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II. 

REPORT 

OF THE 

COMMITTEE ON ECUMENICAL RELATIONS  

Introduction 

Christ has prayed earnestly that His people may be united, and has indicated that this is a fruit of the 

sanctifying work of God in His people: Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast 

given me, that they may be one, as we are (John 17:11).  The Puritan Anthony Burgess writes wisely on this 

text:  

This then ought to be our unity: the Holy Spirit of God is to move, work, and guide all our hearts and 

affections, as it is the same soul that informs all the parts of the body... If then the Spirit of God did 

work the same measure of illumination and sanctification in all, there would not be any disagreement; 

but though all godly men have the same Spirit, yet not the same gifts or graces, or degrees of graces, and 

for want of this comes contention (Christ’s Prayer Before His Passion, RHB reprint, i, 530–1). 

The Committee on Ecumenical Relations is charged with fulfilling the outward and formal responsibilities 

of the General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) in this regard.  It is responsible for 

building and maintaining relationships between the Free Church (Continuing) and like-minded churches 

and organisations around the world. 

This Report will restrict attention to a selection of areas of significance. 

1. Ecumenical Organisations 

ICRC / EuCRC 

The Free Church (Continuing) continues its membership of the International Conference of Reformed 

Churches (ICRC), and its European sub-division, the European Conference of Reformed Churches 

(EuCRC).  The EuCRC had planned to hold a Conference in the Netherlands from 25 June 2020, which 

was cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  The Committee, on which the current Convener sits, has now 

agreed to postpone the next Conference until 2023, DV.  The ICRC Conference was to have been held in 

2021, but this has now been postponed to October 12-19 2022, to be held in Windhoek, Namibia, DV.  The 

Committee would expect to send delegates to that Conference on behalf of the Free Church (Continuing). 

Affinity 

The Free Church (Continuing) continues its membership of the evangelical network Affinity, and is 

represented on the Council by Rev. T.J. McGlynn.  Affinity held a theological conference by Zoom on 17–

18 March 2021, which the Convener attended.  The subject was ‘Aspects of Biblical Eschatology’. 

2. Australia  

The Free Church (Continuing) maintains a full sister-church relationship with the Presbyterian Church of 

Eastern Australia (PCEA), and also maintains contact with several other Australian churches. 

Australian Free Church 

The Australian Free Church (AFC) is a small denomination that emerged from a disciplinary dispute within 

the PCEA in the late 1970s.  In more recent years, a measure of reconciliation has taken place and formal 

discipline imposed on individuals in the AFC by the PCEA has been lifted.  The dispute in question 

concerned Bible versions, and the AFC holds in practice to the continued use of the Authorised Version in 

public worship, without having amended the constitution of their Church in any way.  The constitution of 
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the AFC therefore remains that of the historic sister-church to the Free Church of Scotland in Australia, and 

is entirely consistent with our own.  The Ordination Questions and Formula are identical with our own.  

The AFC has now written to the Free Church (Continuing).  The letter, written in the name of Rev. John 

Nelson as Clerk of Presbytery, reads as follows: 

We send greetings in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, our Saviour, and the King and Head of the 

Church.  

As you know the Australian Free Church has enjoyed a happy interchange with your church over many 

years.  We appreciate the generous hospitality and warm welcome extended to Mr and Mrs Nelson on 

the occasions he has been our delegate to your Assembly.  

Our denomination is strongly committed to the Presbyterian doctrine, worship and government 

expressed in the Westminster Standards.  We use the KJV Bible in our pulpits and homes, sing from the 

1650 Psalter and have no musical accompaniment in our worship services.  We feel a natural affinity 

with yourselves and count it an honour to be looked upon by you as like-minded brethren.  

We now find ourselves facing the reality of ageing office-bearers and two small congregations with few 

prospects of young men able to take on responsibilities in the future.  We are encouraged to believe the 

Lord has not forsaken us as we have been blessed with a ministry spanning 41 years.  The most recent 

minister, Rev. Matthew Winzer, has ministered in the Chadstone Congregation (Melbourne) for the last 

two years.  He is a faithful, able and evangelical man.  

Our Presbytery members are zealous advocates of greater unity among Reformed Churches whilst 

holding steadfastly to the distinctives bequeathed to us by our Scottish forebears.  We do not seek unity 

at the expense of integrity in the truth and doctrine we have sworn to uphold.  (I have attached a copy of 

the Formula our office-bearers sign at their ordination.)  

Our Presbytery is agreed unreservedly that we should pursue a greater unity with yourselves.  We look 

upon you as the faithful upholders of the rich heritage of the godly witnesses that have stood for the 

doctrines of grace and the regulative principle in the worship and government of the church in the past.  

