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XII. 

REPORT 

OF THE 

PRESBYTERY BOUNDARIES COMMITTEE 

1.  Introduction 

The Presbytery Boundaries Committee was set up by the 2016 General Assembly to consider and provide 

advice to the General Assembly of 2017 anent - 

1. The rationale behind Presbytery boundaries 

2. The principles regarding the treatment of Congregations furth of Scotland 

3. The best way of providing Presbyterial provision for Congregations currently outwith the Bounds 

of a Presbytery, together with any practical observations thereanent. 

In 2017 the Committee’s remit was renewed and extended as follows: 

The General Assembly remit (a) the question of whether retired ministers having seats on 

presbyteries should be able, with the consent of the presbyteries involved, to transfer their seat from 

the presbytery they retired from, to the presbytery within whose bounds they now reside, and (b) the 

related question of the function and use of Presbytery Assessors to the Presbytery Boundaries 

Committee. 

In pursuing their remit the Committee has engaged in wide ranging historical research which has taken 

them as far back as the time of King David.  The difficulties of their task have included  

1. The limited historical records available to the Committee – The Church does not have easy access 

to a complete set of Acts & Proceedings of Assembly from the Reformation onwards.  Reference 

to what is known to be available to the Church at present is provided in Appendix I. 

2. The need to deduce principles from the limited information available, it being impossible in many 

cases to know definitively the precise reasoning for decisions made in the past. 

3. The breadth of the material which could be consulted in a limited time-frame. 

The Committee, however, are satisfied with the soundness of the conclusions they have been able to come 

to regarding the matters remitted to them. 

2.  The Rationale Behind Presbytery Boundaries 

It is noteworthy that the term “boundaries” does not appear in either the relevant Church legislation or the 

Practice.  The term used is “bounds”.  There is a difference.  The Oxford English Dictionary defines a 

“boundary” as “a line which marks the limits of an area; a dividing line.”  “Bounds”, on the other hand, 

usually represents the area itself.  During discussion the question was raised as to whether the phrase 

“within the bounds” referred to a demarcated territory / area or whether it referred merely to a collection of 

Congregations.  While it may be assumed on a superficial reading of the current edition of the Practice that 

the latter is the case, upon research, the Committee can now assert that historically the idea of Presbyteries 

being territorial has been firmly established, but that after the Disruption the phraseology of the Church 

became such that there was less emphasis on the territorial nature of the Church.  The events of 1900 and 

the decrease in the size of the Church since then have further weakened that emphasis with the result that 

today, in some situations, for many practical purposes, the territorial aspect has almost been lost sight of.  

This is explained below. 

The Grand Charter of Presbyterianism is The Second Book of Discipline agreed upon at the General 

Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1578, sworn in the National Covenant, and ratified by the General 

Assembly of 1638 and by many other Acts of Assembly, and ratified by Parliament in 1592 and 1690.  

Within it, there is language which makes clear the territorial nature of the Church at the Reformation.  
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ChXII, ss2 states “First, seeing the whole country is divided into provinces, and these provinces again are 

divided in parishes, as well in landward as in towns; in every parish and reasonable congregation there 

would be placed one or more pastors to feed the flock, and no pastor or minister to be always burdened with 

the particular charge of more kirks or flocks than one only.”  It appears that the Church in Scotland adopted 

the Parish system which was first laid out by authority of David I, King of Scots (1124 to 1153).  In later 

Post-Reformation legislation, although the titles “Parish” and “Kirk” are often used as synonyms, 

interchangeably, there does appear to be an ongoing stress on the territorial nature of the Church.  For 

example the Acts of 1596 and 1638 refer to a Minister being deposed for prolonged non-residence “in his 

own parish”.  The Form of Presbyterian Church Government, adopted in 1645 implies the same under the 

heading “Particular Congregations” where it states: 

It is lawful and expedient that there be fixed congregations, that is, a certain company of Christians 

to meet in one assembly ordinarily for publick worship.  When believers multiply to such a number, 

that they cannot conveniently meet in one place, it is lawful and expedient that they should be 

divided into distinct and fixed congregations, for the better administration of such ordinances as 

belong unto them, and the discharge of mutual duties. 

The ordinary way of dividing Christians into distinct congregations, and most expedient for 

edification, is by the respective bounds of their dwellings. 

First, Because they who dwell together, being bound to all kind of moral duties one to another, have 

the better opportunity thereby to discharge them; which moral tie is perpetual; for Christ came not to 

destroy the law, but to fulfil it. 

Secondly, The communion of saints must be so ordered, as may stand with the most convenient use 

of the ordinances, and discharge of moral duties, without respect of persons. 

Thirdly, The pastor and people must so nearly cohabit together, as that they may mutually perform 

their duties each to other with most conveniency. 

The phraseology in regard to Synods implies boundaries were territorial.  Thus Synods were often called 

Provincial Synods or even Synodical Assemblies and Corresponding Members were to be received from 

“synodical assemblies that are nearest to one another” Act 1638. 

It appears clear then that boundaries of Parishes, Presbyteries and Synods were territorial and geographical 

and that they were drawn in such a way as were most convenient for the people and were for the greatest 

efficiency of the Church.  Over the years the boundaries of various such Courts were changed, as a perusal 

of the Acts of Assembly will show (Compendium of the Laws of the Church of Scotland Vol II p46f, p141).   

The Disruption had a profound effect on the Church in Scotland.  Those who quit the Establishment to form 

the Church of Scotland – Free, took with them the Constitution of the Church.  Aware, however, that they 

had withdrawn from a vitiated establishment, their language in regard to Kirks changed.  From 1843 

onwards, the word “Congregation” replaces the word Parish and Kirk in the legislation of the Free Church.  

