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It has become a popular idea with roman 
catholic and other writers that there was 
a ‘catholic reformation’ in Scotland in the 
1550s, prior to the Protestant reformation 
of 1560. The picture is of two waves 
coming up the beach, the mild wave of the 
‘catholic reformation’ gently cleansing the 
church, but being overtaken by the rough, 
violent wave of the Protestant reformation 
which destroyed everything and swept it 
away. ‘If only things had been different’, 
they fondly dream. 

Behind this idea is the determination that 
there is in most quarters to ignore the 
spiritual aspects of the reformation, not 
only as it happened in Scotland but in 
many other parts of Europe. In truth, the 
reformation was the return of the Gospel 
to people who were in spiritual darkness; 
and with that darkness now flooding back, 
the reformation is being ‘re-interpreted’ to 
avoid acknowledging the hand of God and 
the work of the Holy Spirit. The ‘catholic 
reformation’ provides a convenient 

diversion so that people can study ‘the 
reformation’ and yet can largely ignore 
Protestantism and the Gospel.

In this article we want to consider the 
main aspects of the supposed ‘catholic 
reformation’ to see how much progress 
had really been made by 1559. The idea 
that we are considering is that from 1546 
onwards, shortly before the death of 
cardinal Beaton, the church of rome in 
Scotland made serious attempts to reform 
her weaknesses and corruptions, notably 
in the spheres of morality, preaching, 
and theological education. Obviously any 
doctrinal reform would have been limited, 
and would not therefore have satisfied 
committed Protestants (i.e. true christians), 
but had rome been able to reform these 
other aspects, she might have kept her 
hold on the nation and ultimately been able 
to suppress Protestantism in Scotland, as 
happened in Italy, Spain, and (eventually) 
France. How seriously did she attempt to 
make these reforms?
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‘Catholic
Reformation’

Aye Right
This article considers the claims that the roman catholic church in Scotland was trying 
hard to reform itself in the years before the reformation in 1560. These claims, though often 
made, go far beyond the evidence available, and should be treated with scepticism. 
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From 1546 there was a series of church 
councils in Scotland which sought to 
address some of the matters which were 
urgently in need of reformation. Other 
important matters were not addressed: 
in particular, the issue of fundamental 
doctrinal reform was entirely ignored, and 
it was simply assumed that the medieval 
developments of romanism were correct 
and that Protestant doctrine was ‘nefarious 
heresy’. also there was no attempt to 
reform the finances of the parish system, 
and no effort was made to restore to 
impoverished parishes the money being 
diverted to the extravagant and unbiblical 
system of cathedrals and monasteries. The 
dates of meeting for the ‘reforming’ church 
councils were 1546; two (or the same one 
adjourned and resumed) in 1549; possibly 
one in 1550; another in 1551/2; another in 
1555; and the final one in 1558/9. The last 
of these, according to Knox, was still sitting 
when he landed at Leith on 2nd May 1559.

1. The Provincial council of 1549
One of the most significant of the Councils 
was that of 1549, which met in the 
Blackfriars church in Edinburgh (destroyed 
in 1559), and it is of particular interest in 
that a list of members has survived, which 
is not available for any of the other councils. 
archbishop John Hamilton of St andrews 
had summoned the council, and there 
were six bishops; two vicars general of 
vacant sees; thirteen abbots, priors, and 
commendators; ten doctors of Theology, 
licenciates, and bachelors; eleven friars; 
and twenty-one beneficed secular clergy. 
among these were quite a number of people 
who were to prominent at the reformation 
in 1559-60, some on one side and some 
on the other; these included regent Moray 
who was then a lad of eighteen, John 
Winram, and Quintin Kennedy.

time – is well known and was adverted to 
in the Bulwark of april-June 2014, p. 26. It 
suffices to quote from the Articles submitted 
to the Queen regent by concerned roman 
Catholics at the end of 1558. ‘And suchlike, 
remembering in divers of the late Provincial 
councils holden within this realm, that point 
[i.e. the immoral lives of the prelates and 
the rest of the Spiritual Estate] has been 
treated of, and sundry statutes Synodal 
made thereupon, of the which nevertheless 
there has followed none or little fruit as yet, 
but rather the said Estate is deteriorate, nor 
amends by any such persuasion as has 
been hitherto used.’ In other words, there 
had been no reform at all in this matter in 
the intervening nine years.

Some modern historians, their own moral 
standards debased by the appalling 
conduct tolerated in Britain at present, have 
asserted that the widespread concubinage 
before the Reformation did not really affect 
the popularity of the church of rome: the 
ordinary people were not scandalized by 
it. Their assumption really is that people in 
Scotland in the 1550s had the same moral 
standards as today. This, however, flies in 
the face of the frequent acknowledgement 
made at the time that concubinage was 
one of the main causes of disrespect for 
the church. This was admitted by both 
churchmen and others, including King 
James V, and such acknowledgements 
can be found in plenty both before and 
after the reformation. Modern historians 
tend not to be religious and therefore they 
fail to appreciate the disrespect that evident 
hypocrisy in religious leaders will engender 
among their followers. 

3. Preaching
at least seven of the statutes at the 1549 
council relate to preaching, three of these 

The council began by acknowledging the 
need of reform, and by identifying the main 
problems. These are expressed in rather 
remarkable terms: ‘and whereas there 
appear to have been mainly two causes and 
roots of evils which have stirred up among 
us so great dissensions and occasions of 
heresies, to wit, the corruption of morals 
and profane lewdness of life in churchmen 
of almost all ranks, together with crass 
ignorance of literature and all the liberal arts 
– and from these two sources principally 
spring many abuses: this holy synod 
and provincial council has determined to 
apply remedies and put a check on these 
mischiefs so far as it can adequately to 
the exigencies of the times.’ The remedies 
adopted by the council consisted of sixty-
seven statutes, some of which we want 
now to consider.

2. immoraliTy and concubines
Five of the statutes, including the first four 
to be adopted, were against the first of the 
evils that the Council had identified, namely 
the keeping of concubines by churchmen. 
Three of these statutes were taken straight 
from the council of Basel in 1431-49, 
showing that concubinage was no new 
problem.  The statutes required churchmen 
to put away their concubines and not to 
keep company with any children that they 
might have, and it forbade the paying of 
fines in lieu of rendering obedience to 
the statutes. The problem was endemic 
in the Scottish church, and of those at 
the council, it was notorious that the 
archbishop himself, at least three of the 
six bishops, and several of the others, had 
concubines and illegitimate children.

That the 1549 statutes against concubinage 
were utterly ineffectual – as were many 
similar statutes on the matter around that 

Blackfriars Church in Edinburgh, 
scene of the 1549 and 1559/9 Councils. 
Drawn by an English spy in 1544.

being copied from the Decrees of the 
council of Trent in June 1546. Preaching 
was much neglected in the Scottish church 
before the reformation and was largely 
left to the friars. The statutes speak of the 
importance, the duty, and the subject-
matter of preaching, and they require 
that rectors and bishops should preach 
at least four times a year, and that special 
preachers should be licensed to itinerate 
and to oppose heresy.  

One of these special preachers of whom 
record survives is canon John Watson, who 
was appointed to the Diocese of aberdeen 
by Bishop William Gordon in July 1547. 
Much is made of canon Watson and of 
the prompt obedience shown in aberdeen 
to the dictates of the council of Trent. 
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Furthermore, there is evidence that Watson 
did indeed itinerate round the Diocese of 
aberdeen and this is held up as proof of 
significant reformation taking place in the 
church of rome. canon Watson’s duties 
required him to preach once a month in the 
cathedral, St Machar’s, and to visit each 
of the thirty-two ‘prebendal’ churches in 
the Diocese. He was also to lecture twice 
a week on theology in the cathedral. This 
was a considerable ministerial burden by 
the standards of the day, particularly with 
the amount of travel involved. 

canon Watson was at least doing some 
preaching, which is probably more than his 
fellow-canons were, but we have to say that 
the forty-four sermons a year required of 
him was not a lot, by Protestant standards. 
a typical evangelical minister would preach 

at least three times as many sermons, and 
even a zealous roman catholic would go 
far beyond him. It is recorded of robert 
Wauchope, roman catholic archbishop 
of armagh, who was resident on the 
continent, that on his brief visit to Ireland in 
1549-50 he preached three or four times a 
day. Furthermore, canon Watson seems to 
have made extensive use of some books 
of model sermons which he had bought, 
which saved him much of the work of 
original composition demanded of the 
evangelical minister.

