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to the Free Church General Assembly 2007

Redrawing the Christian Map of Scotland

Fathers and brethren, a few weeks ago, | was sitting on a mountain top abo\Betidach
nam Ba, on the Applecross peninsula. It was a glolyosisnny April day. Tthe north and
east, stretching as far as the eye could see were mountain peaks. Boutieand west lay a
panorama of islands, Rasaay, Skye, Eigg and Rhum. Deegarrieebelow was a clear, cold
lochan. Nearby a ptarmigan wagtieig on her nest. Alock of snow buntings spiralled up
from the corrie. A solitary wheatear flitted arounthe summit boulders. | thought how
privileged | was to belong to a land that boastsme of the finest natural landscape,
cleanest air and purestater anywhere in thevorld. A land and a heritage enjoyed not only
by its own inhabitants but also by twand a half million visitors each year.
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behind our castles anthountains, our forests and lochs, and the Brigadea@rld of tartan

and shortbread is an undevorld of social exclusion and assbcial behaviour; a world
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This deterioration has not been sudden. Like global warming it has crept upgradsally,
almost imperceptibly, so that today the vision of a nation under God seanusopian
fantasy or a puerile daydream rather than a viable aspirationwAttee todescribe some of
the contours of this tortured landscape.

The Aggressive Sabotage of our Christian heritage.

The subversion of Christian values takes place at even the most trivial level gkvgh
distortion, but with an uncomfortable element tfuth, The Wee Book of Calypublished a
year or two ago, caricatured Presbyterianism as repressed, gloomynés®table Satirical
prejudice encourages the rejection of our Christian heritagenate serious levels too. On
18th May, 1999, the ScottishaRiament, then meeting jusbver the road, debated a motion
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YSSiAy3a 2F (GKS ¢ KRaflidnent, haM@var] d6Sa¢di itb@d notkKvant
Christian prayerdout an interfaith spirituality slot instead andlime for Reflectiorwas
introduced into the Parliamentarprogramme. The list of speakers invited to contribute
shows how miscellaneous athe spiritual stimuli with which our Parliament attempts to
refreshits corporate soul.

Those of us who heard the Right Honourable George Reid address this Assemypdatast

will remember his carefully crafted address. | recentlyead it and was struckar more

forcibly than when | heard its original delivery, by ih#licit warning itcontained. Mr Reid

affirmed that the Free Church had both a right and a God gdrey to speak out, but the

only formal opportunity afforded was an occasional thm@aute Time for Reflectiorslot.

The clear implication given was th&cotland is nowa postChristian nation. During the

recent election campaign, the Scottish Nationalisé#sled to give any assurances that
{O020fFyRQa [/ KNRAGALY OBreak dipAol thel Undy they Pedife R & dzN
Doubtless it will be trampledunderfoot, a causalityin the dash for independence.



Presbyterians can no longer expect to occupy thestorical place in the counsels of the
nation.

Is it surprising, therefore, that Christians increasingly find themselves put odetemsive?
Militant secularism is squariagp aggressively to attack Christian valuespublic life. In
January 2005 when the BBC decided to show the offedg@ugSpringer: The Opeilanrote

to the corporation. | received in reply a letter from theformation Departmentelling me
that the programme had been screened only aftareful consideration had been given to
all aspects of the matter. That, | understandrteean, is that the BBC carefully decided to
offer calculated offence to Christians atitumb its corporate nse at the sensitivities of all
who seek to maintain longstablishedstandards of reverence, decency, manners, respect
and tolerance.

A further attack on Christian standards was made as the nation commemorated the 200th
anniversary of the Abolition of Slawy, itself a direct consequence of the application of
Christian values. On 21st March the House of Lords voted 168 to 122 in favour of the
Government's Sexual Orientation Regulations. By regarding the rights of homosexuals as
paramount, the Government hagationalised morals and trampled the Christian conscience
underfoot. Passing the SORs, without the provision of a conscience clause, sent out a clear
message that the Christian faith was of no further public utility; like a dangerous degs it

best muzied, tolerated only if strictly confined to the realm of private thought.

Writing in 1833, Wilberforce feared such an outcome. British Christianity, heveasvat risk
of being swamped by sophisticated humanism. He wrote:

The highest degrees of civiligati and refinement are by no meairsseparable from
the most shocking depravity of morals. Let it not be vaimiggined that our state of
civilisation will prevent moral degeneracye must not allow our nation to forget
that the Trinitarian Christian fdit has forgedour national identity, defined our
destiny, shaped our character and championed tlaeise of the disenfranchised and
the poor.

