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DOES THE ROUND TOWER TOTTER?1 

PRIMARY QUESTION : 

Brechin Cathedral has very much understood its role over the centuries as providing Christian 

rituals and practices for a predominantly Christian society. In a landscape within which the 

scenery of Christendom is beginning to both fracture and topple2, can this community of 

faith evolve these historical practices through a renewed understanding of the relevance 

and power of God’s present and coming kingdom3? 

100 WORD ABSTRACT : 

To examine the practices of Brechin Cathedral, current and historical, and in setting these 

against the Biblical motif of God’s Kingdom, to ascertain which of these are congruent with 

that Kingdom and should therefore inform our future Christian witness. Utilising both 

extensive archive material as well as interviews with self-selected members of the current 

congregation, previous incumbents, and key figures within the local community, I will seek 

to discover which past practices may need to be helpfully resurrected for the gospel story still 

to be heard through the narrative of the congregation in our increasingly secular age. 

THESIS STATEMENT : 

The ending of the Christendom chapter in our narrative need not mark the end of the 

congregation’s own gospel story. For an eschatologically driven community our future should 

impact upon our present, and our past. If the Church’s direction of travel(it’s goal or telos) is 

indeed (as I will contend) towards the Kingdom of God, then practices that reflect that 

                                                            
1 The Round Tower in the Cathedral grounds dates from c.970 and is the only remaining extant feature of the 
original Celtic monastery upon the site. The original purpose was thought to be as a defence against the Viking 
incursions from the North Sea. It is the symbol of Christendom for the town, even today. 
2 For my short excursus on the process of secularization, see below. 
3 For a definition of my particular understanding of “kingdom”, refer to the section on the Biblical and 
theological framework. 
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Kingdom and its values are not simply to be found in the Church’s eschatological future, but 

also ought to exist in its past and its present witness too. Embedded within the Cathedral’s 

past are practices that can be maintained, rediscovered and revived which may yet witness to 

God’s Kingdom within the new scenario in which Christendom is no longer so dominant.  

WORKING HYPOTHESIS : 

The narrative of our past history as a congregation need not necessarily be abandoned in our 

witness and mission to future generations. The clues to the ways in which the congregation 

can convey the gospel in the future lies within our past narrative, particularly when we have 

been faithful to an eschatological imperative or driver. Where we are, or have been, faithful 

to the vision of the Kingdom of God, the metanarrative4 of the gospel can continue to be told 

through the story of Brechin Cathedral. 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE: 

The Church stands at an intersection in the road, in two senses. Theologically, the 

Church stands at the crossroads in salvation history between the saving events of the 

incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which lie behind it in its pilgrimage, 

and the promised and inaugurated kingdom of God, the culmination of which still lies ahead. 

Ecclesiologically, the Church has reached yet another crossroads in its long pilgrimage of 

twists and turns. The old certainties of Christendom are to some extent giving way within 

Western Europe and the Church finds itself now facing an unfamiliar and somewhat 

                                                            
4 If the Church is indeed (as I have contended elsewhere) a narrative community, there are stories within it 
working at multiple levels. There is the faith story of the individual believer, what I call the “disciple story”; 
there is the story of the congregation, which is the primary focus of this project; there is the denomination’s 
story, in which the congregation has played a part. The metanarrative, which I refer to throughout this 
proposal, is for me the story of Salvation, the story of God’s acts amongst His people. It is the overarching story 
within which all these other stories are contained. I am indebted to Gabriel Fackre’s work The Christian Story 
(Grand Rapids, Wm Eerdmans, 1978) for his help in defining these terms.   
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frightening post-modern landscape5. The traditional position and influence of the Church 

upon society in the western world appears to be rapidly diminishing. For example, the days 

are long gone when coverage of the work of the General Assembly received widespread 

coverage on television or in pastoral situations (even with Church members) pastors might 

assume a basic knowledge of Biblical narratives against which to set an interpretation of their 

own life situations.6 We can no longer assume, as perhaps the Church in Scotland has 

sometimes done in the past, that the population has a working knowledge of even the basics 

of the Christian narrative. While I will recognise within the project itself that there is no clear 

consensus amongst scholars on how widespread or definite this process of “secularization” is 

(the “final verdict” still being awaited), I will explore the issue relative to my own context 

through such authors as Grace Davie7, David Martin8, Steve Bruce9 and Talal Asad10.  