In addition, there were 105 parishes in the 
Diocese of aberdeen, so canon Watson’s 
labours took him to less than a third of 
these. When it was discussed in 1550 
whether his remit included more churches, 
it was decided that it did not. Most of the 

Bishop Stewart’s pulpit, formerly in St Machar’s Cathedral, from which Watson would have preached

parishes had to make do with four sermons 
a year from their rector, and it is unlikely 
that they even got these. canon Watson 
died in the first part of 1559 but whether a 
replacement for him was being considered 
is not recorded.  One enthusiastic writer on 
‘catholic reform’ speaks of the creation of 
‘cadres of high-quality itinerant preachers’, 

but John Watson preaching fortnightly 
round aberdeenshire with his borrowed 
sermons hardly amounts to that.

The Provincial Council of 1558/9 renewed 
and extended the statutes of 1549, and in 
april 1559 James Beaton, the archbishop 
of Glasgow, held a Diocesan Synod and 

Cathedral Church of St.Machar, Aberdeen
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transmitted the statutes of the Provincial 
council to the priests in his Diocese. 
Much is made of this too, as indicating 
a readiness on Beaton’s behalf for 
reformation; but it seems to be overlooked 
that the terms in which Beaton transmitted 
the statutes suggest that this was his first 
attempt at enforcing them, and that he 
had done nothing about the preaching of 
parish priests under him in the preceding 
eight years of his bishopric. It was only the 
impending reformation crisis that got him 
moving at last.  Overall, there was probably 
a slight increase in the amount of roman 
catholic preaching during the ten years 
between 1549 and 1559, but nothing that 
could be termed a ‘reformation’.

4. Theological educaTion
The third strand in the attempted 
reformation related to the theological 

transubstantiation, the worshipping of 
images, and praying to the saints. 

The strangest thing, however, is the 
doctrine of Justification taught in the 
book. The council of Trent had already 
pronounced on this subject in 1547, one 
of the principal members of the committee 
which had drawn up their deliverance being 
the Scot robert Wauchope (mentioned 
above). Wauchope himself was apparently 
in Scotland when the 1549 council was 
sitting, though he died in Paris in 1551. 
Instead of adopting the Tridentine doctrine, 
however, the Catechism takes virtually a 
Protestant position, and its teaching on this 
subject, according to T.G. Law, ‘falls little, 
if at all, short of actual heresy’. Law (1836-
1904), who had been a roman catholic 
priest but had ‘lost faith’, was here writing 
from a roman catholic perspective. 

The Catechism also endorses one of the 
propositions for which Patrick Hamilton 
had been condemned to death in 1527/8, 
namely the inseparability of faith, hope, and 
charity. The teaching of the Catechism is 
that ‘this faith (i.e. saving faith) is always 
joined with hope and charity, and works 
through love’. One is left wondering where 
the authors of the Catechism stood with 
regard to the thirty-three ‘anathemas’ 
pronounced by the council of Trent 
regarding the doctrine of Justification. The 
1549 council in Scotland proposed the 
setting up of a Scottish ‘Inquisition’ for 
heresy, but perhaps it was as well for the 
members of the 1551/2 council that they 
never had to appear before the Spanish 
Inquisition.  

Modern roman catholic writers have 
been a bit perplexed as to what to make 
of the Catechism. Bishop Maurice Taylor 

finds it ‘strange’, ‘unsatisfactory’, and of 
questionable orthodoxy, but at last he 
concludes: ‘there is no one statement of 
which it can undoubtedly be said, ‘this is 
heretical’’. The Catechism seems to have 
had minimal impact, and there is only 
one subsequent reference to it, but in any 
case it is hard to see how the publication 
of such a book can be regarded from a 
roman catholic point of view as promoting 
theological education, or can be heralded 
as a major step of ‘reformation’. It seems 
rather to be an evidence of weakness and 
theological disarray.

5. a comParison
The attempts at reformation of the roman 
catholic church in Scotland before 1560 
are reminiscent of the attempts that 
individuals make to reform their own lives, 
when they try to do so in their own strength 
rather than in the strength of christ. With 
some sins they form splendid resolves, 
but then make no headway against them 
and continue exactly as before. This was 
how the church of rome was in the matter 
of concubinage. With other sins, they are 
able to change themselves, but move only 
from one error to another; as when an 
irreligious person reforms and becomes a 
so-called ‘Jehovah’s Witness’. This was 
how the church of rome was in the matter 
of theological education, in which a state 
of ignorance gave place to a mixed state 
of truth, ignorance, and heresy. Finally 
there are other sins against which they 
do make a small amount of progress, 
but of this progress they are excessively 
proud, boasting of it as if it amounted to a 
renovation of the whole man. This is how 
it has been with the church of rome in 
the matter of preaching, in which a small 
number of additional sermons have been 
claimed as a ‘reformation’.

ignorance of priests, particularly the more 
lowly ones, and many of the 1549 statutes 
touch on this in one way or another. 
again, we would not deny that there was 
some slight progress made in addressing 
the problem, in that rather more money 
and attention was directed towards the 
universities. The great majority of priests, 
however, did not attend university, and 
the main development for them was 
the publishing of archbishop Hamilton’s 
Catechism in 1552. One copy was to be 
sent to every parish, and the idea was 
that the local priest would read a portion 
of the Catechism to his parishioners each 
Sabbath, to the education and edification 
of all. It is significant that the statute of 
1551/2 which appointed this also directed 
that the priest should practise his reading 
beforehand, lest, stumbling over the words, 
he should invite ridicule from his hearers. 
Even reading aloud was no easy thing for 
these men.

The Catechism itself is a remarkable book, 
written in excellent Scottish and having 
many unusual and surprising features. The 
interpretation of John 3:16, for instance, is 
that ‘the world’ is the ‘whole congregation 
of faithful men and women’, which has a 
decidedly calvinistic sound. The word 
‘Kirk’ is used for ‘church’, and the Lord’s 
Prayer has ‘forgive us our debts as we 
forgive our debtors’, both of which are often 
thought of as Presbyterian peculiarities.  
There is much on the sanctification of the 
Sabbath, and there are what appear to be 
quotations from Luther’s Catechism and 
from cranmer’s 1547 Book of Homilies of 
the church of England. Some important 
roman catholic doctrines are absent, 
or nearly so, such as Papal Supremacy 
and the sacrifice of the mass. Others, 
however, are strongly asserted such as 

T.G. Law published an edition of 
Hamilton’s Catechism in 1884
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“The Exercise”
The Reformers and Meetings 
for Biblical Interpretation

rev. John forbes

i. beginnings of reformaTion in 
scoTland
The reformation movement had already 
been progressing in Europe for over 
forty years when, on 27th april 1560, the 
“nobility, Barons and Gentlemen professing 
christ Jesus in Scotland” resolved together 
to seek a reformation of the church in 
Scotland “according to God’s Word”. The 
Great council of the realm commissioned 
the ministers of christ to “commit to 
writing their judgments touching the 
reformation of religion”.  These ministers, 
foremost among whom were John Knox 
and John Willock, produced a document 
for Parliament setting out their ideal of 
what the reformed nation should look like 
and how the church within it should be 
organised and sustained.  The document 
was referred to at the time as “the Book of 

reformation” but, with some subsequent 
modifications, we now know it as the First 
Book of Discipline. 

