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Sir, I have received two from you, dated 
the one January 15th, the other 21st, for 
which I am your debtor. I presume not to 
give my opinion on the conduct of affairs 
with you, but earnestly wish you the Lord’s 
blessing and direction, and that you may 

be preserved from all inconveniencies. I 
am heartily sorry to hear that so many are 
acted with so bitter a spirit of falsehood 
and malignity. I hope God will defeat their 
wicked designs and discover their malice 
and lies to their shame. 

Letter of January 1689 
mentioning the

Wigtown Martyrs

Grave of John Brown of Priesthill

In the previous issue we published an article by Jeffrey Stephen on the Wigtown Martyrs, referring to the 
ongoing controversy over whether the martyrdoms actually occurred. The evidence is overwhelming that 
they did, though sceptics struggle on in their denial. Here is a letter written from Edinburgh on 29th January 
1689 to a correspondent in London. The writer was ‘L.R.’ but has not otherwise been identified. The letter 
is taken from the Historical MSS Commission, Fourteenth Report, Appendix, Part III (London, 1894), pp. 
170-172. It contains several interesting details on the state of southern Scotland at this critical juncture.



4 The Bulwark July - September 2014  5

There is no disorder nor outrage committed 
by any called Presbyterian in this country, 
but by the Mountain Men [Cameronians], 
and these far less than they are 
represented. True it is, they have desired 
the curates in the west to withdraw, and 
lately the ministers of Glasgow (as I am 
informed, at their instigation) did take one 
Mr Mill out of the church, or stopped him 
going into it, and, as I heard, did some 
violence to his person, but he is now in 
perfect health as I am certainly informed 
by one that came thence but two days 
ago.

They went also to my Lord Traquair his 
house, but their carriage was such (though 
you know I never could justify them in 
most of their behaviour) that I cannot but 
say it was civil, since my Lady herself 
did commend them for their civility, as a 
person who got account of her letter she 
wrote to an acquaintance of hers here told 
me, that when they came to the house they 
found my Lord’s closet open and a bag of 
money with some gold on the table, upon 
which he that commanded them locked 
the door and gave the key to my Lady, 
and when she offered them wine he forbid 
any of them should drink it, lest it should 
intoxicate them, and they in their drink 
should commit disorders; so that all they 
did was to take the consecrate things and 
to carry them to Peebles’ Cross and burn 
them; and what was of silver, as some little 
things were, they gave to the poor. This is 
my Lady’s own account.

They came also to a curate’s house whose 
wife was lying in childbed and she, fearing 
her husband’s danger, got up. They 
desired her to go to bed again and said 
they designed him no harm, only advised 
him to remove if he consulted his own 

been on the place where soldiers brought 
out by the curate murdered the husband 
and left a widow with seven fatherless 
children. When innumerable such instances 
of cruelty committed without any sentence 
(beside what was done by form of law) are 
recent in poor people’s memories, is it not 
a wonder that they break not forth into rage 
and revenge against the instigators to and 
actors of such crimes?

But, Sir, I can assure you Presbyterians are 
quiet, waiting till God appear to execute 
justice to whom vengeance belongs. But 
malicious enemies upon pretence of fear 
from the Mountain Men, which is altogether 
groundless, are making trouble here. For 
the College of Justice, as they are called, 
have been in arms these days bypast, I can 
guess at no other end but to disturb the 

meeting houses where a fast was kept last 
Lord’s Day; yea, some of them said they 
should now pull down the meeting houses, 
and I believe they would have it thought that 
the people of this city are not dissatisfied 
with the prelates; but, Sir, the contrary is 
known, though they will not break forth into 
tumults to thrust them out. 

I am probably, I may say certainly, informed 
that men are secretly levied here for his 
Majesty’s service; what service that can 
be I know not, but upon all I must make 
this reflection, that our trial seems to be 
not yet over. God prepare us for what is 
his good pleasure...The Lord bless you all. 
I purpose to see your lady as soon as I 
can, and shall deliver your commission. I 
am, dear Sir, your most affectionate and 
humble servitor, L.R.

safety now they gave him warning. These 
are the greatest if not all the disorders that 
I hear of, and I believe I hear of most that is 
done in the country.

Now, Sir, though I must say upon my 
certain knowledge and acquaintance 
(and I presume to say I know the west 
and south of Scotland as well as any) the 
generality of people wish the curates were 
off, as men generally of debauched lives 
who were intruded on the people against 
their conscience and continued against 
their affection; yet I must further add that 
considering the violence [that] has been 
practised upon the poor people when they 
brought out bloody soldiers on them and 
occasioned the shedding of their blood 
like water, it is a wonder that now when 
we have no master, people are kept from 
outrages and from falling on such as have 
violently shed the blood of many with less 
regard than if they had been beasts. And 
I marvel how these gentlemen have the 
confidence to complain of the turbulence 
of Presbyterians when many of them may 
remember what their cruelty has been. 

I have seen the grave of a poor honest 
man that was shot like a dog at his own 
house without doom or law and without 
crime committed against their own law 
save non-conformity, his poor wife looking 
and begging life with an infant in each hand 
and her belly big with the third. I have been 
near the place where women were tied 
to a stake within the sea-mark till the sea 
overflowed them, when the stroke of every 
wave coming on them was as so many 
repeated deaths. I have been on the place 
where a curate going along with the soldiers 
and falling on a man who had the Bible in 
his pocket, said, ‘This must be a rogue; he 
carrieth the Bible about with him.’ I have 

Traquair House
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Darien:
a Warning to 

Scotland

Notoriously, the project that seemed to 
offer glory for an independent Scottish 
nation ended in disaster. The Spanish, who 
had previously controlled this malarial area, 
besieged the colony for a month and the 
colonists were forced to surrender from 
starvation. The colony was abandoned in 
1700 after the death of over two thousand 
people, the destruction of ten ships, and 
the impoverishment of Scotland as a 
nation. The investment had been £400,000 
(equivalent to nearly £44 million today). The 
investment ultimately totalled about a fifth 
of the wealth of Scotland. When it came 
to the Union in 1707 there was financial 
assistance for Scottish debts in the event of 
Union. While there may have been negative 

unintended consequences of the Union 
with England, the overall security for the 
Protestant cause and Reformation doctrine 
and principles in Scotland were remarkable. 
A degree of outward prosperity followed, 
although we must acknowledge sad steps 
of declension from God.

Darien failed not simply because of the 
unrealistic expectations and exaggerated 
descriptions underpinning the plan but also 
the hubris and greed that caused many 
to be so easily swept up in the hysteria of 
speculation. Many observers have been 
able to find parallels in our recent history of 
financial failure and the subsequent bailout 
of banks that was far in excess of Scotland’s 

The Darien Scheme is perhaps one of the most 
topical events in Scottish history; particularly 
as it was the most significant event leading up 
to the union of 1707.  It was an unsuccessful 
attempt by the Scots to establish a colony, 
which was to be called New Caledonia, in what 
is now Panama but was known at the time 
as the Bay of Darien. William Paterson, who 
devised the scheme, believed that this piece of 
land offered a valuable trade route to transport 
goods from the Pacific overland to the Atlantic 
seaboard to European markets.  

Darien Crest

resources as a nation. The project for an 
independent Caledonia being urged in the 
referendum this year is a venture equally full 
of unrealism and hubris.  

