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Kirk Creed and Christian Conscience 

The Bar of Conscience 
What is the difference between conscience and conviction? 
How do you distinguish between my believing something to 
be true because my conscience tells me so and my believing 
something to be true because I have become utterly con- 
vinced that it is so? There is a short answer which it is 
tempting to offer: the difference is that while you can argue 
with conviction there is no arguing with conscience. You can 
try by a process of reasoning to show a man that his conviction 
is wrong, that he is starting from false evidence, that his 
conclusions are logically invalid, that he has not taken all the 
relevant considerations into his calculation, and so on. You 
may even be successful in persuading him of his error. But 
you cannot argue with conscience, for conscience is the voice 
of the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit does not enter the 
debating chamber. T o  anyone who like myself enjoys a good 
argument it is galling when hot in pursuit of your opponent 
you see him going to earth with an appeal to conscience. I 
remember on an occasion when I was involved in the ecumeni- 
cal debate my Anglican counterpart saying, ‘Of course you 
prefer Presbyterianism, it’s only natural that you should, but 
for us, don’t you see, the historic episcopate is a matter of 
conscience.’ Where do you go from there? ‘Home’ I suppose 
is the only answer. 

You remember the verse from Browning’s Rabbi Ben Ezra - 
Now, who shall arbitrate? 
Ten men love what I hate, 

Ten who in ears and eyes 
Match me: we all surmise 

Shun what I follow, slight what I receive, 

They this thing and I that: whom shall my soul believe? 

Yes, who shall arbitrate, who shall be sole judge? Browning 
47 



48 KIRK BY DIVINE RIGHT 

puts the question very sharply - whom shall my soul believe? 
It is unfortunate that he does not even suggest an answer. 

When considerations of conscience enter into any cause the 
owner of the conscience can be counted upon to set himself 
up as sole judge in that cause. From the bar of his conscience 
there can be no appeal. 

The relevance of all of this will become apparent as we 
proceed. 

We saw in the last chapter how after more than a century 
of struggle the Kirk triumphed over the Crown in the 
establishment of her autonomy. The next challenge to the 
Kirk’s authority came from within her own ranks, from the 
conscience of the individual Churchman - though, as I have 
hinted in my opening observations, it is not always easy to 
know precisely what that means. 

But first we must go back, not just back to where we left 
off, but earlier than that; for we must look somewhat 
narrowly at two events which in our whistle-stop trip from 
the Reformation to the Revolution we did not mention. They 
fell within the period covered but were not germane to the 
matter then in hand. Both are, however, highly relevant to 
our theme in this chapter. They were the calling of the 
Westminster Assembly in 1643 and the abolition of patronage 
in 1690. 

The Westminster Assembly 
Without doubt the most lasting, and probably the most 
significant, outcome of the Solemn League and Covenant was 
the appointment of the Westminster Assembly which began 
its sessions in the Jerusalem Chamber in Westminster Abbey 
in July 1643, continuing through five years. The Assembly 
had been constituted by an ordinance of the Lords and 
Commons of England dated 12 June 1643 and had been given 
the remit ‘that such a government should be settled in the 
Church as may be most agreeable to God’s Holy Word, and 
most apt to produce and preserve the peace of the Church at 
home, and nearer agreement with the Church of Scotland and 
other Reformed Churches abroad’. The body to which this 
ambitious task was committed consisted of ten peers, 20 
members of Commons, and 121 clergymen chosen by Parlia- 
ment (the Long Parliament) and reflecting the religious 
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complexion of that body - Congregationalists, Baptists, 
Episcopalians, but principally Presbyterian Puritans. Before it 
had time to meet, though, the Assembly was declared illegal 
by order of the king, and it was only 69 of the commissioners 
who, in defiance of the royal displeasure, were prepared to 
take part. Naturally enough it was those with Episcopal 
leanings who were filtered out at this juncture and the 
Assembly in consequence gained an overwhelming Presby- 
terian and Independent majority. The Scots were invited to 
attend the discussions, and in fact sent assessors headed by 
Alexander Henderson and including men of the stamp of 
Baillie, Rutherford and Johnston of Warriston. In the debat- 
ing this group exerted no little influence - after all, they 
were the people who knew something about that Presby- 
terianism which was the subject under discussion. 

It is important to recognise that the Westminster Assembly 
was never any more than an advisory body, that it possessed 
no authority whatever. All its recommendations had to be 
laid before Parliament and by that body accepted or rejected. 
Obviously this was an Erastian position representing the 
denial of everything for which Scottish Presbyterianism stood 
and for which at this time it was battling so bravely. It is not 
to be wondered at if the English Parliament had little 
inclination to set up in their midst a Church with the claims 
to autonomy they had seen in the north - that would indeed 
have been to shape a stick to beat their own back. Congrega- 
tionalists and Baptists were equally unhappy at the thought of 
the establishment in the country of a Presbyterianism likely 
to oppress them every bit as heavily as Episcopacy had done. 
In consequence, little progress was made towards implement- 
ing the terms of the Solemn League and Covenant to the 
extent of settling the government of the Church in England 
on the Presbyterian model. Progress was made, however, in 
other directions - with the production of a Directory of 
Public Worship, a Confession of Faith, a Larger and a 
Shorter Catechism, and a Book of Metrical Psalms, and these 
had a deep and ongoing effect, not in England for which they 
were ostensibly intended, but north of the border, and, in the 
case of the Confession, throughout the world. 

