
IV 

Auld Lichts an’ a’ That 

Negative and Exclusive 
An apocryphal story tells of a 20th-century Robinson Crusoe 
who, having spent many years on a desert island, was in 
process of being rescued by a party from a cruising vessel 
which by chance had come ashore to take some pictures. 
Before leaving what for so long had been his home he was 
showing his rescuers some of the things he had done and 
made. Finally he took them to a little building topped by 
what looked like a steeple. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is my Kirk which 
I erected very early on and which has meant more to me than 
I can possibly say. Every Sunday morning I have come along 
here. I have sat quietly, have read a passage of Scripture and 
said a prayer - sometimes I’ve even sung a bit of a hymn. 
You’ve no idea how much it has helped me.’ As they were 
leaving, the captain of the ship enquired, ‘Tell me, that little 
building over there, that also looks rather like a church’. ‘0 
yes,’ said Robinson, ‘that is a church - that is the church I 
don’t go to.’ 

If I may I would add a second story - a true one this 
time. I began my own ministry as an Assistant in Springburn 
in a day when that was one of the most densely populated 
areas in Glasgow. I clearly remember one Sunday morning 
when every one of the 1200-odd seats which the church 
provided was filled for Communion - a quite unforgettable 
sight I found it. The following day I was doing some visiting, 
as my custom was, and was in the house of one of our most 
faithful members, a lady who for want of a better term I shall 
say was of an intensely holy type. Something was said about 
the service the previous morning and I commented upon how 
deeply I had been impressed. ‘Ah yes,’ she said in tones that 
were much less than enthusiastic, ‘quite nice, quite nice. But 
we’ve got to remember it’s where two or three are gathered 
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together that Christ has promised to be in the midst.’ I felt 
duly chastened. 

These two stories seem to illustrate rather well two atti- 
tudes to religion which were very common in, and which 
played a large part in shaping the life of, the Secession fold 
in the latter half of the 18th century. They might be 
described respectively as the negative and the exclusive 
approach. 

There are those who derive as much moral satisfaction 
from contemplating the many, varied, and shameful vices 
which do not happen to afflict them as they do from the 
thought of the few virtues with which they chance to be 
endowed; they draw as much strength from a consideration of 
the errors, heresies, and false doctrines which mislead their 
neighbours as from the deep truths they themselves are able 
to accept; their approach, in a word, is a purely negative 
approach. These are the folk of the-Church-I-don’t-go-to 
mentality. 

From our earliest years we have all known the fallacy 
involved in converting the proposition that all carrots are 
vegetables into the affirmation that all vegetables are carrots. 
But it would seem that not all of us detect any fallacy in 
equating the statement that if you are a true disciple of Jesus 
you will be one of a small persecuted company with the 
declaration that if you are one of a small persecuted company 
you must be a true follower of Jesus. There are many like my 
Springburn friend genuinely convinced that because Jesus 
promised not to neglect the little company of two or three He 
must have a horror of crowds. You remember James 
Renwick’s description of the remnant of the Covenanters 
which I quoted in an earlier place as ‘a poor, wasted, 
wounded, afflicted, bleeding, misrepresented and reproached 
Remnant and Handful of suffering people’. How loud and 
clear the message rings out that if you are all of these things 
then you are bound to be right. This is the exclusive 
approach, the small-is-beautiful position. These are the folk 
of the two-or-three-gathered-together mentality. 

Growth of the Secession 
In our last chapter we noted three significant milestones 
along the early road of the Secession Church - first 1733 
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when the Associate Presbytery was formed, the ministers 
involved, however, continuing in their parishes though the 
pastoral tie had been severed by the Assembly; then 1736 
when the Judicial Testimony was published setting forth the 
strict Covenanting principles of the group; and lastly 1740 
when the eight brethren were finally deposed and legally 
banned from their pulpits and parishes, though it was to be 
some little time before all of them had gone. During these 
seven years the movement had been gaining considerable 
support. It always happens when there is a monopoly that 
there are dissatisfied customers who the moment the lock is 
broken will move to the new supplier, and certainly at this 
time there were not wanting those throughout the country 
who were ill-pleased with the Kirk in general and with their 
own minister in particular. In many cases like this people had 
found solace in grouping themselves together in Praying 
Societies, and these now looked to the Secession for sermon 
if not actually for ministry. 

To take a single instance - in Glasgow it is recorded that 
as early as 1738 a petition bearing the names of 83 members 
of praying societies in and around the city was presented to 
the Associate Presbytery asking to be taken under inspection. 
Their prayer was answered and they had sermon for the first 
time on a weekday in April 1739 when both of the Erskines 
came through and tents were erected at a spot in the 
neighbourhood of Queen’s Park where the societies had been 
meeting for some time past. The congregation was drawn 
from as far afield as Rutherglen, New Kilpatrick, Cadder, 
Mearns, Neilston, Kilbarchan and Old Monkland. It: was in 
the following October that James Fisher of Kinclaven, son- 
in-law of Ebenezer Erskine and one of the original four, was 
translated as minister, and it was not very long before they 
had built themselves a large meeting-house in Shuttle Street 
just off High Street. This pattern was being repeated in many 
parts of the country and the Secession Church was gathering 
a large following. 