There appears to be uneasiness with retention of language which more obviously belonged to the national 

church.  However, given the fact that the church of the Disruption was a large body and had Congregations 

throughout Scotland, the territorial idea persisted.  This is seen from the Practice.  The 4th Edition of 1886 

states inter alia that 

“A Presbytery cannot make any changes upon its name, the particular charges and localities under its 

jurisdiction etc” ChII, PartII, DivIII, s1 p61  cf ChII PartI, s7. 

“The proper designation, therefore, of anyone of them, is the Provincial Synod of whatever territory 

it comprises.”  ChIII, PartI, p73 

Thus although there is a constant reference to Congregations, there is nevertheless a stress on territory. 
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  Especially after 1900 and the reduced state of the Church, it appears that there was less emphasis on the 

territorial nature of the Church, but even the 1995 Edition of the Practice contains references indicating the 

territorial aspect of the Church:  These include: 

Reference to “district Presbyteries, regional Synods and a national General Assembly.”  Preface 

Reference to the locality and bounds of the Presbytery ChII, PartI, s5 p34 

References to Professors of Theology and Hospital Chaplains working within the bounds of 

Presbyteries ChII, PartI, s3.ss5,6. 

The Presbytery within whose bounds the Church’s college is located – the College is not in a group 

of Congregations, but a discrete geographical area.  ChII, PartII, A, 3.13, 4.2 p49,52 

It is therefore fair to say that in the Church in Scotland Presbyteries have always been considered as 

territorial, but that the emphasis on territory has reduced through the years, especially in the Post 1900 Free 

Church with the reduction in the size of the Church.  However, even in the post 1929 Church of Scotland, 

the effect of Church Union and the change (or dismantling) of the Establishment, has led to a situation 

where there is increasing emphasis on Congregations as opposed to Parishes. 

It should be noted that over the years in the Established Church both the Bounds of Presbyteries and 

Parishes were often changed.  This indicates that they were never unchangeably fixed and that then as 

today, the specific Bounds of Presbyteries and Congregations should be based on geographical convenience 

and efficiency.  Thus, the transfer of the Congregation of Poolewe & Aultbea from the Presbytery of Skye 

& Lochcarron to the Presbytery of Inverness by the General Assembly of 2015 occasions no difficulties 

assuming there is a logical division of territory today between the various Church Courts affected and all 

are aware of it. 

To many this discussion may appear academic but it is of ongoing practical significance. 

i. It is a reminder that, in the minds of the Scottish Church, Ministers and Sessions have a 

responsibility for all the souls within the bounds of their “parish”.  Even although the Free Church 

refrained from the use of the word parish after the Disruption this concept continued, even where a 

plurality of denominations existed in one area.  Every Congregation has not only a duty to care for 

those who associate together for worship and those directly connected with it.  It also has a duty to 

those who live in the vicinity within which it is placed.  This concept spurs on evangelism.  At the 

same time, the benefits of attending a “local Congregation” are stressed, as well as the courtesy 

and regard that ministers and Sessions should show to those of neighbouring areas. 

ii. It is a reminder to Presbyteries that they superintend a specified area of the country and that they 

have responsibility for Church extension within their bounds. 

3.  The Principles regarding the Treatment of Congregations Furth of Scotland 

Historically the Church in Scotland has viewed its primary pastoral and evangelistic responsibility to be 

Scotland.  However, this has not precluded: 

(i).the involvement of the Church in trans-national Assemblies; 

(ii).the work of foreign missions in terms of the Great Commission; 

iii).the provision of gospel ordinances to those who have moved outwith Scotland, but who have been 

unable to find a suitable spiritual home in the land where they have settled. 

In addition, the Church has received congregations sympathetic to the principles of the Scottish 

Reformation, which were unable to find a suitable ecclesiastical home in their own locality. 

Church of Scotland 

Between the Reformation and the Disruption, the Church of Scotland had involvement with various 

Congregations furth of Scotland.   

Campvere, Holland 

Following the marriage of its Lord, in 1444, with a princess of the Stuart line, a factory of Scottish 
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merchants was formed at Vere (Campvere) on the Island of Walcheren, Holland.  They obtained many 

privileges including the right to be governed by the law of Scotland, including having a Scotsman as a 

supreme judge.  At length in 1641 the Scots Church at Campvere became part of the Church of Scotland.  

The Assembly minute reads: 

“The which day a motion was made in the Assembly, that it seemed expedient for correspondencie 

that might be had from forraigne parts, for the weal of this Kirk, that the Scots Kirk at Campheir 

were joyned to the Kirk of Scotland, as a member thereof: which being seriously thought upon and 

considered by the Assembly, they approved the motion, and ordained Mr Robert Baillie, Minister at 

Cilwinning, to write to Mr William Spang, Minister at Campheir, and Kirk-Session thereof, willing 

them to send their minister, and a ruling elder, instructed with a commission to the next Generall 

Assembly to be holden at St Andrews, the last Wednesday of July 1642, at which time they should 

be inrolled in the books of the Generall Assembly, as Commissioners of the Generall Assembly of 

Scotland from the Scots Kirk at Campheir.” 

At the Assembly in 1642 they were instructed to send Commissioners, a Minister and one Elder, to the 

General Assembly every third year and “that whatsoever difficulty shall occur in the exercise of discipline, 

which the session there shall find too difficult for them, that they acquiant the Presbytery of Edinburgh, or 

commissioners from the General Assembly, with the same, to receive counsel and advice from them.”  