Inevitably the Westminster Confession will be referred to 
below again - and again. The point to be made at this stage 



50 KIRK BY DIVINE RIGHT 

is that when under the Revolution Settlement Presbyterian- 
ism was finally established in Scotland what precisely was 
adopted was Presbyterianism according to Andrew Melville 
(as that had been enshrined in the Act of 1592), with this 
change that in place of Knox’s Scots Confession there was 
substituted The Westminster Confession. And the reason for 
that was that in its enthusiasm for the new Presbyterianism 
that was being hammered out at Westminster and soon to 
obtain throughout the British Isles, the Scots accepted the 
new confession without question; not only so, they accepted 
the new Directory of Public Worship and the Book of 
Metrical Psalms, so that these were in regular use in Scotland 
in Stuart times. And if the Confession was to be accepted 
what more natural than the acceptance of the two Catechisms 
that were explanatory thereof. By a strange quirk of fate, 
therefore, as Professor McEwen points out, ‘Scottish Presby- 
terian standards in worship, faith, and even psalmody are to 
this day those that were authorised by a somewhat Erastian 
English Parliament in the mid-17th century’.l 

Abolition of Patronage 
In every Scottish parish the landowners, the heritors, were 
under obligation to build and maintain a church and a manse, 
to provide a glebe, and to pay a stipend. It was not unnatural 
- some would have thought it reasonable - that they should 
expect a large say in choosing who was to live in the manse 
and enjoy the stipend. The principal heritor in fact enjoyed 
the right of patronage, the right to present the living to 
whom he would, though in this connection there are two 
things to be borne in mind - first that before the presentee 
could be inducted the Presbytery had to take him on trials 
and satisfy itself as to the adequacy of his qualifications, and 
secondly that while the patron had the right to hire he had no 
power to fire - once the presentee had been inducted to the 
parish all the benefits, spiritual and temporal, vested in him, 
and this link could be broken only by the Presbytery. 
Induction was ad vitam aut culpam, and the power of the 
patron ended with presentation. This state of affairs had 
continued without challenge for a very long time, though 
there had been a short break between 1640, and 1661 when 
the right was temporarily abolished. t 
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By the time of the Revolution Settlement, however, the 
operation of patronage was giving great offence. A spirit of 
democracy was in the air. Long and hard the Kirk had fought 
to be mistress in her own household, yet here when it came 
to a choice of supreme importance to the whole household it 
was a rank outsider who stepped in and said what was to be. 
Pressure was therefore brought to bear to have patronage 
abolished once and for all. King William, it would seem, had 
grave reservations - but the Jacobite threat was at such a 
pitch he could not afford to imperil Presbyterian support, so 
an Act was passed providing that in all vacancies the heritors 
and elders were to nominate a person for the approval of the 
congregation. The congregation were to have the right to 
disapprove, but if they did so they must state their reasons 
which would be finally adjudged by the Presbytery. By way 
of reparation for being deprived of their ancient right the 
heritors in each case were to receive from the parishioners the 
sum of 600 merks in return for which they were to give a 
formal Note of Renunciation. The new system came into 
operation without any insistence on the compensation being 
paid, so that 20 years later it was found that of all the 
parishes in Scotland only the two Monklands were in the 
clear, though Calder and Strathblane claimed to have paid 
though not to have received the formal Renunciation. 

Restoration of Patronage 
So with the Revolution Settlement Scotland happily bade 
farewell to patronage. But only for a season, a season that 
was to last for just 22 years, and 1712 saw the Parliament of 
the recently united kingdoms put the law of patronage back 
on the statute-book. There can be no doubt the motives were 
purely political, and the Act represented an unashamed 
encroachment by the State on what would generally be 
conceded to be the proper domain of the Kirk - the 

It was a day when the question of the succession to the 
throne was becoming an urgent one. It was well known that 
the Tory administration was in favour of a return of the 
Stuarts and it was believed that Queen Anne herself would 
have been happy to think that she would be succeeded by her 
brother. It was in this atmosphere that the Toleration Act of 

' settlement of ministers in parishes. 

' 
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1711 by repealing the penal laws against them allowed the 
Episcopalians to celebrate their religious rites in freedom. 
The Act was a reasonable one, long overdue in fact, and it 
was unfortunate that it should have been popularly regarded 
(not perhaps without reason) as part of a deep-laid Jacobite 
plot. The same was true of the Patronage Act of the 
following year. A great many of the patrons were Episcopal 
- in sympathy if not in practice - and the Act, cleverly 
handled, could secure a preponderance of Episcopal opinion 
within the Kirk, thus facilitating a Stuart return. One thing 
was certain - such a return would bode ill for Presbyterian 
Church government in Scotland. 