We understand that your involvement with the Australian church through the PCEA has been 

maintained since that denomination’s inception in NSW in 1846 and the denomination formed by the 

union of Free Churches in the other eastern states in 1953; apart from a recent lapse in mutual eligibility 

that was restored at your 2019 Assembly.  Our own separation from the PCEA in 1979 was over the 

issue of the introduction of Scriptures not based on the Received Text for use in public worship.  Since 

that time the discipline imposed upon us by the PCEA has been lifted and we enjoy good relations with 

some of their ministers.  However the issue that led to our separation regrettably continues to prevent 

our reunion with them.  

We are jealous for Presbyterian church government and it is our fear that we may become de facto 

Independents as the ranks of our office-bearers thin.  

In this light we would like to propose that the FCC consider adopting the AFC as a missionary outreach 

of your church.  It is our desire to promote the distinctives we share in common whilst setting forth 

Christ as the only Redeemer and Saviour of sinners.  We feel our vulnerability without the spiritual 

guidance and support of brethren like yourselves, whose stand for truth and righteousness has been an 

encouragement and example to many brethren throughout the world.  

We realise that your previous involvement with the Magill congregation in South Australia did not end 
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happily and can appreciate that your Assembly would be wary of becoming involved in Australia again, 

especially as the distance that separates us is so prohibitive.  The availability of video-conferencing can 

go a long way to alleviate this inconvenience.  

The Australian Free Church is currently self-supporting so we are not looking for financial support.  We 

own the church and manse in Melbourne outright, and have reasonable cash assets to continue our work 

for the foreseeable future.  

What we do covet is the fellowship, spiritual support and guidance and recognition of your Assembly.  

We note that the FCC has a mission work in Sri Lanka and a number of self-supporting congregations in 

the USA.  If it please the Lord to so incline your hearts we would feel it as heaven’s blessing if we 

should be included among them.  

The Committee have made a number of initial enquiries, particularly to query whether a more extreme view 

of the AV is held by the AFC than would be acceptable under our constitution, and has received responses 

on this point that they consider satisfactory. 

The Committee believe it to be a reasonable proposal to admit the AFC.  The AFC has three ministers (two 

retired, and one active), and one ruling elder.  There are two Congregations, Chadstone, which is a suburb 

of Melbourne, and Hamilton, both in the southern state of Victoria.  The congregations are small but 

financially stable.  They do not seek financial assistance.  This admission would permit the erection of an 

Australian Presbytery. 

The Committee are recommending that the Assembly grant approval in principle for this course of action, 

and authorise the Committee to correspond further with the AFC, with the intention of bringing a matured 

proposal for admission to the General Assembly in 2022. 

The Committee further recommend that the Assembly authorise the Committee to correspond on this matter 

with other Australian Churches.  As a matter of courtesy, the Committee would wish to write to the PCEA, 

as an Australian Church with whom we have federal relations, to inform them of this intention.  The 

Committee do not anticipate that the PCEA will have any objection to the erection of an Australian 

Presbytery of the Free Church (Continuing), and indeed would hope that this development will foster 

contact and fellowship with the PCEA.   

Furthermore, the Committee would wish, with Assembly permission, to write to two other small Australian 

denominations, which are the same in constitutional commitments and practice in worship as the Free 

Church (Continuing), the Southern Presbyterian Church of Tasmania (SPCT) and the Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church of Australia (EPCA), to inform them of the intention of the Free Church (Continuing) 

to erect an Australian Presbytery, and to invite them to associate with it, should they so wish, and otherwise 

to maintain active ecumenical relations.  The AFC has already indicated in correspondence with the 

Committee that they do not object to such an approach being made, and would welcome either or both of 

these churches being associated with them in an Australian Presbytery of the Free Church (Continuing).   

The SPCT has only two congregations and one active minister, formerly of our Church (Rev. David 

Lachman), and it is therefore thought possible that they might be open to this proposal.  The EPCA is 

slightly larger, with five congregations, and is perhaps unlikely to accept such an invitation immediately, 

but the Committee hope that this invitation will be understood as a gesture of friendliness.  The EPCA are 

currently exploring the possibility of their divinity students receiving their theological studies through our 

Seminary by distance learning, though no final decision has been made at the time of the writing of this 

Report. 

The Committee would emphasise that the Free Church (Continuing) has no interest in empire-building in 

Australia, and that the purpose of the erection of an Australian Presbytery would be to foster the work of the 
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Gospel and the advance of the Reformed faith in Australia, and, if the Lord wills, to assist the eventual 

development of an independent and indigenous Australian sister-church. 