The First Book of Discipline was the original 
blueprint for reformation of religion within 
Scotland and has a place as a fundamental 
constitutional document of the reformed 
church of Scotland.  It is, however, important 
to remember that unlike the reformations 
which had taken place earlier in many other 
European cities and nations, the Scottish 
ministers had the great advantage of 
being able to draw on a whole generation 
of reformed thinking and practice.  They 
had a wealth of creeds and commentaries 
available to them.  They had connections 
with continental reformers such as calvin, 
Viret, and Beza in Geneva, and with Martyr 
and Bullinger in Zurich to whom they were 

The previous article in this issue considered, among other things, the unsuccessful 
Roman Catholic attempt to improve theological education prior to the Reformation. 
This article looks at one of the means employed by the Protestant reformers to 
advance theological knowledge. Mr Forbes is the minister of the Free Church of 
Scotland in Lairg.

Writing on the subject of the various 
Provincial councils, cardinal Thomas 
Winning said that ‘the picture sometimes 
painted of the sixteenth-century Scottish 
church being so utterly corrupt as to be 
incapable of engendering even the will to 
reform is certainly not borne out by the 
evidence of these councils’. His expression 
‘the will to reform’, however, is ambiguous: 
did he mean the articulating of the 
resolution to reform or the implementing of 
it? The church of rome certainly declared 
her intention of reforming, but how much 
actually changed as a result?

6. scePTicism
John Knox was highly sceptical of the 
roman catholic claims to be engaged 
in reformation.  He wrote: ‘The Bishops 
continued in their Provincial council even 
unto that day that John Knox arrived in 
Scotland. and that they might give some 
show to the people that they minded 
reformation, they sparsed abroad a 
rumour thereof and set forth somewhat in 
print, which of the people was called ‘The 
Two-penny Faith’.’ On the whole we think 
that Knox’s scepticism was abundantly 
justified. 

Some of the 1549 council members, 
such as Quintin Kennedy, may sincerely 
have desired reformation, but it has to be 
remembered that the pre-reformation 
bishops were the politicians of their day, 
and it is the nature of politicians to put on a 
show when required. The times called for an 
appearance of reformation in the church of 
rome, so let there be such an appearance. 
Let church councils be summoned and let 
statutes be made calling for reformation, 
but under cover of this, let things go on 
very much as before.  It is hard to believe 

that the archbishop and bishops had any 
serious intention in 1549 of putting away 
their concubines. By 1559 they may have 
realised that something more was needed 
than a mere show of reformation, but even 
then their efforts look half-hearted and 
unrealistic, such as the instruction to those 
unable to preach to find others to preach 
for them. Where were they going to find 
such people? The obvious thing would 
have been to use the friars, many of whom 
were accustomed to preaching, but this 
does not seem to have been attempted in 
any systematic way. 

For all the supposed reforms, it is arguable 
that by april 1559 the Protestant church 
in Scotland was already better organised in 
those areas where it was operating than the 
roman catholic church. The Protestant 
preaching in ayr, Dundee, Montrose, and 
Perth was probably more regular than local 
roman catholic preaching; the preachers 
were not hampered by association with 
concubinage; and they were no worse 
educated, and far clearer in their doctrine 
and message, than their roman catholic 
counterparts. 

as the year 1559 progressed, the 
destruction of the friaries and intimidation 
of the friars silenced most roman catholic 
preaching, while the destruction of the 
images, church treasures, and breviaries 
brought the mass to an end in most places. 
This destruction is often represented 
as wanton vandalism, but in fact it was 
purposeful and effective, and it took full 
advantage of the fact that the church of 
rome had not reformed in the previous ten 
years, and had therefore left herself wide 
open to being suppressed in this simple 
way.



12 The Bulwark Jan - Mar 2015  13

able to send their production for opinion 
and comment.  Some of them also, most 
notably John Knox himself, had personal 
experience of ministering on the continent 
and seeing the very best of the reformed 
churches in operation. referring to his 
experiences in Geneva, Knox famously 
described it as “the most perfect school 
of christ that ever was in this earth since 
the days of the apostles”.  The First Book 
of Discipline ought not therefore to be 
considered as the rushed opinions of a 
few zealous Scotsmen; it was, in fact, a 
summary and distillation of the work of over 
forty years of continental reformation.  

The reason for stressing this is that while 
some aspects of the book have been 
considered to be of great importance and 
continuing worth, it would seem that others 
have been too readily deemed obscure – as 
if their relevance was only for that particular 
time.  Much lauded, and perhaps most often 

publicised, is the book’s vision for universal 
education throughout Scotland. Proposals 
were put forward for the establishment of 
schools in every parish, colleges of further 
learning in notable towns, as well as plans 
for the organisation of the universities.  
Few today would deny the wisdom of the 
reformers in prioritising public education.  
Many would consider them to be ahead of 
their time.

ii. “The exercise”
a less well known proposal in the book, 
however, was a meeting “For Prophesying 
or Interpreting of Scripture”.  Known 
also as “the Exercise”, this was a public 
meeting to be held weekly in convenient 
locations throughout the land for the 
express purpose of interpreting Scripture 
in a formal and systematic way and for 
settling doctrinal disputes that may arise. 
The nature, purpose, and procedure for the 
meeting was outlined in detail in the First 

CalvinZwingli Knox
Thomas Cartwright, the Elizabethan Puritan

who favoured the Exercise

Book of Discipline which stated that “This 
exercise is a thing most necessary for the 
Kirk of God this day in Scotland”.  

It would seem that most people in the 
reformed churches of Scotland today 
have no knowledge that there ever was 
such a meeting as “the Exercise”.  Those 
a little more familiar with the history of the 
period tend to know something about it, 
but even then it comes down to us as a 
distant memory of something quaint and 
obscure and, most likely, of little relevance.  
Unfortunately the importance and abiding 
significance of this meeting has been greatly 
overlooked.  When the historical context 
is taken into consideration, however, it 
becomes evident that this meeting was 
not just a temporary expedient for the 
Scotland of the 1560s but was already 
established as an essential feature of the 
reformed churches throughout Europe.  It 
is undoubtedly the case that reformers such 

as calvin, Zwingli, and Knox considered 
such a meeting to be divinely appointed 
and, as such, expected it to be a permanent 
aspect of any truly reformed church. 

iii. WhaT Was “The exercise”?
The meeting for interpretation of Scripture 
had a particular form that distinguishes 
it from the conventional Bible-studies or 
conferences of today.  The nature of the 
meeting was as follows.  all ministers 
within a six-mile radius were required to 
be present, as well as other men known 
to have some “gift that may edify the 
church”.  These formed the core and were 
referred to as “the session and company 
of interpreters”.  The meeting was open 
to the general public who could listen and 
men had opportunity to contribute where 
appropriate, since it was stated that “every 
man shall have liberty to utter and declare 
his mind and knowledge to the comfort 
and consolation of the Kirk”.  
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The procedure for the meeting was derived 
from the instructions of the apostle Paul in 
1 corinthians 14, “Let two or three prophets 
speak, and let the rest judge...”  Those 
who compiled the First Book of Discipline 
explained this passage in the following 
way: “By which words of the apostle, it is 
evident that in the Kirk of corinth, when 
they did assemble for that purpose, some 
place of Scripture was read, upon the 
which one first gave his judgments to the 
instruction and consolation of the auditors: 
after whom did another either confirm what 
the former had said or added what he had 
omitted, or did gently correct or explain 
more properly where the whole truth was 
not revealed to the former.  and in case 
things were hidden from one and from the 
other, liberty was given for a third to speak 
his judgement to the edification of the Kirk.  
above which number of three (as appears) 
they passed not for avoiding of confusion.”  