Whenever | visit the old church at Croick, Strathcarron, a lump comes to my thrbat @,

scratched on the winde glass, in hope that posterity will not forget them, timeoving
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rapacily of men as a judgement from heaven. The struggl8cotland today, however, is not

about clearing the old highlanders from the stratasd glens, but the eradication of the

Christian faith, to make way for thi¢ A YLINR @SYSyYy 14 Q 2F aSOdz I NAaAYD
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ancient heritage to be preserved but because of it is of abiding morakpmdual value for
today and tomorrow.

Increase in Abortions and the Advocacy of Infanticide and Euthanasia.

The abortion statistics for Scotland are alarming. There has been an inexorablelagalin
abortions from about 1,500 in 1968 to about 12,500 in 2004, the last yeacdomplete
statistics. Today there is one abortion to every four live birtisng, insome regions, such
as Tayside, to about one abortion to every three succegségnancies.
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As if that were not bad enough, on 6th November, 20DGe Royal College Gfbstetricians

and Gynaecologyalled on the health profession to considellikg seriously disabled

newborn babies. The Royal College argued that such ki#unghemistically described as
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bringing up the sickest babies.

Simone Aspis, spking for theBritish Council of Disabled Pedple NA A K f ot férF A R 0
medical professionals or indeed anyone else to determine whether somelsiets quality of

life will be good simply on the grounds of impairment of heat® Y RA G A 2 urdbgrto! £ S G
the Daily Telegraphasked that if disabled babies awmdnsidered eligible to be killed by
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Deep Crisis in the Family.

The dysfunctional state of smany families, the increasing rejection of marriage, dnel

blurring of gender distinctions is an open sore at the heart of national life. | finghic that

in relation to family issues and matters of sexuality the Moderator of Fnee Church of

Scdland has more in common with the theology and public stance fNRA Y I f YSA G K
the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Edinburgh, than wRbv. Sheilagh Kesting, the
Moderator of the Church of Scotland. | was dismayecetd that almost as soon as shas

announced Moderator Designate, Ms Kesthughed to indicate her willingness to lead the

Kirk down the road to the acceptance ghy weddings, despite the fact that a poll of
presbyteries byForward Togethershowed ten presbyteries solidly opposed tavilc
partnerships and only threésdinburgh, England and Europe, in favour.

Dramatic Collapse of Church Attendance.

A hundred years ago it could be claimed, with some credibility, that this ciBdwfburgh

was, and had been for many generations, the miaigious city in theworld. Archibald

Alexander, of Princeton Theological Seminary, wrote romanticélihe profound stillness
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fellowship meeting, emerging from Lothian Road into Princes Street, saghtaithat haled

their steps with the shock of amazement. It was a solitary cypéigalling swiftly along the
ONRBFR SYLié aiNBSioQ

One of the students was Alexander Matrtin, afterwards Principal of New Collegleaaer

of the United Free Church at the 1929 Union, whelling the tale many yeartatter,
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without wishing to return to a day when Sunday observance was at tiegslistic or

joyless, | wonder if Martin would have been so gaime if he could havéoreseen the

collapse in Church attendance that was about to take place.

t S SNJ ChddtighWReseatremonstrates that today about a fifth of theopulation of
Scotland consider themselves to belong to a Church, but onlyth tdtend services. Church
attendance is at its highest in Kyle and Lochalsh andWestern Isles, where 40% the
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community attend regularly. Whilst in recent yeatisere has been slight Presbyterian

growth in suburban areas, the overall membersbipthe Church of Scotland slumped by

22% between 1994 and 2002, when fewer tI280,000 were in Church on a Sunday. Putting
it another way, last Sunday there weraore Presbyterians at church in Ghana than in
Scotland.

There is no sign that the Free Church iskog this trend. In 1976 the GenerAksembly
commissioned a detailed statistical analysis of the numerical strength af¢hemination.
A similar exercise, under the leadership of Donald lain Macleodcargied out in 2003. You
will recall the conclusins. In the thirty year period betweeri976 and 2003 our
communicant membership declined by 11% and our adherent basecollapsed. The Free
Church of Scotland is now only half the Church it wasl976. Today, only seven
congregations are larger than thevere in 1976.