3.  North America 

The Committee maintain relations on behalf of the Free Church (Continuing) with a number of Churches in 

North America.   

Presbyterian Reformed Church 

In particular, close informal ties have developed in recent years with the Presbyterian Reformed Church 

(PRC).  The PRC is a small, conservative denomination, which originated from Canadian congregations 

associated with the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland.  In its worship (Authorised version, metrical 

Psalms, women with heads covered and experimental preaching) it precisely resembles the Free Church 

(Continuing), and its constitutional basis would appear to be identical.  It has one congregation and minister 

in the UK (Rev. R. Mohon, Stockton-on-Tees, who maintains close ties with our Church). 

As reported to the Assembly last year, the PRC has expressed interest in union with the United States 

Presbytery of the Free Church (Continuing), but appears reluctant to consider formal union with the 

Scottish Church.  Our United States Presbytery is not at present prepared to consider severing the 

institutional tie with Scotland.  Given this situation, the Committee, in consultation with our US Presbytery, 

took the unusual decision to plan to send a delegate from the Scottish Church to attend the Presbytery of the 

PRC meeting in June 2020.  The Committee hoped that our delegate could convey our warm interest in 

Scotland in ecumenical relations with the PRC, while also explaining the autonomy that our Presbyteries 

enjoy as the radical court of the Church, and therefore the absence of any intrusive or authoritarian control 

on the part of our General Assembly over the affairs of American or Canadian congregations.  The 

Committee hoped that by clearing misconceptions, and communicating good will, closer ecumenical ties 

between the Free Church (Continuing) and the PRC, even to the extent of union, may be possible in due 

course.  This trip had to be cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic.   

The Committee, however, have received a further invitation to attend the meeting of the PRC presbytery, 

meeting in King, North Carolina, USA, on 27-29 May 2021, DV.  At time of writing, the Committee is 

considering the possibility of sending the Convener to attend this meeting, should regulations on travel 

permit that.  As a younger man, the Convener should not be at any particular risk from such travel.  He also 

had suspended flights with Loganair and travel vouchers with KLM, arising from the cancelled trip to 

attend the EuCRC meeting in the Netherlands in 2020, which should cover the majority of the cost 

involved, and which otherwise would expire unused, as no other travel on behalf of the Ecumenical 

Relations Committee is currently planned for 2021. 

4.  Scotland 

Reformed Presbyterian Church of Scotland 

Within Scotland, the Free Church (Continuing) maintains contact with the Reformed Presbyterian Church 

of Scotland (RPCS).  A Committee of representatives (Rev. W. Macleod, Rev. J. Haram, Rev. J. Keddie 

and Mr N. Smith), appointed by the Committee on Ecumenical Relations, is available to discuss further 

relations with the RPCS.  This representative Committee met with representatives of the R.P. Church (Rev. 

K. Stewart, Rev. T. Donnachie, and Rev. S. McCollum) on 10 December 2020.   

This meeting was cordial and constructive.  A number of outstanding issues have been identified as 

requiring further discussion, particularly the implication of the historic rejection of the Revolution 

Settlement of 1690 by the RPCS; the question of the validity and implications of the binding obligation of 

the Covenants of 1638 and 1643; and some differences of practice between the two Churches, of which the 

most obvious is the use of modern versions in the public worship of the RPCS. 

Undeniably, there remain issues outstanding between the two Churches.  Nevertheless, the Committee are 
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of the view that such ongoing discussions are beneficial in seeking to understand one another, if not draw 

the Churches closer together; that as long as the opportunity for discussion remains this should be 

continued; and that the responsibility for breaking off discussions should not be that of the Free Church 

(Continuing).  The Committee believe that it is important to foster and develop relations between the 

Churches on an informal level, in the hope that in due course closer ecumenical ties may be established on a 

sound basis of principle and constitutional fidelity.  The Committee accept that there would not seem to be a 

prospect of closer formal ecumenical relations in the near future.   

Associated Presbyterian Churches 

The Free Church (Continuing) has long maintained contact with the Associated Presbyterian Churches 

(APC).  This denomination is now very small, and is understood to have only four active ministers at 

present.  Following the meeting of our committee of representatives with the representatives of the RPCS, it 

was reported to  the full  Committee that  ministers representing the APC had expressed interest  in 

participating in these discussions.  Our representatives had responded that they had no authority to conduct 

any discussion on behalf of the Ecumenical Relations Committee with the APC, but that such authority 

could be sought. 

The Committee understands that younger ministers of the APC indicate a greater interest in following the 

trajectory of the FC(C) than of our separated brethren.  They seem to value the heritage of Reformed 

theology and to desire to maintain exclusive psalmody.  On this basis, the Committee welcome the 

approach. 