It is clear that the number of speakers 
was to be restricted to three, but further 
regulations were also elaborated. Speakers 
were to interpret the text of Scripture before 
them and were not permitted to use the 
occasion as an opportunity to preach, nor 
to enter into digression, or waste time by 
explaining things that were obvious, nor to 
use critical language except occasionally in 
refuting heresies.  If the speaker engaged 
in exhortation or admonition then it was to 
be short so that the time could be spent in 
discovering the “mind of the Holy Ghost” in 
the text itself.  In addition, the interpreter was 
not to introduce questions that he was not 
able to answer himself since the intention 
was to discover what he knew from the text 
rather than what he did not know.  

These restrictions serve to illustrate and 
emphasise what the reformers intended as 

the main purpose of the meeting: it was for 
the simple and systematic public exegesis 
of Scripture.  at the end of the meeting there 
was also to be a private assembly of the 
ministers in order to discuss together how 
each interpreter had spoken and handled 
the text.  afterwards the interpreters 
would be called in and the comments of 
the ministers conveyed to them.  If there 
were any faults noted then these were 
made known to the person and he was 
“gently admonished”.  If it happened that 
certain doubts or points of contention had 
arisen during the public meeting then the 
ministers also had a responsibility in their 
private assembly to discuss these matters 
and to resolve them.

It was anticipated that many benefits 
would flow from a meeting such as this.  
not only would the church come to know 
the spiritual gifts, abilities, and knowledge 
of “every man within their body”, but it 
would also be in a position to identify and 
encourage those who ought to go on to 
serve the Kirk as ministers.  The focus 
of the meeting itself being exegesis of 
Scripture, it was firmly anticipated that 
all present would grow in knowledge and 
the church as a whole would receive 
edification, consolation, and comfort.  
also, with the careful oversight of the 
ministers of the gospel present to resolve 
differences of opinion, it was anticipated 
that unity would be maintained within the 
church.

iv. The hisTory of “The exercise” – 
Zurich
as has already been noted, the Scottish 
reformers were not the first ones to 
countenance such a meeting.  They were 
merely seeking to introduce in Scotland 
what was already an established practice 

in the great reformation centres of Europe, 
especially Zurich and Geneva, with which 
they had strong links.  It appears that 
meetings of this sort originated as part 
of Huldrych Zwingli’s reforms in Zurich.  
Zwingli was a remarkable man and one of 

the very early reformers whose ideas for 
restoring the church to its new Testament 
ideal were often radical but also biblical 
and effective.  The result was that many 
of his practices were soon copied in other 
reformation centres.  

First Book of Discipline, first published in 1621
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Zwingli and his colleagues began holding 
exegetical exercises privately from as early 
as 1520.  This involved regular meetings 
to translate passages of Scripture from 
the original languages and also to interpret 
and understand them.  By 1523 there were 
plans to make these meetings available to 
everyone.  This was realised within a couple 
of years and public meetings began on 19th 
June 1525.  The meetings were public but 
pastors, senior school students, and foreign 
guest students were particularly expected 
and even required to attend.  Meetings for Old 
Testament study were held every morning 
except Friday and Sabbath.  There was 
an opening prayer after which the Hebrew 
teacher analysed the original text before 
Zwingli interpreted the passage in Latin.  
The meeting concluded with an address in 
German so that the scholars’ exposition was 
comprehensible to the people.  The same 
pattern was repeated in the afternoon for 
interpretation of the new Testament.  

It is immediately apparent that this was 
an intense programme involving, as it 
did, translation of Scripture, interpretation 
of Scripture, and then a sermon.  This 
happened twice a day, five days a week.  
This was perhaps not sustainable in the 
longer term but these were early days in the 
reformation and there was much work to be 
done.  Zwingli called the interpretation part of 
the meeting “Prophecy” or “Prophesyings” 
on the basis of 1 corinthians 14.  He believed 
that miraculous gifts of prophecy and 
tongues had ceased but that the passage 
clearly required that the interpretation and 
translation of God’s word be continued in an 
ordinary and orderly way, according to the 
same principles outlined by the apostle Paul 
in that chapter.  Other notable reformers 
shared with him in his understanding of the 
passage and thus the meetings were called 

“Prophesyings” wherever they were found.  
Even the First Book of Discipline describes 
such meetings as “For Prophesying or 
Interpreting of the Scripture”.

v. The hisTory of “The exercise” – 
geneva
The other great centre of reformation 
progress was Geneva. calvin began ministry 
there in 1536 but was exiled from the city on 
23rd April 1538 for insisting on the rights of 
pastors in preaching and in administration 
of the sacraments.  He ministered in 
Strasbourg until 13th September 1541 
when he was invited to return to Geneva.  
It was with some reluctance that calvin 
returned and there can be little doubt 
that it was conditional upon the Genevan 
authorities adopting a formal policy for their 
church.  Within two months of calvin’s 
return to the city the document known as 
the Ecclesiastical Ordinances was approved 
by the Genevan authorities.  In some ways 
the purpose of this document was not 
dissimilar to the purpose behind the Scottish 
First Book of Discipline.  

The Ecclesiastical Ordinances set down 
in writing what the reformed city was to 
look like and it has been described as the 
“backbone” of calvin’s reformation. an 
important element of the Genevan church 
order was a weekly meeting of ministers for 
discussion of Scripture. The Ordinances 
stated “Firstly, in order that all ministers may 
maintain purity and agreement of doctrine 
among themselves, it will be expedient for 
them to meet together on one particular 
day of the week for discussion of the 
Scriptures, and no one shall be exempted 
from this without legitimate excuse. any 
man who is negligent over this is to be 
reprimanded.” This was no optional extra. 
It was an integral part of the ministers’ 

weekly routine. Week by week, for months 
and years and decades, the pastors met to 
interpret Scripture.  

By the early 1560s it is clear that ministers 
took turns at expounding passages from 
Scripture so that everyone was involved in 
an organised and systematic way.  It cannot 
be overstated how much meetings like this 
served to ensure harmony and unity within 
the church at Geneva, especially between 
the pastors.  If any difference over doctrine 
arose, the ministers met together privately 
afterwards to discuss and resolve it.

vi. The biblical JusTificaTion for 
“The exercise”
It has sometimes been suggested that the 
Scottish reformers may not have intended 
“the Exercise” as something to be kept 
perpetually in the church.  The First Book 
of Discipline did say, after all, that “This 
exercise is a thing most necessary for the 
Kirk of God this day in Scotland”.  Did 
they not envisage it as something only for 
their own day? all the evidence suggests 
otherwise.  For one thing the statement 
quoted does not in the least imply that the 
reformers restricted the importance of “the 
Exercise” to their own time.  If someone 
was to say “What Scotland really needs 
today is the sound preaching of the Word”, 
it could certainly not be taken to mean 
that the sound preaching of the Word is 
not always necessary for Scotland.  The 
reformers undoubtedly believed that “the 
Exercise” was always going to be necessary 
in Scotland and the reason for this was 
because they believed it to be something 
that God had appointed in Scripture and 
required his church to engage in.

