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I. The RefoRmaTIon

after the reformation in 1560, the 
Presbyterian system of church government 
was established across the whole of 
Scotland. In many places the doctrines of 
grace were received with enthusiasm by the 
people and there was an extensive work of 
revival. However, it seems that there was 
little enthusiasm for reform in the north and 
many wealthy noblemen cynically used the 
reformation as an excuse for enriching 
themselves with church property, thus 
depriving the reformed church of valuable 
resources which could have been used for 
the work of the Gospel.  

The Diocese of caithness encompassed 
the modern counties of Sutherland and 
caithness. The episcopal seat was at 
Dornoch, where the cathedral and bishop’s 
castle can still be seen today. The bishop 
also had a castle at Scrabster. another 
impressive relic of medieval times is the old 
St Peter’s church in Thurso. at the time of 
the reformation, Bishop robert Stewart, 
having professed Protestantism, promptly 
made over the valuable church lands to 
John, Earl of Sutherland who was married 
to Elanor, the bishop’s sister. These estates, 
situated on the north shore of the Dornoch 
Firth, included some of the best farmland in 
Sutherland. 

Other members of the cathedral chapter 
followed his example and transferred the 
lands and teinds of their parishes to their 
relatives and friends. robert Stewart was 
subsequently commissioned by the General 
assembly to plant kirks in caithness, while 
George, Earl of caithness, was appointed 
Justiciar of the diocese, even though he 
remained a Papist.

For some decades after the overthrow 
of romanism, caithness suffered from a 
shortage of ministers and several parishes 
were supplied by readers. not until 1609 
were all the vacant pulpits filled. In common 
with most of the northern Highlands, the 
progress of the reformed faith was painfully 
slow and many more generations would 
pass before the Glory of christ was seen 
across caithness. However, when it came, 
and though it was but short, the brightness of 
that Gospel day has seldom been equalled, 
and never surpassed.     

The Gospel in 
Caithness: Part 1

John Smith

Reay Parish Church
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In pre-reformation days, it would seem that 
the county was a stronghold of saint worship 
and every parish had several chapels and 
shrines, each containing a statue of a patron 
saint. Even into the eighteenth century, 
people would visit these places on certain 
days of the year to perform rituals, in the 
forlorn hope of obtaining the saint’s blessing. 
For instance, people would go to St. 
Dudock’s chapel near Wick before sunrise 
on christmas Day to leave offerings of 
bread, cheese and coins on the altar, which 
subsequently ‘miraculously’ disappeared. 
at St. John’s chapel in Dunnet, sick people 
would walk around the nearby loch, bathe, 
throw money in the water (there being no 
priest to receive it) and make sure they were 
out of sight of the place before sunrise. In 
attempting to end these idolatrous practices, 
the Protestant ministers faced stubborn and 
often violent resistance.

Zachary Pont, who was married to John 

Knox’s daughter, Margaret, was minister of 
Bower. His successor, Dr richard Merchiston, 
was a zealous iconoclast and went around 
the chapels destroying statues. In about 
1633, when he smashed a stone statue of 
St Fergus, the patron saint of Wick, many 
of the townspeople were infuriated and only 
the intervention of the magistrates prevented 
them from attacking him. However on his 
way home in the evening, a group of local 
toughs followed Dr Merchiston and drowned 
him in the Wick river. The romanists later 
absurdly claimed that the saint himself 
miraculously appeared and helped to hold 
the minister down under the water.

II. PReSbyTeRIanISm 
and ePIScoPacy

The caithness lairds remained largely 
sympathetic to Episcopacy and were quite 
happy when it was re-established by James 
VI. In fairness, the Episcopalian bishops 

were generally diligent in visiting the parishes 
of the diocese. The best of them was John 
abernethy, who was ejected by the 1638 
Glasgow assembly. He had decidedly 
evangelical views and wrote a book entitled 
A Christian and Heavenly Treatise, containing 
a physic for the soul, very necessary for all 
that would enjoy true soundness of mind, 
and peace of conscience. 

In 1626 many caithness men joined Sir 
Donald MacKay of reay’s regiment in the 
army of Gustavus adolphus of Sweden ‘the 
Lion of the north’, who came to the aid of 
the persecuted Protestants in Germany. In 
covenanting times, some of the caithness 
gentry such as Innes of Thrumster, Sinclair of 
assery and Baillie of newton, were fined for 
supporting Presbyterianism. John Sinclair, 
Master of Berriedale, was a prominent 
covenanter, “a religious, devout gentleman”, 
who was one of five commissioners 
appointed by the Scottish nobility to obtain 
signatures for the covenant. The county “for 
the most pairt subscrivit” but it seems that 
this was a matter of expediency rather than 
principle. Sir James Sinclair of Murkle raised 
a regiment and joined the covenanting army 
at Elgin in 1638. 

In 1650, during cromwell’s rule, the Marquis 
of Montrose landed in Orkney with several 
hundred Danish and German mercenaries, 
with the aim of restoring charles II to the 
throne. Montrose crossed to caithness 
where he hoped to recruit more men before 
heading south. He ordered the ministers of 
the county to submit to Episcopacy which 
they did with the sole exception of William 
Smith of Watten. In an unsuccessful effort 
to ‘persuade’ him to change his mind, the 

royalists dragged Mr Smith behind a boat 
from Thurso to Scrabster. He was then held 
in irons on board a ship until the royalists 
was defeated at the battle of carbisdale, on 
the Kyle of Sutherland. Montrose fled from 
the scene in disguise but was eventually 
captured by MacLeod of assynt and taken 
to Edinburgh where he was executed for 
treason. 

The Episcopalian clergymen were deposed 
but the position was again reversed when 
charles II was restored to the throne in 
1660. The godly Mr Smith ended his days 
living in poverty in Thurso, supported by gifts 
from friends and admirers. One who visited 
him lamented, “If the Lord regarded riches 
there would be greater plenty in this house”. 
although Presbyterianism was finally re-
established at the revolution in 1688, there 
was such difficulty in finding replacements 
that the Episcopalian clergy, though forbidden 
to sit on church courts, were temporarily 
allowed to continue preaching. In an attempt 
to bolster Presbyterianism, the General 
assembly sent ministers and probationers 
from the south to caithness for short 
periods, to supply the empty pulpits. The 
Presbytery of caithness was reconstituted 
in September 1697 although there were only 
three loyal ministers in the county. In 1762, 
robert Forbes, the Episcopalian Bishop of 
Moray, visited caithness and his published 
journal reveals that he received a warm 
welcome from most of the gentry.     

III. alexandeR PoPe of Reay 
(c.1706-1782)
      
In the eighteenth century ross-shire became 
a veritable Garden of the Lord under the 

Old St Peter’s, Thurso
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ministry of the renowned Fathers, whose 
labours were so memorably chronicled by 
Dr. Kennedy. In caithness, while Moderatism 
was dominant, there were some notable 
exceptions. rev. alexander Pope, a relative 
of the famous poet of the same name, was 
inducted to the parish of reay in 1734. He 
is described by alexander auld as “a man of 
rough edges, but vigorous and faithful—well 
fitted to grapple with the semi-barbarism of 
the times and with the prevailing ignorance of 
Divine Truth”. Mr Pope was a powerfully built 
man and an early proponent of ‘muscular 
christianity’. He soon got into the habit 
of carrying a wooden baton when going 
about his duties. The people of reay were 
so rough that the minister had to choose 
as office-bearers “not only the most decent 
and orderly, but also the strongest men in 
the parish on account of the work they were 
expected to do”. Mr Pope often visited his 
parishioners disguised as a traveller and 
thus obtained the opportunity to conduct 

worship in the homes of those who would 
have refused a pastoral visit. His life was one 
of “strenuous endeavour and true-hearted 
loyalty to the cause of righteousness”. 

One Sabbath evening he was sitting 
on a bench outside the manse having 
preached an afternoon service to a very 
small congregation. The minister heard the 
sound of revelry coming from the nearby 
inn, and it was obvious that most of the 
parishioners had gone there rather than the 
church. a gang of men, obviously inebriated, 
approached him and demanded that he join 
their party. Mr. Pope refused, saying that it 
grieved him to see how they misspent the 
Sabbath day. The men then tried to force him 
to drink a large whisky. When he declined, 
one of them threw the bottle at him, but Mr 
Pope decided that the louts needed to be 
taught a lesson and so produced his cudgel 
and laid into them.