Whatever the final consensus on this process of secularization, the Kirk has begun to 

realise it no longer dominates the stage of Scotland in ways it did in the past11 and this has 

resulted in many within the Church becoming either increasingly despairing or fearful of the 

future. Yet I believe we can still be hopeful about the Church’s future in the West, for the 

God who was faithful to His people in the past will still be faithful to us in the future. We are 

still surrounded and more, being encouraged, by that invisible multitude, the communion of 

                                                            
5 If the Church is regarded as a narrative community, the scenery against which the Church is currently playing 
its role is the rather shaky scenery of Christendom. In Scotland, it would not yet be accurate to describe us as 
“post‐Christendom” since vestiges still remain, especially in the Kirk. Indeed, there are some who see the 
Church’s role in the story to be to preserve and bolster the old scenery, rather than focus upon the 
performance of the metanarrative. One example of this within the Church is in the money and time sometimes 
still invested in maintaining buildings where congregational life has dwindled to a minimum sustainable level. 
6 A recent and startling illustration of this from one of my colleagues came via a Primary 5 class who asserted 
that it was Santa whose birth we celebrated at Christmas. 
7 Grace Davie Religion in Britain since 1945 (Oxford, Blackwell Publishing) 1994; Davie, Heelas & Woodhead 
editors Predicting Religion (Aldershot, Ashgate) 2003 
8 David Martin A general theory of Secularisation (Oxford, Basil Blackwell) 1978; Martin The Future of 
Christianity (Aldershot, Ashgate) 2011; Martin Religious and Secular (Aldershot, Ashgate) 1969 
9 Steve Bruce God is Dead : Secularization in the West (Blackwell) 2002; Religion in the Modern World (Oxford 
University Press) 1996 
10 Talal Asad Formations of the Secular (Stanford University Press) 2003 
11 One good example of this recently is the debate over what the Church of Scotland’s place would be in an 
independent Scotland. It is no longer assumed it would have a role as “chaplain to the nation”. 
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saints.12 There is constancy to the kerygma.13 It is this link between our past and our 

eschatological future that I hope to show through this project.  

Therefore the purpose of this project is to utilise the extensive history of my 

congregation to discern which historical practices from Christendom can still have validity 

and spiritual power in this new era. Need we necessarily pursue the road of abandoning all of 

our history in an attempt, through novel gimmicks or slick programs, to reach today’s 

people?14 I will argue that buried deep within our historical mine are some rich strata of 

practices from our past that we can unearth as treasures for today and tomorrow’s Church. 

These old practices can be made new in our future witness to the gospel metanarrative. My 

contention is that our story as a congregation can and will continue where, having discerned 

these historical practices, we glean which of these best reflect that eschatological kingdom of 

God and are thus congruent with the metanarrative of the gospel. My argument will be that 

where the Church is faithful in its historical practices to the gospel of Jesus Christ, and the 

eschatological Kingdom He proclaimed, we truly are living the Kingdom in our midst. The 

Kingdom of God has to some degree become realised in these “eschatological practices”15 in 

a similar way to its realisation in the person, work and ministry of Jesus Christ. In our 

“congruent” practices we are truly heirs of His eschatological proclamation, though often this 

may be hidden from our sight. These “congruent” practices, embedded in our tradition and 

history, yet reflecting too the eschatological reality of God’s kingdom, are the ones I will 

present as offering my congregation (and perhaps others too) with a hopeful vision for our 

future. 

                                                            
12 Hebrews 12:1 
13 Hebrews 13:8 
14 This was one of the criticisms of the recent process within the Church of Scotland called “Church without 
walls”. Many felt that while it rightly identified the problems we faced the solutions it proposed lacked 
theological grounding. See the Panel on Doctrine’s Report to the General Assembly of 2005. 
15 See section on definitions below. 
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 I will utilise in my research the extensive historical records of the Cathedral, 

comprising of Session minutes, contextual letters, photographs (as appropriate) and historical 

papers and publications from the Society of Friends of Brechin Cathedral to seek to discern 

which of these historical practices point to an eschatological hope for today and tomorrow’s 

people. In addition I plan a series of around 12-15 interviews in total with a mixture of: 

i) Self- selected members of the congregation who have a long association with the 

Cathedral, often going back through generations of the same family 

ii) My living predecessors in office 

iii) High profile members of the community (e.g. Head teachers, social care providers 

etc.) 

In conducting these interviews, I will pay particular attention to : 

i) How memory can be selective. What my life-time members include and what they 

omit; in what ways their narrative differs from that of the written historical 

record.16 

ii) What my predecessors feel that they added to or indeed subtracted from the 

narrative of the Cathedral. 

iii) The expectations of the community upon the Church and how these have altered 

over a period of time. 

iv) Overall what positive, or negative, experiences these interviewees have had from 

their involvement with the Cathedral over the years. 
                                                            
