CHANGES IN WORSHIP IN THE FREE CHURCH: A CRITIQUE
So, it has happened. The Free Church after a period of reflection and debate has agreed – albeit narrowly – to overturn its erstwhile distinctive stance of worship. Hitherto, apart from the last quarter of the 19th Century, the Church has only used inspired materials of praise without instrumental accompaniment. That has now been abandoned. That Church no longer accepts ‘purity of worship’ as formerly understood and practised in the Church. Now congregations will have the option to have paraphrases, hymns and instruments. There is no principle in the Church to forbid that. It has clearly been a revolutionary moment for the Free Church.

For some this will be a joyous day. They will say, “Good, not before time.” There will be those who will happily say that now the Church has come into the ‘modern age’ and can now be a more attractive Church in the way it worships. For others, this writer included, it is a sad day. It is a sad day because it is part of the deformation in worship. It is a sad day because it causes a breach in the fellowship of those Churches who rejoice in the Apostolic and Reformation heritage of unaccompanied psalm-singing. But why is this such a serious issue? For the following reasons:

(1) It is discontinuous. It is a repudiation of the worship principles upon which the Reformed Church in Scotland and the Free Church in particular were established. The admission of uninspired materials of praise and instrumental music in the Presbyterian churches on the 19th century was discontinuous with the reformation heritage. The Free Church post-1900 restored that continuity. But now the ‘new’ Free Church has accepted a discontinuous position. It is not only a breach with the reformation heritage of sola scriptura – the sufficiency of Scripture for doctrine, worship, government and practice – it also distances itself from the New Testament pattern which knows nothing of merely human compositions in praise nor instrumental accompaniment. The Churches which use other than psalms use materials other than those used by the Lord, the Apostles, and the Reformed Church of John Calvin and John Knox. This change in the present day Free Church is also a breach in the fellowship of like-minded psalm-singing Churches eschewing instrumental accompaniment. That is also a sad feature of this change of position.

(2) It is divisive. The very fact of such a relatively narrow vote (98-84) will itself indicate how divisive the issue is in the Free Church. There is nothing near unanimity. It is tailor-made for continuing strife as people of different camps struggle to establish a real unanimity and harmony. Think of the debates that will ensue as to which paraphrases or hymns will be ‘acceptable.’ Think of the awkwardness of men convinced by the principles they vowed to uphold being involved in congregational worship or other gatherings where a style of worship has been adopted which is at odds with these principles. Think of the congregations in which many elders and people – a minority – do not wish to have new things foisted on them. Think of the uncertainties about the nature of new songs adopted and the impact on the ethos and piety of the Church. What will be distinctive of the Church? No doubt people have lived with such things since the introduction of hymns and organs in the late 19th Century in Scottish Presbyterianism. Unhappily the period since the end of the 19th Century has been one of steep decline. That cannot be put down to plumping for hymns and organs of course. But it does relate to a loss of confidence in the sole authority of the Scriptures as the inspired and inerrant Word of God. But is this really the way for recovery of a Biblical faith and worship? 
(3) It is destructive of uniformity in worship.  One of the sad features or implications of the change in the practise and principles of worship is that it undermines the uniformity of worship within the Free Church. Uniformity of worship is clearly something writ large in the Scriptures. Here is the highest exercise of people on this earth in which they will be expected happily to gather and engage in the worship of God together in a unifying way. But the decision made in the Free Church injects complete dis-uniformity or diversity into worship forms. Particularly the sung praise is that item in the worship of God in which all worshippers will be expected to engage without any reservations or troubles with conscience. But that has been undermined by this decision of this Free plenary Assembly. Uniformity of worship was always a feature of the Scottish Reformed Church. But this decision is a recipe ecclesiastically for every congregation to do what is right in its own eyes. One of the features of the Biblical Psalms is not only the strong Christological element in them, but also the fact that they are basis for complete harmony throughout the Church in worship. This has inevitably been seriously undermined by this decision of the Free Church. Presumably the reference to “uniformity of worship and of the administration of all public ordinances” in the questions put to elders and deacons according to the present form will be dropped.
(4) It is a repudiation of ‘purity of worship.’ The idea of purity of worship simply involved a claim that the elements of worship were in line with biblical teaching and warrant. Many in the Free Church have come to dispute that there is only warrant for the use of biblical materials as the exclusive content of sung praise in Christian worship. The Free Church must now be considered as detaching itself from the notion of ‘purity of worship.’ It can no longer now testify to undisputed God-centred materials of praise; praise items which derive from the immediate inspiration of the Holy Spirit of God, or what we might call ‘canonical praise.’ It remains to be seen just what praise items are adopted in the Free Church and to what extent it will be ‘authorised.’ That itself one suspects will be a highly contentious issue in the Free Church unless there is a docile acceptance of this radical change among those previously unsympathetic to it. Presumably the reference to the “purity of worship presently authorized and practised in this Church” in the questions to office-bearers on admission to office will be dropped.
(5) It has been a dishonourable process. The question may be asked as to how this change came about. Presumably there were on the one hand ministers and elders who were admitted to office in the Church who were not convinced by the principles or practises governing worship as previously authorized and practised in the Church. On the other hand there may have been many who did not appreciate the principles involved or the binding nature of vows taken on admission to office. However it may be, what is clear is that positions taken on worship in arriving at the decision to overturn previous practises are at variance with vows previously taken to uphold the present practise of the Church. At licensing the probationer vows to “sincerely own the purity of worship presently authorized and practised in this Church” and promises that he “shall follow no divisive courses from the doctrine, worship, discipline, and government of this Church” and to “conform yourself to the said worship, and submit [himself] to the said discipline and government of this Church, and not endeavour, directly or indirectly, the prejudice or subversion of the same.” In the questions at Ordination the vow is taken to assert maintain and defend the “purity of worship as presently practised in this Church.” And the Formula which is signed by all office-bearers at admission declares that they “conform [themselves] to the said worship” and promise to follow no divisive course from it. No-one can pretend that a change from unaccompanied use of inspired materials of praise to the use of human hymns and instrumental music is not at odds with these vows. This much is recognise in Reports presented to the plenary Assembly. So what would you expect to happen when someone has a problem with the present practise? It cannot be changed without changing in some degree the position and testimony of the church. A person with a problem with their vows would need to approach their Presbytery to have his questions addressed. If they are not dealt with so as to satisfy the issues he has he must resign and join a Church or form a Church with whose position he has no such issues. Why should a Church change for people who have actually dishonoured vows taken on admission to office? This is a serious issue in this present change in the Free Church. But the history of the post-1900 Free Church ought to have made these matters of creedal subscription clear.
It has been disappointing to read arguments trotted out by advocates of changes in worship which were presented and well answered in the past. It is sad that the Free Church has now changed a position which was so robustly defended and maintained by those who continued the Free Church testimony after 1900 at terrific cost. It does change the ecclesiastical map of Scotland in that it affects the largest of the smaller constitutional conservative Presbyterians. The Free Presbyterians, Reformed Presbyterians and Associated Presbyterians still maintain the principle of unaccompanied psalmody. So does the Free Church Continuing, as the smaller part of the division in the Free Church in 2000, is named. There is no doubt, however, that whatever its status in the eyes of the law, de facto it is maintaining the principles of the post 1900 Free Church more faithfully and robustly than the majority, which sadly, by its decision on 19th November has departed from its heritage in worship and its integrity in confessional subscription.
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