IV. John SuTheRland of halkIRk

John Sutherland was minister of Halkirk from 
1745-53. He was fearless in reproving sin and 
forceful in appealing to the consciences of his 
people. People from as far away as canisbay 
would be gathered outside his church early 
on a Sabbath morning. However Satan was 
determined to end his witness and a false 
charge of immorality was spread around by 
three local lairds who had been offended 
by Mr Sutherland’s preaching. He was so 
distressed by these lies that he went to visit 
his father in Evanton and in his absence, and 
without concrete evidence, the Presbytery 
deposed him, and John Sutherland went 
abroad never to return. a few years later, 
the Moderates in nairnshire used a similar 
false charge, this time of drunkenness, to 
undermine the ministry of John Graham of 
ardclach. John MacDonald, the apostle of 
the north also had to endure false charges 
of drunkenness and immorality in his day.

For many of the Moderate ministers of 
caithness, the ministerial office was little 
more than a source of finance which allowed 
them to pursue their secular interests. Many 
of them preached only once on the Sabbath 
during nine months of the year. When John 
MacDonald, the apostle of the north, was 
born in reay in 1779, the parish was vacant 
and his parents had to apply to the Halkirk 
minister for baptism.  On arriving at the manse 
one cold January day, they were told that the 
minister was out shooting and would not be 
back before sunset. Instead of waiting they 
set off for home but while crossing the moor 
they met the minister, dressed in his tweeds. 
rather than go back to the manse he broke 
the ice on a frozen puddle with the butt of 

his shotgun, muttered a prayer and baptised 
the young John there and then. 

The famous lay preacher James Haldane 
spent six weeks in the county during his 
preaching tour in 1797. When he arrived 
in Thurso, Haldane learned that the people 
had not been catechised for over forty years. 
The parish minister cautioned his people to 
stay away from Haldane’s meetings, warning 
them that christ’s blood was “only for the 
holy and the good”. In spite of this appalling 
statement, crowds of two or three thousand 
gathered to hear the evangelist.   

The achreny Mission, in the hilly uplands of 
the parish of Halkirk, was established about 
1784. In these days some landowners used 
their power of Patronage to keep Evangelical 
ministers out of parish churches. Missionary 
ministers, however, were appointed by the 
crown and a succession of godly men 
laboured there, including John robertson 
(Kingussie), John MacDonald (Ferintosh), 
Finlay cook and John Munro (Halkirk).     

V. alexandeR Gunn of WaTTen 
(1773-1836)

It was under the “powerful and faithful” 
ministry of alexander Gunn that caithness 
truly witnessed “the mighty works of God”. 
Mr Gunn was born at Lochend of Watten 
in 1773. He was a studious boy and 
went to university in aberdeen. During his 
summer vacation, he attended the Bruan 
communions where Dr angus Mackintosh 
(Tain) was officiating. alexander Gunn 
saw a light shining around him “above the 
brightness of the sun” and the Spirit of God 
convinced him of “sin, righteousness and 

Strath of Kildonan on the Sutherland-Caithness border
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The Church
of Rome
& Education
Rev david blunt
This article is the third in a series by Rev David 
Blunt on the Church of Rome and British Society.

judgment to come”. He found in christ a 
Saviour who satisfied both God’s Law 
and his own conscience. Mr Gunn was 
ordained as assistant minister of Orphir in 
Orkney before being inducted to his native 
parish in 1805. He was a close friend of 
John MacDonald, the apostle of the north, 
who served briefly at Bruan at the outset 
of his career. When they were probationers, 
the Moderates viewed them as two highly 
dangerous young men. 

alexander auld wrote of Mr Gunn, “The 
Lord gave him a heart right with Himself and 
consecrated to His service. He endowed 
him likewise with a greatness of mind and 
a fixedness of purpose capable of resisting 
error and of overcoming opposition, and 
He placed him in the centre of the ‘long 
desolations’. a man of massive frame with 
a majesty of manner and weight of bearing 
which we have never seen equalled”. His 
deep spirituality and gravity were obvious 
to all. Some of his people used to say 
that he preached three sermons before 
he even announced his text, because of 
his solemn appearance on entering the 
church, his reverent manner of reading 
the Scriptures and his power in prayer. Mr. 
Gunn emphasised the Law of God; “not, of 
course, legal doctrine, but a spiritual out-
bringing of man’s fallen condition before 
God”. 

Mr Gunn’s most remarkable discourse was 
preached in 1816 on Ezekiel 9:6, “Slay 
utterly old and young, both maids and little 
children and women, but come not near 
any man on whom is the mark.” Great 
numbers of people came under concern of 
soul that day and one man exclaimed, “Mr. 

Gunn has in one day broken down what 
others have been building up in caithness 
for the last thirty years”. Large crowds of 
people began to flock to Watten, just as 
they went to redcastle and Ferintosh in 
the Black Isle. Thus the Doctrines of the 
reformation found widespread acceptance 
in caithness. 

alexander Gunn was a fearless witness 
against sinful and frivolous practices and 
as a result was hated by the godless. He 
was also determined to end the custom 
of making legal proclamations in churches 
before services. Mr Gunn infuriated the 
authorities by his defiance and stated his 
willingness to suffer fines or imprisonment 
rather than submit to a practice which 
he believed broke the Sabbath. Once, in 
an attempt to outwit Mr Gunn, the sheriff 
officer attempted to read his statement as 
the minister rose to pray. When he was 
ejected, the man cried, “That’s just what I 
wanted,” and hurried to Wick to inform the 
Sheriff that he could prosecute the minister 
for obstructing him in his duties. The official 
however was told that he was himself in 
danger of being charged with interrupting 
public worship so the matter was dropped.    
 
Mr Gunn was once present at the Keiss 
communion. another minister, in addressing 
the communicants, said that he hoped 
that no unbelieving Thomas was present. 
Mr. Gunn, who served the next Table, 
contradicted him. “Would to God that we 
had many a Thomas here. I fear few among 
us lament today, as he did, an absent Lord.” 
His son and namesake was later the highly 
respected Free church minister of Watten.

The English statesman George Savile 
(1633-1695) made an astute observation 
when he wrote: “Education is what remains 
when we have forgotten all that we have 
been taught.” While we readily acknowledge 
our forgetfulness as pupils the statement is 
also humbling for parents and teachers. It 
suggests that much of their labour will fall to 
the ground. The hundreds of facts, examples 
and illustrations which they communicate to 
those in their care are not the chief thing: 
what is actually being conveyed to children 
is a philosophy or outlook on life which will 
accompany them into adulthood when the 
various individual pieces of information are 
no longer remembered.

It is in this connection that we recall a 
motto associated with the roman catholic 

religious order known as the Jesuits: “Give 
me a child until he is seven and I will give you 
the man.” It is based upon a simple truth: 
that an individual’s earliest years are the 
most formative and that influences brought 
to bear upon a person during that phase of 
his life are likely to have a lasting effect. Thus 
the roman catholic church makes every 
effort to instil her distinctive principles into 
her people in their childhood. The age of 
seven is especially significant to rome, as 
we shall see.

I. The ScoTTISh RefoRmaTIon
Our particular interest is education in 
Scotland. Prior to the reformation when 
rome was in the ascendancy there were 
schools connected to most of the cathedrals, 
abbeys and churches in the major towns 

Education is an important matter. The English word “educate” comes from a Latin word 
meaning to draw out what is latent or hidden and for this reason it applies particularly to 
children. a child is a potential adult and through a process of learning children must be 
prepared for a life which is not dependent on others in the way it once was. although 
the task of education is to bring out what lies within this must be done by instructing 
the minds of the young in the various branches of knowledge. Generally education is 
conducted informally within the home by parents and more formally outside the home 
by teachers who are delegated to the task, at whatever level. 
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and cities of Scotland. The Education act 
1496 passed by the Parliament of Scotland 
made it compulsory for nobles, landowners 
and property owners to send their eldest 
sons to grammar schools from the age of 
eight or nine, the idea being that those who 
were destined to hold important positions 
in society should have the appropriate 
learning. But there was little provision for the 
education of the population in general.