The Committee are aware of obvious differences of practice between the two Churches, including the use of 

modern versions in public worship in most APC Congregations.  There would not seem to be a prospect of 

closer formal ecumenical relations in the near future with the APC.  Equally, the Committee welcomes any 

proposal for discussion and believes that the responsibility for declining discussions should not be that of 

the Free Church (Continuing).   

Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland 

The Committee noted with disappointment a Statement of Differences approved by the Synod of the Free 

Presbyterian Church of Scotland in 2019.  This Statement in the Committee’s view does not accurately 

represent the constitutional position of the Free Church (Continuing).  A response to the Statement has been 

prepared and is included as an Appendix to this Report.  This response has been revised as a consequence of 

concerns raised over some aspects of content and presentation, and in particular a misprint identified in the 

original draft, which was presented last year.  The revised text has been checked by the Assembly Clerks’ 

Department and the Committee on Legal Advice & Property, and meets with their approval. 

5.  Name of the Church 

On 18 February 2021, the Scottish businessman, Mr Donald Macdonald, wrote to the ministers of the Free 

Church (Continuing) urging them to consider a change in the name of the Church.  He urged that the name 

was confusing, and associated the Free Church (Continuing) with the departure from Reformed principles 

of our separated brethren.  He has suggested the name ‘Reformation Church of Scotland’.  Mr Macdonald 

believes that ‘there are a significant number of ministers and people who would rally to your cause if you 

identified yourselves with the Reformation rather than what they see currently as an opposition church to 

the Free Church’. 

Mr Macdonald offered to facilitate informal discussions for this purpose.  Rev. Timothy McGlynn 

subsequently got in touch with Mr Macdonald and rightly pointed out that this matter would be better 

addressed in a formal way through the courts of the Church.  Mr Macdonald has agreed to this, and Mr 

McGlynn then wrote formally to the Ecumenical Relations Committee asking for the matter to be taken into 

consideration.  The Committee are grateful to Mr McGlynn for his assistance. 
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In terms of the question itself, the Committee have not discussed it and therefore take no view, beyond 

noting that the question is a legitimate one, and the administrative name of the Church can readily be 

changed, should the wider Church desire that.  The name of the national church is not, in any case, imposed 

locally, as Mr McGlynn has noted in his letter:  

When the Aberdeen Congregation moved into its new premises, we used the name Grace Reformed 

Church locally.  We did this as a way to focus attention on the things that mattered most: The Grace of 

God to Sinners, the Doctrine of the Reformation and the Church of Christ as God’s ordained witness to 

the world.  In other words, the name is there to help in our public witness to those without, not simply to 

distinguish us from others with whom we once walked, worked and worshipped.  

It should be noted that the Committee does not expect that a change in the name of the Church will change 

the situation detailed above regarding the other Scottish denominations with which we have discussions. 

The Committee does not have any mandate to discuss this issue and believes it falls outside the normal 

remit of Ecumenical Relations.  For this reason, the Committee have included in their proposed deliverance 

a motion that the Assembly appoint a Special Committee, as Mr McGlynn has requested, to evaluate the 

merit of a change of the name of the denomination as a means to enhance the public witness of the church 

and improve the possibility of uniting like-minded brethren throughout the land and beyond, to consult with 

Presbyteries regarding such a change, and to bring proposals to the General Assembly of 2022 if it is 

thought that a change would be beneficial.  Again, it is stressed that the Committee have not discussed and 

have taken no view as to the merits of such a discussion taking place.  They have merely sought to provide a 

proper mechanism whereby discussion on this topic may be aired.  

6.  Clerk 

This year, the Committee has the sad duty of paying tribute to the dedicated service of the late Rev. John 

MacLeod, who served as Clerk to the Committee over many years.  Mr MacLeod’s dedication to the work 

of maintaining and developing the ecumenical relations of the Church was evident to all who served on the 

Committee over these years, and his expert advice and assistance was much appreciated.  He also gave 

diligent service as a representative of the Church at meetings overseas.  

The Committee are also very grateful to Rev. Graeme Craig for stepping in as Clerk pro tem following Mr 

MacLeod’s sudden death.  He has already given valuable and unstinting service to the Committee. 