16 Awareness of the selectivity of people’s memories can often be a valuable clue to what they are deliberately 
or subliminally concealing, often because the past event is too painful or the person fails to see its full 
relevance in the wider scope of the overall story. I discovered this when researching my own family history 
where the memory of family members did not always accurately reflect real events! Because history is written 
by the people witnessing the real events, their interpretation of these events can be as revealing as the story 
itself. I will be paying due notice to this tendency when conducting my interviews. It must also be noted that 
the researcher is also an integral part of this process. To guard against my own selective hearing during 
interview, I shall operate two processes suggested by Mary Clark Moschella in her work Ethnography as a 
Pastoral Practice (Cleveland, Ohio; The Pilgrim Press, 2008) namely, reflexivity and deep listening. 
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Each of these four areas I consider may potentially reveal God’s divine providence within the 

history of the Cathedral. For I will suggest that the focus of the interviewee when compared 

with the actual events that unfolded, may in fact reveal providentially a more positive 

outcome to negative events than hitherto considered. The interviews with community leaders 

and their reflections upon how the role of the Cathedral has changed may show just how far 

our Christendom scenery is breaking down, yet perhaps what new staging is emerging as a 

backdrop to our narrative.  

 Clearly one of the purposes is to listen to the disciple-story17 of my interviewees as it 

relates to the Cathedral’s narrative. As my interviewees are coming from different 

perspectives and life-situations, there will have to be some open-endedness in the framework 

of the conversation. However, I will be focusing particularly on issues such as: which 

practices that the Cathedral utilised in the past have been lost? Is their loss helpful or not in 

our current context? Which current practices help you understand the gospel? In what ways 

does, or did, our life as a congregation point to the Kingdom of God? When do you consider 

the Cathedral was at its best, and what was it doing in that era that was so positive? In other 

words, to enable my interviewees to focus on worthwhile practices that in their view 

advanced the gospel.18 

It does have to be recognised that there have been (even in more recent history) painful 

and distressing episodes in the Cathedral’s narrative. How these incidents were, or were not, 

satisfactorily resolved may indeed point to the practices that accord or otherwise with my 

eschatological driver that demands congruence with the kingdom of God. Yet, the very fact 

of these turbulent episodes occurring in many ages and the Cathedral still retaining the 

                                                            
17 See the definition of narrative terms in footnote 2. 
18 Mary Clark Moschella has a useful section on “Religious Practice : Clarifying the Questions” in Ethnography 
as Pastoral Practice (Cleveland, Ohio; The Pilgrim Press) 2008. Also Pete Ward, edt. Perspectives on 
Ecclesiology and Ethnography (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans) 2012 , particularly chapters 5 ‐ 7 
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metanarrative, is testament to the validity of my thesis. I aim to show that the past can inform 

the future, but only where this accords with the eschatological driver of the Church of Christ. 

Namely, that a great deal of our witnessing task is to point to and seek to reflect the Kingdom 

of God. 

History always plays a part – obvious or underlying – within our congregational life and 

in the discussions and decisions made at Kirk Session level. Some would see that history as a 

millstone around our necks. The drain on the financial resources of the congregation in 

maintaining such a historic building can be cause of resentment by those who feel that the 

money could be better used for mission and outreach within the community. By contrast, 

others wish to maintain historical traditions at any cost, even when these no longer are of any 

obvious usefulness and, in some cases (in the grand scheme of history) are relatively recent in 

origin (e.g. owing their beginnings to the heyday of the Church of Scotland in the 1950s). 

Part of my motivation in this project is to find a middle way between these two polarities. 

BIBLICAL & THEOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK: 

“From the old things to the new, keep me travelling along with you” 19 so states the 

famous hymn by Sydney Carter. Yet there is a very real sense in which the new can only be 

reached through a fulfilment of the old. Jesus Himself declared: “Do not think I have come to 

abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them”20 

Elsewhere in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus also declares: “the kingdom of heaven is like the 

owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old.”21 Or, as 

Eugene H. Peterson describes it more vividly: “the owner of a general store who can put his 

                                                            
19 Sydney Bertram Carter, Hymn no.530  Church Hymnary 4th Edition  (Norwich, Canterbury Press, 2005) 
20 Matthew 5:17 (New International Version) 
21 Matthew 13:52 (New International Version) 
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hands on anything, old or new, exactly when you need it.”22 This notion of the Church as a 

kind of cluttered antique shop, filled to the rafters with a variety of articles of many ages and 

provenances is a powerful and imaginative one. For a congregation, with an ancient history 

such as Brechin Cathedral, we have over the centuries gathered up a rich accumulation of 

traditions and historical artefacts. Some of these items are still in regular usage, others have 

become buried under an accrued historical legacy and are lost in the meantime from our sight. 

What is badly needed, as we face this startling and unfamiliar secular society, is for the 

Church to sort through its junk shop. To see what we have, what is of help and what is a 

hindrance to our mission. How does our history aid us? How does it hinder us? 