If the present national trend continues, the percentage of the Scottish populati@mding
church on Sunday will drop to 6% by 2020.

If the moral and spiritual landscape of Scotland is as bleak a picture as | have @Eadted
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terminal? Of what significance is it that the twentieth century was the @esttury since the
Reformation without national religious revival? Is that gnsihatthe candlestick of Christian

witness is being removed? Are we one of the Igsherations of Scottish Christians? Will it
perhaps fall to our grandchildren or ogreatgrandchildren finally to turn out the lights,

lock the doors and watch the dusettle on a derelict Church, abandoned both by God and

man?

With their inexorable logic and relentless extrapolations, statisticians can arguethbat

Church in our land is doomed. But, despite appearances to the contrary, PFrxater of

51 RQ&, id maly & believe, the authentic voice of Scottish Christianityy, is his

OF G OKLIK NI S WgSQNBE R22YSRQX pehetiziek Beyonditie LINB R,
evidence of sight and grasps the promises of a brighter vision.

If you are inclined to be msimistic, ask the Free Church Strategy Group fampitsion. With

its infectious enthusiasm the Group does not accept gregnostications of the doom
merchants. In fact it has set the Church and its memhbes laudable task ofwvorking
urgently, individially and together with other believersy make disciples by declaring the
gospel in word and action to all the peopleSafotland, and to people of other natio#d.the

{ GNF G§S3& DNER dzUdQeinesd 2 deadlizé af POA0AWAS/propoged, althdusge a
time limit is omitted fromthe report. 2020 is, remember, the year when Scottish Church
attendance is predictedo be a mere 6% of the population, probably the lowest level of
Christian commitmensince the days of the Celtic Church.
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us. Not only would we be pulling against a powerful spiritelab tide running though

Scottish national life, but our track record is totally agaiast As a Church we believe in

mission, evangelism and Church planting, of courselaeut we are not very good at it. In
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thirty years we have started only a handful méw congregationsonly one has a regular
attendance of over 150 and few of o@xisting congregations are growing.

Let me ask you: can we, where necessary, throw off the inhibitions borne of cultural
reticence and spiritual bondage and learn to speak spontaneously, figtaradwinsomely

to our neighbours of Jesus? Can we liberate, mobilise and enthusenembers, office
bearers, elders, ministers and professors to explain to the peopBeofland the Good News

in simple, clear, modern language, unencumberedtdhnicd jargon, hoary clichés and
archaisms? If we cannot achieve this our goal méiler be reached; certainly it will not be
achieved solely by ministers preachsgymons in pulpits.

As the Strategy Group points out, this task is far too big, too ambitioushe FreeChurch

alone. Nor is it is right that we should claim it as our own, as if we wereotte true

custodians of the gospel. It is a mission that belongs to the wider Chuigboittand. In my
opinion it is an undertaking that belongs to a netw@h in Scotland.

The scale of the mission confronting us calls for nothing less than the redrawing of the
Christian map of Scotland. It calls for the creation of a new Presbyterian Churchumaxde

the Free Church of Scotland and the confessional cajagiens of the Churclbf Scotland,
along with all others who desire to be reunited in wholehearsmmmitment to Christ,
Scripture and mission. Of course there will be difficultie®¥ercome. An obvious concern

for us is the nature of sung worship. THahink is anissue we would do well to concede,
rather than sacrifice to this lesser principle tgesater principles of confessional Christian
unity and national mission.

| would like to think that a new confessional Presbyterian Church in Scotlantl afardasy
of imagination but a vision glimpsed with the eye of faith. There can bdaubt that the
deplorably shattered and fragmented state of the Presbyterian Churclsdatland is
O2y (NI NBE (2 D2RQa NBYSI t SR ¢ rbriChristiirRunify.O NJ& LJ( dzN

We too readily justify our separate denominational existence by an emotettethment to
our heritage and traditions. Such an attitude leads us to disparage thed f SQa OF t t
May | remind you of something Professor John Myroncewrote?

Though the diversity which manifests itself in differentiating histort=alelopments
might appear to make ecclesiastical union inadvisable or gemilous in certain
cases, yet the biblical evidence in support of union iplain that axy argument to
the contrary, however plausible, must be false.

| long to see a rejection of the fractious tendencies of our history and a gromimotyement

with other Christians in a movement towards unity. | want to seeRkeple of God working

hand inhand to heal and reunite the fragments of a torn asidordered church. With all my

heart, | desire foolish rivalry to be ended and they SY@ Qa &0 NJ G6S3& 2F WRA
thrown back in his face and turned aroundtis defeat.