ALASDAIR J. MACLEOD,  Convener 

SAMUEL CAMERON,  Vice-convener 

PROPOSED DELIVERANCE 

1. The General Assembly receive and adopt the Report of the Committee on Ecumenical Relations and 

thank the Committee, especially the Convener, Vice-convener and Clerk pro tem; 

2. The General Assembly acknowledge that the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) has a duty to 

recognise other true Churches worldwide and foster appropriate relations with them where possible, 

without compromise of God’s Truth; 

3. The General Assembly note the ongoing involvement of the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) in 

the International Conference of Reformed Churches and the European Conference of Reformed 

Churches, and pray for the work of these bodies; 

4. The General Assembly note the ongoing membership of the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) in 

Affinity and pray that we may be an influence for good within this organisation; the Assembly thank 
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REPORTS TO THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF  

the Rev. T.J. McGlynn for his faithful work as our Church’s representative on the Affinity council;  

5. The General Assembly note with pleasure the federal relations maintained with the Presbyterian 

Church of Eastern Australia; 

6. The General Assembly note with pleasure the approach from the Australian Free Church seeking 

admission, and the proposal that a Presbytery of Australia be erected, and grant approval in principle 

for this course of action; they authorise the Committee to correspond further with the Australian Free 

Church, with the intention of bringing a matured proposal to the General Assembly in 2022 for the 

admission of the Australian Free Church and erection of a Presbytery of Australia; 

7. The General Assembly authorise the Committee to correspond with the Australian Churches with 

which we have contact, informing them of the Church’s intention to erect a Presbytery of Australia, 

and in particular to write to the Southern Presbyterian Church of Tasmania and to the Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church of Australia to invite them to associate with this Presbytery, should they so wish, 

and otherwise to maintain active ecumenical relations with the Free Church (Continuing); 

8. The General Assembly note with approval the discussions between our United States Presbytery, the 

Ecumenical Relations Committee and the Presbyterian Reformed Church of North America, and pray 

that these contacts will develop toward closer ecumenical relations; 

9. The General Assembly note the cordial discussions between representatives of the Free Church of 

Scotland (Continuing) and the Reformed Presbyterian Church of Scotland;  

10. The General Assembly note the approach to representatives of the Free Church of Scotland 

(Continuing) by representatives of the Associated Presbyterian Churches;  

11. The General Assembly commend the Response to the Statement of Differences prepared by the Free 

Presbyterian Church to the attention of the wider Church; 

12. The General Assembly determine to appoint a Special Committee on the Name of the Church to 

evaluate the merit of a change of the name of the denomination as a means to enhance the public 

witness of the Church and improve the possibility of uniting like-minded brethren throughout the land 

and beyond, to consult with Presbyteries thereanent, to develop proposals if it is thought that such a 

change would be beneficial and report to the General Assembly of 2022. 
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APPENDIX 

FREE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH ‘STATEMENT OF DIFFERENCES’ (2019) – A RESPONSE 

1.  Introduction 

In 2019 the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland (FPCS) issued a revised form of its Statement of 

Differences with other Presbyterian Churches in Scotland.  This was originally published in 1933 and 

updated to 1962, although an earlier Statement of Differences was approved by the FPCS Synod in 1917 in 

the context of disputes with the post-1900 Free Church of Scotland (FCS).  The present response is a 

genuine effort to clarify some issues, correct misrepresentations or misunderstandings within the Statement 

in regard to the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) (FCSC) and to clear the way for better understanding 

and relations between the FPCS and the FCSC that there may be a strengthening of the things most surely 

believed among us.   

2.  The undivided Free Church of Scotland 1900-2000 

1.  In relation to the Free Church (post-1900) it is stated that it “owes its being, as presently constituted, 

only to the 1900 union.”  This assertion is contrary to fact.  The continuing post-Union Free Church argued 

successfully for constitutional continuity with the Church of 1843.  The Free Church continuing men of 

1900 did not go into the union.  It was the majority which took leave of the FCS.  The minority held to 

earlier protests in relation to the 1863-1873 union moves and the permitted changes in worship in 1872 (non

-canonical song) and 1883 (instrumental music).  These protests, incidentally, were also approved by the 

Free Church ministers who subsequently formed the FPCS in 1893.  

2.  Criticism is also directed towards the FCS about, (a) denial that the Papacy is the man of sin; (b) 

assertion that God is passible; and (c) that six-day creation is denied, by some or many within its borders.  It 

is acknowledged that this is very likely a supportable statement, both in regard to the pre-2000 Free Church 

and those under that name today, though not the FCSC.  But these things could also be said of many in the 

pre-1892 FCS right back to Thomas Chalmers and Hugh Miller.  In which case, whilst the FPCS argue: 

‘We were never in the Declaratory Act Free Church’ (a debatable statement actually), it can nonetheless be 

said of their supporters in 1893 that they had been in a Church in which at least (a) and (c), and possibly 

also (b), were maintained by many, not to speak of being in a Church in which hymn-singing and 

instrumental music were approved for use in public worship services. 