The biblical mandate for the interpretation 
meeting was most obviously drawn from 

1 corinthians 14 and this is the passage 
referred to in the First Book of Discipline as 
its source of authority.  It is not, however, 
the only passage of Scripture that alludes to 
such a meeting.  calvin, in his commentary 
on Acts, repeatedly identifies instances 
of such a public meeting in the apostolic 
church at both Jerusalem and antioch.  
acts 2:46-47 declares that the believers 
“continued daily with one accord in the 
temple”.  calvin writes of this passage, 
“There might be another reason which 
might induce them [to meet in the temple], 
that they might have a mutual conference 
and imparting of doctrine amongst 
themselves, which they could not have 
done so conveniently in a private house, 
especially seeing they were so many.”  
commenting on acts 5:11-12, calvin 
further declares that there was a distinct 
“company of apostles and prophets” who 
had “met daily in the temple courts since 
Pentecost and had maintained unity of 
mind and purpose as they discussed 
developments in the church, prayed with 
one accord and interpreted the Word”.  

acts 13:1-3 makes reference to “certain 
prophets and teachers” in antioch 
who “ministered to the Lord”.  calvin 
comments, “Surely I cannot see how it can 
hang together, to understand by prophets 
those which were endowed with the 
gift of foretelling things; but I think rather 
that it signifieth excellent interpreters of 
Scripture...Therefore when Luke saith that 
the prophets and teachers ministered 
to God when the Spirit spake to them, I 
understand nothing else but that they were 
in the public action.  He addeth fasting, 
that we may know that their minds were 
then free from all impediments, that nothing 
might hinder them from giving attendance 
to prophesying.”  By “public action” it is clear 
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that calvin is envisaging something similar 
to the public meeting for interpretation that 
he had introduced in Geneva – a meeting 
which he, along with Zwingli, referred to as 
“prophesying”.

vii. WhaT became of “The 
exercise”?
Looking back at the history of Scotland, 
it can be seen that for the best part of 
three centuries there has been nothing 
like these interpretation meetings in the 
Scottish church.  Whatever happened to 
them?  Was it discovered that Scripture 
does not actually require such a thing?  
Was it a deliberate decision of the Kirk to 
ignore what the writers of the First Book of 
Discipline had set out for them?  Or was it 
the case that things that ought not to have 
been forgotten were lost? 

It is certain that the Kirk did seek to 
implement the proposals of the First Book 
of Discipline in the decades immediately 
following the national reformation of 
1560.  The Exercise was established and 
maintained in many places throughout 
Scotland.  It is possible, however, that as 
a more detailed form of Presbyterianism 
was developed through the 1570s, the 
significance of “the Exercise” began to be 
overlooked.  The Second Book of Discipline 
of 1578 sets out a carefully drafted account 
of the Presbyterian system of courts, but it 
does not appear to mention “the Exercise” 
as part of its polity.  nevertheless the 
existing Exercises became the basis for the 
establishment of the new Presbyteries.  The 
General assembly of July 1579, seeking to 
establish Presbyteries where at that time 
there was only Exercises, stated, “The 
Exercise may be judged a Presbytery”. 
This was all very well to expand the role 
of the Exercises to include the additional 

ecclesiastical and judicial functions of a 
Presbytery, but somewhere down the line 
the original and most important purpose of 
the meeting was entirely forgotten.  

It did not happen immediately.  an act 
of the General Assembly of 1598 makes 
it clear that, at that time, “the Exercise” 
was still understood to be the main work 
of each Presbytery.  It stated, “For better 
observing of the presbyteries, it is statuted 
and ordained, that every presbytery shall 
assemble themselves once orderly each 
week, in the full number; at the least, so 
many of them as have their residence 
within eight miles to the place of the 
ordinary convention of the presbytery.  That 
every member of the presbytery study the 
text whereupon the exercise is to be made. 
That a common head of religion be treated 
every month in every presbytery, both by 
way of discourse and disputation.”  

The fact that this had to be enacted at the 
General assembly, while showing that the 
practice of the Exercise continued to be 
encouraged at that time, may indicate that 
some Presbyteries had already ceased or 
relaxed this part of their activity.  certainly in 
the forty years that followed it would seem 
that the practice declined.  The period was 
one in which Episcopacy was imposed 
on the Scottish church and this may well 
have served to stifle the Exercise.  An Act 
of Assembly of 1638 sought to revive the 
Exercise in Presbytery as a part of the 
constitution of the church, and the practice 
continued into the early eighteenth century 
and is referred to in legislation of the period, 
but it does not seem that the momentum 
was ever regained.

The fact that “the Exercise” was lost is 
one of the great tragedies of Scottish 

church history.  The church today still 
has the Books of Discipline and the 
Confessions and formulations of the First 
and Second reformations; it has freedom 
to preach and liberty to engage in ministry 
unhindered; and it is evident that the Lord 
in his grace still equips with spiritual gifts 
those who should serve his church.  But 
for all that, the church in Scotland today is 
fragmented and confused.  all attempts at 

denominational reunion appear to fail, and 
every minister seems to have a different 
opinion and interpretation, with the result 
that confusion prevails in the pews.  Is it 
not possible that the revival of meetings for 
biblical interpretation would be an effective 
and God-ordained remedy to many of 
our problems?  Is it not possible that this 
Exercise is still a thing most necessary for 
the Kirk of God this day in Scotland?

page from Alexander Henderson’s Government and Order of the Church of Scotland, 1641, on the Exercise
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i. The king’s Promise
It was hardly a surprise that the 
restoration of the monarchy and charles 
II in 1660 was followed in Scotland by 
the restoration of Prelacy; nor indeed, 
given the character of the king, was it 
a surprise that Prelacy was restored in 
the manner that it was. It is true that the 
Presbyterians had sought to maintain a 
Presbyterian settlement under the new 
regime. Leading covenanters among 
the resolutioners had dispatched 
James Sharp to London with the aim 
of securing the interests of the church.  

Sharp’s diplomatic mission appeared to  
have been successful when he returned 
to Edinburgh at the end of august 1660 
carrying a letter from charles in which the 
newly restored monarch promised among 
other things, ‘to protect and preserve the 
government of the church of Scotland, 
as it is settled by law, without violation.’ 
also, the authority and acts of the General 
assemblies at St andrews and Dundee in 
1651 would stand in force until the next 
assembly which he intended to call as 
soon as affairs allowed.

Charles 
the ‘Cheat’ 

and the

Restoration 
of Prelacy

Jeffrey stephen

This article considers the dishonesty with which Charles II restored Prelacy in 1662. 
Dr Stephen lives in Dufftown and attends the Free Church of Scotland.

These promises, while welcomed by the 
unsuspecting Presbyterians, proved to be 
empty and charles to be guilty of a terrible 
deception. The letter was, ‘extremely well 
calculate to lull all asleep till matters were 
ripe for a thorough change.’ The deception 
was not missed by John, first Earl of 
Middleton, who expressed concern when 
reading the draft letter that the contents 
and promises appeared to contradict and 
undermine the Scottish policy agreed 
upon by himself and Sharp. Middleton, 
who would be the king’s commissioner in 
the next Scottish Parliament, was told to 
ignore the contents of the letter and when 
he returned to Scotland to rescind the 
laws now in force and restore Episcopacy 
as the church government settled by 
law. Middleton replied that while this may 
be done, he did not like the manner in 
which the policy was being implemented 
because it ‘made his Majesty’s first 
appearance in Scotland to be in a cheat.’ 

ii. a Previous ‘cheaT’
This ‘cheat’ of charles was an ominous 
‘appearance’ and effectively set the tone 
for the regime’s approach to ecclesiastical 
policy in Scotland. However, it was not his 
‘first appearance in Scotland’ as a cheat; 
charles had form as a disingenuous and 
duplicitous king. as James King Hewison 
rightly pointed out, “Time developed him in 
his true colours as a man who concealed 
his lack of virtue, principle, and grace by 
plausible manners, courteous acts done for 
expediency, and pleasant promises made 
to be broken if convenient. He inherited 
his father’s genius for dissimulation, and 
his grandfather’s inability to understand 
that subjects had rights as well as rulers.”

In the early months of 1650, at the same 
time as he was negotiating the terms of his 

accession to the throne with covenanting 
commissioners from Scotland, charles 
was actively encouraging Montrose in his 
military campaign against the covenanting 
government in Scotland in the hope 
that military success would remove 
the regime and his need of having to 
come to terms with it. The capitulation, 
capture, and execution of Montrose 
forced the procrastinating monarch finally 
to agree terms with the covenanting 
commissioners. He informed Parliament 
that he was sorry that Montrose had 
invaded the kingdom and that he had 
tried to dissuade him from doing so and 
he asked Parliament to do him the justice 
of not believing that he was in any way 
an accessory to the project. Further 
information before Parliament led it to 
believe that Montrose had acted contrary 
to the king’s command. as Hewison says 
again, “no knave could have stooped 
lower than charles to betray and then to 
calumniate a noble friend. It is inexplicable 
how, after this revelation, men who prayed 
for hours and kept and made others keep, 
every jot and tittle of the law, could again 
condescend to negotiate with so faithless 
and unscrupulous a creature as charles 
was.”