 In John’s gospel, Jesus urges the disciples (who are dog-tired, having fished all night 

and caught nothing) to throw the net on the other side of the boat23. It is in doing this that 

their haul of fish exceeds their most optimistic expectations. The Church, I contend, is in a 

similar situation. It has been “fishing” the same way in its practices for a long time, yet its 

catch is meagre. The disciples, God’s people, are tired and disillusioned, ready to give up, yet 

not knowing what else to try. Jesus alone gives them new life and new hope. It is a change in 

tact, a re-evaluation. It is still the same boat that they are in, still the same Lake that is fished. 

The difference is twofold: the disciples try an old practice (fishing) in a new way (on the 

other side of the boat) and Jesus is present with them in this endeavour. My contention is that 

this project reflects that story from the gospels. To fish in a new way; to take the old, to 

resurrect it, re-interpret it, to apply it in a new context for a new day and that Jesus, who is 

“the same yesterday, today and forever”24 will be with us in that endeavour as we seek to give 

witness to His present and coming kingdom in our own time and context. 

                                                            
22 Eugene H. Peterson The Message Remix  (Navpress, 2006) p. 1449 
23 John 21:6f.  
24 Hebrews 13:8 (New International Version) 
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 This project therefore lays considerable stress upon the doctrine of God’s providence; 

the Reformed emphasis that God has been continually with His people. Even on the 

occasions where the history of the Cathedral has been such as to deny or downgrade its 

witness to Jesus Christ, the sovereignty of God has been such as to still utilise these negative 

and painful episodes ultimately for His glory and the furtherance of His kingdom amongst 

us.25 Calvin, in particular, asserts such a view in the Institutes: “(God) disposes and designs 

everything to the end He designs by His unsearchable wisdom”26 And further on in a 

magnificent passage of poetic prose, Calvin declares: 

Christ declares that, if only we had eyes to see, we would realise that the glory of His 
Father shines out in this situation. We must have humility, not compelling God to 
render an account, but so acknowledging His hidden purposes that we recognise His 
will must be best. When the sky is overcast and a violent storm breaks, the darkness 
and thunder terrify us and we think everything is in a state of confusion, when, in fact, 
everything goes on serenely up above. In the same way, when our lives are in turmoil 
so that we cannot think straight, we should still believe that God, in the pure light of 
His justice and wisdom, keeps our problems under His control and finds the right 
solution.27 

Calvin might well be, in this wonderfully pastoral quote, addressing the fears of today’s 

congregations in the West as they see the collapse of Christendom all around them, yet feel 

powerless in the face of the oncoming storm. The tide turns, and the Church seems to be 

frozen in the face of the raging waters. Yet, in spite of (perhaps even because of) the “state of 

confusion” mentioned by Calvin, God is still in command of events, stubbornly working the 

kingdom’s purpose out in our day. This eschatological interpretation of divine providence is 

                                                            
25 For example, in the winter of 1653‐54, services within in the sanctuary were abandoned because the 
Cathedral was forcibly used to stable cavalry horses for Cromwell’s commonwealth army. How were the 
people of God to respond? After due prayer, the congregation responded by holding services in the Tolbooth 
and in ministering to the “hurt soldiers from Dundee”. Thus, even when occupied by an alien army, the 
congregation were moved to show Christ’s love and compassion. Witness to the metanarrative was 
maintained, even in this negative instance when an army had imposed its will upon the Christian community. 
See David B. Thoms The Kirk of Brechin in the Seventeenth century (Society of Friends publication, 1972) p.91f.  
26 John Calvin The Institutes of Christian Religion I.16.4  transl. Lane & Osborne (Hodder & Stoughton, 1986) 
27 Ibid. I.17.1 
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utilised for example by Karl Barth in Church Dogmatics28 and I will make particular use of 

Barth’s thinking within the project paper itself.  

Our current context might be akin to that of the early apostles following the 

crucifixion who remained locked behind closed doors “for fear of the Jews”.29 Only the 

presence of the Risen Christ releases them, and us, from this panic and anxiety. Karl Barth 

too speaks of God’s providence working through “human confusion”.30  So I will argue even 

in these episodes when the narrative of the Cathedral directly contradicts the metanarrative of 

the gospel, God still finds a way to bring goodness out of evil. I would hope and expect to 

find patterns of this emerging as the historical tapestry unrolls in my research phase.  