The Scottish reformation had an immediate 
impact on education, as it did on everything 
else. Schools such as the choir School of 
Glasgow cathedral (the oldest school in 
Scotland, founded in 1124) and the Grammar 
School of the church of Edinburgh (founded 
in 1128) passed from church control to the 
burgh councils which had existed from the 
twelfth century. new schools were founded 
and at the instigation of andrew Melville the 
universities were reformed and expanded. 

First Book of Discipline
The Scottish reformers had clear views 
on education and it is helpful to remind 
ourselves of them. after the Popish 
church crumbled in 1560 six ministers, 
including John Knox, produced the Scots 
Confession covering the church’s doctrine 
and the First Book of Discipline regarding 
her worship and government. This latter 
document is remarkable for the attention 
it gives to education. What was the policy 
of the reformed Kirk? In addressing the 
Parliament of Scotland on ‘The necessity 
of Schools’ the authors first emphasised the 
strategic importance of training the young in 
godliness: 

“...of necessity it is that your honours be 

most careful for the virtuous education 
and godly upbringing of the youth of this 
realm, if either ye now thirst unfeignedly (for) 
the advancement of christ’s glory, or yet 
desire the continuance of his benefits to the 
generation following. For as the youth must 
succeed to us, so we ought to be careful 
that they have the knowledge and erudition 
to profit and comfort that which ought to 
be most dear to us – to wit, the church and 
spouse of the Lord Jesus.”

The authors then recommended that a 
school be attached to each congregation, 
with schoolmasters in towns and ministers 
performing the duty in country parishes. The 
aim was to train children in “virtue” and to 
keep them from “inconveniences” or sins: 

“Of necessity therefore we judge it, that 
every several church have a schoolmaster 
appointed, such a one as is able, at least, 
to teach grammar and the Latin tongue, if 
the town is of any reputation. If it is upland, 
where the people convene to doctrine but 
once in the week, then must either the 
reader or the minister there appointed, 
take care over the children and youth of 
the parish, to instruct them in their first 
rudiments, and especially in the catechism 
(i.e. calvin’s catechism), as we have it now 
translated in the book of our common order, 
called the Order of Geneva....The fruit and 
commodity hereof shall suddenly appear. 
For, first, the youth and tender children shall 
be nourished and brought up in virtue, in 
presence of their friends; by whose good 
attendance many inconveniences may be 
avoided, in the which the youth commonly 
fall, either by too much liberty, which they 
have in strange and unknown places, while 

they cannot rule themselves; or else for lack 
of good attendance, and of such necessities 
as their tender age requires. Secondly, the 
exercise of the children in every church shall 
be great instruction to the aged.”

The catechism was to be at the heart of the 
curriculum taught by the schoolmaster, for 
without a knowledge of the truth a child was 
not deemed ready to go further in life:

“...a certain time must be appointed to 
reading, and to learning of the catechism; a 
certain time to the grammar, and to the Latin 
tongue; a certain time to the arts, philosophy, 
and to the tongues; and a certain (time) to 
that study in which they intend chiefly to 
travail for the profit of the commonwealth. 
Which time being expired, we mean in every 

course, the children must either proceed 
to further knowledge, or else they must be 
sent to some handicraft, or to some other 
profitable exercise; provided always, that first 
they have the form of knowledge of christian 
religion: to wit, the knowledge of God’s law 
and commandments; the use and office of 
the same; the chief articles of our belief; the 
right form to pray unto God, the number, 
use, and effect of the sacraments; the true 
knowledge of christ Jesus, of his office and 
natures, and such other (points) as without 
the knowledge whereof, neither deserves 
(any) man to be named christian, neither 
ought any to be admitted to the participation 
of the Lord’s Table. and therefore, these 
principles ought and must be learned in the 
youth.”

Royal High School, Edinburgh (formerly the Grammar School of the Church of Edinburgh)



12 The Bulwark July - September 2012  13

It is plain that a person with no belief in or 
commitment to the teachings of the Bible 
would not be able to serve in the schools 
envisaged by the reformers. His outlook 
would be out of step with their central 
object, which was to help raise an upright 
generation able to serve the Lord.

The Lowlands
although these ambitious 
proposals were never fully 
realised, mainly through a lack 
of finance, major changes 
took place. The Parliament of 
Scotland passed the School 
Establishment act 1616 which 
required a school in every parish, 
funded by the parishioners and 
supervised by the church. It was 
an aspiration more than anything 
as no provision was made for realising the 
objective; further legislation was passed 
in 1633 and 1646 which levied a new tax 
on land and property owners or ‘heritors’. 
However the English civil wars and the 
restoration of charles II meant that these 
laws did not take effect.

Fifty years later the legislation was passed 
again in the form of the Education act 1696 
and developments thereafter were more 
rapid. In the densely populated Lowlands 
many parishes had schools by the early 
eighteenth century, provided and maintained 
by heritors but under the supervision of 
presbyteries.

The Highlands
In the Highlands, in addition to the problem 
of isolation, most people spoke Gaelic which 
few teachers or ministers could understand. 

Here the church of Scotland parish schools 
were supplemented by the work of the 
Society for Promoting christian Knowledge 
(SPcK). The organisation was founded in 
England in 1698 by anglican clergymen to 
encourage christian education and distribute 
christian literature. The Scottish wing was 
established in 1709 with the purpose of 
founding schools “where religion and virtue 

might be taught to young and 
old.” Part of the aim was to 
counter the threat of roman 
catholic missionaries achieving 
“a serious landslide” to rome.

The SPcK had 189 schools 
by 1808, attended by 13,000 
pupils. at first they avoided using 
Gaelic but in 1741 the SPcK 
introduced a Gaelic-English 

vocabulary and in 1767 a bilingual Gaelic/
English new Testament, in the same year 
changing the language of instruction in their 
Highland schools from English to Gaelic.

II. laTeR ScoTTISh hISToRy
Scotland retained its distinct education 
system after the Union of 1707. In the 
nineteenth century the church was not 
able to provide sufficient schools for the 
expanding population in urban areas and 
the Disruption of 1843 weakened the parish 
school system with the Free church setting 
up schools over against those controlled by 
the Established church. While the church 
was still the main provider of education in 
rural areas the burghs increasingly took up 
the role elsewhere. From 1830 government 
began to fund the erection of school buildings 
with grants and from 1846 it directly funded 
schools which followed its curricular code, 

regardless of their denominational affiliation.

The Education (Scotland) act 1872 set 
up an education system for the whole of 
the country providing compulsory formal 
education from the age of five to thirteen 
(raised to fourteen in 1883). The overall 
administration of Scottish schools was now 
in the hands of the Scotch (later Scottish) 
Education Department in London. Many 
new schools were built after 1872 and 
in 1890 school fees were abolished. The 
outcome was a nationwide system of state-
funded, non-denominational schools open 
to all and providing free basic education and 
a common curriculum and examinations.

Presbyterian Schools
In 1872 the church of Scotland and the 
Free church handed over their schools (in 
the case of the Free church well over 500) 
to locally-elected school boards. The new 
system consisted of a secular curriculum 
with religious Instruction as a subject in its 
own right; significantly the 1872 act provided 
a ‘conscience clause’ for parents giving 
them the right to withdraw their children from 
religious Instruction.

When the Presbyterian churches gave up 
their schools to the state they were perhaps 
satisfied that a secure system had been 
created. certainly they made no insistence 
on legal safeguards for the religious 
character of the schools they transferred, 
settling instead for an assurance that 
religious education would continue on the 
basis of locally determined “use and wont”, 
even though they had to fight hard for the 
retention of a specific period of religious 
instruction. Hindsight shows how utterly 

unsatisfactory this settlement was; as the 
nation has become more secular so have 
the schools it sponsors.

Roman Catholic Schools
What happened to roman catholic education 
during this period? In the nineteenth century 
schools were established in roman catholic 
parishes – chiefly in the west of Scotland 
where large-scale immigration from Ireland 
occurred – to provide an education according 
to the church’s beliefs. In the watershed 
year of 1872 rome declined to hand over 
her schools to the Government: she would 
not accept state funding for them until she 
could be sure that she would continue to 
have effective control over them. She had 
approximately 100 schools then. 