But negotiate they did, and charles 
agreed to subscribe the covenants; he 
had reservations and qualifications, but 
these were rejected and the impression 
among the ministers who were part of the 
negotiating commission was that the king 
was insincere. Anchored off the mouth of 
the river Spey it fell to John Livingstone to 
preach, to read the national covenant and 
the Solemn League and covenant, and 
to take the King’s oath. Livingstone had 
serious doubts but was overruled. charles 
subscribed the covenants and Livingstone 
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recorded that, “For the outward part of 
swearing and subscryving the covenant, 
the king performed any thing that could 
have been required; but it seems to have 
been the guilt not of the commissioners 
only, but of the whole kingdome of the 
State, yea, and of the church, who 
knew the terms whereupon the State 
was to admitt him to his government, yet 
without any evidence of any reall change 
in his heart, and without forsaking former 
principles, counsells, and company.” 

iii. The ParliamenT of 1661 
In the light of what was already known 
about charles, Presbyterians should 
have known better than to accept at 
face value the letter he had entrusted to 
James Sharp. Sharp’s own perfidious role 
in events and his subsequent abandoning 
of Presbytery for an archbishopric, sealed 
his notoriety among contemporaries and 
subsequent generations of Presbyterians. 
anyone still harbouring hopes that the 
king would fulfil the promises he had made 
were quickly disabused of the same by the 
proceedings and legislation of the 1661 
Parliament. On 22nd January it annulled 
the 1643 convention of Estates and 
rescinded its legislation. This convention 
had negotiated and approved the Solemn 
League and covenant. The same day, 
Parliament made it unlawful to renew or 
swear the League and covenant without 
the king’s warrant and approval. as this 
was never going to be given, the League 
and Covenant was effectively outlawed. 

On 28th March Parliament rescinded and 
annulled the ‘pretendit’ Parliaments of 
1640, 1641, 1644, 1645, 1646, 1647, 
and 1648 and all their acts declared null 
and void. a similar act had already been 
passed in relation to the 1649 Parliament. 

all of the legislation of the covenanting 
reformation, whether relating to political 
or ecclesiastical reforms or social and 
economic issues, was swept away in 
a few all encompassing acts that are 
more commonly referred to as the acts 
rescissory. The same day Parliament 
passed an Act concerning religion and 
church government. The act declared that 
the government of the church would be 
determined by the king who would take 
care to ensure that it was agreeable to 
the Word of God, suitable to monarchical 
government, and most compatible 
with the public peace and quiet of the 
kingdom. Those familiar with Stuart 
ecclesiastical policy and their predilection 
for Erastianism would have concluded that 
the act was little more than a preamble to 
the restoration of Prelacy.

iv. Prelacy resTored
The king’s plan was taken a stage further 
in a proclamation made in June, in which 
he repeated his intention of settling the 
government and administration of the 
church, ‘in such a way as may best 
conduce to the glorie of God, to the 
good of religion, to unity, order and to 
the publict peace and satisfaction of 
our kingdome’, which he would do after 
mature deliberation ‘with such as wee 
shall call’. consultations on the matter 
would be restricted to a select few and all 
others, ministers and laity, were warned, 
‘to abstaine from medling with what 
may concerne the publict government 
of that our church, either by preacheing, 
remonstrances, warneings, declarations, 
acts or petitions of church judicatories, 
or any other way, and to compose 
themselves to that quyetnes and 
inoffensive deportment which their duetie 
to us and to the peace of the church doth Archbishop James Sharp
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The PoPes: 
A History  
by John Julius norwich
(vintage Press, london, 2012), 
xix+ 505 pp

reviewed by John a. smith 

Review

The so-called Holy See is a unique 
institution, both a church and a state which 
has its loyal subjects in every other country 
of the world. The Pope is the recognised 
“infallible” spiritual leader of an estimated 
one sixth of mankind.  While the Vatican 
city may be a mere toy kingdom (having 
a territory of 109 acres and under 1,000 
residents), it has enormous wealth, a seat 
on the United nations, and ambassadors 
in every country, as well as one of the most 
effective secret service agencies in the 
world. Enjoying enormous influence, the 
Pope welcomes an endless procession of 
monarchs and other dignitaries. Protestant 
visitors, including, sadly, our Queen, 
dutifully clothed in penitential black. The 
Pope undertakes occasional state visits 
abroad and is invited to address the Un 
and the European Parliament.   
 
The Papacy’s rise to power and prominence 
is a fascinating study, and is recounted in this 
book in a scholarly yet interesting manner 

by John Julius norwich, a well known 
historian of the Mediterranean Lands, who 
writes from the perspective of an “agnostic 
Protestant”, and certainly makes no attempt 
to romanticise or whitewash the story. He 
accurately states that “the whole structure 
of romanism”, especially the Pope’s claim 
to be the Vicar of christ on earth, is rather 
shakily based on Matthew 16:18-19. And 
while Peter may have visited rome, no 
reputable historian believes that he was 
ever bishop there. rather, the second 
century church of rome, having gained a 
prestigious position due to its location in the 
Imperial capital, was looking to justify its 
pretensions, and attempted to do so using 
these verses of Scripture. 

The decline of the roman Empire, and 
the eventual removal of the capital to 
Constantinople, reduced the significance 
of Rome and weakened the influence of 
its bishops. It is interesting to note that 
the Bishop of rome was, for instance, 
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require.’  The consultations, if there were 
any, were brief and on 5th September 
charles informed the Privy council of his 
decision. 

referring to his promise to maintain the 
government of the church of Scotland, 
as it was settled by law, he pointed out 
that since that promise had been made, 
Parliament had rescinded all the acts in 
favour of Presbytery since the troubles 
had begun, declared null and void the 
Parliaments that had passed them, and 
placed in his hands the power to settle the 
government of the church. consequently, 
taking into consideration what he regarded 
as the inconveniences caused by 
Presbyterian church government during 
the past twenty-three years of troubles, 
the violence to the royal prerogative and 
to civil and ecclesiastical government, 
the incompatibility of Presbyterianism 
with monarchical government, and his 
own preference for religious harmony and 
uniformity throughout his kingdoms, it was 
his intention to restore the office of bishops 
and Episcopal church government. 

The following year, on 27th May, the first 
piece of parliamentary business was 
to pass an act for the restitution and 
reestablishment of the ancient government 
of the church by archbishops and 
bishops. The outcome was never in doubt 
but as far as charles was concerned, 
he had not broken his promise nor had 
he been involved in a ‘cheat’ because 
at the time that he was claiming to be 
considering the most appropriate form 
of church government for his kingdom, 
there was no form of government settled 
by law. according to the act, Episcopal 
government was found ‘to be the church 
government most agreeable to the word 

of God, most convenient and effectuall for 
the preservation of treuth, order and unitie, 
and most suteable to monarchie and the 
peace and quyet of the state.’ 