 The question must of course be asked: how to glean which practices are of help and 

which of hindrance? How to discern the good from the bad? It is here that I would apply my 

eschatological driver or imperative. The Church is, or should be, an eschatologically driven 

community. Our end is not a finis but rather a telos, defined and directed by God. We are on 

our way to the consummation of the Kingdom, both as individuals and as a community of 

faith. And there is a very real sense in which, given that eschatologically directed pilgrimage, 

we as Christ’s people must allow the values of the Kingdom to inform our practices in the 

here and now; as David Ferguson states: “eschatology provides a horizon against which 

present reality can be relocated.”31 

 The past practices which are of most value therefore, I would argue, are the ones 

which point to, which direct us towards our telos, which is God’s Kingdom. As I see it, this is 

one of the most powerful aspects of this project: not only does it take our legacy seriously in 

looking backwards it also takes our future direction very seriously by pointing ahead to the 
                                                            
28 Sections 48 and 49 
29 John 20:19 (New International Version) 
30 Karl Barth Church Dogmatics IV.3.2  edt. Bromiley & Torrance (Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1956)   p.714‐15 
31 David Ferguson & Marcel Sarot edts. The Future as God’s gift : Explorations in Christian Eschatology 
(Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 2000)  p.3 – part of the introduction to the various essays by David Ferguson. 
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relevance and power of God’s present and coming kingdom. It has potential to act as a bridge 

between the “then”, the “now” and the “yet to come”. It also takes our context in this 

fracturing phase of Christendom with due note, but refuses to be panic-stricken, pointing to 

the ever-faithful, overarching providence of God. 

 

Definition of Kingdom 

 “Jesus went into Galilee proclaiming: the kingdom of God is near”.32 From the very 

outset, Jesus declares the kingdom. I would therefore view the Kingdom of God as central to 

the ministry of Jesus and it therefore ought to also be central to the life of the Church. The 

problem is, as Tom Wright acknowledges in Surprised by Hope, the Kingdom often means 

different things to different people.33 For Jesus the kingdom is a paradox: it is both present 

and yet to come. Joanna Collicutt in her Lenten guide for 2013 helpfully speaks of two 

dimensions of the kingdom, its hidden aspect and its harvest aspect34. She draws upon the 

parable of the mustard seed and the yeast in the bread35 to convey her view. The hidden 

aspect is as the yeast and seed work and grow; the mysterious work of the Spirit within the 

Church. The harvest aspect is when the bread is ready and the tree full grown, this is the 

kingdom in its full reality, God’s reign established upon the earth. Wright, in also 

emphasizing this distinction between the inaugurated Kingdom and the consummated 

Kingdom, states: “They (the early Christians) believed that God was going to do for the 

                                                            
32 Mark 1:15 (New International Version) 
33 Tom Wright Surprised by Hope  (London, SPCK, 2007) p. 216 
34 Joanna Collicutt When you Pray (Bible Reading Fellowship, Abingdon, 2013, Kindle Edt.) location 1372 
35 Luke 13: 18 ‐ 21 
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whole cosmos what he had done for Jesus at Easter.”36 Wright calls for an “eschatological 

duality” rather than an “ontological dualism”.37  

In this project, I shall be mainly concentrating (though not exclusively) upon the 

harvest aspect, that is to say the Kingdom of God in its consummation. In this regard, as well 

as the words and witness of Jesus himself, the vision of many of the Old Testament prophets 

have special resonance, pointing as they do to what God’s reign on the earth will mean.38 

This is the eschatological yardstick I will utilise to measure the congruence of the Cathedral’s 

practices with the Kingdom. 

 In the seriousness with which we must take this eschatological driver, Prof. Tom 

Wright of St. Andrew’s University has been of particular influence and help in my thinking. 

Wright stresses that the resurrection is the very fulcrum upon which history turns39. In 

Surprised by Hope, Wright makes a clear distinction between the inauguration of the 

kingdom in Jesus’ resurrection and the consummation of that kingdom when there will be 

“new heavens and a new earth”40.  More than that, the coming kingdom, inaugurated in Jesus 

and His ministry, must inform our present practice. As Wright puts it: “earth gets its vital life 

from heaven”41 He goes on to argue that the Resurrection of Jesus, as the in-breaking of that 

coming kingdom, must impact upon our missional practices: 

The telling of the story of creation and new creation, of covenant and new covenant, 
doesn’t just inform readers about this narrative. It invites them into it, enfolds them 
within it, assures them of their membership in it, and equips them for their tasks in 
pursuit of its goal. 42 

                                                            
36 Wright op.cit. p.104 
37 Ibid. p.106 
38 See, for example, Isaiah 11: 6 – 9,  52: 7 – 12; The New Testament scriptures clearly also inform our thinking, 
e.g. Paul in Romans 8 and the Book of Revelation 21  
39 Wright op.cit. p.248 
40 Revelation 21:1 
41 Wright op.cit. p.264 
42 Ibid. p.296 
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And in his recent work How God became King, Wright’s argument is that our hermeneutic of 

the gospel is faulty if we do not recognise the impact of the Kingdom’s hope and promise 

upon the disciples, gospel writers and indeed ourselves. 

 Thus, drawing upon Wright, I would wish to understand “kingdom of God” in a very 

particular way; as an event inaugurated in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ but which has not yet reached full culmination. Paul suggests that the creation is 

literally “groaning”43 for the day when God’s kingdom will be fully realised upon the earth. 