Later in 1704, the Assembly granted a Petition from the Consistory at Campvere that “the said General 

Assembly would be pleased to empower and authorise all Commissions of this, or the subsequent 

Assemblies of this Church, to act, cognosce, advise, and determine, in all affairs belonging to the said Kirk 

and Consistory of Campvere, that shall be proposed to, or pursued before them, as their immediate superior 

judicatory.”  Despite the fact that the last minister at Campvere was appointed in 1790, and that five years 

later the factory at Campvere came to an end, the Established Church continued at her Assembly to call the 

Roll for Campvere Commissioners until at least 1887!  See Mair, Digest of Church Laws 1st Edition p216f 

It should be noted that regarding the Church at Campvere, Mair,Digest of Church Laws, 4th edition, 1912, 

p. 371 includes the following: “It is stated by Yair (Scotch Trade in the Netherlands, 1776) that Mr Charles 

Gordon, admitted minister in 1686, and all who succeeded him, were members of the Presbytery of 

Edinburgh.  The records of this Presbytery at that date are not extant, nor those of the Assembly, so that it 

does not appear by what authority this took place.  But the records of the Presbytery have been examined in 

a case, taken at random, of an admission in 1730, and are found to corroborate the statement.  Yair also says 

the minister and his elder are likewise members of the Synod of Lothian and Tweeddale; but of this there is 

no trace.”  Mair goes on to say that from the time of Mr Gordon’s departure “the Presbytery of Edinburgh 

took charge” of the calling and settlement of ministers and that in the later case of Thomas Hog’s translation 

from Campvere to Rotterdam Hog declined translation until he was “orderly released by the Church of 

Scotland.”  Mair adds: “The Presbytery of Edinburgh resolved that he should be translated, which was 

affirmed by the Assembly of 1699.” 

 James Yair, was Minister at Campvere from 1739 to 1784 (Fasti, Vol. VII, P. 542).  It would be reasonable 

therefore to expect that on a matter of this nature he could speak with some authority, notwithstanding that 

there is nothing in the Act of Assembly of 1704 to support his assertion that Charles Gordon (minister from 

1686 to 1691) “was the first minister of the Scotch church in Campvere who was made a member of the 

Presbytery of Edinburgh, which is continued to the present time” (i.e. 1776). 

 Given the fragmentary nature of the evidence it is difficult to understand precisely what the rôle of the 

Presbytery of Edinburgh actually was, especially in the light of the 1704 Act which declares the Church at 

Campvere to have the Commission of Assembly as their “immediate superior judicatory”. 

From the above it should be noted that the Church at Campvere  

    i. Before Admission was viewed as a Scots Kirk, not a Dutch Congregation. 

   ii. Became fully part of the Church of Scotland and they were enjoined to send Commissioners to the 

General Assembly. 
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  iii. Were directed to seek advice and assistance from the Presbytery of Edinburgh, which relationship 

was by unknown authority modified so that inter alia the Minister of Campvere was a Member of 

the said Presbytery, which Presbytery were also involved in certain functions in regard to the 

Congregation. 

iv. Had the General Assembly as their immediate superior Judicatory (this was altered in 1704 to be 

the Commission of Assembly, presumably as being of greater convenience to the Church at 

Campvere.) 

Many Scots ended up in Holland during the covenanting struggles and Congregations were formed.  It is 

significant, however, that despite these Congregations being given assistance from the Church in Scotland 

by way of the supply of Ministers, or by way of the licensing and ordaining of men for the Ministry, none 

of them were ever viewed as part of the Church of Scotland.  It appears that only the Congregation at 

Campvere, sought and was granted admission to the Church.   

Darien 

In the late 1690s the Kingdom of Scotland sought to establish a colony called “Caledonia” on the Isthmus 

of Panama on the Gulf of Darien.  According to Walter Steuart of Pardovan, “The Presbytery of Caledonia 

in Darien, is authorised to send two yearly representatives to the General Assembly: they being part of this 

national church, and subject to her Assemblies, as appears from the instructions given them by the 

Commission of the General Assembly 1699” Compendium of the Laws of the Church of Scotland 4th 

Edition Vol1 p238. 

Ireland 

The Church of Scotland was also active in supporting those who had left Scotland for the plantations in 

Ulster, often due to persecution.  Again Walter Steuart informs that “Upon petition from the most part of 

the Scottish nation in the north of Ireland, in their own name, and in name of the rest of the Protestants 

there, to the General Assembly in the years 1642, 1643, and 1644, representing the extreme necessity they 

had of more ministers, and how this church had formerly supplied other churches in Germany and France: 

The Assembly being willing to sympathize with every member of Christ's body, although never so remote, 

much more with that plantation which was a branch of their own church, they did for some years send 

ministers in mission to supply there, as may be seen by the printed acts in the years above-named.” 

England and other areas furth of Scotland 

Mair states that “The (Church of Scotland) Assembly “does not institute any Presbytery or Synod furth of 

Scotland, but only declares the propriety, where practicable, of its ministers in charge of fixed 

Congregations forming themselves into one or both Courts, and determines the conditions of its own 

relation to such courts and their members (Act V, 1833).  There is no judicial connection between the 

Church and these courts, and therefore no appeal from them to the Assembly.” Opt cit p211.  This may 

explain why Steuart can state, “in Assembly 1690, Sess. 8, they declined to send any ministers to 

Northumberland, upon a petition from some in that country, in respect that these people do not belong to 

this national church.”  Op cit Vol 1 p195  It also explains why Edward Irving, though removed from office 

by the Presbytery of London in May 1830, remained a minister in the Church of Scotland until deposed in 

March 1833 by the Presbytery of Annan (who had previously ordained him).   