In reality, Prelacy had been restored on 
the grounds of political expediency and 
the desire for religious uniformity across 
the three kingdoms on an anglican basis. 
religious union and the strengthening 
of Episcopal government in Scotland 
were regarded as important elements 
in establishing and maintaining political 
control in Scotland. Bishops were restored 
because they were more compatible with 
the king’s views of government than were 
Presbyterians imbued with the ideology 
of men like Knox and Buchanan. Bishops 
were royal appointees, accountable to 
charles and expected to act on his behalf 
in Parliament and Privy council. They were 
the king’s placemen who would support his 
policy because they owed their position to 
him. The reasons for the king’s preference 
for Prelacy were exactly the same as those 
held by his father and grandfather. 

not surprisingly, Presbyterians profoundly 
disagreed with their king and Parliament 
on the biblical basis for Prelacy and 
bishops, and they refused on a point of 
principle and conscience to conform to 
the newly imposed religious settlement. 
consequently, they were criminalised 
and subjected to a litany of legislation 
designed to crush their religious liberties 
and enforce conformity against their 
conscience. The irony of the act was that 
far from heralding a period of peace and 
stability, the settlement was responsible for 
introducing a prolonged period of division, 
instability, and repression that ultimately 
led to the restoration of Presbyterianism 
and the destruction of the Stuart dynasty.
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“power of the keys” and excommunicating 
the enemies of those princes who sided 
with him. Medieval society was violent but, 
rather than witnessing against this, as one 
might expect, the church of rome was 
no different. Indeed on several occasions 
there was even an armed struggle within St 
Peter’s Basilica during the enthronement 
of a Pope when rival candidates for the 
Holy See came to blows.    

The rise of the Popes is to a large extent 
the consequence of priests making 
themselves mediators between God and 
men. a remarkable diversity of men have 
held the office of Pope down the centuries. 
Of course, many have been cardinals and 
monks, but the list includes a hermit, at 
least two generals, a beggar, and a former 
pirate, as well as several professional 
diplomats. Several were not even 
ordained to the priesthood when elected 
to the office and several have personally 
led their armies into battle on horseback. 
amazingly, due to the power of France 
in the fourteenth century, for almost half 
a century there were two rival Popes, 

one based at avignon in France and the 
other at rome, each with their own sets 
of cardinals. England, Germany, northern 
Italy, and central Europe supported one 
while Scotland, France, Burgundy, naples, 
and Spain backed the other. When the 
two colleges of cardinals met together to 
sort out the mess and named a new Pope, 
the effect was that, for a while, there were 
three.  

Of course, criticism of the Papacy did not 
begin with Martin Luther. as long ago as 
the twelfth century, an augustinian monk 
called arnold of Brescia, condemned Pope 
Eugenius as “other than what he professed. 
rather than an apostolic shepherd of souls, 
he was a man of blood who maintained his 
authority by fire and sword, a tormentor of 
churches and oppressor of the innocent 
whose only actions were for the gratification 
of his lust and for the emptying of other 
men’s coffers in order that his own might 
be filled.” 

Until the challenge of the reformation, 
it seems that relatively few Popes were 

not even present at the important council 
of nicea, at which the nicene creed was 
written. The Eastern churches generally 
rejected the claims of the Bishops of 
Rome – they would eventually hive off to 
form the Orthodox churches, of which 
the main one today is in russia. With the 
spread of christian teachings to lands 
such as Spain, Ireland, Scotland, France, 
and England, new churches were formed 
which had only the vaguest connection 
with the Papacy. Papal ambition, however, 
was undiminished, with Leo I (440-61) 
assuming the blasphemous title Pontifex 
Maximus (i.e. great bridge-maker, between 
God and Man), from which the modern term 
“The Pontiff” is derived. Under Gregory the 
Great (590-604), rome began to reassert 
her authority and established churches 
loyal to herself in these nations comprising 
Britain. Gregory’s great achievement was 
“to implant ineradicably in men’s minds the 
idea that the roman catholic church was 
the most important institution in the world, 
and that the papacy was the supreme 
authority within it”. Wealthy noblemen, 
hoping to secure salvation for their souls, 

bequeathed extensive lands to the roman 
church and the Pope became the largest 
landowner in Western Europe. The Papal 
States, a large swathe of territory around 
rome, came to rank as one of the major 
powers of Europe. 

yet as norwich points out, this 
extraordinary rise to power was based on 
lies. The Vatican faked a set of documents 
(“the false decretals”) which recorded the 
alleged Papal actions of the early Bishops 
of rome and deceitfully claimed that when 
the capital was moved east, the Emperor 
constantine had granted the papacy 
temporal as well as spiritual authority in the 
West. During the Middle ages, the Popes 
had an ongoing struggle for supremacy 
with the Holy roman Emperors, which 
led to the military occupation of rome 
on numerous occasions. at times, the 
Emperor was subservient and in token 
of this traditionally held the Pope’s stirrup 
while he mounted his horse. The Pope 
required help from foreign armies to keep 
control of the unruly city of rome, and 
could return the favour by exercising the 

Pope Leo X     Pope Pius XII    Pope Gregory XVI    Pope Clement XIV    Pope Pius V
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the German people who are entrusted to 
your care. We pray that Our great desire 
for the prosperity of the German people 
and their progress in every domain may, 
with God’s help, come to full realisation”. 
Monsignor Alberto Giovanetti, his official 
biographer, stated that, not only was this 
the first letter he wrote to any head of state, 
but it differed from all the others both in 
length and in tone.      
                
John Julius norwich’s work is very much 
a history of the Popes as opposed to the 
Papacy. a chronological format is strictly 
adhered to and the book takes the form 
of a seemingly endless series of potted 
biographies of all the significant Popes. 
The author admits in the preface that he 
is “no theologian” and at times this shows. 
No doubt reflecting his own interests, 
exhaustive coverage is given to diplomatic 
history while doctrinal issues, such as 
the disputes in the early church over the 
Person of christ and the teaching of the 
Reformers, are only mentioned briefly and 
rather vaguely.  

yet this account of the lives of the Popes is 
well worth reading and reveals much about 
the character of the Papacy, which will 
use whatever means necessary, including 
alliances with downright evil men, for the 
advancement of romanism.  While similar 
accusations could legitimately be levelled 
against some professedly Protestant 
monarchs, such preoccupation with power 
politics on the part of men who claim the 
title “servant of the servants of God” and 
portray themselves as men of prayer, is 
strange to say the least.  The history of the 
Papacy stands in stark opposition to the 
teaching of christ who said “My Kingdom 
is not of this world”. It is striking how the 
Jesuits, founded during the counter-

reformation as a means of reconquering 
Protestant Europe, became so ambitious 
and out of control that in 1773 clement XIV 
abolished the Order. He paid a heavy price, 
being poisoned the following year – neither 
the first nor the last Pope to suffer such a 
fate.                  

Like his predecessor John Paul II, the 
present Pope, Francis I, is extremely adroit 
at public relations. He has a charming 
smile and a debonair persona. He seems 
to lead an extremely modest lifestyle and 
is presented to the world as a humble 
man who travels by public transport and 
has a deep concern for the poor. While all 
of this may well be true, the fact remains 
that he is hailed as “His Holiness”, has his 
feet kissed by the cardinals, and claims an 
authority which belongs to christ alone.  It 
is interesting that norwich says of Innocent 
III, who was, unusually for the Middle ages, 
“patient, simple and always approachable”, 
that “no Pope had a more elevated 
conception of his position”.  and Pius V, 
who was both devout and honest and 
the first Pope to be granted sainthood for 
almost three hundred years, liked nothing 
better than to visit the torture chambers 
of the roman Inquisition and watch the 
sufferings of so called “heretics”, emerging 
from the experience completely unmoved.  

as Loraine Boettner points out in his book, 
Roman Catholicism, the true representative 
of christ on earth is the Holy Spirit (John 
14:26) and He, unlike any mere man, is 
infallible. When the Spirit accompanies 
the proclamation of the Truth, souls will 
be turned from romanism to christ.  It 
is through the power of the Everlasting 
Gospel that the long line of Popes will 
come to an end and “Babylon the Great” 
will fall, never to arise again.

even particularly interested in religion. The 
better ones spent the enormous wealth at 
their disposal on paintings, frescos, ornate 
palaces, gardens, and rare manuscripts 
and books for the Vatican library. The worst 
were epitomised by the infamous alexander 
VI (rodrigo Borgia) who murdered several 
of his relatives and appointed five of his 
sons as cardinals. Some funded lives of 
utter debauchery, which one shrinks from 
detailing, by selling indulgences to the poor 
“to release their souls from Purgatory” and 
trading cardinal’s hats for 130,000 gold 
Ducats apiece. Leo X (Medici) famously 
said at his coronation, “God has given us 
the Papacy. Let us now enjoy it.”  In the 
decades before the reformation, the 
Popes were well aware that they had totally 
lost the respect of the people and there 
were several half-hearted efforts to address 
some of the worst abuses, but corruption 
was endemic and it was only when it 
seemed that Protestantism would destroy 
its power all over Europe, that the Papacy 
seriously attempted to clean up its act.  