God’s kingdom is here in one sense, yet still coming in the sense of God’s reign upon the 

earth not yet being made complete. God’s will is not yet done on earth as in heaven. 

Wright puts it thus: 

The transition from the present world to the new one (will) be a matter not of the 
destruction of the present space-time universe, but of its radical healing……the entire 
sense of God’s future for the world, and the belief that this future has already begun to 
come forward to meet us in the present.44 

Wright’s understanding of “kingdom”, like my own, is very specific and biblically based. The 

kingdom should not thus be seen as some ethereal entity our souls reach in death, but as very 

transformation of this earth and all creation by the infinite power of a loving God45. Its core is 

transformation: the transforming work of the Spirit in the present time and the ultimate 

transformation of the world by God’s sovereign power in the age yet to come.  

Definition of Practices 

 Given that much of my project focuses on “practices”, and how far these reveal the 

coming eschatological kingdom, another issue must be addressed: what exactly do I mean by 
                                                            
43 Romans 8:22 (New International Version) 
44 Wright op.cit. p. 134 
45 The New Testament scholar Oscar Cullman uses an analogy for the kingdom based upon the events of World 
War II in his work Salvation in History (1967). The death and resurrection of Jesus was the decisive battle that 
determined the war’s outcome but until God’s kingdom was fully realised upon the earth, the war was not yet 
won, nor indeed over. Although having this militaristic emphasis, I find the analogy a helpful one in 
understanding the two aspects of the kingdom.  
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“practices”? Here many of the growing number of missional theologians are particularly 

helpful. In Practicing our Faith by Dorothy Bass, Craig Dykstra gives a very helpful 

definition of practices as: “patterns of communal action that create openings in our lives 

where the grace, mercy and presence of God may be made known to us and, through us, to 

others.”46 Dykstra’s definition, given originally in his Growing in the Life of Faith, combines 

a number of key elements that are important in an historical-based project such as this. 

Firstly, I affirm his stress on practices as patterns, not necessarily acts or habits, thus allowing 

for these patterns to change and evolve over time in their detail whilst still retaining their 

original underlying theological emphasis. Secondly, practices are seen as communal, 

something that can occur only within a community setting, pointing back, for me, to the 

Celtic monastic origins of our congregation, faith outworked within a community setting. 

Thirdly, the use of “openings in our lives” where God can work, again suggests God’s 

providence in the midst of our oft confusing and messy private and ecclesial lives! Finally, 

Dykstra’s reference not just to “us” but “others” reminds us that Christian practices are not 

just to build-up the Church, as if that were merely an end in itself, but practices exist that the 

Church might be witness to God within the world. How far do our practices point for the 

world to that coming kingdom of God? For these reasons I shall employ Dykstra’s definition 

within the project itself. 

So what are “Kingdom” Practices? 

 Having defined both my approach to and understanding of “Kingdom” and 

“practices”, some thought must now be given to the link between these. In what sense may 

practices reveal God’s coming Kingdom? Perhaps another way of phrasing this might be to 

consider: what is an “eschatological practice”? Bryan Stone, is considering whether 

                                                            
46 Dorothy C. Bass, edt. Practicing our Faith : A way of Life for a searching people  (Jossey‐Bass, second edition, 
1997, Kindle version) Location 3795  
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evangelism is a practice, is of assistance here. Stone asserts in relation to evangelism: “It is 

not an exercise in getting persons ready for the end but rather the practice of inviting persons 

to be transformed by the end that has already been made present, and on that basis to see 

differently and live differently.”47 This transformation by the end itself and the counter-

cultural living that results from it is, I will argue, the link needed between the Kingdom and 

its practices. 

 In order to fully appreciate Stone’s line of reasoning it is necessary first however to 

consider the classic definition of practices given by the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre and 

quoted by Stone: 

Any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human activity 
through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of 
trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially 
definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 
excellence, and human conceptions to the ends and goods involved, are systematically 
extended.48 

As Stone distinguishes between internal and external goods generated by the practice, so too I 

would wish to stress this clear distinction in regards to God’s Kingdom.  Stone comments that 

external goods may “distort or subvert the practice……to the extent that external goods 

become the ends sought in a practice, the practice will lose its integrity”49 Any practice which 

is for self-benefit, for external goods, is not likely to be a practice congruent with the 

Kingdom. Thus in the Cathedral’s history in the High Middle Ages, the practice of acting as 

chaplain to the establishment in order to gain gifts of land for the chapter’s purse would not 

be a “kingdom practice” since this chaplaincy comes with a price tag attached and not simply 

“to achieve a standard of excellence” – namely service to the community in the guise of 

Christ. An “eschatological practice” would be one therefore focused not on future reward (if 

                                                            
47 Bryan Stone Evangelism after Christendom (Grand Rapids, Brazos Press) p.85 
48 Alasdair MacIntyre as quoted by Bryan Stone ibid.p.30  
49 Ibid. p.31 
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you perform this task you will get to heaven); that would be concerned with external goods. 