While suspicion of unworthy motives there might be, it 
was not difficult to advance a strong case in favour of a 
return of patronage. As noted earlier only four parishes had 
paid the 600 merks and this seemed to indicate the others did 
not set a great value on the right of choice; there had been 
unfortunate instances of how badly the new regulations could 
work; and, when all was said and done, the obligations which 
the heritors carried surely conferred upon them some com- 
pensating advantage. An unsuccessful attempt had been made 
to have stipends increased - ‘Are we supposed to pay still 
more and to get still less?’ the petulant heritors enquired. In 
any case the parishioners were not suffering. The existing 
practice gave them no right of unlimited choice but only the 
right to object to a nominee on reason stated - they were to 
have the identical right to object to a presentee. The Act was 
duly passed. Year after year the Assembly went through the 
motions of protesting against it. 

Increasingly what happened was that the patron - often 
the crown or the burgh or a university - did not make a 
presentation, and as a result of the operation of the ius 
devolutum it fell, after six months, to the Presbyrery to make 
an appointment. The practice of Presbyteries in such cases 
varied considerably. So in 1731 an Overture was approved by 
Assembly and sent down under Barrier Act providing that 
when an appointment fell to Presbytery it should be made 
upon a call from those heritors who were Protestant along 
with the elders, any member of the congregation having the 
right to object, and the Presbyrery being judge of the force of 
such objection. It was not an attempt to get rid of patronage 
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but merely to tidy up the procedure to be followed when the 
patron’s rights were not being enforced. 

But it was the conversion of this modest Overture into an 
Act by the Assembly of 1732 that aroused the awful wrath of 
Ebenezer Erskine and that led 21 months later to the first 
secession from the Kirk. 

Ebenezer Erskine 
Born at Dryburgh in 1680 of a family that had known 
persecution as Covenanters, Ebenezer Erskine became minis- 
ter at Porunoak on Loch Leven where he remained for 28 
years before moving to Stirling. He was a most effective 
preacher, his favourite theme being the free grace offered in 
Christ. It has been said of him that he was ‘a dignified type, 
intense and conscientious, righteous and devout, judging 
sternly, not broad-minded, but a man of strong conviction 
and a determined leader’.2 

From his place in the Assembly Erskine had bitterly 
attacked the Overture when it was being debated there. On 
the Sunday after the Act was passed he no less bitterly 
denounced it from his pulpit in Stirling though by then, of 
course, it was the law of the Kirk. He was due to take the 
chair as Moderator of Synod at the autumn meeting of that 
court and therefore to preach at the opening service in St 
John’s Kirk in Perth. He availed himself of the occasion to 
make an even more vitriolic attack - just how extreme may 
be gauged from the closing peroration: 

An Act is passed by the Assembly confining the power of 
election unto heritors and elders, whereby a new wound is 
given to the prerogative of Christ and the privileges of His 
subjects. I shall say the less of this Act now, that I had the 
opportunity to exoner myself with relation to it before the 
National Assembly where it was passed. Only allow me to say, 
that whatever Church authority may be in that Act, yet it 
wants the authority of the Son of God. All ecclesiastical 
authority under heaven is derived from Him, and therefore 
any Act that wants His authority has no authority at all. And 
seeing the reverend Synod has put me in this place where I 
am in Christ’s stead, I must be allowed to say of this Act what 
I apprehend Christ Himself would say of it were He person- 
ally present where I am; that is, that by this Act the corner- 

,- 

‘ 
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stone is receded from: He is rejected in his poor members, and 
the rich of this world put in their room. If Christ were 
personally present where I am by the Synod’s appointment in 
His stead, He would say in reference to that Act, ‘Inasmuch 
as ye have done it to one of the least of these little ones ye did 
it to me’. 

Reaction to Sermon 
One’s first reaction on hearing an outburst of this kind must 
be one of horror at the spiritual arrogance - if not actual 
profanity - of a preacher who presumes to tell us what 
Christ Himself would have said had He been there in person 
- such a man must indeed see himself as far ben in the 
counsels of the Almighty. In the second place one must 
wonder how Erskine could reconcile such an attack on a 
decision taken after due process of law by the highest court of 
the Church with his ordination vow that he would make 
himself subject to the Presbytery and to the superior courts 
of the Church. Third, one wonders what was his conception 
of democracy. On his own showing he had taken full ad- 
vantage of his opportunity to oppose the measure. Could not 
the majority claim they were following the leading of the 
Holy Spirit? Fourth, one might think it a cowardly thing to 
fulminate in this way from a pulpit when none could speak 
back. And last, one feels that he must have been peculiarly 
ignorant of the structure of Church courts if he genuinely 
thought that the Synod appointed a Moderator to stand 
before it as the representative of Christ and to address it as 
His mouthpiece. The business of a Moderator is to keep good 
order, and each solitary member of the court enjoys an equal 
title to claim that he is interpreting the mind of Christ. A 
diatribe of the sort quoted is the kind of thing of which one 
hopes the author, once he has had time to cool off and take a 
fresh look at things and regain some sense of proportion, will 
feel thoroughly and heartily ashamed. 