In the early twentieth century the Government 
entered into lengthy discussion with the 
roman catholic church and the result was 
the Education (Scotland) act 1918 which 
established local education authorities (their 
role was later taken over by all-purpose local 
authorities) and transferred roman catholic 
schools to state ownership. However the 
schools were to be maintained as public 
denominational schools in the interests 
of the roman catholic church; unlike 
the Presbyterian schools their distinctive 
character was preserved through legal 
provision.

Under the new arrangement the church 
retained control over religious education 
and the appointment of teachers in 
the denominational schools; her clergy 
continued to enjoy access to them and she 
could appoint the chaplains. In particular 
applicants for positions in the areas of 

Andrew Melville



14 The Bulwark July - September 2012  15

religion, Guidance or Senior Management 
had to be approved by the local roman 
catholic diocese. These positions have 
invariably been held by practising roman 
catholics; indeed the employment of non-
roman catholics or lapsed roman catholics 
can be restricted by the church. The Scottish 
roman catholic hierarchy were given a 
statutory right of appeal if they considered 
any future proposals on school provision to 
be detrimental to the provision of roman 
catholic education. By 1930 there were 227 
roman catholic schools in Scotland.

III. ScoTland Today
While non-denominational state schools 
remain in the majority in Scotland today the 
number of denominational state schools has 
continued to increase. as of October 2011 
there were 370 such schools: 313 were 
roman catholic primaries and 53 roman 
catholic secondaries, with three Episcopal 
and one Jewish primary school. In total 18% 
of all pupils in state education in Scotland 
attend roman catholic primary schools 
and the proportion is similar for secondary 
schools. In the city of Glasgow the figure 
rises to nearly 40% of pupils in primary 
schools.

Scotland therefore has a network of roman 
catholic schools quite separate from those 
which are meant to satisfy just about 
everyone else and fully funded by the state. 
The First Minister alex Salmond, for all his 
talk of an ‘inclusive’ society, shows no sign 
of wanting to alter this situation. Quite the 
opposite. Writing in the Times in 2007 he 
said: “I cannot conceive of changing the 
arrangement that was reached between the 
state and the catholic church without the 

agreement of the other party to that deal. 
Our bottom line has to be that catholic 
schools remain for as long as the catholic 
community in Scotland wants to have them.” 
He goes so far as to suggest that the act of 
Settlement does more to foster sectarianism 
than a parallel roman catholic education 
system. Might electoral considerations, 
particularly in the central Belt, have played 
a part in his thinking?

The Inequity
The unfairness of the present set-up is 
obvious, particularly as the secularisation of 
non-denominational education has gathered 
pace. a roman catholic publication states: 
“The catholic system remains the single 
most significant exception to the view that 
there should be a uniform educational 
culture in Britain today.” Sadly that is correct. 
While roman catholics help to fund non-
denominational state education through 
general taxation they get a state-funded 
roman catholic education system suited to 
their own requirements. Sincere Protestants 
help to fund both but are left without a state-
funded education system which satisfies 
their needs. 

While the non-denominational state schools 
began with a christian influence christianity 
has been progressively squeezed out of them. 
nowadays biblical teaching is unwelcome 
in the assembly, let alone in the classroom. 
Such a situation is wholly unsatisfactory for 
evangelical christians yet the Government 
refuses to provide any funding for separate 
christian schools. and all this in a country 
in which the Protestant reformed religion is 
established by law!

The Danger
rome’s separate schools are a clear danger, 
partly because she has maintained a more 
consistent view of education than most 
Protestants have. as the Director of the 
Scottish catholic Education Service has 
stated: “religion is not a single thing in school 
that is ‘done’ in the rE lesson, but is part of 
the fabric, life and culture of the school. It’s 
a fairly intricate weave 
of a whole range of 
threads.” He has also 
said: “It would be a huge 
contradiction in terms 
if someone working 
in a catholic school 
said ‘I don’t believe in 
God and I don’t agree 
with catholic schools’. 
It would be like a 
vegetarian working in 
McDonald’s.” With her 
own education system 
the roman catholic 
church is able to give 
her children a thorough 
indoctrination in her distinctive beliefs.

The chief purpose of roman catholic 
schools is evident from the catholic Schools’ 
charter, which includes “a commitment to 
uphold the moral teaching, faith tradition and 
sacramental life of the catholic church.” The 
catechism of the catholic church declares: 
“The holy Eucharist completes christian 
initiation. Those who have been raised to the 
dignity of the royal priesthood by Baptism 
and configured more deeply to christ by 
confirmation participate with the whole 
community in the Lord’s own sacrifice by 
means of the Eucharist.” We note that ‘First 

communion’ is usually at the age of seven – 
the age at which, we remember, the Jesuits 
reckon they have the man. no wonder rome 
is so zealous for her schools!

Our reformers spoke out strongly against 
the romish sacraments. In the Scots 
confession they affirm “the whole action of 
the Lord Jesus” to be adulterated in them. 

The doctrine of the 
Mass, namely that it is 
“a sacrifice propitiatory 
for the sins of the 
quick and the dead” 
offered to God the 
Father, is described as 
“blasphemous to christ 
Jesus” and something 
they “utterly abhor, 
detest, and renounce.”

For our own part we 
need parents and 
teachers today who 
will labour to provide 
an education in which 

the Word of God has its proper place. Martin 
Luther warned: “I am much afraid that 
schools will prove to be the great gates of 
Hell unless they diligently labour in explaining 
the Holy Scriptures, engraving them in the 
hearts of youths. I advise no one to place 
his child where the Scriptures do not reign 
paramount. Every institution in which men 
are not increasingly occupied with the Word 
of God must become corrupt.” May the Lord 
so revive His work in our land that the ideal of 
our Scottish reformers for a godly education 
will be fulfilled.

John Knox
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A comparison of 
the  Scots Confession of 1560  

with the
Westminster Confession of 1647

naomi Wells
This is the winning essay for the 2011 Melville Essay Competition.

as the reformation progressed during 
the 16th and 17th centuries, Protestant 
believers became increasingly more aware 
of the differences between the teachings 
of the roman catholic church and the 
teachings of the Bible. They sought to align 
their lives, churches and nations according 
to the Bible and not according to tradition 
or the teachings of the priests. In order to 
achieve this end, it was necessary to set 
out exactly what they believed, what was 
true and what was false. This need resulted 
in the production of many confessions of 
faith, including the Scots confession (ScF) 
and the Westminster confession (WcF).

These two confessions of faith, both of 
which aimed to promote true doctrine 
and strengthen nations against erroneous 
teachings, were similar in many ways and 
yet they each had their own distinctives. 
In order to understand these differences, 
it is first necessary to understand the 
different circumstances in which they were 
prepared.

hISToRIcal backGRound
On 6th July 1560, Scotland’s struggle 
for religious and political liberty reached 
a climax. For some time the Protestant 

nobles, ministers and ordinary people had 
been seeking freedom from the nation’s 
French allies and from roman catholic 
influences. Finally, on this day, the Treaty of 
Edinburgh was signed. This treaty included 
two important agreements. Firstly, all French 
and English troops were to leave Scotland, 
and secondly, a Scottish Parliament was to 
meet to settle the affairs of the kingdom.

Known as the reformation Parliament, this 
Parliament was extremely well attended by 
all who were entitled to be part of it. Soon 
after it had gathered, a petition was brought 
before Parliament, signed by the leading 
Protestants in the land, which requested 
that a document be drawn up and agreed 
which set out ‘in plain and simple heads, 
that sum of doctrine which they would 
maintain and would desire that present 
Parliament to establish as wholesome, 
true, and only necessary to be believed and 
received within that realm.’ Six ministers, 
all with the name of John, and including 
John Knox, were appointed to draft this 
document, which they did over the next four 
days. The document, the Scots confession 
of Faith, was approved by Parliament on 
17th august 1560.

Over eighty years later, England was 
experiencing religious struggles of its own. 
Faced with oppressive national government 
from King charles I, who claimed divine 
prerogatives, and highly ceremonial church 
government with archbishop Laud as 
archbishop of canterbury, the Protestants 
began to express their dissatisfaction.