In recent months, speking to members in some of our smaller congregations, | eaen

excited by a new openness. | was encouraged to hear people ask what sares#eit when
a Free Church congregation of fewer than twenty meets down the foad a Church of
Scotland congreagion of only a few more, and where there aogher evangelicals in the
community who meet separately elsewhere, when all shareoemmon commitment to
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Christ and his Word. | hope that voice will be heard herthis Assembly and responded to
with imaginaton and creativity.
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reformation enabling our nation to hear the Good News uncoogiéd by aberrant

theology, both liberal and fundamentalist. Such a Church would facilitsfef At f SQa RNXE
a nation united under the supreme but kind and gracious headshigesus Christ. How
wonderful if a Church existed able to recover the Chkisttompassion for the marginalised

and excluded that led Thomas Chalmers to caretlier urban poor and inspired Thomas

Guthrie to provide education, nutrition and careteaining for destitute children.
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Let us imagine that such a Church existed, thabiuld exist, that it were allowed texist.
What might its key attributes be? If you can bear the alliteration, | see doagessional,
compassionate and contextual.

The Authority of a Confessional Church

A fault of much modern preaching is a lack of auity. There is an increasirfgshionable

inclination towards tentative soliloquizing, a sharing of insights perdpectives, rather than
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dogmatic or arrogant makes some gachers timid, unwillingto sound convincing or
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men, and we see too little that Christ did not call ts be messenger boys, but
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Coincidentally, the astemporary Church is suffering a crisis of confidence indikeipline of

systematic and confessional theology. We prefer the less dognagicoach of biblical

theology. Without disparaging biblical theology, Bob Reympaits out in the Preface to

his New Systematic Theology of the Christian FéiNklson, 1998), that whereas biblical

theology views Holy Scripture as anfolding revelation, systematic theology sees it as a
completedrevelation. Or to use a phragseom Gresham Machen, systematic theojospeks

G2 asSi FT2NIK Vi RINHWAWR (i2dz2R AR 4Kl (KAa 2 2NR
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with postY 2 R S NJ/deriia¥aR & metanarrative. If ever there wan age crying out for a

confident, thoughhumble, return to the ringing affirmations of the historic confessions of

the ReformedChurch, it is now.

The Free Church is unapologetically, though not always consistently, a confessiorci.

At ordination2 dzZNJ YAYA&AGSNB YR St RSNBE beegellielwNdY WL
doctrine contained in the Confession of Faith, approven by for@eneral Assemblies of

this Church to be the truths of God; and | do own the samé &S O2y FSaaAizy 27
We like to see this as something that justifies gaparation from other churches. But, let us

remind ourselves, separation was preciselfgat the Westminster Confession of Faith was
designed to avoid.

The Confession of Faith was devised to counter theopnfar liturgical innovationsof

Archbishop Laud in the 1630s which precipitated civil war in England. It wasopart
programme aimed at restructuring the Church on a Presbyterian modelfolgyng a
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Although the great Presbyterian unity project proved a forlorn hope, neveagbieved, it

reminds us that aNJ A & 2 yof tReQ/@eétNiltster Confession of Faitvas as a bond of

unity, not asa basis of factionalism. How differently things hauened out. Perhaps few
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Cromwell, Puritans and Presbyterians. Withoutdny means endorsing all its sentiment

some of its lines suggest that little habanged in Presbyterian circles over the last 300

years. Butler describes his fictior@lomwellian soldier as,

Xt NBaoeidSNRIFY (NHzS of dzsST
For he was of that stubborn crew

Of errant saints, whom all men grant

To ke the true Church Militant;

And prove their doctrine orthodox
By apostolic blows and knocks;
Call fire and sword and desolation,
A godly thorough reformation,
Which always must be carried on,
And still be doing, never done;

As if religion were intended

Fa nothing else but to be mended.