It is interesting to note that between 1834 and 1839, despite presbyterians in England of Scottish descent 

organising themselves as The Synod in England of the Presbyterian Church in Connection with the Church 

of Scotland and making every attempt so as to enable them to be given the status of a Court of the Church 

of Scotland, the Church of Scotland herself, while speaking of her affection for the Synod would not 

concede to these desires.  Most of the Congregations threw in their lot with the Free Church at the 

Disruption and although eventually a Synod was re-formed in full communion with the Church of Scotland, 

it was not until the time of the effective dissolution of the Establishment and the Church Union of 1929 that 

the Synod became incorporated in to the Church of Scotland.  
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India 

In 1813 the East India Company resolved to maintain as part of their ministerial establishment one Minister 

of the Church of Scotland as Chaplain at each of the presidencies of Bengal, Madras and Calcutta, with 

provision for a suitable place of worship.  On the 30th May 1814, an act of Assembly was passed for the 

establishment of a branch of the church in India “to continue in full union and connection with the Church 

of Scotland”.  The Ministers were to constitute Kirk Sessions, subject to the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the 

Presbytery of Edinburgh.  Additionally the Chaplains and Kirk Sessions were authorised to unite in any 

manner deemed expedient for sending Commissioners to the general Assembly.  Steuart, op cit Vol 1 p459. 

Summary 

1. Before the Disruption the Church of Scotland remained exclusively a Church of the Scottish Nation, 

and any Courts furth of Scotland which were deemed to be integral parts of the Church were in what 

may be thought of as Colonial situations, and in the plantation of Ireland – effectively extensions of 

Scotland. 

2. Presbyteries or individual Kirk Sessions furth of Scotland had a right to representation in the General 

Assembly, such representation being determined by the Assembly herself. 

3. Some Ministers and Kirk Sessions were placed under the supervision of a Presbytery, others, such as 

Campvere, had the General Assembly or her Commission as their immediate superior judicatory. 

4. There was an obvious change in attitudes to incorporation around the time of the Church Union of 1929 

and the abandonment of the Establishment as historically understood.    

Free Church of Scotland 

After the Disruption the Free Church had various Congregations furth of Scotland which are highlighted 

below.   

Jersey 

The congregation in Jersey resulted from the presence on the island of a garrison comprising members of 

the 26th Cameronian Regiment, many of whom were staunch Presbyterians.  They were dismayed that there 

was no suitable place of worship for them and in 1850 a request for help was sent to Rev. Thomas Guthrie, 

minister of Free St. John’s Church in Edinburgh.  A probationer, Rev. James Stewart, began holding 

services in Jersey, attracting islanders as well as soldiers.  When the Regiment left Jersey in 1851 the 

islanders refused to part with Mr. Stewart and applied to the Free Church for recognition as a congregation.  

They were recognised as a Preaching Station and placed under the care of the Colonial Committee.  Mr 

Stewart was ordained and inducted in September 1852 by the Presbytery of Lockerbie, and in 1853 the 

General Assembly placed the congregation, known as the Presbyterian Church in Jersey in Communion 

with the Free Church of Scotland, under the superintendence of the Free Presbytery of Edinburgh.  

However, the Colonial Committee continued to have a supervisory and facilitating role.  In 1856 the 

General Assembly resolved that “the minister of the congregation shall be recognised as a member of the 

Presbytery of Edinburgh, and the Kirk Session as entitled to be represented therein, it being understood and 

declared that this finding does not imply any connection on the part of the minister or congregation with the 

financial arrangements of the Free Church of Scotland.”  The Colonial Committee continued to include 

detailed information regarding the Congregation in their Reports to the General Assembly.  This 

arrangement was to continue successfully for some 15 years.  When in 1868 the General Assembly agreed 

to “the transference of the Congregation at Jersey to the jurisdiction of the Synod of the Presbyterian 

Church of England”, the reason given was “the obstacles created by the Congregation’s distance from 

Scotland to effectual Presbyterial oversight”, which had apparently led to misunderstandings latterly 

between the Congregation and the Presbytery.  The Congregation only accepted the separation with 

reluctance and a sizeable minority petitioned the 1869 Assembly for the link with the Free Church to be 

restored, but without success. 

Ireland 
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  The Synod of the Original Secession Church already had three Congregations in Ireland when on 28th April 

1852 they voted by a majority in favour of union with the Free Church and at the same time agreed on a 

reorganisation of presbyteries.  As part of the reorganisation the Associate Presbytery of Down & Derry and 

the Presbytery of Ayr were absorbed into the Presbytery of Glasgow.  Therefore at the time of the Union the 

following month, the three Irish congregations were in the Glasgow Presbytery of the Original Secession 

Church.  Thus, because of the way in which they became part of the Free Church, the three Irish 

congregations, with their ministers, were from the outset a constituent part of the Free Church Presbytery of 

Glasgow and no special reference is made to the Irish Congregations in the uniting Act (Act X 1852). 

When debating the Glasgow Presbytery’s application for temporal support for the three Irish ministers, the 

1854 Assembly did not seem prepared – at least at this stage – to consider the issues of principle involved, 

such as territorial influence (Lord Panmure having briefly touched upon this), but appears to have adopted a 

pragmatic approach whereby it treated the matter as an unavoidable consequence of the 1852 Union.  When 

speaking in support of the application for temporal support at the Assembly, Dr Buchanan made it clear that 

receiving it would not represent a general policy of extending the Free Church beyond Scotland, or even 

represent a precedent for taking ministers from beyond Scotland into the Free Church.  Dr Gibson 

emphasised that the Irish ministers and their congregations were adhering to the Free Church out of 

principle; they could find no suitable ecclesiastical connection in Ireland. 

It would appear that the Glasgow Presbytery struggled to maintain Presbtyerial superintendence over them 

due to difficulties with communication and travel and the Congregations were disjoined from the Free 

Church in 1863. 