In 1641, the House of commons petitioned 
the King to call a synod to consider the best 
means of governing the church. When the 
King failed to call this meeting, Parliament 
ignored his decision and, in June 1643, 
called an assembly to discuss ‘liturgy, 
discipline, and government of the church 
of England, for the vindicating and clearing 
of the doctrine of the same from all false 
aspersions and misconstructions as shall 
be proposed unto them by both or either 
of the said Houses of Parliament, and no 
other.’ This assembly was convened on 1st 
July 1643 and undertook as its first task a 
revision of the church of England’s Thirty-
nine articles.

The direction of the assembly changed in 
august 1643 when the Solemn League and 
covenant between Scotland and England 
was signed. In return for Scottish military aid, 
the English Parliament agreed that it would 
endeavour to bring about ‘the reformation 
of religion in the kingdoms of England and 
Ireland, in doctrine, worship, discipline, 
and government, according to the Word of 
GOD, and the example of the best reformed 
churches; and shall endeavour to bring the 
churches of GOD in the three kingdoms 
to the nearest conjunction and uniformity 
in religion, confession of Faith, Form of 
church Government, Directory for Worship 
and catechising; that we, and our posterity 
after us, may, as brethren, live in faith and 
love, and the Lord may delight to dwell in 
the midst of us.’

as a result, the assembly began to work on 
a Directory of Worship, catechisms, and a 
confession of Faith which would be agreed 
to by England, Scotland and Ireland. The 
work was conducted by an assembly of a 

Edinburgh Castle where Mary of Guise died in June 1560. Her death led to the Treaty of Edinburgh.
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hundred and eighty eminent ministers and 
theologians, and was not completed for 
almost another four years.

backGRound conTRaSTS
as Samuel Logan writes in his appreciation 
of the context and work of the Westminster 
assembly in To Glorify and Enjoy God: 
‘Precise, detailed, propositional, the 
assembly’s products are more systematic 
than personal and differ in this way from such 

documents as the earlier Scots confession 
or the Heidelberg catechism.’ While the 
WcF sets out in clear, unambiguous terms 
the key tenets of the reformed faith, the 
ScF has a much more personal feel. 

an example is seen in the respective 
sections about the doctrine of God. The 
ScF begins as follows: ‘We confess and 

acknowledge one only God, to whom only 
we must cleave, whom only we must serve, 
whom only we must worship, and in whom 
only we must put our trust.’ By contrast, the 
WcF begins its corresponding section in this 
way: ‘There is but one only, living, and true 
God, who is infinite in being and perfection, 
a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, 
parts, or passions; immutable, immense, 
eternal…’

There are several possible reasons for the 
difference between the technical detail of 
the WcF and the warmth of the ScF.

1) The nature of the English 
and Scottish Reformations
robert Shaw in his Exposition of the 
Westminster Confession draws attention 
to the difference between the way the 

English and Scottish reformations took 
place: ‘In England, the reformation was 
begun, conducted and stopped, almost 
entirely according to the pleasure of the 
reigning sovereign. In Scotland, it was 
begun, carried forward, and completed in 
spite of the determined opposition of the 
sovereign.’ The ScF was written at the time 
when key reforms were taking place. There 
was less time to develop precise, detailed 
theological statements and therefore the 
confession inevitably had a more personal 
rather than theoretical approach.

The English reformation took place over 
a longer period of time. Even though the 
English church broke with rome in 1534, 
efforts were still underway to reform the 
national church a hundred years later. This 
slower pace enabled ministers and scholars 
to have the time to undertake a more 
detailed study of Scripture and formulate 
clearer statements of what they believed.

2) The authors of the Confessions
The authors of the WcF were eminent 
scholars and ministers, many of whom 
had undertaken thorough studies of 
different doctrines. They were therefore well 
equipped to prepare a statement of what 
they believed, set out in precise theological 
terms.

The authors of the ScF, however, were 
not brilliant scholars in the same way. 
as Principal John MacLeod writes in his 
Scottish Theology: ‘none of them would be 
spoken of as a specialist in the positive or 
dogmatic statement of the proportion and 
value or the various truths confessed.’ The 
work they produced was consequently less 

technical, but much more warm, personal 
and practical.

3) The religious circumstances 
existent at the time
In Scotland in 1560 the main conflict 
was between Protestantism and roman 
catholicism. In England during the 1640s, 
however, there was a rise in radical sects, 
such as the Diggers, ranters and Fifth 
Monarchy Men, who applied extreme 
interpretations of Scripture. There was 
therefore a need for a precise theological 
document, such as the WcF, which set out 
Scriptural truth in exact terms to distinguish 
it from the many perversions of it.

TheoloGIcal conTRaSTS
Overall, the two confessions cover similar 
ground: the nature of God, creation, the fall, 
sin, the incarnation, death and resurrection 
of christ, faith, good works, the law, the 
church, the sacraments, the role of civil 
magistrates, church councils, Scripture and 
eternity. However, there are also a number of 
differences between the two confessions, 
and even areas where the shorter ScF 
deals with issues omitted by the longer 
WcF. nick needham in his 2000 Years of 
Christ’s Power draws attention to two more 
‘unusual elements’ in the ScF: ‘One is the 
way it highlights “salvation history”, the 
outworking of God’s purposes in space and 
time from adam onwards – this receives as 
much emphasis as systematic theology 
does in the confession’s approach. The 
other is its profound stress on ecclesiology: 
a dominant theme is the conflict between the 
true and false church, and the importance 
of recognising and belonging to the true 
church.’

St Giles, Edinburgh. The Reformation Parliament of 1560 met in the Tolbooth at the west end of St Giles
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Principal John MacLeod has also drawn 
attention to a third difference – an area 
where the theology of the two confessions 
appears to be different, although this may 
be largely explained in terms of a difference 
in emphasis rather than a difference in the 
underlying doctrine.

The following points will consider these 
three main areas of difference.

1) Approach
Firstly, there is a difference in approach. 
The WcF takes a more systematic doctrinal 
approach, looking first at Scripture, from 
where all our knowledge of God comes, 
before going on to consider what this 
teaches, doctrine by doctrine.

The ScF, by contrast, takes a more 
historical, biblical approach. Beginning with 
creation, it moves on to consider the fall 
and original sin, followed by the revelation 
of God’s promise to send a Saviour, the 
work of christ, the role of the church and 
the afterlife.

This emphasis may be due in part to Knox’s 
strong conviction of the abiding relevance 
of the Old Testament for believers under 
the new covenant. He drew many parallels 
between the Israelites and the contemporary 
church, applying Old Testament warnings 
of judgment to the rulers of his day (see 
Greaves r., Theology and Revolution 
in the Scottish Reformation: Studies in 
the Thought of John Knox, 1980, p.3). It 
would therefore be an encouragement to 
christians to see how God had kept his 
people before the coming of christ and 
would give them confidence that they 

would also be preserved after the coming 
of christ. It is also likely that this historical 
approach was influenced by Knox’s reading 
of the Summa Doctrinae adopted by John 
à Lasco’s church of the Strangers or 
Foreigners in London, which took a similar 
approach as Principal Macleod notes.

This historical approach can be seen in the 
following areas.

a) Revelation of the promise
The WcF deals with the fall of man as a 
standalone doctrine, describing original sin 
and the utter depravity of the human race.

The ScF, while not covering in such detail 
the technicalities of original and actual 
sin, does highlight the first promise of the 
Saviour to come given in Genesis 3:15: ‘For 
this we constantly believe: that God, after 
the fearful and horrible defection of man 
from his obedience, did seek adam again, 
call upon him, rebuke his sin, convict him 
of the same, and in the end made unto 
him a most joyful promise: to wit, that the 
seed of the woman should break down the 
serpent’s head: that is, he should destroy 
the works of the Devil.’