3.  These issues involve dishonesty and indiscipline, as opposed to changes to the Constitution of the 

Church.  The question arises – and it also arises, as we shall see, in connection with the issues involved in 

the Declaratory Act – Why should people leave a Church in which the constitution reflected in the 

Standards, Questions and Formulae remain unchanged, albeit they are maybe thought to be observed in the 

breach by some or even many?  In that case often it is the majority that is in the wrong and putting itself 

essentially outside the Church.  It is then the duty of the minority to assert strenuously, maintain and defend 

the constitutional position of the Church by all lawful means, including protesting, and only when the 

majority deny the minority this aspect of their Ordination vow is the minority then forced into separation.  

Thus, the constitution is defended, the unity of the Church is preserved and any forced separation is the fault 

and responsibility of the errant majority when it imposes unconstitutional decisions upon the dissenting 

minority.  This was the motive of the Constitutionalists after 1892 and led to the Free Church Case of 1904-

5.  Indeed, the Disruption Free Church was born out of imposition, as is made clear by the Claim, 

Declaration and Protest of 1842 and the Protest of 1843.  As it happened, in the event, the question of what 

to do if that case had been lost did not arise.  Historically and legally speaking, the identity and rights of the 

continuing FCS were, satisfactorily established.  

4.  Criticism is implied of those Constitutionalists (who later continued the FCS in 1900) regarding what 

sort of Church they would have been in if there had been no union in 1900.  By the same token it may be 
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said that if there had been no Declaratory Act, there would have been no FPCS.  This would have resulted 

in those who adhered to the FPCS remaining in a Church where there was the open toleration of higher 

criticism and hymns and musical instruments, as well as other defections from the Constitutional and 

Confessional position of the Church. 

5.  It has been suggested that the 1900 FCS men could not fulfil their Ordination vows and remain in the 

Free Church after the passing of the Declaratory Act.  However, it must be noted that the Declaratory Act 

was not retrospective legislation, and all office-bearers admitted to office before it was passed remained 

under their pre-existing vows.  For those admitted after the passing of this ultra vires Act, they could, 

according to its terms, seek relief from certain unspecified commitments.  However, the Constitutionalists, 

when examining such men as were seeking relief under the Act, in terms of their own vows, were not able 

to afford the relief that was sought as is it was still their duty, as hitherto, to assert, maintain and defend the 

doctrine, worship, government and discipline of the Church.  The Questions and Formula remained 

unchanged since 1846 and had to be administered by them in such a way that could not take into 

consideration the Act or any relief purportedly granted therein.  Thus, they were able, and it was their duty, 

to fulfil their Ordination vows. 

6.  In the Court case involving the claims of the minority against the majority of the FCS which went into 

the union of 1900, there were three main claims in the minority’s case, something consistently maintained 

since 1892:  

(1) By entering the Union, the majority had abandoned the Establishment Principle – concerning the formal 

responsibility of the state to support the true Christian faith – which was an essential part of the Church’s 

identity and constitution; 

(2) By passing the Declaratory Act of 1892 the Free Church departed from the doctrine of the Westminster 

Confession, which was also essential to the Church’s constitution; and, 

(3) By passing the Declaratory Act of 1892 and altering the Church’s Questions and Formula by the Union 

of 1900 they made a fundamental alteration in the Church’s relation to the creed and therefore no longer 

could carry out the original purposes of the Trust.1 

In the civil court the minority initially struggled, but eventually succeeded in affirming its right to identity 

in civil law as the FCS, as over against the majority which had shifted its position from the original 

constitution of the FCS (which itself claimed continuity with the Church of Scotland).  It was the view of 

the Constitutionalists who were vindicated by the 1904-05 Court case that those who formed the FPCS had 

acted prematurely in leaving the FCS in 1893.  They remained in it, doggedly fighting for their claim to 

being faithful to the original position of the FCS over the majority who was essentially abandoning it.  All 

along it was their claim that the Declaratory Act was ultra vires and that therefore they were never under it.    

It should also be noted that they claimed that the use of the Barrier Act in this instance was ultra vires and 

therefore could not legitimise the Declaratory Act.  In any case the clear repudiation of the Declaratory Act 

and other offensive legislation by protest on the part of the Constitutionalists, and in the continuing FCS 

after the case was settled, resulted in the original FCS position and constitution being maintained, and the 

Church’s position on purity of worship was reinforced in 1910.  However one may read history, it is simply 

inaccurate to say, as the Statement does, that the present Free Church of Scotland came into separate 

existence in 1900.  The majority left to be part of another church body of a different hue.  The minority 

continued as the Free Church.   

