
Sermon from Sunday Service on 22 May 2011 

On this very day in 1843 the Church of Scotland suffered what became known as The Great Disruption. 450 
ministers broke away from the main body of the Church of Scotland over issues to do with Church and State. 
Ultimately some of those who left came back at a later date (in 1929 to be exact) but it was then that the Free 
Church of Scotland came into being. What was so important that as the new Moderator was taking the chair at 
the Assembly, 121 ministers and 73 elders (led by the outgoing Moderator) marched out of the Assembly Hall 
and reconvened in the Tanfield Hall under a new Moderator Thomas Chalmers? Well it was all about the 
foundations on which the Church was built. Of course it appeared to be about who had the right to choose a 
minister. The landlord or the head of state or the people, the congregations themselves. I say it appeared to be 
about that and now of course, the Church of Scotland adheres to the model that the Disruptors fought for and 
I was called to this Church here by those members who turned up to vote for me (thanks!). But what was it 
really about? Well of course there had been various issues that folks had kind of fallen out about, just as there 
are today but it was really about the foundations of our Church... 

 
Who is the head and the lord of our church? 
Who is the cornerstone on which our church is built? 

 
That was what the real argument was about. If the landlord or the head of state were the head of the Church, 
said those objectors in 1843, then they would have a perfect right to choose the minister for each congregation.. 
BUT if Jesus Christ is the head of the Church and the foundation stone on which our congregations are built 
then it is for that congregation, guided by the Holy Spirit, and by their fervent prayers alone to call the minister 
that they believe God has set aside for them at that particular time. In time the main body of the Church of 
Scotland, those left in the Assembly Hall in 1843, came to see things in the same light and after much careful 
negotiation and many years of struggle, the main bulk of the Church came back together to form what is now 
the Church of Scotland as we know it. It is a long time since any landlord was able to choose a minister for any 
of our churches and even now when a congregation elects a minister, that minister has to write a letter to the 
Presbytery to say that they have used no undue influence to be elected to that particular charge. No one 
other than the Holy Spirit has guided/cajoled or prepared the way for that call to be given. 
 
The Duke of Hamilton may well have built Lamlash Church, for instance. He may well have even laid the 
foundation stone himself but the real head and Lord of the Church, in Kilmory or Lamlash or Edinburgh or 
anywhere else for that matter, the real foundation stone is Jesus Christ. Because of that, whatever might 
happen at the General Assembly in this week to come, even if it is a repeat of the Great Disruption of 1843 
(albeit for different reasons perhaps), even if that were to happen, the Church cannot be destroyed. If a bolt of 
lightning (nothing would surprise me in this weather) were to strike the Church tonight our real Church would 
not be destroyed. It would continue somewhere, in some form because our foundation stone is a living one, 
our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Our reading from John is a familiar one, read and heard often at services of commemoration for someone who 
has died and on many other occasions. Jesus is answering the questions of his ever-puzzled disciples and our 
friend Thomas is in this reading as well. That same Thomas that we called 'Doubting Thomas' a few weeks 
ago. Here he is again, honest Thomas, saying what the others may well have been thinking but didn't like to 
ask! For me there really is something quite refreshing about Thomas. Jesus is getting all philosophical and 
telling the disciples that he is going to prepare the way for them, he's going to show them their future, he will 
go before them, and he says.. "And you know the way where I am going." You can just picture the scene. 
There they are listening, as ever, to their Lord and Master, rapt faces attending to his every word, and then 
Thomas breaks in and says. "I don't know where you're going, what on earth do you mean?" 
 
So Jesus turns to Thomas with these words. "I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the 
Father but by me. If you had known me, you would have known my Father also; henceforth you 
know him and have seen him." Okay! These amazing words, what did Jesus mean by them? We've heard 
them so often that maybe we've just not thought about them deeply enough, or maybe we have but find them 
difficult to take. 
 



I am the way. Have you ever been lost and asked for directions? Almost everyone here knows what that feels 
like. I certainly do. So when eventually we give up and have been driving around in circles for half an hour 
and we stop to ask directions, it's not always easy to remember the directions that a local gives you... 
right at the lights, third left off the roundabout, up the hill, past the garage, through the town centre, right then 
left then third on the right then left again and you can't miss it!!! Wouldn't it be so much easier if the person 
got into the car with you. That's just what Jesus meant. I AM the way, not "I'll show you the way" or "tell 
you the way". I AM the way. "For lo, I am with you always, to the end of the age." 
 
I am the truth. Well this is not such an easy one, is it? What is the truth? Is it different for everyone? We are 
not tolerant are we in our society of those who put themselves out there and try to tell us what to do. We expect 
them, as examples to be whiter than white. There is nothing worse for a politician is there, to have something 
less than savoury in his or her life exposed? We expect those who are responsible for our money or our safety 
or our health or our security, to act with integrity in their personal life as well as their public life. We don't like 
those who preach or teach to be exposed as less than worthy, do we? We expect those who offer us a moral 
lead to be above reproach. No one can do that, no one can be that, except for Jesus Christ. He IS the truth! Not, 
he will lead us to discover the truth, but he IS the truth. Through travelling through our lives with Christ we 
will come to know the truth of all things, eventually. 
 
I am the life. And the ultimate statement. What is it we seek above all things? More than knowledge or power 
or wealth or status? Some would say, 'love' perhaps? There is no greater love than that displayed by 
Christ in his life death and resurrection. He suffered for love of us, he died for love of us, he came back to 
us for love of us to show us that we are precious, that he is to be trusted, that through him we can live, live life 
in all its fullness now, here, but more than that. Life eternal is his gift. Through the love of Christ we are made 
fit people for life with God in eternity. No one has ever seen God but those disciples saw and touched and 
talked with Jesus Christ and through their account and their faith and their love we see God in Jesus Christ. We 
feel him. in our lives, going with us, sitting where we sit, crying when we cry, laughing with us when we're 
happy and holding our hands through each and every time of trial. 
 
We need to read the statement backwards to really understand it. I am the route to the Father for I am the way, 
I am the truth and I am the life. 
 

Whatever happens at the General Assembly, the church of Jesus Christ can never be destroyed, for he is the 
foundation stone of all that we believe and always will be no matter what happens to us or to our institutions or 
buildings. In him we move and live. Amen 