It is possible that if Erskine had been allowed a sufficient 
cooling-off period things might have been different. What 
actually happened was that when the Synod met for the 
despatch of business one member claimed that the Moderator 
had said some things that were offensive to the brethren, and 
a committee was appointed which later reported there were 
passages in the sermon which were disrespectful to the 
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Assembly. After a long discussion - three days long - it 
was resolved by a majority of six that the preacher should be 
censured. Against this sentence Erskine appealed to the 
Assembly. 

At the Assembly of 1733 Erskine appeared, supported now 
by three friends, Wilson of Perth, Moncrieff of Abernethy, 
and Fisher of Kinclaven. He read a paper in which he made 
the claim that he was bound to say what he did, a claim 
which, however startling, has to be taken very seriously, for it 
is an expression of the doctrine that my allegiance to my Kirk 
must take second place to my allegiance to my conscience. By 
comparison his other plea seems rather ridiculous - that 
there was nothing in the Act to say that you must not preach 
against it. The Assembly found that parts of the sermon were 
‘offensive and calculated to disturb the peace and good order 
of the Church’ and that the author should be rebuked at the 
bar. Once again the affair might have ended there. But in 
anticipation of such a conclusion Erskine had prepared a 
paper, signed also by his friends, and this they laid on the 
table as they left the court. Although the paper was a highly 
discourteous document they flatly refused to withdraw it. 
The Assembly, it would seem, were unwilling to press the 
matter, but on the other hand they could not simply ignore 
what amounted to contempt - contempt persisted in at that. 
A cooling-off period seemed called for, so they remitted the 
case to the August Commission which was to suspend the 
ministers if they were still obdurate, and the November 
Commission was to proceed to a higher censure if the 

A fair amount of sympathy was now developing in 
Erskine’s favour, the original incident being seen as little more 
than an indiscretion. A molehill was becoming a mountain. 
so memorials were submitted to the Commission to the effect 
that Erskine had already suffered enough. Seen from this 
distance in time, it is hard to believe that it was just an 
indiscretion. The sermon did not just throw down a challenge 
to the courts of the Church, it completely and utterly denied 
that the courts of the Kirk had any power in face of a man 
whose conscience dictated otherwise. A Kirk that claimed to 
be sole judge in all matters ecclesiastical simply had to take 
note of so patent an affront. 

, 

’ suspension was not obeyed. 
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Erskine Suspended 
When the August Commission came round the four recusants 
appeared, but not in the least cooled-off. Erskine was allowed 
to read a paper which so far from expressing contrition 
hurled defiance. The Commission had no alternative but to 
obey its orders and suspend all four from the exercise of their 
ministerial functions, Came November and the four appeared 
at the bar to announce that they had deliberately flouted the 
sentence, having preached and administered the sacraments 
as usual. Even in face of this affront the Commission 
hesitated to proceed. A plea for further delay was defeated on 
the casting vote of the Moderator. Yet a further attempt was 
made to achieve a modified withdrawal, but when this proved 
abortive the Commission passed sentence, severing the pas- 
toral tie that bound the four ministers to their congregations 
and declaring them to be no longer ministers of the Church 
of Scotland. 

To  some it seemed a needlessly stern sentence; to others it 
may well have appeared that when Erskine preached his 
Synod sermon he was declaring himself to be no longer a 
minister of the Church of Scotland. 

Before leaving the Commission the four protested that the 
finding would in no way affect their relationship with their 

, congregations, nor indeed with those of their brethren who 
had not ‘given way to the defection of the time’. The 
prevailing party in the Church, they maintained, had declined 
from covenanted principles, had suppressed ministerial free- 
dom, and had expelled them from their fellowship. They 
went on: 

Therefore, we do, for these and many other weighty reasons 
to be laid open in due time, protest that we are obliged to 
make a secession from them, and that we can have no 
ministerial communion with them till they see their sins and 
mistakes and amend them. And in like manner we do protest 
that it shall be lawful and warrantable for us to exercise the 
keys of doctrine, discipline and government according to the 
Word of God and the Confession of Faith, and the principles 
and constitutions of the covenanted Church of Scotland, as if 
no such censure had been passed upon us; upon all which we 
take instruments. And we hereby appeal to the first free, 
faithful and reforming General Assembly of the Church of 
Scotland. 

’ 
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The First Secession 
As is well known, on 5 December of that same year (1733) 
the four, who had now been joined by Ralph Erskine of 
Dunfermline, Ebenezer’s younger brother, met at Gairney 
Bridge near Kinross, and, after consultation and solemn 
prayer, constituted themselves the Associate Prebytery. This 
was later to become the Associate Synod, and later still the 
Secession Church. Thus begins a new chapter in Church 
history. 