London 

In 1939 members and adherents of the Free Church, resident in London, petitioned the Highlands & Islands, 

Home Missions and Supply Committee of the Church, requesting that regular Sabbath services be organised 

in London.  It is not known what lay behind the request.  Free Church services were held occasionally 

during the war but it was not until some years later that the Church through its Home Missions Committee 

began to hold regular services, the first of which took place on 12th June 1949.  It seems that the initial 

oversight of the “London Mission of the Free Church of Scotland”, as it was called, was undertaken by the 

Home Missions Committee, who arranged for ministers to supply a month at a time.  In 1954 the people in 

London brought a Petition to the Assembly asking them to instruct the Home Missions Committee to take 

steps to have Rev. Hector Cameron, Probationer, settled over them as their pastor.  The Assembly remitted 

the Petition to the Presbytery of Edinburgh to be treated by them as a regular Call.  In furtherance of this the 

Presbytery met with the congregation on 7th September 1954 and ordained and inducted Mr. Cameron as its 

first full-time minister.  He remained for three years.  From then on the congregation appears to have been 

treated as a regular charge by the Presbytery, which carried out Quinquennial Visitations and exercised 

general oversight.  The Acts of Assembly reveal that special arrangements were made from time to time as 

regards the London minister’s stipend, which was fixed at a higher rate than for ministers in pastoral 

charges elsewhere.   

Summary 

From the above it appears that 

1. Although the Free Church saw her primary pastoral and evangelistic responsibility to be Scotland, this 

did not preclude her having Congregations in other parts of the British Isles. 

2. The Congregations in Jersey and London had their origins with those connected with the Scottish 

Church, although this did not always continue through time. 

3. The Minister, Kirk Session and Congregation of Jersey had effectively all the rights and privileges of 

those within a Scottish Presbytery even although the Congregation were not included within the bounds 

of a Scottish Presbytery. 

4. The inclusion of Congregations in Ireland within a Scottish Presbytery was the result of Church union, 

and it does not appear to have been discussed from a point of principle. 
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5. The inclusion of London in a Scottish Presbytery may reflect the reduced state of the Church, with a 

less obvious emphasis on territorial borders, especially in the south of the country. 

6. Inclusion in a Scottish Presbytery did not preclude a supervisory and facilitating role being given to a 

Committee of Assembly such as the Colonial Committee. 

7. Special financial arrangements were made for these Congregations. 

4.  The best way of providing Presbyterial provision for Congregations currently outwith the Bounds 

of a Presbytery 

Having examined the above, the Committee have considered the best way of providing Presbyterial 

provision for Congregations currently outwith the Bounds of a Presbytery.  

Congregations within the British Isles 

The Committee believe that it is important to give any Minister, Kirk Session and Congregation the fullest 

rights and privileges as possible, whilst maintaining an emphasis on the fact that the Church’s primary 

responsibility is to Scotland and the Church has always viewed herself as territorial, even although this is 

less emphasised today in the reduced state of the Church.  They believe that this can be best achieved by the 

following: 

1. Such Congregations should be placed under the superintendence of a Scottish Presbytery. 

2. The Minister of the Congregation, and a representative Elder of the Kirk Session who has been elected 

by the Congregation, should be recognised as members of the Presbytery which has superintendence 

over the Congregation, being entitled to seats thereon. 

3. The Home & Foreign Missions Committee should retain a non-judicial supervisory and facilitatory 

role, and report thereanent to the General Assembly for the information and prayers of the Church. 

4. There is a need to maintain the distinction between a Preaching Station and a Sanctioned Charge, as this 

affects both the right to the Kirk Session having a seat on a Presbytery and this in turn affects Assembly 

Representation. 

5. Financial provision should be determined by the General Assembly.  Reference is made to Act VII 

2017. 

6. Once there is more than one Congregation in a particular area, consideration should be given to 

establishing a Presbytery to cover that area. 

Congregations outwith the British Isles 

1. Such Congregations should be placed under the superintendence of the Home & Foreign Missions 

Committee acting in loco synodi.  This is effectively the General Assembly acting as the superior Court 

(as in the case of Campvere above) but through her Committee for the sake of efficiency.  Reference is 

made to Act XI 2009, Act anent Disciplinary Powers of Home & Foreign Missions Committee. 

2. The Home & Foreign Missions Committee maintain a supervisory and facilitatory role and report 

thereanent to the General Assembly for the information and prayers of the Church  

3. There is a need to maintain the distinction been a Preaching Station and a Sanctioned Charge, as this 

affects both the right to Assembly Representation. 

4. Financial assistance should be determined by the General Assembly through the Home & Foreign 

Missions Committee. 

5. Once there is more than one Congregation in a particular area, consideration should be given to 

establishing a Presbytery. 

6. Historically the Home & Foreign Missions Committee has maintained a non-judicial supervisory and 

facilitatory role for Presbyteries outwith Scotland and have reported thereanent to the General 

Assembly for the information and prayers of the Church.  The Committee believe that this is an 

important role and that it should be continued. 
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  5.  Practical Obervations  

Rôle of the Home & Foreign Missions Committee 

Historically, the Church has recognised that the situations which arise furth of Scotland can, even where a 

Presbytery exists, make special demands which are not easily met by the Courts of the Church.  In such 

situations, various Committees including the Missions Committee and Colonial Committee and their 

successors have been regarded as being generally in a better position to deal with the special needs of many 

overseas situations in matters which do not involve a judicial function.  In judicial matters or matters of 

special gravity the Missions Committee have been regarded as duty bound to refer them to the General 

Assembly ActX 1845.  Thus the principle of the Missions Committee acting in loco synodi seems to have 

been accepted in the 1900-2000 Free Church of Scotland as covering situations where in general terms and 

in non-judicial matters a superior Court would normally be expected to provide assistance and advice.  