There has been much speculation among 
historians about the failure of the Darien 
project. Alexander Shields, one of the 
ministers of the Church of Scotland sent to 
the colony, believed that the fertility of the 
territory was not to blame but “our too big 
expectations” formed from a distance and, 
more critically, the moral bankruptcy of the 
fledgling society. He was grieved that “such 
an excellent interest [was] like to be lost...
arising from the inconsiderate choice that 
was made...of the worst of men to go with 
us.”  We can learn much from Darien when 
we understand the moral and spiritual 
reasons for its failure. 
 
I. MORAL CATASTROPHE

It appears that many of those who joined 
the expedition were not of a good character 
and not a few were Highland Jacobites, 
many of whom, incidentally, had no 
English. The colonists “do scandalise the 
natives”, one of the ministers reported, “by 
stealing from them and by teaching them 
both to swear and drink.” The Church of 
Scotland in The Sighs and Groans of a 
Sinking Kingdom solemnly enquired, “What 
Scotsman is able to reflect on these things 
without tears of indignation, and self-
abhorrency?”, and she sadly recalled “our 
Scots pagans who taught the aboriginals 
to blaspheme the Lord.” The Directors of 
the Company themselves recognised the 
moral problems in the colony from the 
start, commenting that it had split upon the 
“rock of riot and immoralities”.  The colonial 
government had not adequately punished 
or prevented such crimes and disorders.

 The ministers lamented the “many grievous 
and heinous sins and abominations” that 
were provoking the Lord’s anger. These 
were “atheistical swearing and cursing, 
brutish drunkenness, detestable lying and 
prevaricating, obscene and filthy talking, 
mocking of godliness, yea, and among 
too many of the meaner sort, base thieving 
and pilfering, besides sabbath-breaking, 
contempt of all gospel-ordinances, etc”. 
Alexander Shields concluded that “there 
was never a colony in the world settled with 
more wicked debauchees.”

It was also argued that the colonists lacked 
the necessary perseverance, resolve, 
and industry to make successful frontier 
pioneers. The gentlemen and officers 
particularly appeared to consider themselves 
above any kind of work. This was a concern 
voiced by the Church of Scotland who wrote 
to the colony: “Let not the foolish notion 
ever get footing with you....that it is below a 
gentleman to follow trade and employment.” 
The whole business was being mismanaged 
and collapse was inevitable. Some of the 
ministers asked: “what better can any 
thinking man...conclude, in any reason, to 
have been expected from the management 
of such who hate God themselves, his 
image, and all virtue in others?”

The moral condition of the colony was a 
mirror of the worst aspects of Scottish society. 
Although the extent of moral dissolution 
evident during the Restoration years had 
since been restrained, no doubt their legacy 
and influence remained. Constables had not 
been as diligent as they ought in patrolling and 
in reporting offences. There was considerable 
growth in Societies for Reformation of 
Manners around the year 1700; these were 
voluntary organisations formed to ensure 
enforcement of laws regulating conduct.  

Matthew Vogan
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II. PROVIDENCE

The Church of Scotland lamented the 
disaster as a sovereign judgement upon 
the nation. Counteracting providences at 
every stage in the venture showed that as a 
nation they had forsaken their “covenanted 
God” who “seems fixedly resolved either 
to reform us, or utterly destroy us: this 
is clearly written upon the print of every 
providence we meet with.”

The Darien disaster followed upon 
successive years of crop failure and 
scarcity of food which were in themselves 
discerned as a judgement upon the land for 
the prevalence of profaneness, sabbath-
breaking, and drunkenness. For these 
reasons the General Assembly called for 
national days of humiliation, fasting, and 
prayer in 1699 and then again in the years 
following as the economic crisis deepened. 
The Covenanter Alexander Peden had 
predicted more than ten years previously 
that Scotland would suffer “cleanness of 
teeth, and many a black pale face, which 
shall put many thousands to their graves in 

Scotland, with unheard-of natures of fluxes 
and fevers, and otherwise; and there shall 
be great distress in the land, and wrath 
upon this people” for its apostasy and the 
shedding of the blood of the martyrs.

This was fulfilled, especially in the seven 
years 1693-1700, which came to be 
known as the “ill years” marked by what 
Patrick Walker termed “manifold unheard-
of judgments”. In 1698, Andrew Fletcher of 
Saltoun estimated that there were 200,000 
beggars roaming about Scotland, a figure 
which had perhaps been doubled by “the 
present distresses”. 

It is noteworthy that the same crying sins 
that were understood to be the cause 
of these judgements were those that 
abounded in Darien. An anonymous poem 
traced the causes of the failure to the sins 
of the nation:

We’ve lost our men, and our money,
our provender, and ships at sea,

though it be no wonder,
for the great sin which we lie under.

Francis Borland, one of the colony’s 
ministers, noted a “series of frowning and 
crossing disappointments” in providences, 
especially that “whatever recruits and 
supplies of men and provisions were sent 
out of Scotland afterwards for this place, 
still the former were gone from the place, 
before the latter were come up, or else the 
supplies miscarried by the way, or came too 
late.” Every ship that arrived from Scotland 
came to find an empty colony. “From such 
an observable succession of counteracting 
providences in this design, who cannot but 
remark, and see a holy and sovereign God, 
signally appearing and fighting against this 
undertaking? As if men should say, this 
design shall succeed, and God say, it shall 
not prosper.” 

III. SOME LESSONS

When we compare our own situation with 
the events of Darien, we can draw some 
striking lessons. We must ask the sort of 
questions that were asked three hundred 
years ago in Scotland. They are biblical 
questions. “Who gave Jacob to the spoil 
and Israel to the robbers? Did not the Lord, 
he against whom we have sinned? For they 
would not hearken to his voice, nor walk in 
his ways; therefore he hath poured the fury 
of his anger upon us, and yet we have not 
rightly observed it, nor laid it to heart.” (Is. 
43:24-25)

We must observe first and foremost the 
solemn spiritual judgements upon Scotland 
as a nation such as: diminishing gospel 
light and influence, declension from biblical 
Reformation principles, and increasing 
worldliness within the professing Church. 
Beyond this, we are all too aware of gross 
apostasy from the Word and law of God in 
the Established Church. 

We have also solemn judgements in the 
sphere of the state with a number of laws 
that impinge upon those who uphold 
biblical principles and morality. An increase 
in scandalous sin is all too evident. It ought 
to make us fearful that, in terms of the sore 
chastisements of three hundred years ago, 
the voice of God in providence is more 
silent to us as a nation.

It may be that the Independence project 
would be as economically disastrous as 
Darien. We fear much more, however, 
that the independent Scotland being 
promoted is one that would be even 
more “independent” of God and his law, 
particularly in divorcing from the established 
securities for biblical truth in the Treaty of 
Union and the recognised position of the 
national Church.  

When we consider what has been enacted 
by the Scottish Parliament in recent months 
and years within the limited constraints that 
it now has, we must tremble to think of being 
given up to a yet more reprobate mind as a 
nation. The warning given to the disastrous 
colony of Darien by the witnessing Church 
of Scotland echoes with great resonance to 
us as a nation at this time:

“…‘The Lord is with you, while you are 
with him; and if you seek Him, he will be 
found of you: but if you forsake him, he 
will forsake you’ (2 Chron. 15:2): and all 
your forward expectations and blooming 
hopes shall be blasted and wither...your 
names, instead of honour and renown, 
shall be branded with infamy, hissing and 
scorn, and your blessings turned unto 
curses, and the Lord shall pluck you up, 
and not plant you, and shall separate you 
unto evil, after he had said, he would do 
you good.”