The previous chapter, however, cannot be properly con- 
cluded until the severance between the seceders and the Kirk 
had been made complete. No sooner had sentence been 
passed than the Synod began to suffer from second thoughts 
and approaches were made to the General Assembly which 
apparently shared these second thoughts and which now 
proceeded to what might seem incredible lengths to achieve 
reconciliation. They withdrew the Act which had given 
offence in the first place; they found in effect that ministerial 
freedom was to be interpreted as allowing unlimited criticism 
of the activities of the courts; they empowered the Synod of 
Perth to accept the four if they should apply for restoration; 
and they took every step competent to them to have pat- 
ronage abolished. It seems strange that the ruling party in the 
Kirk should not have recognised a parting of the ways when 
they met one. 

Predictably Erskine and company were not to be appeased. 
For a long time, he said, he had been swimming against the 
current within the Kirk. ‘There is a difference to be made 
between the Established Church of Scotland and the Church 
of Christ in Scotland, for I reckon that the latter is in great 
measure driven into the wilderness by the first. And since 
God in His adorable providence has led us into the wilder- 
ness with her, I judge it to be our duty to tarry with her for a 
while there, and to prefer her afflictions to all the advantages 
of a legal establishment.’ In 1736 the group published their 
Judicial Testimony, a document about which I shall have a 
word to say later, Clearly Erskine had never learned to pray 
for grace to believe that the other fellow might just conceiv- 
ably be right - or if he had, his prayer had not been 
answered. 

Matters w.ere allowed to drag on, with repeated efforts to 

’ 
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effect reconciliation and bring the defectors back into the 
fold. Not only were these unsuccessful, but also disorderly 
situations were arising. Dunfermline was a collegiate charge, 
so Ralph Erskine would fulminate against the establishment 
on a Sunday morning while his colleague would defend it in 
the afternoon - not very edifying even if highly entertaining. 
Ebenezer barred five of his elders from the Kirk Session 
because they could not accept Secession principles, and then 
went so far as to summon them from the pulpit ‘to appear 
before the judgment-seat of Christ on the day appointed in 
God’s decree’. Identifying himself with Christ seems to have 
become something of a habit with the leader of the Secession. 

After still more appeals had fallen upon deaf ears, the 
Assembly of 1740 decided that enough was enough and by a 
very large majority resolved to depose the five ministers. For 
eight years they had remained in their manses and drawn 
their stipends while spreading discontent and disaffection 
throughout the Kirk. And that apparently without any 
scruple of conscience. 

Theological Considerations 
As already suggested, it is tempting to see the Secession as 
having its origin in hostility to patronage, to view it as a 
protest against ‘having respect to the man with the gold ring 
and the gay clothing beyond the man with the vile raiment 
and the poor attire’ as Erskine himself so colourfully ex- 
pressed it. But the explosion while it was sparked off by the 
issue of patronage certainly drew all its force from the clash 
between the claims of the creed laid down by the Kirk as 
Kirk and the conscientious conviction of the Christian as an 
individual believer. Erskine’s behaviour subsequent to the 
Synod sermon was directed not against patronage but against 
those who would have him accept a judgment regularly 
reached in the courts so long as it ran contrary to a 
conviction conscientiously held in his own heart. There had 
been other forces at work to produce this acute consciousness 
of conscience - as he himself said, he had been swimming 
against the current in the Kirk for a long time. 

In an attempt to understand this allusion we shall pick UP 
the thread left dangling near the start of this chapter - the 
Westminster Confession of Faith. The Revolution Settlement 
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had designed the Westminster Confession as ‘the public and 
avowed confession of this Church, containing the sum and 
substance of the doctrine of the Reformed Churches’. The 
Toleration Act of 1711, however, set aside this formula, 
replacing it with a much tighter personal commitment - ‘I 
sincerely own and believe the whole doctrine contained in the 
Confession of Faith . . . to be the truth of God; and I do own 
the same as the Confession of my own Faith.’ A subtle but 
significant change had been effected. What had been a 
declaration of where the Kirk stood had now become the 
personal profession of where the individual stood. The Kirk 
was becoming equipped for the heresy hunt. 

It was three years after this that the Assembly was asked to 
enquire into the teaching of Mr John Simson, Professor of 
Divinity at Glasgow University, who, it was alleged, was 
spreading heretical doctrines. The Assembly declined to deal 
with the matter on the ground that the proper procedure was 
for the Presbytery of Glasgow to institute a libel. This was 
done, but the affair came back to the Assembly in 1716 and a 
committee was appointed to make enquiries. Two years later 
the committee reported, suggesting in effect that Simson 
might well be guilty of Arminianism. The Assembly did not 
find the charge proven, but they found that Simson had used 
expressions capable of misinterpretation and they warned him 
to be more careful in future. This enormously annoyed the 
strict Calvinists who thought sterner measures should be 
taken, and wanted to see an example made. 