Perhaps the most interesting Pope in 
modern history was Pius IX who came to 
power at a time of rising Italian nationalism. 
His predecessor, Gregory XVI, held 
reactionary views, referring to “that absurd 
and erroneous doctrine of freedom of 
conscience” and the inhabitants of the 
Papal States lived in terror of the secret 
police who filled the jails with political 
prisoners. In 1830 a rebellion erupted and 
the Pope called in the hated austrians to 
crush his opponents by military force. In 
contrast, when Pius was elected Pope in 
1846 aged only 54 he had the reputation 
of a moderniser and a liberal. He released 
the political prisoners, introduced gas 
lighting in the streets and held jolly garden 
parties in the Quirinal. Identifying himself 

with a wave of Italian patriotism, Pius was 
cheered to the echo wherever he went, 
and known fondly as “Pio nono”. But his 
attempt to lead the movement in order to 
control it backfired. Revolutionary fervour 
spiralled, as did a desire for Italian unity 
which would spell the end for the Papal 
States. The Pope sided with the forces of 
repression and ended up being rescued by 
French troops and his government being 
re-established by force. Eventually, the 
Papal States saw a successful revolution 
and became part of Italy. Pius withdrew 
to the Vatican buildings. By the end of 
his long reign – he died in 1878 – Pius IX 
held extreme Ultramontane views and was 
closely allied to the Jesuits. He was so 
hated that the people of rome pelted his 
coffin with stones and nearly succeeded in 
throwing it into the river Tiber.      

although the Papal States disappeared 
from the map of Europe, the Papacy lost 
none of its expertise in using politics and 
diplomacy to advance the interests of 
“Mother church”. Bismarck, the famous 
Prussian statesman, who took on the 
power of romanism in Germany but was 
eventually forced to make peace with the 
Papacy, spoke of it as “a breaching battery 
against the State”.  a fear of communism 
and deep seated anti-semitism (the Latin 
mass refers to “the perfidious Jews”), led 
the Vatican to support Fascism in the hope 
that, as in Franco’s Spain, it would advance 
her interests. Indeed, following his election 
as Pope, as German troops were lining up 
along the czechoslovakian frontier, Pius 
XII wrote to Hitler, “To the illustrious Herr 
adolf Hitler, Fuhrer and chancellor of the 
German reich! Here, at the beginning of 
Our pontificate, We desire to express the 
wish to remain united by the bonds of 
profound and benevolent friendship with 
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Society News

 Aberdeen Branch 

Meetings are on Fridays 
at the church Hall, 
craigiebuckler Parish church, 
Springfield Road, AB15 8AA, 
starting at 7.30pm (DV). 

27th February
“Influences of History, 
culture, and Music in 
relation to Psalmody”, 
rev. John MacLeod 
(Portmahomack)

27th March
“alexander Stobo, Darien, 
and  the founding of american 
Presbyterianism”,  Dr Jeffrey 
Stephen (Dufftown)

Branch News
 Inverness Branch 

Meetings are on Mondays in 
the Free Presbyterian church 
Hall, chapel Street, Inverness, 
starting at 7.30pm (DV).

19th January 
“Discipline in the reformed 
church”, rev. John Keddie 
(Inverness)

16th February 
“The Headship of christ Over 
the nations”,  rev. Douglas 
Somerset (aberdeen)

16th March
“Scottish Missions to china”,  
rev. Maurice roberts (Inverness)

rePorT on sWiss reformaTion 
Tour in ocTober 2014 

The Society’s Swiss reformation tour, organised 
by Dr robert Dickie, took place in the middle of 
October. a party of over a dozen visited sites 
connected with calvin in Geneva, with William 
Farel in aigle and neuchatel, and with Peter Viret in 
Lausanne. another place of reformed interest was 
the house of the celebrated theologian Francis 
Turretine (1623-1687) in Geneva, still occupied by 
the Turretini family. One point that emerged from 
the tour was the importance of William Farel, and 
the extent to which Calvin confided in him and 
depended upon him. The Society is deeply grateful 
to Dr Dickie once again for organising the tour.

neW PublicaTion 

The Society has just published the next item in the 
Scots Worthies series, Alexander Henderson by 
rev. K.D. Macleod, 40pp. 

The price is £4 including p&p. copies can be 
ordered from the Society.

Scottish Reformation Society
SCOTS WORTHIES SERIES

Scottish Reformation Society
• SCOTS WORTHIES SERIES •

Alexander
Henderson

Kenneth D. Macleod
7270537819089

 

ISBN 9781908727053

90000 >

Alexander Henderson (c.1583-1646) was the 
leading Covenanter during the Second Refor-
mation period of Scotland’s history. Born in 
the parish of Criech in Fife, he graduated at St 
Andrews University and became minister of 
Leuchars, Fife, in 1612. Anti-Presbyterian at 
this stage, he was converted to Presbyterianism 
and to Christ through a sermon preached by 
Robert Bruce in the nearby village of Forgan. In 
1638 he was one of the authors of the  National 
Covenant and the following year he became 
minister of St Giles’ in Edinburgh. From 1643 
to 1646 he was one of Scottish commissioners 
at the Westminster  Assembly. With his early 
death, Scotland lost one of the greatest of her 
religious leaders. 
This carefully written account of his life brings 
before the reader those stirring events, of abiding 
importance, in which Henderson played such a 
prominent part.

The author, Rev. Kenneth D. Macleod, was brought up in Ullapool. A graduate of 
Glasgow University, and a former mathematics teacher, he has been minister of the 
South Harris Free Presbyterian congregation since 1988. He is the editor of the Free 
Presbyterian Magazine and the Free Presbyterian Young People’s Magazine, and has 
edited a number of religious books for children.

Front cover: Alexander Henderson by Sir Anthony Van Dyck, c.1641.

Alexander Henderson’s monument, 
Greyfriars, Edinburgh.

forThcoming PublicaTion

The fifth volume of the Scottish Reformation 
Society Historical Journal is due to appear 
shortly, DV. This issue carries articles on the 
Destruction of the Edinburgh and Glasgow 
Friaries in 1559, the Scottish church in 
rotterdam, the Skye revival, rev. James  

Wright of Edinburgh, Jonathan ranken 
anderson, and rev. roderick Maccowan.

Both publications are available from the 
Society. Email us on:
membership@scottishreformationsociety.org 

2015 subscriPTion

as intimated in the previous (Oct-Dec) issue, 
readers are reminded that the committee 
has reluctantly found it necessary to 
increase the 2015 Bulwark subscription 
from £8 to £12. The Society Membership 
subscription will also increase from £7 
to £8 thus making an annual combined

(Membership & Bulwark) subscription of 
£20. renewal Letters will be sent out (DV) 
by the second week of January, and on the 
reverse of the Membership Form will be a 
complete list of the Society’s publications, 
including the new “alexander Henderson” 
book. andrew W.F. coghill, Treasurer.

Calvin Auditorium in Geneva where Knox
preached from 1556 to 1559

 Lewis Branch 

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

23rd January 
“The Skye revival 
of 1812”, Rev. 
John Keddie 
(Inverness)

20th March 
“The reformed 
Spirituality of 
ross-shire”, 
norman campbell 
(Stornoway)
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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 £8 per annum for membership of the society and 
£12 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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Front cover:   Pulpit in William Farel’s church in aigle (courtesy of Murray Mackay)