Instead of treating the coming of christ 
as a separate and distinct doctrine to the 
doctrine of original sin, the ScF sets it in 
its context and shows how so soon after 
the fall had taken place, God was already 
promising salvation and hope to sinful 
people.

b) History
closely linked to this is the section that 
follows in the ScF: The Continuance, 

Increase, and Preservation of the Kirk. While 
the WcF devotes an entire section to God’s 
covenants with man, it does not describe 
the preservation and development of God’s 
promises throughout the Old Testament 
age. The ScF, by contrast, traces the 
history of God’s people from adam to 
christ, highlighting the ongoing workings 
of God to bring about the salvation of his 
chosen people. 

c) Resurrection
The WcF makes brief reference to the 
resurrection of christ in its section VIII, Of 
Christ the Mediator. However, the ScF 
devotes an entire section to the resurrection, 
both mentioning the significance of the 
historical event and stating the evidence 
for its occurrence: ‘We undoubtedly believe 
that…our Lord Jesus christ crucified, 
dead, and buried,…did rise again for our 
justification, and destroying him who was the 
author of death, brought life again to us that 
were subject to death and to the bondage 
of the same. We know that his resurrection 
was confirmed by the testimony of his very 
enemies; by the resurrection of the dead…
by the testimony of his angels…and by the 
senses and judgments of his apostles.’

2) The Church
The ScF places a strong emphasis on the 
role of the church and the distinguishing 
marks of the true and false church. It 
also has a much more corporate rather 
than individualised focus, speaking of the 
salvation and gifts given to the church as 
a whole rather than to individuals in the 
church.

The Scottish reformers had a strong 

conviction that the church was not under 
the authority of the monarch reigning at the 
time. The church had its own King, Jesus 
christ, and was bound only to obey his 
commands and not those of any earthly 
king. This conviction led to a much greater 
emphasis on the church than is found in 
the WcF, whose authors were divided in 
their view of the relationship between the 
church and state. The influence of the 
Erastian view that the state has primacy 
over the church was still fairly prevalent in 
England at the time the WcF was written 
and the authors of the WcF were limited by 
Parliament in a way that the authors of the 
ScF were not.

a) True and false Church
The ScF draws a clear distinction between 
the true church, the ‘immaculate spouse of 
christ Jesus’ and the false ‘kirk malignant’. 
It first establishes the features which do 
not denote a true church: ‘antiquity, title 
usurped, lineal descent, place appointed, 
nor multitude of men approving an error’, 
before going on to set out what does 
constitute a true church: ‘the true preaching 
of the word of God…; secondly, the right 
administration of the sacraments of christ 
Jesus…; last, ecclesiastical discipline 
uprightly ministered, as God’s word 
prescribes, whereby vice is repressed, and 
virtue nourished.’

While the WcF does highlight the importance 
of the sacraments, the true preaching of 
the word of God, and the role of church 
discipline, it does not explicitly state that 
these are marks of the true church and 
does not provide guidance on how to 
distinguish between a faithful church and 
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an unfaithful church.

For the Scots, with the opportunity to 
thoroughly reform a long-corrupted church 
before them, these three marks were 
crucial. The roman catholic church had 
long kept the people blinded with preaching 
they could not understand. It had distorted 
the meaning of the sacraments, teaching 
that christ was re-sacrificed every time the 
mass was celebrated and that baptism was 
necessary for salvation. Given that many of 
the priests were corrupt themselves, it is 
unlikely that church discipline at the time 
would have had much power to repress 
vice and nourish virtue.

consequently, in order to establish true, 
faithful churches, these were the three 
main things that needed to be put right 
and were the marks that would show the 
ordinary people which churches were true 
and which were false.

b) The corporate Church
While the WcF draws attention of the benefits 
to the individual of being in christ, the ScF 
looks at the bigger picture and states that it 
is the true church, all those individuals who 
truly trust in christ and make up the whole 
company of God’s people who receive the 
benefits he has to give. These are twofold: 
‘First, in this life, remission of sins, and that 
by only faith in christ’s blood…Secondly, in 
the general judgment there shall be given to 
every man and woman resurrection of the 
flesh;…such as continue in well doing to 
the end, boldly professing the Lord Jesus, 
we constantly believe that they shall receive 
glory, honour, and immortality, to reign for 
ever in life everlasting with christ Jesus.’

The ScF also devotes more space to 
describing the attributes of the church, 
distinguishing between the church here 
on earth that must fight and endure, and 
the ‘church triumphant’ in heaven which 
enjoys rest from its labours.

3) Theology
Unlike the WcF, the ScF does not have a 
specific section on justification. It does not 
explicitly set out how man can be counted 
righteous before God. On this basis, 
some have maintained that the doctrine of 
justification taught by the ScF differs from 
that taught in the WcF. However, the fact 
that the Scottish confession has developed 
this point less fully does not mean that the 
two confessions differ in their underlying 
fundamental beliefs. The ScF clearly states 
that christ ‘suffered for a season the wrath 
of his Father, which sinners had deserved’, 
and that faith comes only by the work of 
the Spirit, ‘without whom we should remain 
forever enemies to God.’

concluSIon 
In the late 1640s, when the WcF was 
adopted by the Scottish church and 
Parliament, it was welcomed as being ‘in 
nothing contrary to the received doctrine …
of this Kirk’. The polished, theological WcF 
was perfectly fitted to supersede the older 
ScF, but this does not mean that the ScF 
has been rendered obsolete.
 
Geerhardus Vos, in his Biblical Theology, 
draws attention to the benefits of a biblical 
approach to theology which, he writes, 
ultimately ‘finds its supreme end in the glory 
of God. This end it attains through giving us 
a new view of God as displaying a particular 

aspect of His nature in connection with 
His historical approach and intercourse 
with man.’ The ScF therefore portrays 
something of God’s work and nature that is 
omitted from the WcF.

The WcF is suited to teach us doctrine and 
to equip us to know doctrinal truth from 
error in a way the ScF does not. However, 
the ScF is a personal confession – a 
confession we can take to heart and use to 
express the truths we love and hold dear.

The ScF has a strong emphasis on the 
importance of the church of christ, the 
whole community of God’s people and 
provides details of marks by which we 
may distinguish between true and false 
churches. This again is an area which is 

unique to the ScF and is an encouragement 
to us to remain in fellowship with the true 
kirk militant while here on earth, and to look 
forward to being with the kirk triumphant in 
heaven for ever.

In these three areas, the ScF benefits God’s 
people in ways which the WcF does not. 
Therefore, far from being replaced by the 
WcF, the ScF complements it, and both 
have continuing relevance to christians 
today.

Jerusalem Chamber, Westminster Abbey, where the Westminster Confession was drawn up
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RandolPh’S accounT
next, on the ratification of the confession 
of Faith, the Bishop of St andrews in many 
words said in effect—it was a matter he had 
not been accustomed with, and had had no 
sufficient time to examine it or confer with 
his friends; howbeit as he would not utterly 
condemn it, so was he loth to give his consent 
thereto. To that effect spoke the bishops of 
Dunkeld and Dunblane.  Of the temporal 
lords, cassillis and caithness said “nae”! The 
rest, with common consent and as glad will 
as ever I heard men speak, allowed it; divers 
with protestations of their consciences and 
faith, desired rather presently to end their 
lives, than ever to think contrary unto that that 
they allowed there. Many also offered to shed 
their blood in defence of the same. 

The old Lord of Lindsay, as grave and goodly 
a man as ever I saw, said ‘I have lived many 
years, I am the eldest in this company of 
my sort, now that it hath pleased God to let 
me see this day where so many nobles and 
others have allowed so worthy a work, I will 
say with Simeon, nunc dimittis.’ 

The old Laird of Lundie confessed how long he 
had lived in blindness, repented thereof, and 
embraced the same as his true belief. Lord 
James [Stewart], after some other purpose, 
said he must sooner believe it true, as some 
others in company did not: he knew that God’s 
truth would never be without his adversaries. 
The Lord Marischal said, though he were 
otherwise assured that it was true, yet might 

maITland’S accounT
The confession of Faith was passed 
by common consent, no man present 
gainsaying. It is true that the archbishop of 
St andrews, the Bishops of Dunkeld and 
Dunblane and two of the temporal lords did 
excuse themselves that they were not ready 
to speak their judgment for that they were not 
sufficiently avised [i.e. familiar] with the book. 
This far they did liberally profess, that they 
would agree to all thing [i.e. everything that] 

might stand with God’s Word, and consent 
to abolish all abuses crept in in the church 
not agreeable with the Scriptures - and 
asked longer time to deliberate on the book 
propounded. Whereby they did in a manner 
confirm our doctrine, whereas [i.e. in that] 
they having liberty to speak what pleased 
them, durst not impugn it, and uttered their 
own ignorance to their confusion.  It is no 
small wonder to see what victory the Truth 
obtained by so uniform consent.