The Darien Chest African Company House, Edinburgh

New Caledonia



10 The Bulwark July - September 2014  11

Alexander
Henderson 

Naomi Wells
This is the winning entry for the 

2013-14 Andrew Melville competition.

10 The Bulwark

I. HIS EARLY YEARS AND ENTRANCE 
TO THE MINISTRY

Little is known of Alexander Henderson’s 
ancestry or of his formative years. He 
was born in the parish of Creich in Fife in 
1583 and had at least two brothers and 
three sisters. Having received a broad 
education and displayed some literary 
ability, he entered St Salvator’s College, St 
Andrews, in 1599 and gained his Master of 
Arts degree in 1603. He then proceeded 
to teach philosophy at the university for a 
period of time.

At this stage, Henderson was an ambitious 
Episcopalian who succeeded in winning the 
favour of George Gledstanes, archbishop 
of St Andrews. The archbishop rewarded 
him for his support by presenting him to 
the parish of Leuchars in late 1613 or early 
1614. However, despite the favour of the 
archbishop, Henderson found the church 
doors securely locked against him when he 
arrived for his ordination. He and those with 
him had to force their way into the church 
through a window.

In a sermon in 1638, Henderson was to 
reflect with regret on his entrance to the 
ministry:

Although the calling itself be not only 
lawful, but laudable, necessary, and 
commended of GOD; yet, alas! how 
many of us have rather sought the kirk, 
than the kirk has sought us? How many 
have rather gotten the kirk given to 
them, than they have been given to the 
kirk for the good thereof?

A significant change in Henderson’s thinking 
and approach to the ministry took place as 
a result of his conversion in 1615 or 1616. 

Curiosity led him to attend a service in 
the parish of Forgan where the renowned 
preacher, Robert Bruce, was speaking. 
Henderson sat in a dark corner of the 
church in order to avoid being recognised 
and was deeply convicted when Bruce 
announced a text directly applicable to his 
ordination: He that cometh not in by the 
door, but climbeth up another way, the 
same is a thief and a robber (John 10:1).

Henderson subsequently came to the 
conclusion that Episcopacy was both 
‘unauthorised by the Word of God, and 
inconsistent with the Reformed constitution 
of the Church of Scotland’. He also took 
care to make amends for his previous 
failings in the ministry by labouring faithfully 
and with diligence from this point on. His 
first opportunity to make a public stand for 
the truths he now held dear came at the 
General Assembly held in Perth in August 
1618, where the Five Articles of Perth 
were discussed. These articles introduced 
various elements of ritual and ceremony 
into the church and were forcibly opposed 
by Henderson. 

II. THE SERVICE BOOK OF 1637

Despite calls to more prominent positions, 
Henderson faithfully remained at Leuchars, 
not seeking personal prestige or recognition. 
By nature, he was a retiring man, who 
shrank from the public eye and loved 
his country parish. Little of significance 
is known of him until 1637 when events 
unfolded which, to quote Marcus Loane,

brought the most able man in the Kirk 
out of his quiet manse at Leuchars. He 
was fifty-four years old when he found 
himself at the head of a great movement 
which was to shake the whole nation, 
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and the nine years of his life which still 
remained were to be spent without 
reserve in the public service of the 
Church and State in Scotland. 

For some time, a crisis had been building 
up in Church and state, arising from the 
firm belief of the Stuart monarchs in the 
‘divine right of kings’. This was the belief 
that the king has absolute, God-given 
authority over all affairs, not only of state, 
but also of Church government and 
worship. Influenced by Laud, bishop of 
London from 1628 onwards, Charles II had 
gradually begun to impose his own style 
of worship and practice on the Church 
of Scotland. In August 1625, Charles 
issued a proclamation which required the 
observance of the Articles of Perth. This 
was followed in May 1635 by a new Book 
of Canons and, in December 1636, by a 
new Service Book. The Service Book in 

particular was seen as overthrowing much 
that was achieved at the Reformation 
under John Knox and as taking the Church 
increasingly towards Roman Catholicism.

The book was first introduced at St 
Giles Church in Edinburgh on 23rd July 
1637, where it provoked riots among the 
congregation. This was followed by an 
order for several ministers, Henderson 
included, to acquire two copies of the book 
for use in their churches. While Henderson 
was willing to purchase and read the book, 
he was not prepared to use it in his church, 
and openly refused to comply.

On 23rd August 1637, Henderson presented 
a petition to the Privy Council, requesting 
the suspension of the order. In addition 
to his concerns that the book would 
return the Church to its pre-Reformation 
position, he also argued that he was under 

no obligation to obey since the order had 
not been approved by either a General 
Assembly or an act of Parliament. While 
the Privy Council was not unreceptive to 
the petition, the King refused to withdraw 
his order. This significantly intensified the 
agitation already felt throughout Scotland. 
Dissenters congregated in Edinburgh and a 
large number of petitions were submitted.

Two months later, on 17th October, an 
order was given for the petitioners to leave 
Edinburgh within twenty-four hours. This 
provoked Henderson to take further action 
and the following day a formal complaint 
was drawn up against the bishops, who 
were seen as the ‘authors of all the troubles 
the Service Book had occasioned’. The 
focus of the conflict was gradually shifted 
from the Service Book alone to the Church 
situation more generally.

A compromise agreement was finally 
reached on 17th November. The petitioners 
in Edinburgh were disbanded peaceably 
and, in return, they were entitled to 
appoint sixteen representatives, including 
Henderson, who met at four tables in 
Parliament. These ‘Tables’, authorised by 
the Privy Council, had a significant degree 
of political power and formed a strong 
unofficial opposition.

III. THE NATIONAL COVENANT AND 
THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF 1638

In February 1638, it was proclaimed that 
the King had confirmed the use of the 
Service Book and had also declared the 
meetings of the petitioners treasonable. 
Since Henderson could not conscientiously 
submit to the King, war became inevitable. 
But, as Marcus Loane comments, any 
preparation for war ‘would have to be on 

the widest scale if they were to cope with the 
forces which the Crown could marshal for 
their destruction’. In order to unite the nation 
to stand for a common cause, Henderson 
proposed the signing of a national covenant, 
based on the Covenant of 1581. He was 
heavily involved in drafting this document, 
which included the text of the older 
covenant, a section setting out the acts of 
Parliament supporting the Reformation, and 
a section which specifically considered the 
present situation.

The covenant was initially signed in 
Edinburgh on 28th February 1638, amid 
scenes of great emotion. Those signing 
solemnly declared,

That with our whole heart we agree, and 
resolve all the days of our life constantly 
to adhere unto and to defend the 
foresaid true religion, and (forbearing 
the practice of all innovations already 
introduced in the matters of the 
worship of God, or approbation of the 
corruptions of the publick government 
of the kirk, or civil places and power of 
kirkmen, till they be tried and allowed 
in free Assemblies and in Parliament) to 
labour, by all means lawful, to recover 
the purity and liberty of the Gospel, as it 
was established and professed before 
the foresaid novations.

Copies of the covenant were dispatched 
to various Scottish regions, and were well 
received in most areas apart from Aberdeen. 
Henderson himself led a deputation to 
Aberdeen in order to win the town’s support. 
The king attempted to delay responding to 
the covenant by entering into protracted 
discussions. However, he was eventually 
forced to call the first General Assembly 
since 1618, and a Parliament.

