
FINLAY MACDONALD 

Moderator, 

I have the honour to introduce this Overture with strong backing from the Presbytery of 
Melrose and Peebles and, with your agreement, I propose to share this introduction with 
Mrs Isobel Hunter, an elder in the Upper Tweeddale congregations. As I am a commissioner 
I will, in due course, move the deliverance on the Overture. 

The text as printed narrates the Church’s rather turbulent relationship with the Westminster 
Confession over nearly four centuries. In the late 1960s and early 70s proposals to vary that 
relationship secured overwhelming support, namely two successive General Assemblies and 
more than two-thirds of presbyteries in two successive years. However, despite these high 
approval ratings, the Assembly of 1974 chose to depart from the matter until a new 
Confession of Place was approved. In 1992 a new Statement of Faith was agreed – printed 
inside the back cover of Common Order. The question as to whether that met the 
requirement of the 1974 Assembly has never been put to the test.  

But let me just focus on one aspect which goes to the heart of the matter. 

The Declaratory Articles define the Confession as our subordinate standard – subordinate 
that is to our supreme rule of faith and life, the Word of God in the Scriptures of the Old and 
New Testaments. 

What does the term ‘subordinate standard suggest? At the very least we might expect a 
readily accessible document, setting out the basic tenets of the Christian faith – a text a 
minister could discuss with an enquirer, use as a basis for preparing new members, form 
part of preparation for the eldership. For many, that is not a description of the Westminster 
Confession today; yet because it is our subordinate standard, those being ordained are 
required to sign a formula declaring that they believe the fundamental doctrines expressed 
in the Confession- a text from the 1640s which has been significantly qualified by 
Declaratory Acts of 1879, 1892 and 94 and 1986 which, strictly speaking, ought to be read 
alongside the Confession. 

This is not to disrespect the Confession. The quotation from the late Alasdair Heron in 
section 1 of the Overture expresses both respect and concern. And it was both respect and 
concern which led those looking at the issue half a century ago to propose abandoning the 
concept of a subordinate standard, but still honouring the Confession, along with the earlier 
Scots Confession, as historic statements of the Reformed Faith by which the Church is 
guided.  They also offered a short summary of the faith to be read at services of ordination 
and induction, after which the ordinands would be asked to sign a formula affirming the 
fundamental doctrines expressed in that summary - a very clear, accessible and 
straightforward process. 



Mrs Hunter will now take up the presentation 

ISOBEL HUNTER 

Like many of you here I am an elder.  And, I suspect, like many of you here I needed some 
persuasion to take up that role. Having been convinced by my Minister and the Kirk Session 
that I was indeed wanted and that I could serve the church in this way, I then learnt about 
what was involved in the act of ordination. 

The Formula that must be signed was discussed and at this point the Westminster 
Confession of Faith was first mentioned.   My minister obtained copies for the two of us who 
were to be ordained elders and included a note which said among other things: 

This edition has made none of the recent changes to the more virulent anti-Catholic 
sentiments.   

I suspect this is a common misunderstanding, that current printed editions just skip the 
unacceptable bits, but no they are all there in the print, considerable research is required to 
find the bits we can exclude.  Although I do understand that there is an American edition 
with some of the more bizarre elements left out but which is still prefaced with a health 
warning for parents who might want to read it over with their children.  The Westminster 
Confession in print to which we all must swear, still speaks of the Elect, whom only shall be 
saved, and of the Pope as the Antichrist and worse.  Despite almost 400 years of disquiet 
and unease with this subordinate standard of faith it has not changed since it was written in 
the 17th century.  To give it context the Confession was adopted at a time when Scotland 
boasted of being the foremost burner of witches in Europe.  We have moved on from that. 

The note from my minister also said: 

Do not even try to read it all - and promise not to be put off for life. 

I did try to read it through, but ended up just grazing, as was recommended.  I suspect that 
even that may be more than most manage.   As far back as the 19th century concerns were 
being raised in this very hall that elders were signing the Formula without actually reading 
what they were signing up to. How much more is that likely to be true today.  I know that 
we have become used to ticking the box at the end of the small print as we sign up to 
unread terms and conditions, but surely ordination and our profession of faith should not be 
just a tick in a box.  I was advised not to read it all or risk being put off for life. 

We heard on Monday and again last night about how the church in Africa is confident in 
celebrating and sharing its faith and the assembly expressed a strong wish that we should 
emulate that.  The Westminster Confession, our subordinate standard of faith is not the 
document to enable that wish, to inspire our faith. 



Many of you will say, and indeed have said to me already this week this is not the time, 
there are far more important things to think about - we agree with you, but not this year. 
Let us wait till our buildings are sorted, our strategy is sorted, our finances are sorted.  But 
maybe this is the time to be radical after 400 years of unease to get the beliefs we as elders, 
readers, deacons and ministers swear to ‘sorted’?    

The Presbytery of Melrose and Peebles asks that this issue may be looked at again so that 
someone like myself contemplating ordination may be inspired for life not risk being put off 
for life. 

FINLAY MACDONALD 

Moderator, in moving the deliverance I would point out that the Presbytery is saying no 
more than that there is an issue here which merits consideration by the Theological Forum. 
Let me comment briefly on the sections of the deliverance. 

Recognising the considerable work done half a century ago, and the high level of support 
across the Church for what was being proposed then, we ask that the Forum re-visit the 
various reports of the time and assess them in light of current thinking; 

We further ask that the whole question of subordinate standards be reviewed, for it is that 
status that we consider problematic. We fear that the Church is not well served by a 
subordinate standard which, let’s be honest, is not taken seriously across the Church.  

Finally we note the idea of a Book of Confessions such as developed by the PCUSA and invite 
the Forum to assess the feasibility of such a project for the Church of Scotland; 

I understand from Dr MacEwan, with whom I have had helpful conversations on the matter, 
that he would be ready to receive this proposed remit. This, Moderator, is all we ask and, 
accordingly, I move the deliverance. 


