 
if their pastors were willing to submit. 

So, in convincing logical sequence, Henderson of Leuchars 
set forth the Kirk’s reaction to the new book. It  was in rather 
more violent fashion that Jenny Geddes, the herb-stall 
woman, gave voice to the popular response as she hurled her 
stool at the head of the celebrating clergyman in St Giles’ 
with the words ‘Villain, durst thou say mass in my lug?’. The 
ensuing riot set things moving as Henderson’s petition &had 
not done. There was a deal of correspondence with London, 
and early in 1638 the supporters of the cause of the freedom 
of the Kirk gathered in Edinburgh to put their names to the 
National Covenant. 

The National Covenant 
Considering the degree of provocation to which the people of 
Scotland had been subjected the National Covenant is a 
remarkably restrained and reasonable document. It had been 
prepared by a minister and a lawyer - Henderson of 
Leuchars and Johnston of Warriston who were later that year 
to become respectively Moderator and Clerk of the General 
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Assembly. It was divided into three parts - first a repetition 
of the King’s Covenant (sometimes called the Negative Con- 
fession), that uncompromising rejection of Romanism pre- 
pared 50 years earlier and subscribed by James VI and I; 
second a list of the many Acts which the Scottish Parliament 
had passed against Romanism; and third a declaration of 
intent ‘to recover the purity and liberty of the Gospel’ and a 
prayer that ‘religion and righteousness may flourish in the 
land to the glory of God, the honour of our king, and the 
peace and comfort of us all’. Here was nothing outrageous, 
certainly nothing treasonable - not at least on the face of it. 

The Covenant was an instant success. The idea that men 
should bind themselves in a covenant had much going for it 
in Scotland where its Biblical roots commended it mightily. 
Great was the excitement in the Kirkyard of Greyfriars as the 
signing began. Soon the scenes were being re-enacted 
throughout the country. It was said that some signed in their 
own blood - some were going to have to ere long. Scotland 
was united as it has rarely been. 

Was the Covenant as loyal as it sounded? What of its 
legality? As has been said, at face value it was above 
reproach. Its affirmation of loyalty to ‘our dread sovereign 
the king’s majestie, his person and authority’ is quite touch- 
ing. But it does not require much probing to recognise that 
the Covenant had one object and one object only - to band 
the people together against the king in his overweening 
ambition to be an absolute dictator. Situations arise in 
national history when nice questions of legality become , 

irrelevant and the issue comes to be quite simply what is in 
the best interest of the people as a whole. As the historian 
Cook puts it, ‘The vindication of the Covenant must be rested, 
not upon far-fetched attempts to reconcile it with loyalty, 
but upon this great principle that, when the ends for which all 
government should be instituted are defeated, the oppressed 
have a clear right to disregard customary forms, and to 
assert the privileges without which they would be condemned 
to the degradation and wretchedness of desp~tism.’~ A nation 
convinced that there could be no true Kirk once it had been 
deprived of the power of self-determination had to take drastic 
steps to defend itself against a monarch who claimed that 
he had ‘the same authority in causes ecclesiastical that the 
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godly kings had among the Jews or the Church‘s emperors in 
the primitive Church’, and who threatened excommunication 
to any who so much as doubted this. The signing of a 
Covenant was a modest enough reaction. 

For once, it would seem, Charles I recognised just how 
serious was the position north of the border. So long as the 
Scots were bonded in this Covenant what was his authority 
worth? He would rather die, he declared, than submit to this 
kind of thing. In  spite of these brave words he made an offer 
- he would cancel the Liturgy and the Canons, he would 
abolish the High Commission, he would suspend the Five 
Articles of Perth till approved by Assembly and Parliament, 
he would subscribe the King’s Covenant, and he would 
pardon the past to all who agreed to act dutifully in future. I t  
was too late. The Covenanting party had the bit between 
their teeth and were not prepared to consider any offer, 
however generous. Not that one could blame them, consider- 
ing how fickle the word of a king had proved in times past. 
So they pressed ahead with arrangements for the Assembly. 