, 

George Whitefield 
Their fortunes in these early days, however, were not greatly 
advanced by an unhappy association with George Whitefield, 
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the famous evangelist who was achieving such spectacular 
results in many parts of England and in the United States. 
The Seceders invited Whitefield to Scotland but indicated 
that they would expect him to renounce his prelatic ordina- 
tion and to sign the Covenants. For them these were the 
credentials which alone would establish credibility. He re- 
plied to the effect that if he came to Scotland it would be as 
an itinerant preacher free to proclaim the Gospel wherever 
opportunity afforded. He came north in 1741, stayed with 
Ralph Erskine, preached in Dunfermline, and later met with 
the Associate Presbytery who proceeded to put him right in 
regard to the Solemn League and Covenant, a document in 
which he had no faintest interest. They parted on terms which 
were far from cordial - indeed he was to be denounced by 
them as an emissary of the devil. 

It was some time after Whitefield’s departure from Scotland, 
and quite unconnected with his visit, that there occurred 
that strange evangelical upheaval known as the Cambuslang 
wark, an astounding manifestation of what today we should 
call the charismatic - some speaking in tongues, some 
beating the breast, some bleeding profusely at the nose, some 
falling in convulsions. Learning of what was afoot, Whitefield 
hurried north to share in the experience and at the August 
communion at which he preached it is reckoned that 30000 
people participated. I t  is not to be wondered at if not every- 
one was madly enthusiastic about the Cambuslang wark, and 
certainly Whitefield’s participation in it must have been 
enough to scunner the leaders of the Secession. Whatever the 
reason, the fact is that Seceders and Cameronians knew no 
bounds in their condemnation of the whole affair, James 
Fisher, Adam Gib and Ralph Erskine being particularly 
bitter. Not content with denouncing it from their pulpits they 
went so far as to appoint a day of national mourning and 
fasting ‘for the countenance given to Whitefield, a priest of 
the Church of England, who had sworn the Oath of Supre- 
macy and abjured the Solemn League and Covenant’. The 
Cameronians contrived to do even better - they published a 
Declaration, Protest and Testimony of the suffering remnant 
of the Anti-Popish, Anti-Lutheran, Anti-Prelatic, Anti- 
Whitefieldian, Anti-Erastian, Anti-Sectarian true Presby- 
terian Church of Christ in Scotland against Mr George 
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Whitefield and his encouragers and against the work at 
Cambuslang. Can one conceive a more vivid exposition of 
the churches-I-don’t-go-to mentality? 

It is not wholly surprising, then, that nearly a century was 
to pass before a Secession cause was begun in Cambuslang - 
and that in spite of the fact that a disputed settlement in the 
parish church had led to a three-years’ vacancy, the kind of 
set-up that could usually be counted on mightily to advance 
the cause of the Seceders. Even when as late as 1836 the 
Secession banner was raised at Bushyhills the congregation 
survived for only ten years, the first minister resigning on 
health grounds and the second asking to be relieved owing to 
dissensions within the congregation of which he had been 
unaware when he accepted the call. The cynic could have 
said that the effects of the Secession condemnation of the 
Cambuslang wark were deeper and more lasting than the 
results of the wark itself! 

The Burgess Oath 
Trouble of a far more serious kind than the Whitefield affair 
was awaiting the Secession. Following upon the ’45 rebellion 
in which, as was to be expected, a number of Episcopal 
clergy were implicated, a new clause was introduced into the 
oath which every burgess was required to take. It was in 
these terms, ‘I protest before God and your lordships that I 
profess and allow in my heart the true religion presently 
professed within the realm and authorised by the laws 
thereof; I shall abide therein and defend the same to my life’s 
end, renouncing the Romish religion called Papistry’. This 
was to be the subject of the most terrifying wrangle. 

It is said of the Englishman that he has a genius for 
compromise; I should say that the corresponding quality in 
the Scot is a genius for controversy. Let the Englishman find 
a formula which you can interpret in your own way and he in 
his and to which both of you can put your signatures, then 
neither of you is going so far to forget his obligations as a 
gentleman as to ask awkward questions about what the other 
had in mind when he put down his name. The service of 
recognition of ministries that marks a union in which 
Anglicans are involved is a case in point. Here in Scotland, 
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on the other hand, we would fall out over a comma, and until 
it had been replaced with a semi-colon we would not so much 
as lift the pen. The Burgess Oath provides a fine example of 
this. According to the Erskines and those who adhered to 
them the ‘true religion’ to which they were subscribing 
clearly meant their own brand since they and they alone were 
the true Church. It could not be more simple. What harm 
could there be in swearing allegiance to that. But inevitably 
there were also those who said, ‘Not so. The words ‘‘true 
religion” unmistakably refer to that so-called religion auth- 
orised by law, the religion of the establishment, that accursed 
bondage from which we have just broken free - to swear 
fealty to that is to be guilty of perfidy. We dare not allow our 
people to commit so grievous a sin’. 