There are several accounts of the near-unanimous reception of the Scots confession 
by the reformation Parliament of 1560. They all broadly agree though there are some 
interesting minor discrepancies. One account can be found in Knox’s History; here are 
two others by the diplomats Thomas randolph and William Maitland of Lethington. 
They are taken from the Calendar of State Papers Relating to Scotland, 1547-1563.

The Reception of the Scots Confession 
by the Scottish Parliament in 1560

Though the Lord needeth not a testimony 
from such a wretched man as I, if I, and all the 
world, would be silent, the very stones would 
cry: it is more than debt, that I should confess 
christ before men and angels. It would 
satisfy me not a little, that the throne of my 
Lord Jesus were exalted above the clouds, 
the heaven of heavens, and on both sides 
of the sun; and that all possible praise and 
glory were ascribed to him; that, by his grace, 
I might put my seal, such as it is, unto that 
song, even the new song of those who, with 
a loud voice, sing, saying, ‘Thou art worthy to 
take the book, and to open the seals thereof; 
for thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to 
God by thy blood, out of every kindred, and 
tongue, and people, and nation; and hast 
made us unto our God kings and priests; and 
we shall reign on earth,’ (rev. 5:9,10). 

and blessed were I, could I lay to my ear 
of faith, and say amen to that psalm of ‘the 
many angels round about the throne, and 
the beasts and elders; whose number is ten 
thousand times ten thousand, and thousands 
of thousands; saying, with a loud voice, 
Worthy is the Lamb that was slain, to receive 
power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, 
and honour, and glory, and blessing.’ and if 
I heard ‘every creature, which is in heaven, 

and on earth, and under the earth; and such 
as are in the sea, and all that are in them’, 
(as John heard them,) saying, ‘blessing, and 
honour, and glory, and power, be unto him 
that sitteth upon the throne, and to the Lamb, 
for ever and ever.’ I mean not any visible reign 
of christ on earth, as the Millenaries fancy; I 
believe (Lord, help my unbelief,) the doctrine 
of the holy prophets, and the apostles of our 
Lord Jesus christ, contained in the books 
of the Old and new Testament to be the 
undoubted truth of God, and a perfect rule of 
faith, and the only way of salvation. 

and I do acknowledge the sum of the 
christian religion, exhibited in the confessions 
and catechisms of the reformed Protestant 
churches, and in the national covenant, 
divers times sworn by the king’s majesty, the 
state, and church of Scotland, and sealed by 
the testimony and subscription of the nobles, 
barons, gentlemen, citizens, ministers, and 
professors of all ranks. as also, in the Solemn 
League and covenant of the three kingdoms 
of Scotland, England, and Ireland. and I do 
judge, and in conscience believe, that no 
power on earth can absolve, and liberate the 
people of God from the bonds and sacred 
ties of the oath of God. 

he be the bolder to pronounce it, for he 
saw there present the pillars of the Pope’s 
church, and not one of them that would 
speak against it. Many others to like effect, 

as Lords Erskine, newbattle, the Subprior of 
St andrews [John Winram] - all concluding 
that this was the faith wherein they ought to 
live and die.

Testimony to the Covenanted Work of 
Reformation in Britain and Ireland

The following extract is taken from Samuel Rutherford: An Introduction to His Theology, 
edited by Matthew Vogan and published by the Society (see Society news).
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The so-called ‘Scottish catholic archives’ 
consist of records of the roman catholic 
church in Scotland dating from before 
the reformation to the present day. The 
earliest item is a Papal bull from 1177 and 
there are also thirty letters, original or in 
cipher, from Mary Queen of Scots. These 
records are currently kept in columba 
House in Edinburgh and are accessible 
to researchers. In addition, the library of 
Blairs college—a former roman catholic 
seminary outside aberdeen, now closed—
consists of 27,000 volumes and has been 
housed since 1974 in the national Library of 
Scotland. Several of the items in the Blairs 
college Library are unique, including the 
1559 pamphlet ‘ane Godlie Exhortatioun’ 
which is usually identified with a publication 
referred to in Knox’s History under the name 
‘The Twapenny Faith’.

Since 2008, the proposal has been afoot to 
split these archives, moving the pre-1878 
material to aberdeen University and the post-
1878 material to a disused convent in the 
south of Glasgow. This proposed relocation 
is for financial reasons but it is bitterly 
opposed by academics (except those living 
near aberdeen). For some reason, the Blairs 
college Library is intended to accompany 
the pre-1878 material up to aberdeen. 
now that the new aberdeen University 
Library building is complete matters have 
come to a head, and the newspapers have 
been filled with indignant letters from the 

scholarly community complaining that the 
dispersal of the archives would ‘rip the heart 
out of Scottish catholic history’. Much of 
the indignation is against Mario conti, the 
roman catholic archbishop of Glasgow, 
who took the original decision to make the 
move and has stubbornly resisted attempts 
to reconsider the matter. He is accused 
of acting with a high hand, and virtually of 
lying when he said that he had made the 
decision after consultation with the users of 
the archives.

The move is supposed to take place this 
year but no date has yet been given and 
an element of uncertainty remains—one 
assumes that many manoeuvres are 
taking place behind the scenes. From an 
academic point of view, we feel sorry for 
those historians whose research into the 
deeds of the Whore of Babylon in Scotland 
may be inconvenienced. at the same we 
acknowledge the hand of God in these 
events and we think that a few comments 
are in order.

1. The roman catholic church is an evil 
system, deceiving many people about the 
way of salvation, and persecuting a large 
number of the people of God to death, even 
in the present day. The roman church forms 
part of human history, and is therefore a 
legitimate object of study, but those studying 
it ought to recognize it as evil (just as those 
studying nazism ought to recognize that as 

The Scottish 
Catholic Archives

evil). To attempt to be ‘neutral ‘in such a matter 
is itself evil, and how much worse is it to be 
trying to gild or justify such a system. Much 
of the research in Scottish church history in 
the last sixty years has been along the lines 
of whitewashing romanism and denigrating 
Protestantism and 
it has been an evil 
work, though it 
has brought many 
interesting facts to 
light. The Lord has 
allowed this work to 
prosper for the last 
sixty years but if he 
is presently causing 
its chariot wheels to 
drive heavily we are 
not sorry.

2. The hostility of 
roman catholic 
historians to 
archbishop conti 
gives a glimpse into 
the inner workings 
of romanism. 
conti appears to have acted in a haughty 
manner, disregarding the opinions (perhaps 
also somewhat haughty) of these historians. 
The historians are indignant and they turn 
upon him. Being in a Protestant country 
(now turned secular) they are quite safe to 
do so; had they been living under cardinal 
Beaton, their next letter to the press might 
have borne the address, ‘The Scottish 
catholic Historical association, The Bottle 
Dungeon, St andrews’. It would be good if 
some of these historians could lay to heart 
the lesson that they are presently learning 
about romanism.

3. If archbishop conti has behaved as 
badly as he is painted, who is to blame for 
appointing him to his position? The blame for 
appointing immoral, worldly bishops before 
the reformation is usually placed by historians 
at the door of the king and the nobility. In 

the present 
circumstances, 
it can only be 
the church of 
rome which is 
responsible. If 
the system is 
now producing 
haughty prelates, 
perhaps that 
was the case 
too before the 
r e f o r m a t i o n . 
Perhaps all 
these attempts 
by historians to 
shuffle the blame 
for appointing the 
likes of cardinal 
Beaton away 
from the church 

and onto the king have been misplaced. 
Protestants have been saying all along 
that romanism is a system that appeals 
to the sinful human love of power and pre-
eminence and that it gives usurped power 
to proud and evil men like the Pope. How 
glad we should be that archbishop conti’s 
power is limited. What else might he have 
done if Scotland had been a roman catholic 
country? We should be exceedingly thankful 
that the reformation broke the power of 
roman catholic bishops in Scotland. 