7.  It goes without saying that the post-2000 FCS (not the FCSC) did renege on the position of the post-

1900 FCS to the extent of the changes introduced by its Act on Worship in 2010.  This clearly distanced the 

post-2000 FCS from both the FCSC and the FPCS in that particular fundamental of the Church’s historic 

witness.  
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3.  With reference to the Free Church of Scotland (Continuing) 

1.  The FCSC makes a clear claim to continuity with the Free Church of 1843.  It adheres to the same 

documents in precisely the same way as the Disruption Church, as codified in Acts of 1846 and 1851. 

Before the Union of 1900 by which the majority of the FCS went out of the FCS, the same formal 

subscription obtained as from 1846.  The legislation of the Declaratory Act in 1892 was presumed to be 

covered by protest by those who subsequently formed the FPCS; otherwise, it would be more true of them 

than of the 1900 FCS men, that they were under the Declaratory Act, at least for that year up to May 1893, 

or until formal establishment of the FPCS as an organised entity.2  If the Declaratory Act of 1892 was 

applicable legislation, as the FPCS claim, they should have separated in 1892.  The idea of waiting for a 

formal opportunity to repeal the Act is a rather weak argument given that, according to their own theory of 

Protest, they would have been under the Declaratory Act for that year, and if they were relying on dissent or 

protest for that year, they were doing no more than what the Constitutionalists did right through to 1900. 

2.  The FPCS acknowledges that the FCSC constitutionally was the same as the FCS in 2000.  It therefore 

maintained the same position constitutionally as the FCS of 1900 and 1843.  The FPCS criticisms of the 

FCSC have therefore already been addressed, though the FPCS do not comment on the claim of the 

reconstitution document that the ‘separated brethren’ of the FCSC observed the constitution “more 

faithfully” than the FCS, which acted to libel and suspend the ministers (who subsequently adhered to the 

FCSC) on what were considered to be specious and unconstitutional grounds.  There is no indication on the 

part of the FPCS that they grasp all that was involved in the division.  It was not a secession on the part of 

the FCSC.  

3.  The FPCS seem content, specifically, to refer to the FCSC’s adherence to a ‘right of continued protest’ 

principle, which they characterize as allowing “parties to defy decisions of the supreme court indefinitely 

without danger of discipline.”  This characterisation is incorrect, as is made clear in Act IX 1851 Act & 

Declaration anent the Publication of the Subordinate Standards, and of other Authoritative Documents of 

this Church.  This Act makes it plain that it is only matters of constitutional importance that are involved in 

continued protest.  It states, inter alia, “The abuses to which we refer regarded matters of vital import, such 

as the toleration of heresy and immorality; the tyrannical exercise of Church power over brethren, with the 

unjust denial of the right of protest for the exoneration of individual consciences...”  The statement that the 

‘right of continued protest’ was ‘adopted’ by the FCSC is therefore incorrect; it was inherited.  However, 

the matter of ‘protest’  – invariably considered to be ‘continuing’ in the nature of the case – is simply a form 

of dissent. Historically it has been considered a strong dissent with constitutional implications, though it has 

to be said that forms of dissent are not explicitly defined in Church law.  There are various dissents – 

simple, with reasons, protests and memorials – which have frequently been tabled and recorded in 

ecclesiastical matters. In the case of protests, formal written protests were frequently tabled in the late 19th 

century Free Church, on the understanding that those adhering to the protests strongly dissented from 

decisions of Church courts and would only resile from the protest when the matter protested against was 

satisfactorily addressed.  That was the case in the matter of the union issue in the 1860s and the latter issues 

of hymns and the Declaratory legislation, and later discussions on union between the Free Church of 

Scotland (FCS) and the United Presbyterian Church of Scotland (UPCS) in the 1890s.  This was all very 

common in the FCS and did not involve the protesters either (1) in leaving the denomination, unless they 

wished to secede; or, (2) in being open to disciplinary action simply for protesting, and continuing to do so.  

It appears that the FPCS view of Protest is clearly at odds with Free Church history. 

4.  No office-bearer is entitled to defy decisions made by the Supreme Court of the Church, except when 

such decisions would cause the office-bearer to sin or to break his Ordination vow.  Further, judicial 

decisions of the Courts in disciplinary cases must be respected.  In the pre-2000 situation men sought 

transparency in disciplinary matters involving a prominent minister of the church.  The Practice, 4th Edition 

revised 1886 ChV, Part III, 2.10 (cf 8th Edition 1995 ChV, Part IV 2.8) states: “It has been established by 

long practice that no judicial process of a serious kind can be carried out against a minister or Probationer, 
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except by the use of what is called a Libel.”  However, in the case of the minister to which reference has 

been made, no Libel was ever received, adjudged relevant or served by a Court of the Church.  Thus, it is 

clear that no judicial process was ever carried out.  At the same time, other Members and Office-bearers 

were publicly accused of conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, which laid an obligation on all Office-

bearers in terms of the 9th Commandment to establish the innocence of the innocent and the guilt of the 

guilty.  This would have involved a proper investigation of the issues – something which the majority 

refused to do and which left the minority with an obligation to continue protesting.   