Although it is a case of the pot calling the kettle black, Richard Dawkins never faiitm

us that religion is contentious. He is not wrong. Historically, religtolesance has been
conspicuous by its rarity. Theshory of Scottish Presbyterianisis particularly scandalous.
Today there are seven denominations in Scotland alvieich have as their subordinate
standard, the Westminster Confession of Faith. Fofethese adhere so strictly to the
Confession that thex is no point of doctrinabifference between them. Yet, we find it
difficult to work together, worship togethe2 NJ aA 4G | 0 GKS [ 2NRQ& ¢F of S
that during the period of mosintense Presbyterian disintegration, from the Disruptioh o
1843 to the year 200@Ghurch attendance in Scotland fell through the floor. Perhaps it could
be argued thatconfessional Presbyterianism, down to the present day, is possessed of a
maligngenius for frustrating the prayer of its Lord for the visibletyiif his people.

If the history of confessionalism is as fraught with trouble as it seems to be, doe=ait

that a desire to unite around definable propositions of truth is suspect? Taer¢hose who

g2dzZZ R areé Al g2dZ R 0 S-YLIRS DS WN®iplRadbete yoRER2 SOG
Bible alone. But the liberal spirit which rejects the Confessiaa a tendency to elevate

reason above Scripture. It shifts, adjusts and accommodétebeology to the spirit of the

age and the eddying winds dfange with all thananoeuvrability of a kite and with as little

stability. Liberals, like Father Gregddaum, insist that the Church cannot go on repeating

the absolute claims of Newestament and ancient Church teaching. They want the Church

to engage indialogueNJ G KSNJ GKFyYy Ay YAaaizya FT2N KAa
partners, includink SNE St F> FTNRY (KS ARS2f23A0Ff RST2NYXY

It is important we do not duck the allegation that confessions constrain, bucklebend
truth to force it within the straighjacket of theological propositions andistorical
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perspectives. It may indeed have such an effect. It is therefore imperttateconfession
makers and confession users do not forget that no confession is &ddvated to the g&atus
of a supreme standard and afforded an authority that beloagslusively to Holy Scripture.
Confessions are derived from Scripture and to it tlaeg subordinate. That is why in their
preface toThe Scots Confessiofi 1560 thecompliers famously léfthemselves open to
correction and revision:

if any man will note in this our confession any article or sentence repudoitpd's
holy word, that it would please him of his gentleness, andGbristian charity's sake,
to admonish us of the same in wng; and we, of ouhonour and fidelity, do promise
unto him satisfaction from the mouth of Gaghat is, from his holy scriptures), or
else reformation of that which he shalfove to be amiss.

But Baum and his like are wrong. There is no evidence tletdmstruction osummaries of
Christian truth is itself unhelpful nor are they inevitably prone to distbg truth they set
out to display. Indeed, their usefulness is so proven that theyahrmst as old as the Church
AGasSt T t I dzZ Qprovideledidedcdlbff sayibgedhsiérdd Srastworthy and
deserving of full acceptance. The sajpostolic Churchhad its creeds, the Reformation its
confessions and catechisms, and the twentiegntury church has produced its Barmen
Declarations and its Laaisne CovenantdAll of which reflect a serious intention to apply the
message of Holy Scripture to tloentemporary situation. It is by so doing that the Church
fulfils what Calvirunderstood to be the first mark of the Church, the faithful communication
of the Wordof God.

For John Calvin an authentic Church bore three distinguishing marks: thereaehing of

the Word, the proper administration of the sacraments, and also feghful exercise of

Church discipline. The 1647 General Assembly of the Ghafri§cotland, having subjected

the Westminster Confession of Faith to thorough scrutiné, JLIN2 3SR A G | a Wl 3N
g2NR 2F D2RIQ |IYyR ¢St OaybRke AyRA VBRAN (KSOI
suppressing of the many dangerous errors dreteda A Sa 2F (K2aS GAYSaQ
strengthening of the true reformed religidn 3 Ay a4 GKS O2YY2y SySYASa
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antiquated, harsh and judgmental to modern earset Yespite the resonancesf its
seventeenth century vocabulary, the 1647 Assembly has something importaaytdo us

gS® 2KAfald ¢S YI& NRIKGEE 20285 isciences wittkk S 3 NJ
formulations of the minutiae of doctrine and praae, and whilst wadeplore heavyhanded

and inept applications of discipline, there can be no denyirag to the Church Christ has
committed the task not only of teaching his Word kalso of upholding, at least within its

own ranks, definable standasdof truth andrighteousness. Integrity will not, therefore,

allow our relationship to the Confession ttegenerate into a subjective and sentimental
attachment to an historical documeniyhose teaching can be rejected at will where it is not

deemed to bedng to somedzy RSTAY SR Wadzoaildl yoS 2F (GKS CFAGI
which the doctrineof the deity of Christ was once rejected by a minister on the pious
sounding but utterlyspecious grounds that although the Confession clearly taught iHiblg

Spirit had notyet commended it to his understanding.