Indeed, it may be said that this is a basic function of the Missions Committee.  Although there is no warrant 

for formal judicial action on the part of the Missions Committee, circumstances may arise where quasi-

judicial action required such as the recall of a Missionary. 

The Missions Committee were deemed to have an important role in supervising and facilitating the work of 

the Church in such areas.  Thus when revising the Foreign Missionary Regulations in 1962 the General 

Assembly indicated that while “Mission Presbyteries shall (subject to these [Foreign Missionary] 

Regulations) have full control of the more purely local preaching and (administratively) medical work, but 

otherwise, and in particular in respect of questions of Missionary policy, the Missionaries and Mission work 

in every Station shall be under the general administrative control of the [Foreign Missions Board] in loco 

synodi and the General Assembly.”  ActVIII 1962;  cf ActX 1845; ActIV 1901.  In the clear case of a 

missionary situation it is readily understood that it is the duty of the Missions Committee to keep a close 

watch on the situation and provide all the necessary help and support it can within the laws of the Church. 

This general supervisory and administrative control was also applied to “Colonial” or overseas situations, 

even where a Presbytery existed.  Although much of the administration was left to the local Presbyteries, 

the Missions Committee received reports, including financial reports, from the Congregations and generally 

ensured that the work was administered properly, the practice of the Church adhered to, and discipline 

administered by the relevant Church Court.  Even towards the end of the 20th Century, there were examples 

of the Missions Committee requiring to act to ensure that actions were taken overseas to protect the good 

name of the Church, information having come their way of a situation requiring formal judicial action 

which was, apparently, unknown to the relevant Presbytery themselves.  Given that “overseas” situations 

are such where there may be less familiarity with Church procedure and practice than at home, it seems 

wise to retain the supervisory and facilitatory role of the Home & Foreign Missions Committee even where 

a Presbytery has been erected.  It should be noted that the General Assembly have often conferred this role 

on Committees even anent Congregations in Scotland.  For example the Missions Committee have been 

given a locus in the supervision of Church Extension Charges and the Finance & Sustentation Committee 

have been involved with Special Arrangement, District Ministry and other categories of charges.  Indeed, 

historically, the Highlands & Islands Committee played an important role even although there were 

Presbyteries in the areas it served.  Where a Presbytery exists, a supervisory and facilitatory role does not 

usurp the normal functions of a Presbytery, and neither is there the formal review of Presbytery records, 

which are to be remitted for review to the General Assembly.  Similarly, Complaints and Appeals are heard 

by the General Assembly (eg Acts & Proceedings 2008).  

Meaning of in loco synodi 

For the sake of good order in the settled Church it has been deemed appropriate, and in some instances 

legislated explicitly, that certain matters should be carried out by Courts of the Church and that is what the 

Church has set out in its book of Practice.  Where the underlying conditions of the Church do not admit any 

manner of satisfying fully the principles behind the recommended Practice published by the Church, it is 

the duty of the Home & Foreign Missions Committee to ensure that the principles behind the recommended 
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Practice be adhered to under its supervision as closely as is possible in a situation in which the Church is 

not fully settled.  Some practical examples of the in loco synodi functions of the Missions Committee are 

given in Appendix II. 

6.  Retired Ministers 

From well before the Disruption and until 1981 it was the general practice that Ministers did not “retire”.  

When they felt they could no longer continue to fully discharge their office due to age, they applied for a 

“Colleague & Successor” and remained as “Senior Minister” of the Charge, with many rights and 

privileges, including a seat on Presbytery.  In 1981 this practice was abandoned and instead the practice of a 

Minister’s link with his Charge being broken through “retirement” was introduced.  Such Ministers while 

resiling their rights to active participation in the Courts of the Congregation (except by express invitation of 

the Minister or Interim Moderator), surrendering the emoluments of the Charge and their use of the Manse, 

retain a seat on the Presbytery where they last laboured in the Gospel (Act I 1981; Act IV 1991).   

In considering the question of whether retired ministers having seats on presbyteries should be able, with 

the consent of the presbyteries involved, to transfer their seat from the presbytery they retired from, to the 

presbytery within whose bounds they now reside, the Committee noted that such a proposal could enable 

some retired Ministers to remain more active in Church Courts with such Courts benefiting from their 

experience.  However, the Committee were of the view that the present practice should be retained.  In 

particular, the Committee noted the following arguments against change: 

1. There is a basic principle that a (retired) Minister should be a Member of the Presbytery in which 

he labours (or has laboured) and this should not be interfered with.   

2. Should a Presbytery desire the assistance of a retired Minister who resides within their Bounds, 

then they may Petition the General Assembly to have him appointed as a General Assessor to the 

Presbytery.  The Committee believe that such an appointment should be time-limited in that the 

Presbytery petitioning should retain the right not to seek reappointment if this is not desired or 

required by them.   

3. Although the question speaks of the consent of Presbyteries, it is altogether likely that those 

Presbyteries to which retired Ministers may wish to transfer would find it difficult to refuse such 

requests without embarrassment, offence or strife being occasioned. 

In the light of these arguments the Committee have not pursued this matter further. 

7.  Presbytery Assessors 

The Committee have assumed that the matter remitted to the Committee is that of the function and use of 

Assessors being appointed to a Presbytery by a Superior Judicatory.  Such Assessors 

1. may be appointed by a superior court, normally the General Assembly, on the request of the 

Presbytery itself 

 Or 

2. may be appointed by the superior court other than on the basis of a petition from the Presbytery in 

question.   