4.  In relation to the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland 

Neither the fact of the separation of the men who formed the FPCS in 1893, nor their consciences or 

conscientiousness in that regard, are questioned.  They acted according to their light and convictions.  That 

itself has never been an issue with the FCS (or FCSC).  There was a difference of opinion – different 

reactions to serious issues they were trying to oppose and rectify.  It is therefore unfair and emotive for the 

FPCS to maintain that “The Free Church Constitutionalists regarded the step taken by the Free 

Presbyterians in 1893 as a blunder.” Prima facie it did seem “schismatic”, though such a ‘stigma’ was and 

is not helpful.  At any rate they were at the very least ‘Separatists’.  The Constitutionalists would have liked 

the support of the Free Presbyterians, as the Free Presbyterians no doubt would have liked the support of the 

Free Church Constitutionalists.  The matter of adherence to the subordinate standards was explained by the 

post-1900 FCS simply as a matter of fact.  Thus, the Act of 1846 governing the Questions and Formula was 

not altered in 1892 nor subsequently, up to the union of 1900.  There was no innuendo intended vis-à-vis 

the FPCS brethren.  It quite simply was not a comment on their actions, but simply a statement of fact.  Of 

course, it was uncomfortable that an ambiguity was introduced into that whole question (without changing 

the original Questions & Formula), especially after 1894.  But the Constitutionalists were trying to save the 

historical identity of the FCS to which they had been committed, by valiantly attempting to resist formal 

changes in that area of confessional subscription.  Thus, they remained where they were and, thus, they 

argued successfully in the law courts as alluded to above.  

The tragedy here is that once the matter of the status of the subordinate standards was re-established post-

1900, and the matters of purity of worship reasserted and restored, the FPCS did not enter into discussions 

with the FCS (post-1905 at least) to see if differences might be ironed out, fellowship re-established and 

even union contemplated.  That, really, was a scriptural duty, and it does not reflect well on the FPCS that 

they resisted such a thing.  One is bound to say that it has patently not been in the interests of the Reformed 

faith and practice that congregations of the FPCS and FCS were subsequently to be found in many, if not 

most, rural communities in the Highlands.  It might be said that this has been a hindrance to a united front 

on Reformed doctrine and practice which has always been desirable and which seems, in the light of our 

present situation, to be supremely sensible as well as desirable. 

5.  Doctrinal Differences and Differences in Practice 

There are many things in the doctrinal statement – Section II of the Statement of Differences – which 

provide an admirable summary of the Reformed faith and practice. Section III of the Statement covers 

‘Differences in Practice’.  Again, there are many issues raised in Section III which commend themselves as 

fair and sensible to Bible believers, though not all will agree with every point made.  At this point we desist 

from specific comments on this part of the ‘Statement’, except to say, in general, that care requires to be 

exercised whenever a Church makes formal statements and declarations about practice, to ensure that they 

are justifiable from Scripture and the Standards of the Church. 

6.  A Challenge 

Whatever the FPCS believes genuinely to be serious deficiencies in other Scottish Presbyterian 

denominations, we are bound to encourage them to give serious thought and expression to what they have 

in common with other denominations, not least with those who are constitutionally close to them, 

recognising that such bodies can learn from one another, under the guidance of the Word of God.  
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It is good both to recognise other true Christians and have a concern to share and even co-operate with them 

in the promotion of the true gospel and maintenance of the historic Reformed faith and practice, which is 

frankly weakened by fragmentation among conservative churches.  We would therefore encourage the 

FPCS to be open at the very least to some discussions and fellowship with the FCSC, to seek to establish 

better relations and even co-operation in areas in which we have a large measure of agreement on 

constitutional and doctrinal matters and practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.  K. R Ross, Church and State, 47.  On the detail of the Law Case see The Free Church of Scotland Appeals (Edited by 

Robert Low Orr), Edinburgh, 1904.  This is the ‘Authorised Report’ of the Case.  For a summary of the Appellants’ 

case see pages 88 and 89 of the Report. 

2.  Deed of Separation, signed 14th August, 1893.  (See the History of the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland 1893-

1970, p. 358.) 