Confessional integrity requires that theological and moral boundaries be sahantained.
They must not be the narrowest and most restrictive, they must aldmme degree of
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latitude and generasgy, but they must be defined and held to. Fran&8shaeffer used to
illustrate this by likening truth to a table top rather than a pyranidslender pyramid allows
room only for one interpretation to stand, from which mbssent can be tolerated. A table
top allows room for a number of interpretations butgvertheless, has clearly demarcated
sides over which it is possible to fall. Muchvees must love and promote the peace of the
Church, we must also be jealous of thrity of the Church, for nothingobs the Church of
its peace more than impurity, idoctrine and life.

A third reason why | would insist that a restructured Church be confessional isniksibn

lies at the very heart of a confessing Church. By calling itself confessiohatch is infact

saying that it is a missionary church and accepts the commissiaortfess Christ and his

gospel before the unbelieving world. This point was not lostto compilers of the 1560

Scots Confessioithe first substantive paragraph of tReeface openg A 1 K (1 KS g2 NRayY
have we thirsted, dear brethren, to have notifieshto the world the sum of that doctrine
GKAOK ¢S LINPTSaaoQ

In his review of the classical uses of Church confessions, Clement Grahabséasd:

If we have been right in attributingonfessioamaking in part to the joy adliscovery,
this is joy which the Christian wishes to become infectious.mae who has studied
the Word of God and compared the Confession of Faittih it makes a happy
declaration when he acknowledges it as hwsne but hishappiness is increased by
sharing.

The Credibility of a Compassionate Church

After two thousand years of Christian values we take it for granted that compassen is
divine attribute and therefore the appropriate Christian response to suffesimgneed. We
may fail to grasp how radical to the ancient world was the ideaadrapassionate God. To a
Stoic the supreme attribute of God wapetheig the negation of feeling. By remaining
unaffected by human joys or sorrows, by puttihgnself beyondthe reach of anything
2dziaA RS KAYAaSt T majetisafly alpaf, 2id dipfity seelge Rhis #ranscendence
unchallenged. But, for all himajesty, such a god neither heard the prayers of his people, nor
was touched by theiplight. Those who bar his image banished from their mind all thought
of compassio2 NJ YSNODed 2 KSy (N} 3ISRe &aidNHzO|1 GKS& RAF
the Good News of Jesus Christ. It spoke of a God of love and a Saviour who wasantioved
compassion for the giht of ordinary people.

I OO2NRAY3I (2 GKS 3I2aLJStaz WSadza gl acrody2 SR ¢
who had come to hear him was hungry and thirsty or appeared leaderless ghéi (1 = Wt A |
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individuals. He saw a widow woman, two blind men, a lepmsferer or an epileptic, and
gl a WY2OSR gAU0K O2YLI aabyzhy gospél viNdrsivikidyamvegsk S ¢ 2
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Our Lord was moved by the whole spectrum of human suffering. He waspatient with
human superficiality, or annoyed by thoughtlessness, or angeretedklessness. He was
moved with pity. Jesus ascribes such compass$mohis FatherHe vividly portrays how a
destitute and profligate son, wearily trudging homewaieng a dusty road in the heat of
the day, is seen a long way off. Moved dympassion, the waiting father abandons all his
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patriarchal dignity and runs tmeet him, throwing his arms around his neck, he kisses him.
There are no recriminationgll the mistakes of the past are forgiven and forgotten. The
Father who has beemvaiting all this time does not want his son to live in his presence
burdened with regrets for the past. In his immense compassion, he banishes all his
faithlessness intdhe abyss of infinity: As far as the east is from the west, so far does he
remove ourtransgressions from us. How wonderful. What amazing grace! Here are the
essentialattributes for faithful mission; keen observation that sees human need and holistic
compassion that does something about it. This is the example to follow:

A frequent accusation levelled at Confessional churches like us is that we are nibiatike
What we ae, it is said, is narrouninded, censorious and heartless. Nondoctrinaamed
broad-minded liberalism is seen as much more sympathetic kindly. Such an accusation
cannot be dismissed out of hand, nor dare we deny lveee gained notoriety for being
stern, legalistic and overcritical. Our church lifeseen as austere, lacking in warmth and
compassion. Naturally, we deeply resent sacportrayal. We want to argue that it is unfair
and inaccurate and ignores a hugeservoir of love and compassion, warnahd sympathy.
Yet we would be wise tbheed what is said and demonstrate by our deeds rather than our
words that it is acaricature.