When the Synod met in April 1746 the issue was hotly 
debated and a resolution approved that the Burgess Oath 
should not be taken by any member of the denomination and 
that anyone who had already taken it must appear before his 
Kirk Session to make confession of his sin. This was, 
needless to say, a majority decision and a very large minority 
protested against it. The debate which had begun in the 
Synod was soon raging in Kirk Sessions and congregations 
throughout the land. While one must admire the zeal for 
strict conscientious propriety evinced, one cannot deny that 
the amount of heat, not to say ill-will, generated was out of 
all proportion to the importance of the subject. Or so, at 
least, it appears today. An interesting feature was that the 
battle was fought at its fiercest in places like Mearns and 
Kilbarchan, country parishes in no way connected with the 
burghs so that the interest in the question was purely 
academic. For my own part, I find it difficult to be convinced 
by the Burgher argument that the Oath was inoffensive in 
their circumstances because it was possible to interpret ‘the 
true religion’ as meaning their religion - does not one detect 
a note here of Jesuitical casuistry? On that basis even 
Bonnie Prince Charlie himself could nearly have put his 
name to the paper. At the same time one must admire their 
determination to find a way to maintain the unity of the 
denomination rather than see it split over an issue which had 
no relevance whatever to the business of winning Scotland 
for Christ. 
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The Breach 
When the Synod convened the following April (1747) two 
days of ferocious debate ended in open rupture, the Anti- 
Burghers having a majority, but the Burghers under the 
guidance of the Erskines standing firm in favour of tolerance, 
and each claiming to be the true Associate Synod. The 
Burghers won the Battle of the Name, retaining the title of 
Associate Synod, while the Anti-Burghers adopted the name 
of General Associate Synod. At the start this group met in 
the manse of their unquestioned leader, Adam Gib, of whom 
Small says, ‘when matters of dispute arose worthy of his 
powers he came down on them like a battle-axe, clear, 
weighty and decisive’. Which perhaps accounted for the fact 
that they were so ruthlessly logical and thorough. They 
instituted a libel against their defaulting brethren, citing them 
to appear at their bar to answer thereto, and when no 
appearance was made finding them contumacious. One cen- 
sure followed another until finally the two Erskines and 
James Fisher were solemnly consigned to Satan in the 
sentence of the greater excommunication. While this grand 
exercise in censuring was going forward in the Synod, a 
desperate drama of bitterness was being enacted at the grass- 
roots level of the congregations. The affair reflected all the 
agony and pathos inseparable from civil war - brother 
fighting against brother, father against son. The Erskines 
were leaders on the Burgher side yet one of Ralph’s sons 
defected to the Anti-Burgher camp. 

The terrifying lengths to which they were prepared - if 
not positively happy - to go is well illustrated in the case of 
Patrick Matthew, minister of an Anti-Burgher congregation 
at Midholm in the Parish of Bowden. In November 1749 a 
paper was submitted to the Anti-Burgher Presbytery signed 
by six elders and six members on behalf of that congregation 
saying that they were ‘grieved and offended’ at their minister 
because, having Ralph Erskine as a guest at his manse last 
Auwst, he joined with him in religious exercises although he 
well knew that Erskine was under the sentence of the greater 
excommunication. Matthew admitted that he had allowed 
Erskine to pray at evening worship in his manse, but he 
personally saw no harm in that since he had dissented against 
the excommunication of the brethren. He confessed to 
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wrongdoing, however, and, to satisfy local opinion, he read 
from the pulpit an extract of the Presbytery’s judgment. 
Three months later the Presbytery took up a new complaint 
from two elders and 18 members at Midholm averring that 
the minister still had not given them any satisfaction for his 
offence in having religious fellowship with Ralph Erskine. By 
now, understandably, Matthew was getting rattled and 
proved refractory when making his defence. He was there- 
upon himself deposed and excommunicated. In that unhappy 
condition, presumably, he could have as much religious 
fellowship as he liked with Ralph Erskine. To rub salt into 
the wound John Erskine, Ralph’s defecting son, was chosen 
to lead the devotions at the meeting of Synod which carried 
through the act of deposition. 

Worse was to come. John Erskine died of a violent fever at 
the age of 29, and when his father visited him on his death- 
bed he would not allow him to pray with him. The historian 
adds, ‘Indeed for him to have done otherwise would have 
been for him to fall into the offence for which the minister of 
Midholm was brought to the Synod’s bar’. And he goes on, 
‘This is merely saying that he was faithful to the dictates of a 
misguided conscience even in death’. Would it not have been 
more accurate to say a ‘misguiding’ rather than a ‘misguided’ 
conscience? It is indeed terrifying to contemplate the lengths 
to which conscience can misguide us. 