The Assembly of 1638 
It would be the first Assembly for 20 years and the first free 
Assembly for 30 years. Sadly it was not going to be a free 
Assembly, the difference being that this time it was not the 
king who was tampering with the works. The Tables sent 
secret instructions to Presbyteries regarding the election of 
representatives, the Presbytery of Edinburgh was cajoled into 
trumping up charges against the bishops since this would 
have the effect of sisting them at the bar and so prevent their 
sitting and voting as members. It was tragic that the Cove- 
nanting movement, established on so high a moral tone, 
should thus early have descended to the kind of skulduggery 
it had been designed to destroy. 

It was in Glasgow Cathedral that the Assembly met on 21 
November, and they spent most of the first week dealing 
with the constitution of the court. The Marquis of Hamilton 
was High Commissioner and when the Assembly moved on 
to the trial of the bishops he did all he could to stop them. It 
soon became clear that he could not prevail, so he dissolved 
the Assembly in the king’s name and withdrew - accom- 
panied by two elders and three ministers. The Assembly then. 

’ 
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proceeded to business in a really big way - they completely 
overthrew the Episcopal system, they rejected the recent 
innovations in worship, they restored elders to their place in 
the government of the Kirk. Unhappily, even if understand- 
ably, they showed that extreme intolerance that was later to 
besmirch the name of Covenanter by excommunicating some 
of the principal opponents of the Covenant. 

On 20 December, a month after they had convened, the 
Assembly rose. According to one report the Moderator, in his 
closing address, said, ‘We have now cast down the walls of 
Jericho, let him that rebuildeth them beware the curse of 
Hiel the Bethelite.’ This seems unlikely to be true, though 
the words may have been spoken as an aside after the court 
had risen. Spoken or not, the words were apposite, for in 
consequence of the National Covenant and of the Assembly 
just concluded the Kirk was once again a free agent, mistress 
in her own household, judge in her own cause. It was not to 
be for long. The rebuilding of the walls of Jericho would 
soon be put in hand, and at the end of the day it would be 
hard to say on whom had fallen the curse of Hiel the 
Bethelite. 

Only too tragically often it happens that one tyranny gives 
place to another, that those who have paid dearly to gain 
freedom will not extend it to others. So in this case the word 
‘Covenant’ came very soon to stand for a new kind of 
oppression manifested principally in two phenomena. First 
there was the emergence of a strict puritanism quite foreign 
to Scotland. And secondly there was the Solemn League and 
Covenant of 1643, a document as much to be regretted as its 
predecessor had been to be welcomed. The National Cove- 
nant sought to bind Scots together in defence against having 
an alien English form of worship thrust upon them; the 
Solemn League and Covenant was an alliance with a minority 
party south of the border designed to impose a foreign 
Scottish pattern of worship upon the southern realm - and 
upon Ireland too for good measure. 

Inevitably this new spirit led to division within the Cove- 
nanting ranks - on the one side the Protesters, ‘up with the 
Covenants and down with the King’, and on the other side 
the Resolutioners, broader in outlook and essentially loyalist 
at heart. The former party reached the peak of its influence 
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with the Act of Classes of 1649 which drove out of public life 
all who were not dedicated to the Covenants. The Resolu- 
tioners, on the other hand, profited in a negative way from the 
beheading of the king, an event that utterly shocked Scottish 
public opinion, and for them it must have seemed a signal 
victory when in 1650 Charles 11, having signed the Cove- 
nants, was crowned at Scone. 

It took a new tyranny - that of Oliver Cromwell - to 
disband the General Assembly in 1653. 

The Return of the Stuarts 
And so we come to 1660, when the Stuarts returned and 
Episcopacy went into the ascendancy. The temper of the new 
reign was early and vividly expressed in three executions - 
first that of Argyll who ten years earlier at Scone had set the 
crown upon the royal brow; then that of James Guthrie, 
minister at Stirling, the short man who could not bow; and 
then that of Johnston of Warriston, Lord of Session, legal 
adviser to the Kirk on many issues, who had acted as Clerk 
to the 1638 Assembly. 