Cardinal David Beaton
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Scottish Reformation Society 
Writing and Project 
Competition 2012-13

Once again, the Society is running a writing 
competition for various age-groups and a 
project competition for those under 12 years 
of age. Every entrant will receive a £5 book 
token and a certificate if they are judged to 
have completed the work which they have 
attempted. There will be prizes awarded to 
the winner and runner-up in each section.  If 
appropriate, the winning essays from the older 
age-groups may be printed in the Bulwark. 

Entries should be sent to the rev. Maurice 

roberts, 5 Muirfield Park, Inverness, IV2 4Ha. 
The closing date is 31st March 2013.

Entrants must include their name, date of 
birth, their age at end of March 2013 and full 
postal address.  The relevant age is the age at 
the end of March 2013.

children are encouraged to do a Google 
Search on their topic and to ask an adult to 
give them some help. Their minister may have 
books to help them which they could borrow.

monaRchy PRoJecT 
(12 years and under) 
Winner £20, Runner-up £15

Make a timeline, or illustrated plaque, of ‘The 
Most notable Events in the Life of Martin 
Luther’.

Books to help you:
Martin Luther and the Birth of Protestantism, 
James atkinson, Marshall Morgan and 
Scott.  
Martin Luther, the Man who started the 
Reformation, Thomas Lindsay, christian 
Focus.
See the end part of these books where there 
are summaries of the life and work of Luther.

hamIlTon memoRIal eSSay
(12 years and under) 
(300 words) 
Winner £20, Runner-up £15

Write 5 - 7 paragraphs about the main events 
of William Tyndale’s life especially showing 
how brave he was and how hard he worked 
so that we would have a Bible translated into 
our own language.

Book to help you:
William Tyndale, robert Demaus, religious 
Tract Society.

maGdalen chaPel eSSay
(13 - 15 years)
(600 - 800 words) 
Winner £25, Runner-up £20

Write an Essay pretending you were a 
reporter standing near the shore when 
the two Margarets were being drowned in 
the Solway Firth. Write what you hear the 
indignant people (who disapprove of this 
cruel death and who long for freedom to 
worship God without fear) say about what 

is happening. Show your appreciation of the 
struggle of these two women so we should 
have freedom to worship God according to 
conscience and not as the government of the 
day decides.

Book to help you:
Men of the Covenant, alexander Smellie, 
Banner of Truth Trust

knox PRIze eSSay 
(16 - 18 years) 
(about 1000 words) 
Winner £35, Runner-up £30

Write an essay telling of some of the important 
events in Scotland which occurred in and 
around 1560 and how these events were 
important in restoring the worship of God 
according to the Bible.

Books to help you: 
The Reformation in Scotland, John Knox, 
Banner of Truth Trust.
Sketches of Scottish Church History, Thomas 
Mccrie, Free Presbyterian Publications.
The Scottish Reformation, David Hay Fleming, 
reformation Press

melVIlle eSSay 
(18 - 25 years) 
(about 2000 words) 
Winner £50, Runner-up £40

State what were some of the causes which 
led up to the Scottish reformation and what 
were the benefits of it to Scottish society 
afterwards.

Books to help you:
Life of John Knox, Thomas Mccrie, Free 
Presbyterian Publications.
The Reformation in Scotland, D. Hay Fleming, 
Hodder and Stoughton.
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neW PublIcaTIon

The Society has just published Samuel Rutherford: 
An Introduction to His Theology, edited by 
Matthew Vogan. This consists of a collection of 
essays, new and old, on the theology of Samuel 
rutherford, interspersed with extracts from his 
writings. contributors include San-Deog Kim, 
Guy richard, Patrick ramsey, Sherman Isbell, 
richard Bacon, David McKay, crawford Gribben, 
and Michael Brown. The price is £10.95 (including 
postage and packing) and orders may be placed 
either directly with the Society or through the Lulu 
website www.lulu.com.

RecenT PublIcaTIonS

The Scottish Reformation by David Hay Fleming has recently been published by reformation 
Press on behalf of the Lewis Branch of the Society. copies can be obtained from the Society or 
from the publisher: www.reformationpress.co.uk.

Trembling for Ark: James Begg and the Free Church of Scotland by James W. campbell 
(Orthodox Presbyterian minister in connecticut, USa) is available at the price of £7.95 (including 
postage and packing). This can either be ordered directly from the Society, or through the Lulu 
website www.lulu.com.

Volume 2 of the Scottish Reformation Society Historical Journal can be obtained from the 
Society at the price of £9.95 (including postage and packing) or ordered through the Lulu 
website www.lulu.com.

copies of Volume 1 are also available at the same price. alternatively, most of the articles from 
Volume 1 can now be downloaded in pdf form from the website www.biblicalstudies.org.uk.

Society News
SCoTTISH REfoRMATIoN SoCIETy 
2012 AGM ANd

PuBlIC MEETING
SATuRdAy 15th SEPTEMBER 2012,
MAGdAlEN CHAPEl, EdINBuRGH

The AGM will be at 1.30pm and the Public Meeting at 2.30pm (DV)

Speaker at the Public Meeting:  Rev Gavin Beers   Free Church (Continuing), Ayr 
Subject:    ‘The Ulster-Scottish Connexion’ 

For those travelling by car, there is a multi-storey car park further east along the 
cowgate and meter parking in chambers Street.

Aberdeen

Meetings are on Fridays in the Dunbar St Hall, Old 
aberdeen, aB24 1UU at 7.30pm (DV).

26th October, ‘alexander cruden’, rev John Macleod 
(Portmahomack)

30th november, ‘Modern Interpretations of the 
Scottish reformation’, rev Professor John McIntosh 
(Free church college)

Glasgow

Friday 31st august at the reformed Baptist church, 
4 Herschell Street, anniesland, Glasgow, G13 1Hr 
at 7.30pm (DV). 

‘Scotland: a covenanted Land’, rev. Kenneth 
Stewart (Glasgow)

Branch News
The Branches are currently organizing their winter programmes for 2012-13. 
So far, the following talks have been confirmed.

lewis

Meetings are on Fridays in the 
nicolson Institute, Stornoway at 
7.30 pm (DV).

14th December, ‘Scottish 
Psalmody’, Dr robert Dickie 
(Stornoway)

SAMUEL RUTHERFORD
�  an introduction to his theology   �

Edited by Matthew Vogan

Scottish Reformation Society
ACADE MIC SERIES : :  VOLUME 1

Scottish Reform
ation Society     SAMUEL RUTHERFORD An Introduction to his Theology     M

atthew Vogan

Samuel Rutherford was perhaps the most 
infl uential writer in Scotland during the

post-Reformation era.

Strangely, for someone who had a signifi cant role 
in shaping one of the most important theological 

documents of modern times, his theology has 
fallen under comparative neglect. The writings 
of one of Scotland’s foremost theologians offer 
a valuable key, however, to understanding the 
theology of the Westminster Confession and 

Catechisms in their original context.  

This diverse collection of essays covers 
the breadth of Rutherford’s signifi cant 
theological contribution. Selected short 

extracts from Rutherford’s works have also 
been included in order to introduce some of 

his own writings afresh.  

Cover illustration:
The archway into the quadrangle of St Mary’s 

College in St Andrews where Rutherford 
taught theology from 1638 to 1661, becoming 

Rector of the College in 1651. 

SAMUEL RUTHERFORD
�  an introduction to his theology   �

Edited by Matthew Vogan

Scottish Reformation Society
ACADE MIC SERIES : :  VOLUME 1
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MeMbership & Bulwark subscriptions

all correspondence regarding Membership and Bulwark subscriptions should be sent to 
the Membership Secretary, Mrs Deborah coghill, Millhouse, 53a Garrabost, Point, Isle of 
Lewis, HS2 0PF.

The subscription is £7 per annum for membership of the Society and £8 per annum for 
the Bulwark. Membership forms can be obtained from the Membership Secretary, or the 
Magdalen chapel, or downloaded from the internet:

www.scottishreformationsociety.org.uk/downloads/SrS_Membership_Form.pdf
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