
10th February 2022 
 

Ecumenism  
 

“And all that believed were together, and had all things in common?” 
Bible, Acts 2:44 

 

There’s a famous picture, prints of which hang in the vestries of many 

Church of Scotland churches, of “The Disruption” of 1843. It was painted 

by Octavius Hill (who died in 1870) and is usually labelled “The First 

General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland: Signing the Act of 

Separation and Deed of Separation. At Tanfield, Edinburgh, May 1843.” 

The history of Presbyterianism is riddled with schisms and 

separations – too complicated to detail here. The Disruption of 1843 is the 

major one. 121 ministers and 73 elders walked out of the General 

Assembly of the Church of Scotland. Eventually, 474 ministers out of 1200, 

and about one third of the membership of the National church, left to 

form what would be known as The Free Church of Scotland.  

It was an act of great sacrifice and courage. Leaving the Church of 

Scotland was often at a great personal cost. Ministers gave up manses, 

church buildings and stipends, without knowing how their families and 

congregations were to be provided for. Many congregations had no 

buildings to worship in. They met in a variety of places: a coal mine, the 

beach, the hillsides, even on a floating church built for a homeless 

congregation! They did it because they wished to assert the “spiritual 

freedom of the Church”. Great sacrifice and courage indeed.  

So here are some questions: Might we not exercise the same 

sacrifice and courage now? Can we build a future for the Church based on 

principles and spiritual freedom, not of disruption, but of togetherness? 

When will schism and separation give way to ecumenism? Is there not the 

same urgency in the whole Christian Church now, all denominations 

together, as there was in the mid-19th century – and even more so? Are 

risk-taking, courage and sacrifice beyond us, or are we content to confine 

it to another age and time? While we continue to look at structures, 

purpose, governance and sustainability, will we continue to “disrupt” 

God’s will for oneness under His Grace? When will we truly be the Church 

where “all that believed were together, and had all things in common”? 
 

A prayer for today 

“All who believed were together.” And where are we? Amen 
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