 

Reasons for appointment may include: 

1. to enable a Presbytery depleted in ministerial numbers to function  

2. to enable a Presbytery depleted in number of available elders to function 

3. to provide assistance to a Presbytery dealing with situations of particular difficulty and requiring 

additional expertise, for example in a difficult disciplinary case 

4. to provide for specialist expertise and experience in Church procedure in the unusual case of where 

this is lacking within the membership of the Presbytery 

5. to enable a retired Minister who resides in but is not a member of the Presbytery of the Bounds to 

more fully assist the Presbytery in the oversight of Congregations and the provision of Gospel 

ordinances within the Bounds.  In the past, there are examples of a retired Minister in a locality 

acting as the effective Resident Supply and being engaged as Interim Moderator by a Presbytery. 
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  The Committee believe that all Petitions from Presbyteries for General Assessors should be specific as to 

the reasons for the request made, and that any appointments made by the General Assembly in response to 

Petitions for General Assessors should only be in the light of the terms of the Petition. 

GRAEME CRAIG, Convener 

PROPOSED DELIVERANCE 

1. The General Assembly receive and adopt the Report of the Presbytery Boundaries Committee and

thank the Committee, especially the Convener;

2. The General Assembly note that historically the Church in Scotland has viewed Presbyteries as being

territorial, but that after the Disruption the phraseology of the Church became such that there was less

emphasis on the territorial nature of the Church, which emphasis was further weakened following the

events of 1900 and the numerical decline in the Church since;

3. The General Assembly, whilst recognising that today, in some situations, for many practical purposes,

the territorial aspect has almost been lost sight of, note that there are practical benefits in retaining such

a view in that it is a reminder that, in the mind of the Scottish Church, Ministers and Sessions have a

responsibility for all the souls who live in the vicinity within which they are placed, stresses the

benefits of attending a “local Congregation”, and is a reminder to Presbyteries that they have

responsibility for Church extension within their bounds;

4. The General Assembly note that historically the Church in Scotland has viewed its primary

responsibility to be Scotland, but that this has not precluded involvement in areas furth of Scotland,

especially, but not limited to “colonial” and mission situations;

5. The General Assembly ordain that all Congregations furth of Scotland shall be under the supervision

of the Home & Foreign Missions Committee;

6. The General Assembly ordain that all Congregations furth of Scotland but within the British Isles,

which are not within the Bounds of a Presbytery, shall be placed under the superintendence of a

Scottish Presbytery, with the Minister of each such Congregation, and a representative Elder of the

Kirk Session who has been elected by the Congregation, recognised as members of the Presbytery

which has superintendence over the Congregation, being entitled to seats thereon, this provision, as in

Scotland, being for fully-sanctioned Charges but not Preaching Stations;

7. The General Assembly ordain that all Congregations furth of Scotland and outwith the British Isles

which are not within the Bounds of a Presbytery shall be placed under the superintendence of the

Home & Foreign Missions Committee acting in loco synodi.;

8. The General Assembly note that the Home & Foreign Missions Committee retain a supervisory and

facilitatory rôle where Presbyteries exist furth of Scotland;

9. The General Assembly thank the Committee for their helpful explanation of the role of the Home &

Foreign Missions Committee in supervising Congregations and Presbyteries furth of Scotland and

instruct a copy of the Report of the Presbytery Boundaries Committee to the General Assembly of

2018 be furnished to all Congregations and Presbyteries furth of Scotland;

10. The General Assembly instruct that a copy of the Report of the Presbytery Boundaries Committee to

the General Assembly of 2018 be furnished to the Home & Foreign Missions Committee who shall

engross sections 1-4 of the said Report in their permanent Record;
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11. The General Assembly reaffirm the Acts of Assembly anent Retiral of Ministers, Act I 1981 and Act 

IV 1991;  

12. The General Assembly commend the advice of the Committee anent Assessors to Presbyteries that the 

Reasons for the appointment of Assessors may include: 

i. to enable a Presbytery depleted in ministerial numbers to function  

ii. to enable a Presbytery depleted in number of available elders to function 

iii. to provide assistance to a Presbytery dealing with situations of particular difficulty and 

requiring additional expertise, for example in a difficult disciplinary case 

iv. to provide for specialist expertise and experience in Church procedure in the unusual case of 

where this is lacking within the membership of the Presbytery 

v. to enable a retired Minister who resides in but is not a member of the Presbytery of the 

Bounds to more fully assist the Presbytery in the oversight of Congregations and the provision 

of Gospel ordinances within the Bounds.  In the past, there are examples of a retired Minister 

in a locality acting as the effective Resident Supply and being engaged as Interim Moderator 

by a Presbytery; 

further, the General Assembly remind Presbyteries that all Petitions from Presbyteries for General 

Assessors should be specific as to the reasons for the request made, and that any appointments made by 

the General Assembly shall be in the light of the terms of the Petition; 

13. The General Assembly thank and discharge the Committee. 
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  Appendix I 

Availability of Acts & Proceedings of Assembly 

1.  It is assumed for the purposes of this note that the Committee’s remit extends only to Acts & 

Proceedings before 2000.  Acts & Proceedings since that date are available on the denominational website 

(with the exception of 2000-2003 although it is hoped this may be rectified soon).  The Free Church 

(Residual) website has copies of the Acts of Assembly from 1900 but these cover the Acts alone.  

Post-1843 

2.  The Acts & Proceedings have been produced in their present form since 1900.  They comprise:  

The Acts of Assembly  

The Minutes of the Assembly  

The Minutes of the Commission of Assembly  

Reports to the Assembly From 1843 to 1900 the Acts & Proceedings comprised the above with the 

exception of the Reports of Standing Committees.  The Reports were produced as annexes to a volume 

known as the “Proceedings and Debates” which was virtually a verbatim record of the Assembly 

proceedings.  Where the Reports were particularly bulky, or had to do with disciplinary cases, they were 

usually produced as separate volumes.  From 1900 the detailed “Proceedings and Debates” ceased to be 

issued and the only detailed records of debates in subsequent Assemblies are to be found in the Monthly 

Record and in Press Reports, which in the early post-1900 days, and for some time afterwards, provided 

fairly full accounts.  