This rupture of 1747, generally known as the Breach, was 
to continue for 70 years and was to leave a heritage of 
bitterness that would last even longer. And all over the 
precise meaning of an obscure phrase in an oath which 
mighty few of the contestants had any obligation to swear. It 
is an awesome lesson about the extremes of persecuting zeal, 
intolerance and blind hatred that can follow upon that 
extremity of conviction that we call the guiding of conscience. 

So with ‘the Breach’ we have reached the first fork on the 
road of the Seceders. In  1733 it had all begun as the 
Associate Synod, and here we are, 14 years later, with the 
Associate Synod and the General Associate Synod, with 
Burghers and Anti-Burghers. 

The Lifter Controversy 
The feverish excitement of the Breach having subsided, things 
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moved reasonably smoothly in both branches, enlivened, it 
has to be said, by the occasional deposition or even ex- 
communication of a minister for this offence or for that until 
1782 when the Anti-Burgher camp was disturbed by the 
‘Lifter’ controversy, By comparison with the Burgher issue 
this was a mere flutter in the doo-cot although it did generate 
a fair amount of heat and led to the formation of a new, if 
short-lived, Presbytery of Anti-Burgher Non-Lifters. 

The moving spirit in this controversy was one David 
Smyton, minister at Kilmaurs. He  had gone there in 1740, 
long before the Breach, and, thanks to a legacy, a church with 
sittings for a thousand had been built in the village though 
his duties took him much further afield, involving in the 
course of the year six Sundays at each of Fenwick and Dalry 
and two at Kilwinning. On the occurrence of the Breach, Mr 
Smyton sided at first with the Burghers, though some 
months later he appeared before the Anti-Burgher Presbytery 
of Edinburgh with confession of his sins and compliances. 

I t  would seem that at this time the practice had come to be 
accepted among many Anti-Burghers of not lifting the bread 
and wine at the time of their consecration in the service of 
Communion. In 1782 Smyton sought to make an issue of 
this, demanding that the practice of non-lifting be stopped. 
Jesus, he said, took bread before He blessed it, and conform- 
ity to His example ought to be enforced. The Synod - 
surprisingly perhaps in view of its past form - was not 
prepared to make an issue of this; they refused to insist on 
any particular practice, leaving the choice to the individual 
minister. The leader in this plea for tolerance was none other 
than Adam Gib, who, it is generally believed, had been 
responsible for the innovation in the first place, but whom 
one might have thought ill-cast for the role of tolerance- 
pleader. Still, he carried the day, and after a deal of to-ing 
and fro-ing the Synod in September enjoined forbearance. 
Mr Smyton, however, declined the Synod’s authority and 
was suspended from the exercise of his ministry. With most 
of his congregation he left the Anti-Burgher fold. For him 
the matter was one of crucial importance, which is to say it 
was a matter of conscience - for the question was nothing 
less than ‘whether the example of the Great Head of the 
Church is to be the rule of administration or not’. On any 
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matter where the line of duty is so clearly defined freedom 
for me to do what is right is of little worth if others are at 
liberty to do what is wrong. 

Although Smyton’s cause seems to have been substantially 
enough defeated at the Synod he was not wholly without 
support - Kilwinning, Greenock, Paisley and Beith sided 
with him. The Anti-Burgher congregation in Beith, for 
example, was utterly rent in two over the matter. Of a similar 
situation in Glasgow’s mother Anti-Burgher congregation it 
was said that it was ‘a tempestuous time in Session and out of 
it, chiefly because those engaged in it would listen to no 
instruction, hear no reasoning, bear no contradiction’. The 
Seceding congregation in the town of Dalry had thrown in 
their lot with the Burghers, but at this juncture a new Anti- 
Burgher cause was founded in the town for no other purpose 
than to serve those from a fairly wide area around who sided 
with Mr Smyton on the Lifter issue. They called a Mr John 
Gemmell to be their minister and there they continued for 40 
years until Mr Gemmell emigrated to Ontario. Small tells us 
that an old lady with whom he spoke remembered little about 
them except that towards the close they had frequent meet- 
ings and ‘a great deal of quarrelling’. 

The other principal figure occupying part of the Lifter 
stage was Mr Josiah Hunter, minister of the Anti-Burgher 
congregation in Falkirk, For many years things had not been 
well between Mr Hunter and a group within his congrega- 
tion, though he appears to have enjoyed the loyal support of 
his people generally. Scarce a Synod passed, we read, without 
some complaint coming up from Falkirk. Over and over again 
the Synod seemed to have been successful in restoring peace 
only to discover trouble breaking out afresh. Finally in 1780 
the Synod rebuked Mr Hunter, in response to which he told 
them bluntly that their censure was ‘null and void, scanda- 
lous, partial and injurious to truth’. He was given till next 
Synod to calm down, but when he appeared then he was in 
an even more belligerent mood, and so he was deposed. It 
was at this point that he espoused the cause of Mr Smyton, 
and these two, along with a Mr Proudfoot of Leith who for 
long had been carrying on a feud with Adam Gib on other 
issues, formed a Presbytery which licensed students, ordained 
ministers, and finally broke up through internal dissension. 
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As indicated earlier, the Anti-Burgher Non-Lifter Presbytery 
had a short, if an active, life. 