St.Giles Cathedral, Edinburgh
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Henderson was unanimously appointed 
moderator of the General Assembly, 
which was held in Glasgow in November 
1638. The Assembly was attended by the 
Royal Commissioner, who objected to a 
proposed trial of the bishops, dissolved the 
meeting and retired. The members of the 
Assembly, however, voted to remain until 
their tasks were complete. Recognising 
Christ as Head of the Church, they did not 
consider the King and his commissioner 
to hold authority to dissolve the meeting. 
The Assembly met for a full month and 
undertook a thorough reform of the 
Church, including renouncing the Articles 
of Perth and Book of Canons, restoring the 
former Reformed patterns of worship, and 
deposing all the bishops.

In recognition of the abilities he had 
displayed at the General Assembly, 
Henderson was moved from Leuchars to 
minister in Edinburgh.

IV. THE SOLEMN LEAGUE AND 
COVENANT AND THE WESTMINSTER 
ASSEMBLY

On 28th May 1639, Charles and his army 
pitched camp at Duns Law, just north of the 
Scottish border. Henderson was a member 
of the deputation sent to agree a peace 
treaty with the king both at this time and 
again in the following year when the Scots 
invaded England, reaching Newcastle and 
Durham. 

On 7th August 1641, a formal treaty was 
signed with Charles, leading the Scots 
to believe that he was now committed 
to Presbyterianism. Following this treaty, 
Henderson acted as moderator for the 
St Andrews General Assembly, where 
proposals were made for a new Confession 

of Faith, Catechism, and Directory for 
Church Government and Worship, to be 
drafted by Henderson, and to act as a basis 
for unity between the English and Scottish 
churches. When Charles visited Scotland in 
the same month, he appointed Henderson, 
who had retired from his ministerial duties 
in Edinburgh due to ill health, to be his 
chaplain.

The following year, the English civil war 
broke out. The Scots’ negotiations with 
Charles ceased when it became apparent 
that he had never truly been concerned 
to bring about a Presbyterian Church 
settlement in England. In August 1643, the 
English Parliament sent commissioners to 
request military aid from the Scots and to 
arrange for Scottish delegates to attend 
the Westminster Assembly of Divines. 
Henderson was one of those appointed 
and was involved in drafting the Solemn 
League and Covenant which was to form 
the basis of Scotland’s provision of military 
support. The covenant was signed on 25th 

September 1643 in St Margaret’s Church, 
Westminster, when those subscribing 
resolved, among other things:

1) To reserve the Reformed religion in 
the Church of Scotland;

2) To reform religion in the kingdoms of 
England and Ireland according to the 
Word of God and the example of the 
best Reformed churches; and

3) ‘To bring the Churches of God in 
the three kingdoms to the nearest 
conjunction and uniformity in religion’.

Henderson then remained in London for 
three years to attend the Westminster 
Assembly, where he was involved in drafting 
a number of documents. He suffered ill 

health during this time and would have 
liked to have seen a greater acceptance of 
Presbyterianism among the English divines.
In 1646, Charles placed himself under 
the protection of the Scottish army at 
Newcastle. Henderson travelled north and 
debated with him in writing on Episcopacy 
and Presbyterianism, but failed to persuade 
the King to abandon his Episcopal position. 
With his health problems increasing, 
Henderson sailed on to Edinburgh, arriving 
on 11th August, and died a week later on 
19th August 1646.

V. CONCLUSION

Three great qualities stand out in 
Henderson’s life:

1) He made considerable sacrifices and 
was prepared to give up his own desire 
for a quiet life when the purity of the 
Church of Christ was under threat.

2) He was courageous and willing to 
oppose earthly rulers when necessary.

3) He persevered and refused to 
compromise even when the battles he 
fought spanned a number of years.

As a result of the stand Henderson took, 
the Church in Scotland was preserved 
from heresy, compromise, and a highly 
ritualistic approach to worship. It has often 
been said that Knox brought about the 
first Reformation, while Henderson was 
instrumental in the second. Knox purged 
the Church of its Roman Catholicism; 
Henderson preserved it from the 
reintroduction of all that Knox had cast out. 
In reading the history of mid-17th century 
Scotland, Henderson above all others 
stands out as the one who secured the 
future of Protestantism in Scotland, and we 
still reap the benefits today of his significant 
contribution to the Church of Christ. 

St.Athernase Church, Leuchars
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I. THE “CULTURE WARS”

It is clear to any objective observer that 
we Christians in the western world are 
currently losing the “culture wars”, and at 
an increasingly and alarmingly faster rate.  I 
live in the United States of America.  Back 
in 2004, the question of same-sex marriage 
was on the ballots in many states, and the 
vast majority of them ended up adopting 
amendments to their state constitutions 
defining marriage as being essentially 

between a man and a woman and thus 
effectively outlawing legal recognition of 
“same-sex marriages”.  But over the past 
year, it seems that every week there is 
another news story about a state court 
striking down its state’s same-sex marriage 
ban as being incompatible with the US 
Federal Constitution.  

My own state of Utah, one of the most 
conservative states in the country (due 
to the strong presence of the politically 

The wrong 
weapons in the 

“culture wars”
by Mark Hausam  Mark Hausam is an Instructor in Philosophy at 
Utah Valley University and a member of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.
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conservative Mormon church), had its ban 
on same-sex marriage struck down by a 
state court only this past December.  Some 
of the states are appealing to higher courts, 
but so far none of the courts have given 
much grounds for hope that this trend will 
be reversed.  Laws naturally tend to reflect 
public opinion (since they are ultimately 
nothing other than institutionalized public 
opinion), and public opinion has been 
moving towards favoring same-sex 
marriage, and in general the legitimization 
of homosexuality and other related sexual 
perversions, at an astonishing rate.  If you 
had asked me a year ago, I would have 
predicted that the US would have legal 
same-sex marriage across the country 
in about ten years.  If you ask me now, I 
would give it about one year.

I am not as familiar with all the nuances of 
the Scottish scene in this area, but I certainly 
noted the recent decision of the Scottish 
Parliament to legally recognize same-sex 
marriages.  My impression is that the US 
and the UK are not that far apart in terms 
of the progress of moral degeneration.  We 
are sharing in the overall moral decline of 
western culture.

Of course, it is not just same-sex marriage, 
though that is one of the most widely-
discussed issues at the front of the “culture 
wars”.  All across the spectrum of issues, 
our western nations are degenerating 
rapidly.  The past few decades have seen 
the rise and increase of legal abortions, 
physician-assisted suicide, no-fault 
divorce, public indecency and nudity, and 
in general increasingly perverse sexual 
immorality, loss of respect for those in 
authority (parents, political figures, church 

leaders), loss of intact and well-functioning 
families, and many other things.  (If this list 
sounds somewhat familiar—think Romans 
1:26-32, for example—I do not think that is 
a coincidence.)

There is also a growing trend towards the 
persecution of those who will not approve 
the increasing moral degeneration.  In 
the US, anti-discrimination laws are 
being used increasingly to punish those 
who are opposed to homosexuality.  A 
photographer in New Mexico recently lost 
a case in the New Mexico state court which 
was started by her refusal to photograph a 
same-sex wedding.  New Mexico said that 
she had a legal obligation to do so based 
on anti-discrimination laws that apply to 
businesses.  There are countless more 
examples of this sort of thing going on, 
and I would guess that Scotland also is not 
free of these kinds of examples (whatever 
form they may take).  Recently, the CEO 
of Mozilla (the company that produces 
the internet browser Firefox) was basically 
shoved out of his position because he had 
contributed money to an anti-same-sex-
marriage campaign in California in 2008.  A 
number of people defended how he was 
treated.  Among the comments I came 
across, this one struck me as chillingly 
noteworthy:  “Morality has always been 
about keeping society on the same page. If 
you violate the norms, then you are shamed 
and ridiculed. The ultimate ‘victory’ of the 
gay rights movement will be that those 
discriminating against homosexuals will be 
ridiculed and isolated as bigots. Ultimately 
we can only hope that the best values win 
out, and that we will always find outcasts 
in society that share our values, should our 
values violate the norm.” 