Rather, it would be a practice that focused on the eschatological vision, the invisible realm of 

God yet to come, not the present reality. I must however make clear that in speaking of 

“eschatological practices” I am not attempting to describe practices which will exist within 

God’s new created order, rather to discern which earth-bound practices within the Church 

past and present may act as pointers, symbols, of that invisible yet tangible reality that is the 

Kingdom.  

 Several of Macintyre’s phrases I suggest can be employed in a similar way in 

approaching this link between Kingdom and practices. “Socially established cooperative 

human activity” points to the need for the practice to benefit the spiritual life of the whole 

community and more than that, to have a human (incarnational?) dimension, to be a practice 

that is grounded in the attempts by this particular community to more effectively 

communicate the gospel within its context. This too echoes the very fleshy, concrete 

Kingdom of God envisaged by Wright, rather than the ethereal picture of God’s reign 

sometimes perceived in some Christian thinking. The phrase “systematically extended” is 

also I would suggest a key Kingdom phrase, for it points to the constant desire of Jesus to 

include rather than exclude, to bring people into the family of the Kingdom, to be participants 

in these practices. This inclusivity is further evidenced in the prophetic pointers to the 

Messianic banquet in God’s consummated Kingdom. Thus, it might be argued in the project 

that instances in our history which has seen the Church acting as exclusive rather than 

inclusive agency are against the very tone of the Kingdom. 

 An “eschatological practice” (to use my phrase) is thus one informed by God’s Spirit 

where we are invited into a story where the “future has been made present by the Spirit.”50 

                                                            
50 ibid. p.226 



17 
 

Yet we must always assert the caveat that the end is not down to our efforts or the practices 

of the Church, but the gracious and sovereign action of God in the past, present and future. 

Our practices may simply reflect and echo the Kingdom’s reality; it is God alone who 

inaugurates and brings to fruition. 

MINISTRY CONTEXT: 

Sometime towards the end of his reign (971 – 995) the then King of Scots, Kenneth II 

MacMalcolm, dedicated “the great Monastery at Brechin to the Lord”51. The likelihood is 

that this was the point that Brechin Cathedral began its dedication to the Holy Trinity, though 

no-one can be sure, such are the origins of the Cathedral shrouded in the mists of time. Some, 

notably Cosmo Innes in his “Sketches of Early Scotch History”, have suggested that the 

existence of the Church and consequently its dedication to the Holy Trinity goes back much 

further52. Innes concluded that as far back as the early 7th century is a much more likely date 

for the Cathedral’s founding as a Christian community and that the association with the 

Trinity stems from the Celtic Church’s stress on the Triune God in their worship and liturgy. 

What we can say with some certainty is that by the late 10th – early 11th century a fairly 

sizeable community of Christians were living, working and witnessing on the current site, 

though not in the current stone building (its origins are 13th century with extensive 

remodelling in 1900). Indeed, recent archaeological excavations have taken us back to the 

1290s and the Scottish Wars of Independence53. If there was in the late 10th century a “great 

monastery” already extant, it is not unreasonable to suppose that a small daub and wattle 

                                                            
51Society of Friends of Brechin Cathedral, Book 11  (1958), p.13 in which D.B. Thoms, a former Session Clerk, 
gives a very helpful and clear outline of the Cathedral’s origins. 
52 David D Black The History of Brechin to 1864, (Brechin, Pinkfoot Press 2009) p.6 
53 Excavations by HK & JC Murray in the summer 2009 uncovered a number of coins from the reign of Edward I 
of England. A full report of their project is to be found on the Brechin Cathedral website news page. 
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chapel appeared sometime during the Culdee54 missions of the mid- 8th centuries. That seed 

grew through the history of Scotland into today’s Cathedral, part of the national Church of 

Scotland. 

Although in this project I will be particularly focusing upon the practices of the Cathedral 

from the Scottish Reformation in 1560, simply because our records are more extant in this 

period, I intend also to touch upon the origins of the Cathedral and the Celtic period through 

until the High Middle Ages, because this period too is rich in practices that may inform our 

future witness as a congregation. Two periods therefore Celtic and Reformation will be 

primarily dealt with in the project, however, as with all historical research, once began it can 

be difficult to avoid the temptation of running down a particularly interesting rabbit warren!55 

As minister of the Cathedral since September 2010, I thus stand last in a line of illustrious 

(and more infamous sometimes!) bishops, ministers and clergy. Daily, I am thus reflecting 

upon the text in Hebrews: “since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses”.56 

Samson is the first named bishop of Brechin c. 1149; he was head of a Culdee community 

that already had deep and ancient Christian roots. Even today many of our members belong to 

families with connections to the Cathedral for generations. 