This particular division within the Anti-Burgher ranks was 
not in the long term of a serious nature, but it does provide a 
clear enough illustration of what is bound to happen when a 
man insists on the right not just to have a conscience of his 
own but to have all others fitted with a conscience of 
identical pattern. 

New Licht - Burghers 
We have seen how one Church of the Secession became two 
at the Breach of 1747. We are now to see how half a century 
later these two became four, the Burghers splitting as be- 
tween Auld and New Licht in 1799 and the Anti-Burghers 
undergoing a similar experience in 1806. We shall begin with 
the developments in the Burgher camp since they were the 
first to resolve the conflict - insofar, that is, as splitting into 
two can be seen as the resolution of a difference. 

It was in 1795 that a Mr John Fraser of Auchtermuchty 
submitted to the Synod a representation in which he sought a 
relaxation of the Formula presented to all taking office in the 
Church, and that in two respects - first as regards the 
powers of the civil magistrate in matters of religion, and 
secondly in respect of the obligations of the National Cove- 
nant upon posterity. Mr. Fraser was, he claimed, unhappy 
with the second question, which asked candidates whether 
they did sincerely own and believe the whole doctrine con- 
tained in The Westminster Confession, acknowledging it to be 
a confession of their own faith; and also with the fourth 
question, which required acceptance of the perpetual obliga- 
tion of the Covenants. He himself had no difficulty in these 
matters, he said, but he did want to guard against a lack of 
entire harmony between profession and principle. The matter 
was referred to a committee. The committee reported in due 
course, recognising that there were areas where there was 
‘disputation between good and faithful men’ but pleading 
that forbearance should be exercised towards all ministers 
‘whatever their sentiments be on that article’. 

Meantime an interim position was adopted, amending the 
two disruptive questions, hedging them about with explana- 
tions and reservations so that one could be forgiven for 
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thinking they were at one and the same time holding firmly 
to the status 4240 and moving relentlessly forward from it. 
Final judgment was to be delayed till 1797. The intensely 
interesting thing is that now at last among these men of 
conscience there was emerging a recognition that there might 
be ‘good and faithful men’ who saw things differently and 
that provision should be made for such. Nor will it have 
escaped notice that we are now talking about ‘sentiments’ and 
not about conscientious convictions. 

As must have been anticipated, the idea of change on this 
scale did not commend itself to the Church as a whole. The 
Synod when it met in 1797 had before it 41 petitions from 
Kirk Sessions and congregations, only nine being completely 
in favour of change and six seeking delay - which left 27 
solid against. After long debate Mr Fraser’s petition was 
dismissed and instead of the complicated questions there was 
substituted a complicated Preamble to the whole Formula 
giving the same impression of saying Yes and No at the same 
time and with equal emphasis. 

A solution of this kind could scarcely be expected to 
commend itself universally, so the controversy dragged on till 
the Synod of 1799 when it was decided they should return to 
what had been their interim position. 

Auld Licht - Burghers 
At this point, needless to say, a small number protested and 
withdrew, proclaiming themselves the true heirs of the Seces- 
sion. Their protest was in these terms, ‘I protest . . . that as 
the Synod has obstinately refused to remove the Preamble 
prefixed to the Formula, and declare their simple and un- 
qualified adherence to our principles, I will no more acknow- 
ledge them as over me in the Lord until they return to their 
principles’. This body came to be known as the Original 
Burgher Synod, or the Auld Licht Burghers. 

It is most enlightening to recognise that the question 
ultimately at issue in this separation was not a question about 
the binding force upon the individual of either the Con- 
fession or the Covenants, but a question about the right of 
the Church itself to change its position in relation to these. 
The point was well brought out in course of some pam- 
phleteering that went on after the division had occurred. Mr 
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Proudfoot, a minister of the Church of Scotland, had poured 
scorn on the idea of a standard ‘that may be varied at 
pleasure’. From the New Licht side a Mr Peden agreed that 
‘it is nonsense if by “at pleasure” you mean the personal 
pleasure of every private individual of a society; but if you 
mean by it the pleasure of the society of which he is a 
member it is sound sense. The private individual is not at 
liberty to employ lighter weights or smaller measures than 
the standard, nor to believe differently from the standard 
book. But the authority which appointed the standard has the 
right to alter it’. Interesting, is it not, how we are drifting 
away from the liberty of the individual conscience towards 
the doctrine that the Church itself shall be sole judge. 