The new king began with sweet words, however. In August 
1660 he addressed a letter to the Presbytery of Edinburgh in 
which he said, ‘We do also resolve to protect and preserve 
the government of the Church of Scotland as it is settled by 
law, without violation, and to countenance, in the due 
exercise of their functions, all such ministers as shall behave 
themselves dutifully and peaceably as becomes men of their 
calling’. He went on to promise a General Assembly ‘as soon 
as our affairs shall permit’. Considering that Charles I1 was 
at this point utterly committed to a policy of asserting his 
own authority over all persons and in all causes it is hard to 
see why he should have gone out of his way to introduce 
himself to the Kirk as a liar and a cheat. 

In March 1661 Parliament passed the Act Rescissory which 
rescinded all Church legislation subsequent to 1640, thus 
taking the position back to that of 1633 with the king 
supreme over all persons and in all causes. This was followed 
in May 1662 by an Act for the Restitution and Re- 
establishment of the Ancient Government of the Church by 
Archbishops and Bishops. About the same time the signing of 
the Covenants was declared treasonable and the National 
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Covenant was burned in dishonour at Linlithgow, the very 
document to which the king had been so quick to put his 
name twelve years before. A further Act of that same year 
required all ministers if they were to remain in office to 
secure fresh presentation from the patron and institution 
from the bishop. Nearly 300 left home and parish rather than 
submit to this indignity. 

This was what gave rise to the conventicle, the field 
preaching. After all, 300 parishes had at one blow been 
deprived of their ministers, most of them men greatly loved. 
And what had been put in their place? Not a Covenanting 
source but Bishop Gilbert Burnet said: ‘They were generally 
very mean and despicable in all respects, the worst preachers 
I have ever heard, ignorant to a reproach, and many of them 
openly vicious. They were a disgrace to their order, and were 
indeed the dregs and refuse of the northern parts. Those of 
them who were above contempt or scandal were men of such 
violent tempers that they were as much hated as the others 
were despised.’ T o  all of which has to be added that in the 
darkest days of persecution many of them were diligent to act 
as spies and informers against their Presbyterian parishioners. 

It was not to be wondered at, then, that men and women 
should take to the moors to worship with the man they still 
looked upon as their own minister. An innocent enough 
reaction, you might think. Yet the government retaliated with 
incredible brutality. In 1670 an Act was passed whereby a 
field preacher could be punished with death; another made 
criminal every baptism conducted; yet another made it an 
offence to be absent from Church on three successive Sun- 
days. This Act was nicknamed the Bishop’s Dragnet and, 
believe it or not, each Sunday at the close of service the roll 
was called and the persistent absentees were reported by the 
curate to the commander of the nearest troop of dragoons. 
Varied are the ways of attracting a good congregation! In 
1678 the Highland Host descended upon the south-west, 
bringing desolation in their train. The murder of Archbishop 
Sharpe by a group of outlawed Covenanters in the following 
year did nothing to advance their cause. The Covenanting 
victory at Drumclog was quickly followed by Bothwell Brig 
when defeat was the only possible outcome of that awful 
weakness of their cause, the complete impossibility to reach a 

‘ 
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common mind on any subject since each group was utterly 
convinced that their view was the ipse dixit of the Almighty. 
They were to pay dearly for it. 

While these measures were being taken against the more 
belligerent of the followers of the Covenants a series of 
indulgences was introduced, creating, naturally, more divi- 
sions. The first in 1669 permitted a peaceable ousted minister 
to hold manse, glebe and a yearly ‘maintenance’ on condition 
that he ministered only within his own parish. Forty-three of 
the ejected ministers were attracted back. A second indul- 
gence three years later was accepted by SO more. The tragedy 
of all this was that it set the Covenanters even more bitterly 
one against the other since those who could not see their way 
to accept the indulgences labelled those who did as back- 
sliders, cowards and traitors, men who had contracted out of 
the fellowship of the true Kirk - an attitude well illustrated 
in the fact that when after the Revolution Settlement all had 
returned those who had stayed out until then set themselves 
up as the true Presbyteries, ignoring those who had acceded 
sooner. 