In a stimulating essay on Motivation in Christian Behaviour, Dennis Winter aigises

Saints [he uses the word in a noechnical sense to mean exempla@hristians],
saints rather than theologians give the clue to the innermost hedrChristianity.
This is not, however, to say that behaviour rather than bekethe core of true
religion, but rather that the saint goedgsificantly beyondthe conventions and
standards of his own time, and so gives us a glimpsthefinner springs of his
religious life rather than the words which express ths.

It was precisely to encourage Christians to demonstrate the authentitsheir faith in
action and reveal the inner springs of their religious life that James wrote:

What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does notvinarks?
Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed laddng in daily
food, and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warawedl filled,"” without
giving them the things needed for the body, what goothat? So also faith by itself,
if it does not have works, is dead. But someamié say, "You have faitand | have
works." Show me your faith apart froyour works, and | will show you my faith by
my works.

Earlier James defined the true religion of which God approves, as a religion of raeed,
word only:

Religion that is pure and undefiled before God ahd Father is this: to visdrphans
and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained fromwiosld.

| find something deeply disturbing in the way these words cut across our cherished
understanding of normal Christianity. We may be ready toceale that faith thaexists only

in the intellect is bogus, and that Joseph Hart was true when he wiotétizS NBf A IA 2y Q
than notion, something must be known and fét Jameshallenges us to go one step

further, insisting that it is not the secrenysticalencounter between our souls and God that
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is true religion, what really counts is tlmutward, practical, visible, tangible expression of

such encounter. Religion that ikttle more than listening to preaching at services,
communions and conferees, andthen talking about it afterwards in fellowships is little

more than worthless. Indeedames goes further and shocks us by telling us that the true
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people are found and where we run a risk of getting our hands dirty by contact with the

world.

God will hold us accountable for all we hear and read and if our output in good deeds,
practical Christian service, social involvement and works of compassion doesjusltthe
input we have received, he will want to know the reason why.

The early Church was renowned for its practical expressions of love and comp#gstorg
in the 1st century, Clement of Rome counselled:

Let the strong take care of the weak; letethweak respect the strong. Let thieh
man minister to the poor man; let the poor man give thanks to God thagde him
one through whom his need might be satisfied. Let the wise mmaanifest his
wisdom not in words but in good deeds.

Even sneering, cyeal pagans could not fail to notice. One of the earliest survipiagan
depictions of the Christian community is a satire from the pen of Luciéanfosata, who
died about 180 AD. Iithe Passing of Peregritus 2y S 2 F fiistka&elsg theNdiaiR Q &
character, Proteus, takes advantage of the generosity gultibility of the Christians but his
plan backfires; he is arrested and imprisonedas of them. Lucian continues the story:

The Christians, regarding the affair as a great misfortune, set inrometeryeffort

to rescue him. Then, when this was impossible, every other attentias paid him,
not cursorily but diligently. At dawn there were to be segaiting at the prison aged
widows and orphan children. Varied meals wémeught in, and theisacred words
were spoken... There were some even fraire cities in Asia who came, the
Christians sending them from their commémd to succour, defend, and encourage
the man. They exhibit extraordinatyaste whenever one of them becomes such a
public vctim, for in no time theyavish their all.
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Therefore, any church desiring to have its message taken seriously must nad@Esae

break with legalism and laak love. Francis Schaeffer repeatedly challengedo see the

apologetic and evangelistic value of demonstrative love, such asattlieal hospitality he
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was neve an abstract theorizing about truth. HRJr 8 A A2yl 6 St & o6St ASOSR
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cherished mark of a reconstructdétesbyterian Church in Scotland.

The Impact of a Contextual Church

| sometimes fear that in constructing and organising church life we often act asahthreh
exists for the benefit of its members. As a consequence those with strong Jemsit loudly
expressed views block necessary change to the literamistry of theChurch as it seeks to
serve the community in which it is placed. Outside many ofawrches are notice boards

Reprinted by Forward Together, with permission.



which welcome visitors to our services, but litHecommodation is made to them and they
are expected to take us as they fiod.