3.  Apart from the Mound buildings, there is a complete set of the Acts & Proceedings since 1843 in the 

National Library of Scotland.  These are available for consultation on the premises by anyone with a 

Reader’s Ticket. Extracts can be copied on payment of a prescribed fee.  Many of the volumes are also 

available in the Edinburgh Central Library, again with copying facilities.  

4.  The Assembly Clerks’ Department possesses a number of the Acts & Proceedings produced after 

1900 including a complete set from 1951 onwards.  Mr Maurice Grant also has a considerable number from 

the mid-1920s to the late 1960s as well as a complete set from 1971 onwards.  Additionally he has copied 

substantial extracts from the NLS collection, particularly for the early post-1900 period.  For the period 

before 1900 Mr Grant has several collected volumes of Acts & Proceedings including two covering the 

immediate post-Disruption period from 1843 to 1852 and two others covering the years 1879 to 1888 and 

he will be happy to give access to any of these to anyone who wishes them.   

5.  New College Library on The Mound has a complete set of the 1843-1900 “Proceedings and 

Debates” volumes, which are available on the open shelves for anyone with a Reader’s Ticket and from 

which extracts can be copied for the usual fee.  Sets in various forms of completeness are also held in other 

major libraries, including the National Library of Scotland.  There is (or at least was at 2000) a complete set 

in St Columba's, and the Committee is aware that scattered volumes were held in other congregations.  

Occasionally it becomes possible to obtain volumes.   

Pre-1843 

6.  The National Library of Scotland and the National Records of Scotland have substantial collections 

of Acts & Proceedings (or their equivalent) from 1843 back to Reformation times.  The original records of 

the Reformation Assemblies were sadly destroyed in a fire in 1834 but it has happily been possible to 

restore many of them from other sources.  In particular, a three-volume collection of records covering the 

Assemblies from 1560 to 1618 was published in 1839.  There is also extant a record of the Second 

Reformation Assemblies, commencing from the Glasgow Assembly of 1638 through to the start of the 

Commonwealth period in 1649.  Both the foregoing items are available online on the British History 

website.  In addition Mr Grant has a volume covering the Assemblies from 1690 (the first after the 
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Revolution of 1688) to 1720, as well as several others of the 18th century and the early part of the 19th.  

The latter include the years from 1834 to 1842 covering the immediate pre-Disruption period.  The 

Assembly Clerk’s Department also have volumes covering the years 1824 to 1842.  There is also a single 

volume comprising all the Acts from 1638 to 1842, but this is limited to the Acts only. 

7.  A CD comprising the Acts of Assembly from 1843 to 1999 is also available 
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  Appendix II 

Examples of the powers of the Home & Foreign Missions Committee acting in loco synodi 

Normal  

Functions  

of courts 

Reserved  

functions of  

courts 

Area which Missions 

Committee can act in 

loco synodi 

Observation 

Licensing Reserved  No locus for Missions Committee 

Call to 

charge 

Technically 

reserved to 

Presbytery to 

moderate 

Church in non-fully 

organised condition, 

Missions Committee 

has a rôle.  

Where the church is not fully organised to the 

extent that there is an established local 

congregation with a communicant membership and 

authorised to call a minister, a call from members 

in the normal way cannot take place. 

Missions Committee may appoint a minister to an 

area of work in a particular field. 

Missions Committee take cognisance of local 

opinion to the extent practicable in a non-fully-

organised situation. 

Note 19th Century Highlands and Islands 

Committee in relation to appointment of ministers, 

even within bounds of presbyteries in Scotland 

under certain circumstances  

Ordination 

and  

induction 

Reserved  Missions Committee can request a Presbytery to 

act on its behalf to ordain a man and induct him to 

a charge which comprises work in a particular 

mission field or similar  

Discipline Some aspects 

reserved—

presbytery 

which inducted 

missionary 

maintains a rôle 

in formal 

discipline 

Missions Committee 

can remove from a 

field of labour a 

missionary not directly 

under a presbytery  

A very grey area. 

Missions committee can withdraw a missionary 

from the field without formal discipline. 

Charges of heresy or immorality would have to be 

handled in the normal manner by the presbytery by 

which the missionary was inducted to the mission 

field.  

Deposition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reserved Missions Committee 

can remove from a 

field of labour a 

missionary not directly 

under a presbytery but 

can’t depose from the 

ministry   

 

Erection/ 

suppression  

of charge 

Technically 

reserved 

Missions Committee 

can define 

responsibilities  

Missions Committee is often dealing with a 

situation in which the church is not fully organised 

and no individual congregational charges exist in 

the normal sense.  The Missions Committee can 

therefore define and allocate to (or withdraw from) 

missionaries responsibilities which responsibilities 

in some instances amount to pastoral charges 

although that term is not used to describe them.  

General 

Supervisory 

rôle 

Normally 

carried out by 

church courts 

in a fully-

organised 

church setting 

Missions Committee 

has general 

supervisory rôle in all 

non-reserved areas of 

activity  

Missions Committee has a rôle in all areas furth of 

Scotland to provide guidance and assistance even 

where a presbytery and synod may exist.  It does 

not have a rôle to override church courts but rather 

to provide assistance and support, including 

financial support, where remoteness or other 

factors may create particular difficulties.  In this 

respect it has an omnibus rôle.  