One cannot view the conventicle with other than admir- 
ation. These were no treasonable gatherings but groups of 
decent peace-loving citizens meeting to worship God in a way 
that was meaningful and dear to them, to do homage to God 
even if the diktat of a power-hungry sovereign had declared it 
illegal so to do. In many ways this is a glorious page of 
Scottish history - though it may not be such a glorious page 
of Church history. For the unfortunate thing is that it was 
this period of the conventicle that sowed the seed from which 
sprang the idea that the Church takes second place to the 
individual believer, the doctrine that in all matters of faith it 
is personal conviction that alone is of consequence, so that 
the individual must be sole judge - my conscience against 
the world. 

It is said that during this period of acute persecution 
someone in derision asked a Covenanter, ‘Where is your 
Church of Scotland now?’. To which came the instant 
response, ‘Show me a man prayin’ ahint a dyke an’ I’ll show 
you the Kirk in Scotland today’. As a debating point it is 
excellent: but is it meaningful? The sight of a man praying 
ahint a dyke is indeed an impressive one. Loud and clear it 

, 
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speaks of deep personal conviction, of an intense individual 
faith, but it is not in any sense a picture of a Kirk. It was sad 
indeed that in Scotland - probably just because the Scot is 
the individualist that he is - the result of these years of 
persecution was not to bind people together for mutual 
preservation, but to set them at enmity one with another; sad 
indeed if the result of men being driven to pray ahint dykes 
was to convince them there could be no better place to pray, 
that united witness was of no great concern, that the 
Communion of Saints was no greater than one’s own ability 
to conceive it. 

After Bothwell Brig 
The vengeance wreaked after Bothwell Brig was indeed 
terrible. So terrible as to drive the extremists to yet sterner 
courses and to make those who had accepted indulgence 
wonder whether they could continue in so unholy an alliance. 
Matters were brought to a head in 1680 when Richard 
Cameron nailed his theses to the market cross at Sanquhar: 

We do by these presents disown Charles Smart that has 
been reigning, or rather tyrannising, over Britain these years 
bygone, as having any right, title to, or interest in, the crown 
of Scotland, for government - as forfeited several years since 
by his perjury and breach of covenant both to God and His 
Kirk and by his tyranny and breach of the essential conditions 
of government in matters civil.. . : We do declare war with 
such a usurper, and all men of his practices.. . . And we hope 
that after this none will blame us for, or offend at, our 
rewarding those that are against us as they have done to US, as 
the Lord gives us opportunity. 

It was only a few months later that Cameron with a 
handful of supporters was surprised at Aird’s Moss and died 
in the engagement that followed. But his name lived on. 

Later, in the autumn of that same year, at Torwood near 
Larbert, Donald Cargill, who had been deprived of his charge 
of The Barony in Glasgow, and who had been with Cameron 
at Sanquhar solemnly excommunicated the King, the Duke of 
York, and five others. In recognition of this service the 
reward of 3000 merks that had been put upon his head was 
increased to 5000, and, on his being betrayed at Covington 

. 
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Mill the following year, he was executed with four others at 
the Cross of Edinburgh. 

So things went on. In 1681 there was passed the Test Act, 
what chemists would call ‘the mixture as before’. Everyone in 
public life had to swear that he owned the true Protestant 
religion as explained in the Confession of 1567; that he 
acknowledged the king to be supreme in all causes and over all 
persons both civil and ecclesiastical; that he would never 
consult about any matter of state without His Majesty’s 
express licence and command; and never endeavour any 
alteration in the government of the country. Nearly 80 
ministers left their parishes rather than forswear themselves. 
The issue in 1685 of a new Proscription List containing 2000 
names was mercifully followed by the death of the king 
before any action could be taken to make it effective. 