The situation was aggravated by an odd series of events in 
the Presbytery of Auchterarder. That body apparently felt 
that the questions prescribed to be put at licence were not of 
fine enough mesh to catch heretics, of whom there were 
many around, so they devised six additional questions of their 
own, and as a result of the operation of these refused an 
extract of licence to a Mr Craig who took the matter by 
appeal to the General Assembly. One of the questions was 
clearly capable of bearing two interpretations, and the docu- 
ment, derisively called ‘The Auchterarder Creed’, was con- 
demned by the Assembly. Here was fresh fuel for the 
Calvinist fire: a court of the Church rebuked because it 
made an honest attempt to maintain the purity of the faith 
against the Simsons of the Universities. It is illuminating to 

1 
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read McKerrow, historian of the Secession - ‘The tender- 
ness shown to Professor Simson contrasted with the severe 
treatment of a Presbytery which had evinced its zeal for 
evangelical doctrine, filled many good men with ominous 
apprehensions as to the state of religious belief among the 
ministers of the Ch~rch.’~ 

It was as far back as 1645 that there had appeared a book 
from the pen of an English Puritan called The Marrow of 
Modern Divinity. About the turn of the century Thomas 
Boston came upon a copy and found its doctrine of grace to 
be most satisfying. This doctrine of grace was certainly in 
line with that of the Auchterarder Creed, and in 1720 the 
book was condemned by the General Assembly. The follow- 
ing year 12 ministers (including the two Erskines) signed a 
‘representation’ against this decision. For this the Assembly 
of 1722 censured them and they protested. Without wishing 
to enter into the ‘Marrow Controversy’ let me say that the 
book stressed the importance in religion of feeling, of con- 
science, of nearness to God as against reason and good 
conduct. The matter is important from our point of view as 
showing Ebenezer, ten years before the patronage issue, at 
loggerheads with the Assembly over the right of the indivi- 
dual to follow his conscience and protest rather than accept 
the decisions of the Kirk. In other respects, strangely enough, 
he seemed to think that the creed of the Kirk must be 
supreme - the Simsons of this world were to keep their 
consciences to themselves. 

It is this persecuting attitude - a heritage one feels from 
the Covenanters - which comes through so strongly in the 
Judicial Testimony, published in 1736 by the seceding group. 
The Covenants are declared to be binding not only upon 
those who signed them but upon their children and children’s 
children; Protesters and Remonstrants are lauded and the 
craven time-servers who accepted indulgences are con- 
demned; complaint is made that Episcopacy (which is called 
prelacy) was merely set aside in favour of Presbytery in 1690 
when it should have been declaimed an accursed thing 
contrary to the Word of God; Episcopal hirelings were being 
allowed to continue in their parishes; union had been effected 
between the two kingdoms but not in terms of the Solemn 
League and ‘Covenant; there was heresy in Divinity chairs, 

. 
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but the offending professor had not been excommunicated 
nor even deposed; balls and night assemblies were taking 
place; the penal statutes against witches had been repealed; 
and so on. Not much Christian charity in evidence here, not 
much consideration for the tender conscience of the other 
chap, not a plea that a place should be found in the creed of 
the Kirk for the conscientious scruple, but rather a plea that 
a creed should be framed that was conformable to my 
conscience even if to no other, and that it should be rigor- 
ously imposed. 

The Judicial Testimony is a sad, sad commentary on where 
separation on grounds of conscience can lead. On that un- 
happy note we leave the Seceders for the moment, though the 
next chapter will again take up their story. 

Thomas Gillespie 
At this point we turn to a quite different story, that of the 
other prominent conscientious objector, Thomas Gillespie, 
Minister at Carnock - a quiet, amiable, inoffensive man 
whom one should never have imagined for the part either of 
leader or of martyr. He had an interesting background. Most 
of his education he had received at Edinburgh University as a 
student for the ministry of the Church of Scotland, but 
before his course was completed he had gone to Perth to 
study with William Wilson who was preparing men for the 
Secession ministry. Dissatisfied, apparently, with his ex- 
perience of the seceders, he stayed only a few days before 
moving to England and finishing his course at Northampton 
under Dr Doddridge, an Independent. It was here that he 
was ordained. Returning north he was inducted to Carnock in 
1741. He was a man of no particular brilliance, but was of the 
faithful, devoted type that must always form the backbone of 
the parish ministry. 

Since the departure of Erskine and his friends in 1733 
things had gone from bad to worse in the matter of pat- 
ronage. Patrons were becoming more inclined to insist on 
their rights; the crown, which was patron of many parishes, 
was following a policy of presenting known Moderates to the 
great annoyance of what was coming to be called the Evan- 
gelical party within the Kirk; cases of disputed settlements 
were increasing in number and becoming more disputatious; 

- 
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ill-founded complaints were being levelled at presentees 
whose only fault was that they were not the free choice of the 
congregation. What was even more disturbing was that in 
many cases Presbyteries were genuinely at a loss to know how 
to act, and more and more were becoming unwilling to act at 
all where local opposition was strong - strong, often, in a 
physical no less than in a moral sense. It would not be 
fanciful to discover the original of the modern picket-line in 
the reception-party which greeted the Presbytery as they 
arrived to carry through the service of induction of an 
unwanted presentee. 