) 

New Licht - Anti-Burgher 
T o  take up now the parallel story of how new light dawned 
upon the Anti-Burghers. Although it took longer to bring the 
debate to a conclusion the issue had been raised at an earlier 
date - 1791 in fact. The problem of the relation of Church 
and State had been a much chewed-over bone of contention. 
Calvin had declared that civil government was designed to 
cherish and support the external works of God, to preserve 
the pure doctrine of religion, and to defend the constitution 
of the Church. The Church of Scotland, while she might not 
have been prepared to go so far as that, had always defended 
the principle that Church and State could not exist apart, 
that each owed duties to, and was entitled to expect support 
from, the other. Away back in the 1720s a totally different 
conception had been advocated by John Glas of Tealing who, 
from a vigorous assault on the Covenants, had moved to an 
attack on the civil establishments of religion, maintaining that 
the Church was a purely spiritual society which had nothing 
whatever to do with the State. Glas was deposed in 1729, but 
this, strictly, was for contumacy and not for his Voluntary 
philosophy. He founded a sect known in Scotland as 
Glassites and in England as Sandemanians (after his son-in- 
law) but it attracted little support. 

An interesting side-light was thrown on the subject of the 
relation of Church and State in Anti-Burgher thinking when 
in 1759 the Synod considered a proposal to lay before the 
King its ‘grievances concerning the present state of religion 
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in these lands, together with a dutiful and suitable redress for 
the same’. This was strenuously resisted by that man of so 
many strenuous resistances, Adam Gib, on the plea that this 
was going far beyond the Scripture requirement for 
obedience to the civil power in all matters lawful. He carried 
his objection. Two years later a similar fate overtook a 
suggestion for sending a loyal address to King George I11 on 
his accession, this time the ground being that since the law 
did not recognise them as a Church court the proposed 
address could not constitutionally be received. Carrying con- 
sistency a bit far, one might have thought. What Gib was 
doing was not directing the Synod away from a constitutional 
cul-de-sac but directing it into a road clearly sign-posted for 
Voluntaryism. 

The New Licht issue arose for the Anti-Burghers in this 
wise. In 1791 two of their probationers took the unusual step 
of indicating that they were not prepared to go forward to 
ordination unless in putting the second of the prescribed 
questions the Moderator indicated their reservations in re- 
gard to it. This, you remember, was the question which 
required that the candidate ‘sincerely owns and declares the 
whole doctrine contained in the Confession of Faith‘ as his 
personal confession. The Presbytery of Glasgow referred the 
matter to the Synod which in 1796 passed a Declaratory Act 
that recalled the original reservations regarding the civil 
power contained in the 1647 Act and substituted others 
whose effect was to make still wider the gulf between Church 
and State, and went on to say that while not implying ‘the 
smallest reflection on the venerable compilers of the Con- 
fession’ the degree of light enjoyed by them seemed to have 
led them to invest civil rulers with a degree of power 
inconsistent with ‘the spirituality, freedom and independence 
of the Kingdom of Christ’. 

All this time work was proceeding on the revision of the 
Testimony of the Anti-Burghers, resulting in 1799 in a new 
‘Acknowledgment of Sins and Engagement to Duties’. As was 
to be expected, objection was taken to the whole proceeding 
and in particular to ‘those late innovating Acts’. Ironically 
enough one of the leading objectors was none other than 
Thomas McCrie, one of the two probationers whose scruples 
had set the whole affair in motion. Work went on in face of 
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the protest, however, and in 1804 the revised Testimony was 
submitted to the Synod. This explained that the Westminster 
Confession was ‘not at all the rule of what we are bound to 
believe, but a public declaration of what we do believe’; it 
went on to claim the right ‘in view of any further light which 
may afterwards arise from the Word of God, to change its 
mind on any article of divine truth’; it laid the foundation of a 
new Voluntaryism in the declaration that the Church is a 
spiritual kingdom but the State is a secular kingdom and 
neither kingdom has power over the other; and it acknow- 
ledged ‘the continuing obligation of the Covenants upon 
persons of all ranks and their posterity’. In passing it may be 
appropriate to comment on the distinction drawn between the 
Westminster Confession as a statement of what we must 
believe and a statement of what in fact the Church does 
believe. If in order to stay in the Church we have to accept 
the whole doctrine of the Confession (the alternative being 
expulsion) then the Confession is bound to represent a 
statement of where we do stand and the Testimony has 
discovered a distinction where there is no difference. 

Auld Licht - Anti-Burghers 
When in 1806 the revised Testimony was finally adopted by 
the Anti-Burghers a group of six ministers protested and 
separated under the leadership of Archibald Bruce of Whit- 
burn. For him this subject must have represented familiar 
ground, for nearly 20 years earlier he had earned the con- 
siderable ill-will of the redoubtable Adam Gib who accused 
him of advancing principles ‘meant to subject the conscience 
of Christians to the lordship of civil powers, and transferring 
to these powers the spiritual privileges and business of the 
Church’. At Whitburn the six established the headquarters of 
the new body - though they, of course, would not have 
agreed it was a new body, it was the one true and genuine 
continuance of the old body. They called it the Constitutional 
Associate Presbytery, though they will always be better 
known and more easily identified as the Auld Licht Anti- 
Burghers, and, if you want to be very comprehensive - and 
negative - you can add, ‘Non-Lifters’. If you want to show 
just how negative they were you can say that the principal 
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plank in their platform was Anti-Voluntaryism. Another fine 
example, surely, of the church-I-don’t-go-to principle. 