II. THE WRONG WEAPONS

Christians are fighting back on all of these 
fronts, but in some ways the way Christians 
are fighting back is more alarming to me 
than the things we are fighting against.  For 
example, as I have read through a number 
of US court cases looking at same-sex 
marriage (I will call it SSM for short from here 
on out), one of the things that has struck 
me is that the pro-SSM people and the 
anti-SSM people are using the same sorts 
of arguments—secular arguments.  The 
anti-SSM people are arguing that SSM will 
be harmful to children in various ways; that 
it will lead to religious persecution of those 
opposed to SSM; that it is inappropriate 
for courts to overturn amendments to 
state constitutions voted on by the people, 
etc.  Some of these arguments are better 
than others, but all of them are secular 
arguments.  That is, they are arguments that 
leave out any reference to anything beyond 
the natural world recognized by agnostics 
and atheists.  They try to make arguments 
that are grounded only on principles that an 
agnostic society and an agnostic political 
institution would take seriously.

One of the problems with this approach 
is that many of the secular anti-SSM 
arguments are very weak, particularly when 
examined on secular grounds.  I think the 
strongest secular argument is that SSM will 
be harmful to children, but how well can this 
really be proved, assuming only a secular 
(agnostic) point of view?  Has there really 
been sufficient research done to prove 
that children do worse (evaluated with only 
secular concerns in mind) when they have 
two “parents” of the same gender?  Until 
conclusive research can be presented 

proving this, the pro-SSM side will simply 
respond that such concerns are nothing 
but unsubstantiated fear-mongering.  

Another popular anti-SSM argument is that 
“marriage” in the western world (at least 
for the past two thousand years or so) has 
always been defined as being between 
one man and one woman, and it is 
impermissible to suddenly introduce a new 
meaning to an old, established term.  The 
pro-SSM response?  “Why can’t we alter 
the older meanings of established terms, if 
we are doing so in the name of progress?  
After all, we’ve changed ‘marriage’ in the 
past.  ‘Marriage’ used to involve wives 
submitting to their husbands, but we’ve 
done away with that.  In the United States, 
most states before the mid-twentieth-
century had laws forbidding certain forms 
of interracial marriage, but we’ve done 
away with those as well.  Who invented 
marriage, after all?  We humans invented it!  
If we invented it, we can change it to make 
it whatever we want, whatever progress 
(that is, the current fad) dictates would 
be best.”  What kind of response can be 
made to this, assuming only a secular point 
of view?

But the biggest problem with a secular 
approach to combating the moral ills that 
plague our societies is that in fighting this 
way we adopt a strategy that tries to tackle 
short-term goals by selling out our larger 
concern.  The various moral problems we 
are facing are not isolated issues: they are 
symptoms of a larger problem, and that 
problem is that we have become secular 
societies.  A secular society, in the modern 
sense of the phrase, is a society that has 
adopted a “practical agnosticism” on 
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religious matters.  While often not declaring 
outright that Christianity is false and that 
God does not exist, it moves along on the 
practical assumption that such matters are 
at the very least irrelevant to social affairs.  
There is usually an attempt to claim that 
this secular attitude is “religiously neutral”, 
refusing to take sides in religious disputes 
so that everyone can be treated equally.  
But it is far from neutral to ignore God 
and his Word in social affairs.  “He that 
is not with me is against me; and he that 
gathereth not with me scattereth abroad” 
(Matthew 12:30).

III. THE ESTABLISHMENT PRINCIPLE

According to modern secular societies, civil 
government derives its authority entirely 
from the people (this is usually called the 
social contract).  But according to God’s 
Word, civil government is an institution of 
God, and civil governors are not ultimately 
ministers of the people (though they serve 
the well-being of the people and the people 
may have a role in electing them) but 
ministers of God:

Let every soul be subject unto the higher 
powers. For there is no power but of 
God: the powers that be are ordained 
of God. Whosoever therefore resisteth 
the power, resisteth the ordinance of 
God: and they that resist shall receive 
to themselves damnation. For rulers 
are not a terror to good works, but to 
the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid 
of the power? do that which is good, 
and thou shalt have praise of the same: 
For he is the minister of God to thee 
for good. But if thou do that which is 
evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the 

sword in vain: for he is the minister of 
God, a revenger to execute wrath upon 
him that doeth evil. Wherefore ye must 
needs be subject, not only for wrath, but 
also for conscience sake. For for this 
cause pay ye tribute also: for they are 
God’s ministers, attending continually 
upon this very thing. Render therefore 
to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute 
is due; custom to whom custom; fear 
to whom fear; honour to whom honour 
(Romans 13:1-7).

As ministers of God, civil magistrates have 
a responsibility to base laws and public 
policies on the principles of God’s Word, 
not on the whims of the people or merely 
secular considerations.  What would we 
think of parents who, although believing in 
Christianity themselves, decided to adopt a 
“neutral”, agnostic position for their family, 
to base all the training of their children and 
the laws of their household on agnostic 
principles while completely excluding 
Christianity from the home?  What should 
we think of any group of people who 
deliberately ignore God and his Word 
in their deliberations and actions?  We 
have been trained by the modern secular 
world to believe that civil government is 
somehow different, somehow exempt from 
the authority and recognition of God and 
his Word in its constitution and actions, 
but simply to state the idea is to reveal the 
absurdity of it.  I am reminded of a comment 
by Phillip E. Johnson:  “It may be rational to 
argue about whether God is real or unreal, 
but it is clearly irrational to assume that a 
God who is real can safely be ignored.”

The idea that the civil magistrate is the 
minister of God, given authority by God to 
make and enforce laws according to his 

Word and the principles of the true religion 
and to formally recognize and support 
Christ’s Church, has historically been 
called the “Establishment Principle”.  It 
was the nearly unanimous position held by 
Christians up until the influence of the so-
called “Enlightenment” of the eighteenth 
century and onwards taught Christians to 
treat obedience to God as a merely private 
affair, not to be involved in public life.  We 
can see it clearly articulated, for example, 
in the Westminster Confession of Faith 
(23:1-3):

1) God, the supreme Lord and King 
of all the world, hath ordained civil 
magistrates, to be, under Him, over the 
people, for His own glory, and the public 
good: and, to this end, hath armed them 
with the power of the sword, for the 
defence and encouragement of them 
that are good, and for the punishment 
of evil doers;

2) It is lawful for Christians to accept 
and execute the office of a magistrate, 
when called thereunto; in the managing 
whereof, as they ought especially to 
maintain piety, justice, and peace, 
according to the wholesome laws of 
each commonwealth; so for that end, 
they may lawfully now, under the New 
Testament, wage war, upon just and 
necessary occasion.