It was this kind of situation that gave birth to the Riding 
Committee. Where a presentation had been duly made by the 
patron but objected to by the parishioners, the Presbytery 
would refer the matter to the Assembly and they were almost 
bound to find in favour of the presentee and to instruct the 
Presbytery to proceed. When the Presbytery resorted to one 
excuse after another for delay, or when they flatly refused to 
proceed, the Assembly - which after all consisted of mem- 
bers of Presbyteries who had themselves been in the same 
tight corner on their home ground - were reluctant to press 
the point, and the difficulty was got around by appointing a 
committee of their own number, a Riding Committee, to 
carry through the induction. The first such appointment was 
made in 1729 and the next 20 years saw many of them. 
Whether they were called Riding Committees because they 
had constantly to be riding hither and yonder or because they 
had to override the local court I do not know. 

The Lanark Case 
By the middle of the century things had come to a sorry pass. 
The case of Lanark shows how confused and difficult - not 
to say appallingly unjust - the whole system had become. 
Three patrons each claimed the right to present at Lanark. 
Since the records showed that the laird had always presented 
in the past the Presbytery found in his favour and he gave 
the living to a Mr Dick, a man of great ability and achieve- 
ment. Unfortunately the laird was most unpopular in the 
town, so it was not surprising that the Presbytery on arriving 
to induct was physically assailed by an angry mob and had to 
depart. Some months later, at the instigation of the Synod, 
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Mr Dick was inducted to the church and parish of Lanark in 
the Tron Kirk in Glasgow - a farcical enough solution in all 
conscience. 

While all this was going forward the crown was pressing its 
claim to the patronage, a claim upheld successively by the 
Court of Session and the House of Lords. So, four years after 
being inducted, Mr Dick was found not to be minister at 
Lanark at all, he received not a penny of stipend for his four 
years of ministering there, and he found himself with an 
enormous bill for litigation. That such a situation could arise 
was a damning commentary on the whole system. 

The Torphichen Case 
The Torphichen case is no less illuminating - or disturbing. 
The patron of this ancient parish in West Lothian was the 
local laird, and when it fell vacant about this time he put up 
five names and invited the parishioners to make choice of one 
of these. This might have seemed a happy way of dealing 
with his right - no-one could have called it tyrannical. Still 
the parishioners were not satisfied. They petitioned the 
Presbytery to add a further name, that of a probationer, Mr 
Turnbull, but this the Presbytery (rightly one might think) 
refused to do. When a Mr Walker had been chosen from 
among the five only about a score of names were appended to 
the call. The Presbytery was worried and referred the matter 
to the Synod which sustained the call to Mr Walker. The 
Presbytery appealed to the Assembly, lost there and was 
instructed to proceed - which by a majority it declined to 
do. 

Next the case came to the Assembly of 1751. The 
Moderator of the Presbytery appeared at the bar pleading 
that excitement was running so high throughout the district 
that ministers would have lost influence among their own 
people had they gone to Torphichen to induct. I t  would be 
nothing short of tyranny, he added, for members of Presby- 
tery to be compelled to act against conscience. The Assembly 
was not impressed. Instead, a vote of censure was passed and 
a Riding Committee appointed. By this device a final con- 
frontation was avoided, but it was clear that a new policy was 
taking shape, a stronger line was going to be taken against 
those who on grounds of expediency or popularity or even 
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conscience set at naught the commands of a superior court. 
The last of the Riding Committees had ridden. 

The Inverkeithing Case 
From the Presbytery of Linlithgow we crass the Forth to the 
Presbytery of Dunfermline and to the town of Inverkeithing. 
In 1751 a Mr Andrew Richardson, minister at Broughton, 
was presented to the parish by the patron in the best legal 
fashion. He was in every way an excellent minister and had 
seemed completely acceptable to the people until it was learned 
that he was the choice of the patron; when finally he had been 
inducted he proved not only a fine minister but a highly popu- 
lar one. But there were those in the parish who were hostile 
to patronage and therefore hostile to Mr Richardson, and so 
they prepared a call to a Mr Adam, minister of a dissenting 
congregation in England. When the Presbytery met to deal 
with the vacancy it found itself presented with two docu- 
ments - first a completely regular presentation, and 
secondly a completely irregular call, and it might have seemed 
that their choice was a simple one. But the Presbyfery did 
not see it that way. Instead of finding in favourcof the 
presentee they decided on the novel step of sending a com- 
mittee to Inverkeithing to discover whether Mr Richardson’s 
appointment would meet with popular favour. It is not 
surprising that as a result of its researches the committee 
found there were those in the parish who would not approve 
of the appointment - what is surprising is that they found so 
little real evidence of hostility. The Presbytery now referred 
the whole matter to the Commission of Assembly. 