It could well be argued that the Secession of 1733 had 
been born out of intense religious conservatism, and in this 
sense the Auld Licht Anti-Burghers could claim to be its true 
progeny, a body which in a day of intellectual ferment was 
seeking to be more true to the standards of the past than the 
past itself had ever been. Indeed it would not be difficult to 
trace the genealogy of the group straight to the Covenanters. 

We may now be said to have seen how the one Secession 
Church of 1733 had by 1806 become four (and even at that 
with simplifying things by leaving out the Non-Lifters) - 
there was the Original Burgher Synod (the Auld Licht 
Burghers), the Associate Synod (the New Licht Burghers), 
the Constitutional Associate Presbytery (the Auld Licht Anti- 
Burghers), and the General Associate Synod (the New Licht 
Anti-Burghers). If the Constitutional Associate Presbytery 
might be regarded as the true lineal descendant of the 
Secession, it would be no less true to add that the fragmenta- 
tion and schism of these 70 years was the inescapable 
outcome of that same Secession of 1733. 

Reunion 
As we have reached the end of the 18th century so mercifully 
we have reached the end of the breakaway story and we move 
into a new century, one which in the providence of God was 
to see the healing of most of the breaches, of which there had 
been so many. The first of these unions was achieved by the 
coming together of the two New Licht denominations. Both 
of them were by this time thirled to the Voluntary attitude 
and this helped; besides, by now the Burgess Oath had been 
repealed, so there was nothing to keep them apart - though, 
as we know, old sores are ill to heal and people who had 
parted for one reason often stay apart for a quite different 
reason - or for none at all. In 1820, then, the New Licht 
Burghers and the New Licht Anti-Burghers became the 
United Secession Church. 

There is a well-known principle in ecclesiastical affairs 
neatly illustrated in the joke about the village where there 
used to be two Churches, but then they had a union and now 
there are three. Inevitably there were those who could not see 

’ 
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their way to let bygones be bygones - this time from the 
Anti-Burgher side as it happened - and they stayed out of 
the union, pursuing their own lonely way as the Protesters 
for seven years until they united with the Constitutional 
Associate Presbytery (the Auld Licht Anti-Burghers whom 
we recently left at Whitburn) to form the Original Seceders. 

In 1839 the Original Burgher Synod (the Auld Licht 
Burghers) found their way back into the main stream of the 
Church of Scotland, a step made easier for both sides because 
this group had never wavered in their conviction that a close 
link should be maintained between Church and State. It 
might be added that for most of those affected their stay in 
the Auld Kirk was to be a brief one - four years later they 
had left in the Disruption. 

In the case of this union too the principle that one and one 
unite to make three applied and a group hived off, the 
Remanent Auld Licht Burghers. In 1842 this group found it 
possible to throw in its lot with the Original Seceders (that is, 
you remember, Constitutionals plus Protesters) to form the 
Remanent Original Secession Church; but again the one 
plus one equals three rule proved good and a small party 
from the Anti-Burgher side went off on its own. 

During the 80 years or so while all this was happening the 
Relief Church had been going steadily on bearing its witness 
and, relatively speaking, gaining considerable strength. It had 
been completely unaffected by the spirit of schism, not a 
single division having broken its ranks. One cannot but 
wonder whether this is to any extent to be attributed to the 
fact that from the very outset .the Relief had eschewed all 
allegiance to the Covenants. It will be remembered that they 
had early espoused the attitude to Church-State relations that 
was by this time coming to be referred to as the Voluntary 
principle and that had been adopted by the two branches of 
the Secession that had seen the new light and that now 
formed the United Secession Church where the principle was 
strongly held. The path towards the coming together of these 
two bodies was now clear - though many Seceders still had 
grave reservations about open communion - and in 1847 
they united to form the United Presbyterian Church - the 
UPS as they were to be known for the next half-century. 

It could be said, then, that by the middle of the 19th 
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century conscientious objections had for all practical purposes 
been gathered into one fellowship, the United Presbyterian 
Church - the significant exception being, of course, the 
Remanent Auld Licht body. But then by the middle of the 
19th century the Disruption had occurred and the Kirk in 
Scotland was split as it never had been split before. But that 
is another story and one for the next chapter. 

Congregational Fraction 
Once a Church has itself set an example of division on 
matters of comparatively slender moment congregations will 
be very quick to follow in the wake. The story of Secession 
congregations abounds in examples of this. I take three 
interesting cases from my own Presbytery of Glasgow. 