3) The civil magistrate may not assume 
to himself the administration of the 
Word and sacraments, or the power 
of the keys of the kingdom of heaven: 
yet he hath authority, and it is his duty, 
to take order, that unity and peace 
be preserved in the Church, that the 
truth of God be kept pure and entire; 
that all blasphemies and heresies be 

suppressed; all corruptions and abuses 
in worship and discipline prevented 
or reformed; and all the ordinances 
of God duly settled, administered, 
and observed. For the better effecting 
whereof, he hath power to call synods, 
to be present at them, and to provide 
that whatsoever is transacted in them 
be according to the mind of God.

(This is obviously not the place to launch a 
thorough biblical and historical defense of 
the Establishment Principle.  For those who 
want to investigate the biblical and historic 
Reformed position further, one place to start 
is John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian 
Religion, Book IV, chapter 20, where Calvin 
treats the subject of the civil magistrate with 
his typical thoroughness and readability.)

IV. THE FOUNDATION OF TRUE 
MORALITY

The foundation of true morality is the moral 
law of God.  What, then, can we expect if 
our societies cut themselves off from God’s 
moral law?  Secular agnosticism has no 
firmer foundation for human morality than 
“What do I want and how can I get it?”  
Obviously, such a foundation for morality 
is going to be hopelessly inadequate to 
preventing moral decline.  What we see 
around us is therefore not at all surprising.  
It is the natural result of men cutting 
themselves off from the source of the 
objective moral order.  When England, back 
in 1649, was contemplating embracing a 
kind of secularism in government under the 
name of “toleration”, the Commissioners of 
the General Assembly of the Kirk of Scotland 
sent them a letter and warned them of the 
end result of such a course of action:
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Pass over to the isles of Chittim, and 
see, and send unto Kedar, and consider 
diligently, and see if such a thing hath 
been heard of of old, or of late amongst 
the most brutish and barbarous 
nations? Such a cursed toleration as 
this will not only make every thing in 
religion appear to be uncertain, rend 
the churches and disturb the state, 
and trample all ordinances, order and 
government under foot, and bring forth 
many blasphemies and abominations, 
but is like to banish religion and 
righteousness quite out of the land, and 
at last make a hell upon earth.

Would not these Commissioners feel fully 
vindicated in their warnings (and also 
horrified beyond their wildest imaginations) 
if they could see the state of our societies 
today?

So long as our societies remain cut off 
from the foundation of true morality, we 
can only expect things to get worse.  As 
Paul outlines in Romans 1, oftentimes 
one of God’s first judgments on those 
who rebel against him is to give them up 
to further sinfulness until their wickedness 
bursts past all previous bounds.  Those of 
us who are biblically informed cannot but 
see the clear evidences of such judgment 
in our societies.  But will we fight against 
the root cause of these evils or only their 
symptomatic effects?  Will we be content 
to fight against this or that moral evil on 

secular grounds, hoping that by adopting 
the philosophical ground of our opponents 
(who cannot abide too much “God talk”) 
we will more quickly gain a hearing? The 
truth is that our arguments, bereft of their 
ultimate foundation, will not arrest the 
swelling tide of immorality.  Our opponents 
will see these arguments as nothing more 
than weak, pragmatic attempts to enforce 
our own groundless personal values on 
everyone else. 

V. THE JERUSALEM BLADE

What our societies need to hear is not “We 
think this would be a good idea” but “Thus 
saith the Lord!”  Our duty as citizens is to 
call our societies to a holistic repentance, 
to call them to turn back to the God of their 
fathers and to his Word, to his law and to 
his gospel, to honor God as he deserves 
to be honored and to seek both our hope 
of personal salvation and of societal well-
being in his grace and his ways.  Only 
such a way of fighting the “culture wars” 
will deal with the real root of our problems.  
And most importantly, only such a way of 
fighting is honoring to God who expects 
us to glorify him by shining the light of his 
Word into our dark world. The Word of God 
is the “Jerusalem blade” that we should be 
employing; and then, in due course, we will 
win and not lose.  “For the weapons of our 
warfare are not carnal, but mighty through 
God to the pulling down of strong holds” (2 
Cor. 10:4).

THE DARK BOX: 
A SECRET HISTORY
OF CONFESSION 
by John Cornwell
(Profile, London, 2014) pp.xxvii, 288. £16.99, 
Reviewed by John A. Smith

Review

To outsiders, particularly those of an 
Evangelical Protestant persuasion, a 
striking and objectionable characteristic 
of the Church of Rome is the enormous 
spiritual power claimed by her clergy.  One 
well publicised recent example of this was 
Pope Francis “absolving” the sins of a 
crowd of hundreds of thousands of people 
gathered in St Peter’s Square in the Vatican. 
There is no better illustration of how this 
man, like his predecessors, proves himself 
to be the Man of Sin by usurping the place 
of Christ.  But it is not only the Antichrist of 
Rome who robs the Saviour of His Glory. 
Ordinary Roman priests maintain that each 
time they celebrate Mass they hold Christ 
in their hand in the form of the wafer. And 
whenever they administer the so-called 
sacrament of penance they claim power 
to forgive the sins of those who attend 
confession. It is said that the chaplain of 
the King of France used to boast, “With my 
God in my hand and my King at my knee, 
who can greater be?” How different from 
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the teaching of Scripture, and that of the 
great Apostle to the Gentiles, who wrote, 
“Not that we have dominion over your faith, 
but are helpers of your joy, for by faith you 
stand” (2 Cor 1: 24).  

This new book by John Cornwell, author 
of the bestselling Hitler’s Pope: The Secret 
History of Pius XII, only confirms the 
belief of the Reformers that confession is 
unbiblical as well as degrading and harmful 
to both priests and people. The author’s 
verdict is all the more significant because 
he is a Roman Catholic who in his youth 
spent seven years in a seminary studying 
with a view to the priesthood.   Cornwell 
recounts the origin and development of 
confession and goes on to survey its effect 
upon participants. To obtain a rounded 
view, the author makes extensive use of 
literary and cultural references, as well as 
interviews with priests and theologians 
and hundreds of personal communications 
received in response to an appeal in The 
Tablet newspaper.     

Confession is founded upon the baseless 
idea that God has ordained a tribunal on 
earth for the forgiveness of sins. In common 
with many aspects of Popery, confession 
can be traced back to Babylonian religion, 
which required secret confession to a priest 
from all who had been admitted to the 
Mysteries. Moreover, “all the Greeks, from 
Delphi to Thermopylae, were initiated in 
the mysteries of the temple of Delphi. Their 
silence in regard to everything they were 
commanded to keep secret was secured 
both by the fear of the penalties threatened 
to a perjured revelation, and by the general 
confession exacted of the aspirants after 
initiation—a confession which caused 
them greater dread of the indiscretion of 
the priest, than gave him reason to dread 

their indiscretion.” A detailed account of 
the connections between Romanism and 
Babylonian idolatry is given in Alexander 
Hislop’s work, The Two Babylons.   
     
Every Roman priest has authority to grant 
judicial absolution, providing that the 
penitent is sorry for his sins and has “a firm 
purpose of amendment”. When a person 
confesses his or her transgressions, the 
priest asks various questions in order to 
clarify their exact nature. Usually a so-
called penance is imposed, typically saying 
some prayers,  such as ‘Hail Marys’ and the 
priest then pronounces that the person’s 
sins are taken away. Roman Catholic 
theologians claim that confession has a 
biblical basis, citing  James 5: 16, “Confess 
your faults one to another, that ye may be 
healed”, a verse which of course speaks of 
Gospel fellowship among believers, not a 
ritual involving kneeling before a mere man 
blasphemously assuming Christ’s role as 
“the one Mediator between God and Man”. 
As Cornwell comments, “Goodness, or 
‘holiness’, was not a practice of virtue in 
the whole of one’s daily life and relations 
with others, but rather,  the feeling you 
experienced on leaving the confession box 
with your robe nicely laundered.” 