Twice the case was before the Commission ere reaching the 
Assembly itself in 1752. By now it was clear this was to be a 
test case to determine not the Kirk’s attitude to patronage 
(for that was well enough known) but to the question of how 
far the individual was bound to carry out the orders of the 
superior courts. The Assembly agreed without a division that 
Mr Richardson’s induction was to go forward and ordered 
the Presbytery to meet at Inverkeithing the following Thurs- 
day for that purpose. It was known there were in the 
Presbytery three ministers who were in favour of proceeding, 
so, in order to force the issue, the Assembly decreed that the 
quorum was to be increased from the normal three to five. 
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The case in favour of this determined attitude had been put 
forward by William Robertson of Gladsmuir, who argued 
that if ministers were to be free to disobey the orders of the 
supreme court that was the end of a Presbyterianism whose 
very existence depended upon discipline. From the other side 
the freedom of the individual conscience was advanced - 
this was the freedom the Reformation had secured and for 
which the Covenanters had died, and it was to be treasured at 
all costs. With the age-old tension between law and liberty, 
all was set for a fight to a finish. 

On the day appointed only four ministers appeared at 
Inverkeithing, and this not being a quorum nothing could be 
done. When, the following day, this was reported to the 
Assembly it was resolved that one of the dissident ministers 
must suffer deposition, and the lot fell on Thomas Gillespie 
who, certainly, had been the leader. From this day forward it 
was to be understood that conscientious conviction would not 
be accepted as a defence aganst the contumacy of disregard- 
ing the order of a superior court. 

For a second time the battle had been won by the Kirk, 
and for the second time it was to be won at the price of a 
secession. 

The Second Secession 
The Inverkeithing case may be said to have borne its delayed 
fruit nine years after Gillespie had paid the price of rebellion 
and to have done so in the Second Secession and the creation 
of the Presbytery of Relief. 

When sentence had been pronounced Gillespie said, ‘I 
desire to receive this sentence of the General Assembly 
pronounced against me with real concern and awful im- 
pressions of the Divine conduct in it, but I rejoice that to me 
it is given in behalf of Christ, not only to believe in Him, but 
also to suffer for His sake’. For a time Gillespie preached in 
the open air until a meeting-house was built for him in 
Dunfermline and here he continued to labour until his death 
in 1774. 

I t  was on 22 October 1761 that an historic meeting was 
held at Colinsburgh in Fife when three ministers met and 
constituted the Presbytery of Relief ‘for the relief of Chris- 
tians oppressed in their Christian privileges’. There was 

C 
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Thomas Gillespie himself; and then there was Thomas 
Colier, a native of Fife who had been ministering to a 
dissenting congregation in Westmorland and who had re- 
turned north to a meeting-house built in Colinsburgh by 
a large group of dissatisfied members of the parish of 
Kilconquhar; and lastly there was Thomas Boston, son of the 
famous Boston of Ettrick, who in similar circumstances had 
opened a meeting-house in Jedburgh. The Second Secession 
from the Kirk was an accomplished fact - 28 years after the 
First. 

Though they may be seen as having sprung from a 
common cause, the two Churches of the conscientious se- 
cessions were vastly different in character and outlook. To 
some extent this may be traced to differences in their 
leadership, for it would be hard to conceive two people less 
alike than Erskine and Gillespie. The former, as we have 
seen, was self-confident and even spiritually arrogant, while 
the latter was self-effacing and apologetic. The Secession 
Church was so sure of itself and so committed to the 
Covenants as to be bound to break up into sects (as it was 
already doing in 1761); the Relief Church, on the other hand, 
had no time for the Covenants, it wanted neither part nor lot 
with the civil magistrate who it believed had no concern in 
ecclesiastical affairs, and it showed a spirit of tolerance quite 
foreign to its time in welcoming to the Lord’s table members 
of all denominations. Its students were trained along with 
those of the Church of Scotland in the Divinity Faculties. 
Gillespie himself never wholly lost his affection for the 
established Kirk and on his deathbed advised his congrega- 
tion to seek readmission - as, some little time afterwards, 
they did. 

It. was not for nearly a century - 1847 to be precise - by 
which time most of the rents in the ranks of the Seceders had 
been knit together, that the Secession and the Relief were 
able to come together to form the United Presbyterian 
Church. 

We have seen, then, how in these two so different cases, 
under the guidance of two so different men, the battle of 
conscience was joined with the establishment. The Kirk won 
as, if she is to be sole judge in her own cause, she is bound to 
win; but the price of her victory was the loss of a consi- 
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derable part of her membership and, what in some respects 
was far more important, a serious diminution in her power 
and influence in the land; for now any who disliked her rule 
had other places of Christian meeting to which they could 
attach themselves. What had been to all intents and purposes 
the Kirk’s monopoly of religion in Scotland was at an end - 
part of the price she had had to pay if she was to remain sole 
judge. 
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