The mother Anti-Burgher congregation in Glasgow con- 
sisted of those who had marched out of Shuttle Sxreet at 
the time of the Breach. They had gone to premises in the 
Cow Loan (now Queen Street), then to Havannah Street, then 
through the wall to Duke Street where in 1801 they erected a 
most ambitious building derisively referred to by their un- 
friends as the Anti-Burgher Folly. In April 1835 their fourth 
minister, Walter Duncan, was deposed on account of some 
indiscretion, not, it should be said, of a doctrinal nature. Part 
of the congregation proceeded very properly towards filling 
the vacancy, but there was a substantial group in the con- 
gregation who were confident that the young man would be 
restored and who therefore wanted the seat kept warm for his 
return. The former party were, naturally, upheld by the 
Presbytery. The others walked out. They acquired a site close 
by in Regent Place and erected a 1300-seater church, with- 
out, let it be added, having paid for it. Shortly thereafter they 
appealed to the Synod to have Mr Duncan restored so they 
could present him with a call, but, unhappily for them, the 
crave of their petititon was refused. Worse was to follow, for 
Mr Duncan now cut adrift from the Synod and set up his 
independent standard, conducting services in the Trades 
Hall, whither most of his fervent admirers followed him. And 
so the new cause found itself without a congregation, without 
a minister, without any funds, and without any future, but 
with a fine new 1300-seater church and with a fine big bill to 
pay for it. That in brief compass is the story of the ten years 
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that marked the whole life-span of the congregation of East 
Regent Place. 

Another example taken from 20 years earlier in the story of 
the same mother Anti-Burgher congregation, then in Duke 
Street. In 1817 a petition was presented to the Kirk Session 
from a group of members asking to have the reading of the 
line in the praise of the sanctuary restored and to have the 
use of repeating tunes discontinued. The Session refused to 
interfere saying this was the minister’s province. The group 
now approached the Presytery asking to be formed into a 
separate congregation, and after investigating the extent of 
their support the Presbytery agreed to this, and the congrega- 
tion of Regent Place was established, and a building erected 
almost cheek-by-jowl with that from which they had come - 
within earshot, I should have thought, of the repeating tunes. 
It is interesting that when they called their first minister a 
competing call came from Nicholson Street in Edinburgh. In 
the Synod, we are told, it required eight hours’ discussion 
before it was resolved he should go to Glasgow. One is 
entitled to think there must have been some repeating argu- 
ments - if not repeating tunes - to take all that long. 

I take a last example and, ‘to keep the balance fair in ilka 
quarter’, I take it from the Burgher side - it is a story both 
of a division and of a walk-out. Trouble had arisen in the 
Burgher congregation in Pollokshaws over the calling of a 
minister and the case had gone to the superior courts which 
had decided in favour of a Mr Moscrip. The disaffected party 
was fairly large and included the elders, so they walked out 
and formed a congregation of their own. Mr Moscrip died 
within ten years of his induction and in course of the vacancy 
the congregation decided to leave the Secession fold and go 
over to the Free Kirk, the reason being that the Secession 
Presbytery had criticised the way in which their minutes were 
being kept. It could hardly be called a conscientious 
objection. 

SO we end as we began with fraction on the slightest 
provocation, and that both within the Church itself and 
within its constituent congregations. This, it would seem, is 
the end of the road that begins in conscientious objection, the 
reductio ad absurdum of the doctrine that each man is the 
measure of truth. 
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I have often thought that an Auld Licht Anti-Burgher 
Non-Lifter must have been an intensely interesting ecclesias- 
tical specimen, worthy, surely, of a place in the Burrell 
Collection. It is all an awesome warning of where slavish 
obedience to the leading of conscience can bring you. 

Conclusion 
Having begun this chapter with a story, I may be allowed to 
end it with another. It comes from the time when men’s 
shirts with collars attached were first making their ap- 
pearance, the standard pattern up to that time having ended 
in a neck-band to which a collar was attached with the aid of 
a couple of studs. A Scotsman went into a London store and 
asked for a shirt. A selection of the new model was laid out on 
the counter. He examined them carefully. ‘No, no,’ he said, 
‘I’m not wanting a pyjama jacket, I want a shirt, I want a 
proper shirt, I want a shirt the way God meant a shirt to be.’ 

We have seen some of the ramifications of the doctrine that 
a man is entitled to belong to a Kirk organised the way God 
meant a Kirk to be, and how if you carry out that principle 
far enough you end up with every man having his own Kirk. 

But before we laugh too heartily let us see what lies at the 
end of the other road, for the doctrine that the Church itself 
shall be sole judge also has its reductio ad absurdum. The 
conviction that great mother-Church knows best, she will 
decide what is true, and all that is required of,you is to 
accept that and believe it, that was the doctrine which created 
the Inquisition, which lit the fires of Smithfield, which filled 
the air of Scotland with the reek of Patrick Hamilton’s 
burning. That was where we started and we have come round 
full circle. It is a thought worth pondering. 
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