God, on the other hand, acts very differently. Nowhere in Scripture is this mladeesr than
in the doctrine of the incarnation. In hiShe Person of Chrifonald Macleod movingly
summarises the significance of incarnation for the Son of God:

Incarration meant a whole new set of relationships: with his father amather; with

his brothers and sisters; with his disciples; with the scribes,Rharisees and the
Sadducees; with Roman soldiers, lepers and prostituteswds within these
relationships hat he lived his incarnate life, experiencirgpin, poverty and

temptation; witnessing squalor and brutality; hearingscenities and profanities and

the hopeless cry of the oppressed. He liveat in sublime detachment or in ascetic
Aaz2fl GA2yEQ diia VORETKWVHEESE t 8YOY ONRSRSRI K
molested. No large estate gavem space, no financial capital guaranteed his daily

bread, no personal staffrotected him from interruptions and no power or influence

protected himfrominjusi A OS® | S &l @SR dza FTNRBY |2y 3aAF

In other words, Christ is the archetypal Comforter, the original Paraclete, who comes
alongside us to befriend us, encourage and empower us and, ultimately, to save us. So
concerned was he that gospel ministry shoul@ lzonducted in this gracious and
accommodating spirit that he assured his disciples that after his ascension teather, he

would send the Holy Spirit as another Comforter, another of the same Khilippians 2,

the Scripture passage that most powelrfd &€ & Siéa 2 dzi hukilyh Seiviosd YA Y A
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last few years at Greyfriars, we have been discovering ithate desire growth we must
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traditional practices when they are unhelpful iorelevant to those we seek to win. We have

also discovered how wonderfully resilieate the old and cherished values, how regdiiey

survive even the radical changescessary for effective ministry.

Congregations unwilling to change will cease to exist as effective centres of Christian
AYyFEdzSyOSe® L R2y QG (y2¢ lo2dzi &2dzx o6dzii L KI
member d a terminally declining church with a dwindling influence. A Church hlaat an

ambition as to win the nation for Christ in the next thirteen years must be djpefar

reaching change. It dare not tinker with a few cosmetic modifications heretlagre, but

must embrace a through systemic overhaul of its attitudes, institutisigjctures and

practices. This ought not to shock or surprise, least of all discourag€hiss.is but the

application of the doctrine of sanctification beyond the limits of puwate lives to achieve

the renewal and reformation of our corporate life ags@enant community.

Traditionalists, however, fear and dislike such language. To them it smacksnpfomise,

of altering the gospel to make it more acceptable. Yet it is gelgarthat both Christ and

the Apostles adapted their words to the different audiencestheR RNBE 4 a SR WS a dza Q
with Nicodemus was very different to his conversatorh 0 K G KS {FYFINAGFIYy &
approach to the Jewish people who had the Hebi®eviptures was fundamentally different

to the way be addressed his gentile audienagbp did not. Neither adapted their message

to the prejudices and tastes of theaudiences to make it more palatable. They adapted their
message to make it monenderstardable.
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Contextualisation is nothing more, though nothing less, than a call to take the pémple

whom we witness seriously. A quotation that has consistently challengedrespided me

throughout the 35 years of my ministry, both pastoral and missiona@, N2 ¥ Wod | & . | @
Introduction to the Science of Missions
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people, and to preach the gospel pure and simple, without any applicatidheir

specific characteristics History has shown that such a procedure is
guestionable...such a method does not take seriously enough the peoplehton

one speaks. God, in contrast, takes us, and those to whom we spegkseriously,

and as his ministers we ought to do the samestidict,disembodied and histoHess

sinners do not exist; only very concrete sinnexsst, whose sinful life is determined

and characterised by all sorts of cultutaly R KA &AG2NAROFt FI Ol 2 NA X
32343LJSt 2F D2 RQa& todnedwiol8 mak,yin hw Soaialede existendd, & (

his everyday environment. It sbviously then a great error on my part if | do not
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Christ accommodated himself to us, he spoke our language, he at&odr he wore our

clothes, he assumed our nature in indissoluble union with his divatare, he experienced

our temptations, he carried our sorrows and he bore our ditesdid not rguire us to adapt

to him. He took us as we were. We, in turn, can magedemands on those with whom we

share the Good News. But whatever may be thst for us in terms of our status, identity or
reputation, the investment will bevorthwhile if throughit men and women of Scotland are

led in faith to love and serv€hrist at home and overseas.

John S Ross

Inverness
1st May, 2007
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