The accession of the Duke of York as King James VI1 
brought a measure of relief, not because the new sovereign 
loved the Kirk any more dearly than had his predecessors, 
but merely because some of the legislation which he intro- 
duced in the attempt to win the country back to the alle- 
giance of Rome had the side-effect of easing the pressure on 
Presbyterians. In 1687 the king, without consent of Parlia- 
ment, passed an Act of Toleration - directed, needless to 
say, in favour of Rome - but in such terms that a great 
many of the more moderate Presbyterians were able to avail 
themselves of it. The Cameronians, though, scorned all 
favours. Their chief preacher at this time, James Renwick, 
was to be the last of the martyrs, 

It was Renwick who, at this point, was leader of what 
remained of the Covenanters, and we may read with interest 
his own words describing the company he headed - ‘a poor, 
wasted, wounded, afflicted, bleeding, misrepresented and 
reproached Remnant and Handful of suffering people who 
desire to throw down what God will throw down, and to 
build what He will establish when He comes - to whom be 
the Kingdom and the Dominion for ever and ever’. It rings 
with the same note of finality and authority as does ‘shall be 
sole judge’. It was against this young man of 25 that the 
whole fury of the government was now directed. Some idea 
of the affection in which he was held by the powers-that-be is 
to be gauged from the following edict of the Privy Council 



THE KIRK, THE CROWN 45 

which ‘commands and charges all and sundry our lieges and 
subjects that they nor none of them presume nor take upon 
hand to reset, supply, or intercommune with the said Mr 
James Renwick, rebel aforesaid, nor furnish him with meat, 
drink, house, harbour, victual, or other things useful or 
comfortable to him; or to have intelligence with him by word 
writ or message or any other way or manner whatsoever, on 
the pain of being esteemed art and part with him in the 
crimes foresaid . . .’. They surely did not wish him well! After 
a number of hairbreadth escapes, including an occasion when 
he stood at the stirrup of the officer who was directing the 
search for him, Renwick was taken in Edinburgh early in 
1688 and hanged there on 17 February, the last of the 
martyrs - a company believed to have numbered as many as 
18 000. 

Revolution Settlement 
Then came the flight of King James, the accession of William 
and Mary, and, in 1690, the Revolution Settlement. Episco- 
pacy was set aside, the Presbyterian system of 1592 was 
revived, the ousted ministers were restored, the first meeting 
of the General Assembly for 37 years was called, and the 
claim of the Stuarts that the king should be supreme in every 
sphere was finally repudiated. It is important to note, con- 
sidering the spirit of the age, that no claim was made that 
Presbyterianism was the only true form of the faith - what 
was averred was that it was the form of the faith acceptable 
to most of the people of Scotland and that it was ‘agreeable 
to the Word of God’. To the grief of the extremists there was 
no mention of the Covenants. But, Covenant or no Covenant, 
the Kirk was now, as the old banns notice used to say, ‘fully 
and finally’ declared to be mistress in her own household, 
judge in her own cause. 

We may sum up the results of all these years in three 
sentences. First, in its bitter, unrelenting hostility to ’‘ 

episcopacy the Kirk was not contending against a rival system 
of Church government but was resisting the introduction of a 
structure which would put into the hands of the sovereign 
through the ecclesiastical hierarchy that power which pro- 
perly belongs to the Kirk itself - it was not for Presbytery it 
was fighting but for the Crown Rights of Christ. Second, 



46 KIRK BY DIVINE RIGHT 

while in the circumstances of the time the National Covenant 
had an enormous influence for good, its long-term effects 
were fragmentation, schism and bitterness, so that when the 
time came for the Kirk to be mistress in her own household 
the comment could well have been made, ‘But what a 
household’! And third, the experience of the conventicle and 
of managing well enough without recourse to an establish- 
ment greatly diminished the influence of the Church and 
made it only too easy to elevate the individual conscience to 
a quite terrifying height. 
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