Like most Roman Catholic dogmas, the 
“sacrament” of penance was introduced 
many centuries after the Apostolic era. 
Penance was originally a once in a lifetime 
event, intended to rehabilitate those who 
had fallen into scandalous sin. Famously, 
Henry II of England was whipped by the 
eighty monks of Westminster Abbey after 
ordering the murder of Thomas à Becket.  
It was not until 1215 that Pope Innocent III, 
at the Lateran Council, ordained that adults 
confess their sins at least annually. Not until 
the Counter-Reformation was the classic 

“dark box”, with its lattice screen to separate 
the priest and the penitent, introduced. The 
confession box was part of Rome’s drive 
to clean up her act, the intention being 
to prevent priests from seducing female 
penitents. At the same time, Romanism 
sought to prove its spiritual superiority 
over Protestantism by establishing a strict 
categorisation of sins, weighing up the 
intentions and conscience of the penitent.      

Hearing confessions gives priests an 
intimate knowledge of people’s lives, 
much of it of a highly sensitive and 
potentially embarrassing nature. As any 
reader of Charles Chiniquy’s book The 
Priest, the Woman and the Confessional 
will be aware, confession inevitably fills 
the priest’s mind with all the uncleanness 
of his people’s lives. Chiniquy recounts 
how Roman Catholic priests in nineteenth 
century Canada told their congregations 
that in order to withstand the inevitable 
temptations, they were given special 
grace which made them more like angels 
than men! Official confessional manuals, 
most of which draw upon the work of 
the eighteenth century Italian moral 
theologian Alphonsus Liguori, demand 
detailed examination of penitents’ motives 
and intentions, positively encouraging 
priests to ask personal and highly 
embarrassing questions. In such books, 
the questions were often printed in Latin 
in order to prevent lay people picking up 
immoral ideas. The eighteenth century 
Revolutionary movement in France had 
a strong anti-clerical element which drew 
much of its support from men infuriated 
at the priests’ unhealthy interest in their 
relations with their wives.    

Over the centuries, there has been an 
ongoing debate within the Church of Rome 

over  the appropriate “age of discretion”, i.e. 
when youngsters can properly understand 
the difference between right and wrong and 
therefore may participate in first communion 
which (according to Romanism) must be 
preceded by confession. Interestingly, until 
the early twentieth century, the typical age 
for a first communion was much higher 
than today, usually about twelve but often 
sixteen or more. 

All of this was to change in 1910 under Pope 
Pius X, who had an almost pathological 
fear of secularisation and theological 
modernism. He aimed to restore the Roman 
Church to her medieval glory and as part of 
this he enjoined the faithful to “flood their 
lives with sanctifying grace through frequent 
communion and confession” (reflecting the 
Roman Catholic belief that the sacraments 
confer the grace of God). Pius X reduced the 
recommended “age of discretion” to seven, 
causing widespread psychological and 
spiritual damage, extensively documented 
by Cornwell. Little children often find the 
experience of confession terrifying and 
many Roman Catholics live in fear because 
of the Church’s teaching that they will go 
to hell if they should die with unconfessed 
sins. Thus, God’s acceptance becomes 
conditional on people’s participation in 
manmade rituals—a view diametrically 
opposed to Christ’s teaching in the Gospels.

Pius X insisted on a monastic-style 
training for priests, cocooning young 
men in incredibly regimented seminaries 
with almost no contact with the outside 
world, especially females, in case they 
succumbed to temptation. Seminarians 
were instructed in “myriad distinctions and 
hair-splitting rules in preparation for our 
lives as confessors in the dark box until 
common sense, individual moral agency, 
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and exercise of conscience, became 
redundant”.  Cornwell argues that this 
style of theological training, which existed 
until the 1960s, made priests emotionally 
immature and liable to abuse children to 
compensate for certain “pleasures” which 
they themselves had been denied.   

Moreover, Cornwell establishes a clear 
connection between the practice of young 
children’s attending confession and the 
enormous number of child-abuse cases 
within the Roman Catholic Church during 
the twentieth century. Delicacy forbids 
repeating some of the examples quoted 
by Cornwell, but suffice it to say that many 

priests cynically used confession as means 
of getting close to children in order to abuse 
them. The absolutely disgusting behaviour 
of some of the perpetrators reflects their 
misplaced confidence that the enormous 
power they exercised over their flock was 
an insurance policy against their ever being 
held to account. 

Incredibly, most abusers regularly 
confessed such sins to other priests but 
of course anything they revealed to them 
remained secret, as does any misdeed 
discussed in the confessional, up to and 
including murder and terrorism (for instance 
IRA members in Ireland). For many abusing 

priests, confession gave them a sense 
of ‘cleansing’ after each incident and so 
enabled them to continue in their crimes. 
With respect to this scandal, a remarkable 
statement was made by Pope John Paul 
II, who lamented “some of our brothers 
who have betrayed the grace of ordination 
in succumbing even to the most grievous 
forms of the mysterium iniquitatis at work 
in the world”. We would maintain that these 
words, from II Thessalonians 7, refer to the 
whole system of Romanism which holds 
sway not only over such criminal priests 
but over many millions of people who 
mistakenly think they are safe in the arms 
of the only true Church of Christ.   

Largely as a result of the rise of the so-
called permissive society in the 1960s, 
there was a rapid decline in attendance 
at confession in Western countries. It 
seems that this was connected with the 
unwillingness of ordinary Roman Catholics 
to submit to official Church teaching, 
especially with respect to birth control and 
divorce and remarriage. Despite official 
attempts to revive the practice, most 
Roman Catholics, in the USA and Western 
Europe at any rate, attend confession very 
irregularly. This is only one example of 
the multiple ways in which official Church 
teaching is neglected today even by many 
who regularly attend Mass. In any case, 
because of the decline in vocations which 
has weakened the Roman Church in the 
West since the 1960s, frequent hearing of 
confessions would be impossible because 
of the shortage of priests.    

Following the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-5), confession has been rebranded 
as “reconciliation” and priests often now 
hear confessions in comfortable chairs in 
a private room or sitting in the pews of the 

Church rather than in the traditional closed 
box.  There is a policy to “avoid the use of 
sin language” and penitents speak instead 
of “failures”, “wrongs”, “imperfections”, 
or “issues”. Liberal Roman Catholic 
theologians even teach that a penitent 
is reconciled to God before going to 
confession. Cornwell believes that “were the 
Church officially and clearly to expound this 
teaching, many [Roman] Catholics would 
be released from the lingering guilt which 
keeps them from the practice”. Perhaps 
so, but the vague idea of forgiveness to 
which they hold is no closer to the Gospel 
than the older teaching, reflecting as it does 
the belief that an outward  connection with 
the Church of Rome is what secures one’s 
salvation.   
          
Judging by the interviews cited by 
Cornwell, few of the thousands who have 
turned away from Romanism in recent 
decades because of their experience of 
confession have found “peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ”.  It is no 
help to such people, or to those who 
remain in the Church of Rome, that many 
so-called Protestants regard her as merely 
an alternative form of Christianity. This 
book cannot be dismissed as the work of 
some ‘extreme hardline Protestant’, and 
reading it would be a real eye-opener to 
many modern-day Evangelicals.  Perhaps 
some of them might then learn how Popery 
encourages its devotees to place their 
hope of salvation not on Christ alone, but 
on a religion of works, largely based upon 
participating in the “seven sacraments” 
and in asking saints, particularly Mary, 
to intercede with Christ on their behalf. 
The dark box may have lost much of its 
power but Romanism remains a religion of 
darkness. May the Lord make Gospel light 
to arise upon her followers!   

A disused confession box
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The LORD has been extremely good to us as 
a Society over the past few years and a huge 
amount has been achieved within the constraints 
of our limited resources. However, despite 
enjoying a loyal and faithful support base, drawn 
from all four quarters of the British Isles (as well 
as overseas), the Society’s expenditure has, 
of necessity, outstripped its income in all but 
one of the last five years. This does not mean 
that the Society has been “in debt”, but simply 
that resources have been gradually depleted, 
as we have sought to keep on furthering the 
Reformation cause. If something was worthy and 
beneficial to that cause, it has been undertaken, 
even if, perhaps, it did not “make money” as such 
for the Society.

As a Charity we are not seeking to “make a profit” 
but we do require to steward the limited resources 
at our disposal, and we have now reached the 
stage where changes, and possibly reductions, 
may have to be made in some of what the Society 
undertakes.  The Committee will, over the next 
few months, be examining various possible 
options for reducing our expenditure. One of our 
biggest outlays each year is the publishing of The 
Bulwark, our magazine, which, ironically, is also 
one of our greatest assets, being a major point of 
contact between the Society and its Membership, 
as well as a means of introducing others to the 
witness of the Reformation Society.  

It is likely that changes may have to be made to 
some aspects of the magazine’s production and 
distribution, and although no specifics can be 
given at present, the Committee will undoubtedly 
be compelled to seek a financially sustainable 
model for its future. It is hoped to be able to give 

Society News
NOTE  FROM  THE  TREASURER  

2013-14 WRITING 
AND PROJECT 
COMPETITION 
WINNERS 

MONARCHY PROJECT
Winner: Nathanael Beers
Runner up: Amanda Robles

HAMILTON MEMORIAL ESSAY
Winner: Caleb Beers
Runner up: Isaac Beers

MAGDALEN CHAPEL ESSAY
Winner: Haley Robles

KNOX PRIZE ESSAY
Winner: Sarah Mack

MELVILLE ESSAY 
Winner: Naomi Wells
Runner up: Roy Bartle

Congratulations to all who took 
part, and especially to the 
prize-winners.

our readers more detailed information with 
the next issue of The Bulwark (the final issue 
of 2014). We would ask our subscribers and 
readers in the meantime to be much in prayer 
for the Society and the Committee as we 
seek how best to utilise what the LORD has 
given us, for the furtherance of His Cause. 

Andrew W.F. Coghill, Treasurer

John Spottiswoode

The Society has just published John Spottiswoode, Jacobean 
Archbishop and Statesman by Rev. Dr Wayne Pearce, 335 
pp., paperback, £13.95 (including p&p). This is volume 3 in the 
Academic Series, and it gives a careful and highly informative 
discussion of the life of Archbishop Spottiswoode up to the 
death of James VI in 1625. While seeking to understand 
Spottiswoode’s perspective, it analyses the onslaughts that 
he led against both Presbyterian and Roman Catholicism in 
Scotland, and the methods that he employed.  The result is 
an important account of a highly significant period in Scottish 
Church history.

A God-Centred Vision for Church and Nation

Also just published by the Society is A God-Centred Vision for 
Church and Nation by Rev John J. Murray, 42 pp., paperback, 
£4 (including p&p). The Reformation in Scotland was a 
glorious work of God. The main human instrument was John 
Knox (1514-1572) who was given a vision for changing the 
nation back to God. Knox knew that he was called of God to 
trumpet his Word for delivering Scotland from the corruption 
of false worship and to re-build the Church in the land. The 
qualities of greatness and achievement manifested by Knox 
are inexplicable apart from the work of the Holy Spirit of God. 

NEW PUBLICATIONS

Both available from The Scottish Reformation Society, The Magdalen Chapel, 
41 Cowgate, Edinburgh, EH1 1JR; info@scottishreformationsociety.org

Knox’s own assessment of the success of the Reformation was that ‘God gave his Holy 
Spirit to simple men in great abundance.’

The Reformation in Scotland affected every stratum of society. The Church was reformed, 
universal education was promoted, democracy and liberty were introduced. Scotland 
was bequeathed a glorious Christian heritage. However, that glorious heritage has been 
systematically eroded in our land. Scotland is going back to a condition similar to the 
state of ignorance and superstition that preceded the Reformation. Our blessings spiritual, 
educational and civil are largely forgotten. We need another Reformation.  We need to re-
capture the vision given to John Knox.
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JOHN SPOTTISWOODE
Jacobean Archbishop and Statesman

A.S. WAYNE PEARCE

Archbishop John Spottiswoode (1565-1639) 
was one of the most important men of his 
generation in Scotland. Originally a zealous 
Presbyterian, he became an Episcopalian 
sympathizer sometime in the 1590s, and was 
nominated as Archbishop of Glasgow in 1603 
following the death of the pre-Reformation 
Archbishop James Beaton. Spottiswoode’s 
abilities as an administrator and politician 
quickly became apparent. In 1615 he was 
ele vated to the Archbishopric of St Andrews 
where he dominated Scottish politics for the 
rest of his life.

In this careful study, Dr Wayne Pearce con-
siders the career of Spottiswoode until the 
death of James VI in 1625. While seeking to 
understand Spottiswoode’s perspective, the 
study does not shy away from the blemishes 
in his conduct and character. � e result is a 
fascinating account of the continuing struggle 
between the adherents of Presbyterianism, 
Episcopalianism, and Roman Catholicism in 
Scotland during those momentous years.
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A.S. WAYNE PEARCE
Born in Peebles, Rev Dr Wayne Pearce graduated at the University of Stirling, where he also completed a 
PhD in 1998. In October 2002 he was ordained and inducted as pastor of the Gilfi llan Memorial Church, 
Dundee. In January 2006 he became the minister of the Lairg/Rogart APC congregation and in December 
2010 he moved to become minister of the Skye and Harris congregations. A keen Church historian, Dr 
Wayne Pearce contributed to the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. He is married with three children.

Cover illustration: � e parish church at Dairsie, built by Archbishop Spottiswoode in 1621.

Photo by Mrs Ruth Daubney.
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George Whitefield

EDINBURGH DOORS 
OPEN DAY 2014
It is expected that the Chapel will be involved once again in the 
Edinburgh Doors Open Day on Saturday 27th September (DV).
It was estimated that last year, there were about two thousand 
visitors on that occasion.

SCOTTISH REFORMATION SOCIETY 
2014 ANNUAL 
GENERAL MEETING
SATURDAY 13th SEPTEMBER 2014 DV,
MAGDALEN CHAPEL, EDINBURGH

Speaker:    Rev. John J. Murray 
Subject: George Whitefield, 1714 - 1779
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MEMBERSHIP & BULWARK SUBSCRIPTIONS

All correspondence regarding Membership and Bulwark subscriptions should 
be sent to the Membership Secretary, Mrs Deborah Coghill, Free Church 
Manse, Outend, Scalpay, Isle of Harris, HS4 3YG.

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 downloaded from the website 
www.scottishreformationsociety.org
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