                                                            
54 From the Gaelic Celi Dei meaning servants or clients of God. Donald Meek in his The Quest for Celtic 
Christianity 2nd edt. (Haddington, Handsel Press, 2010)  p. 107 suggests that the Culdees had their origins in a 
reforming movement within Celtic Christianity in the late 8th century. Further Peter O’Dwyer in his article 
“Celtic Monks and Culdee Reform” in An Introduction to Celtic Christianity edt. Jas Mackey (Edinburgh, T&T 
Clark, 1995) p. 141, points to Maelruain’s foundation of the monastery at Tallaght in 774 as the true 
foundation of the Culdees. This would accord with a late 8th century date for Brechin. 
55 Archibald B Scott in The Pictish Nation – its people and its Church (Edinburgh, TN Foulis, 1918) actually 
suggests six periods for the Church in Scotland : Pictish (420 – 890), Gaidheal or Columban (563 – 842), Alban 
(842 – 1107), Roman (1109 – 1560) and Reformed (1560 – ). It is the first two and last of these periods that will 
principally concern this project’s emphasis.  
56 Hebrews 12:1 (New International Version) 
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In modern times, Brechin has two Church of Scotland parishes and is a modest town of 

around 800057, lying between the Rivers North & South Esk in the small county of Angus. To 

the east (9 miles distant) lie Montrose and the sea. To the west lie the attractive Angus glens, 

Prosen, Esk and Isla. To the north (40 miles) lie the bustling city of Aberdeen and to the 

south the old market town of Forfar (11 miles) and further still (25 miles) the city of Dundee 

upon the Tay estuary. In some ways, Brechin is a commuter town for both its city neighbours 

with several people working & shopping there. Its industrial past of the weavers and the 

textile industries are long gone, many of the mill factories now providing comfortable 

housing. But unemployment for the less skilled is problematic. 

The current congregation has a Church Roll of over 700, and on an average Sunday the 

attendance would be in the region of 60 – 80 persons. Communion Sundays (celebrated twice 

yearly in late October & Easter) would result in attendances of around 200 persons; 25% of 

the Roll being about average for the Church of Scotland. Aside from our Sunday morning 

service at 10.30 am, we have a monthly service at Stracathro (a small country Church we 

have responsibility for some 4 miles from Brechin) and a Wednesday morning service every 

second week from September until June. We also have a growing and very active Prayer 

Circle which prays fortnightly for concerns within the congregation, community and more 

widely via an emailed newsletter.  One of our great weaknesses as a congregation is however 

in Children’s ministry.  

                                                            
57 The modesty of today’s town belies the fact that it was in the Medieval period a Cathedral “city”. The local 
football team are still known as Brechin City F.C. Norman Atkinson, District Curator of Angus Museums, 
suggested in Society of Friends of Brechin Cathedral, Book 43  (1994) p. 14 that the Canmore dynasty of 
Scotland (1058‐1290) had deliberately begun to sideline Brechin in ecclesial politics shortly after Cathedral 
status was granted because of its support for the Celtic party in the Scottish Church during the Roman reforms 
of Queen Margaret (c.1046 – 93) and subsequent reforms of further monarchs. 
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We do share with our neighbouring Church of Scotland Gardner Memorial in the fast 

growing emerging ministry called Messy Church.58 Brechin Messy Church meets four times a 

year, usually during school holidays. Shortly we also hope to address the issue of Children’s 

ministry by means of the commencement of a Christian drama group for youth and (if funds 

can be tied down) the appointment of a part-time youth pastor to aid this new witness. 

Several of our members are retired nurses, with Stracathro Hospital being almost adjacent 

to the town. The teaching profession is another source of employment for our members and 

within the town the ancient Guildry of the incorporated medieval trades is still a notable 

organisation within the community. 

For myself as minister, my background is as an Angus lad, albeit born & brought up in 

the south of the county – near Dundee. Yet I too have historical links with the town. One of 

my direct ancestors was the coachman on the Brechin-Forfar-Dundee stagecoach of the 

1770s! 

 

PROPOSED TIMELINE 

BY May 31st, 2013:   

Proposal Paper submitted in final form, following any revisions. 

Agreed by D Min program director and Faculty Committee 

Between MAY – SEPTEMBER 2013:   

Complete Final Elective in form of a Directed Reading Program. (see below) 

                                                            
58 Started by Lucy Moore of the Barnabas Foundation, part of Bible Reading Fellowship (BRF) in the UK, Messy 
Church now has some 900 outlets! Lucy Moore is currently working on a Messy theology and Christmas 2011 
released her chapter on incarnation to a number of Christians within BRF, including myself. It is a fascinating 
read! 



21 
 

SEPTEMBER 2013 – SEPTEMBER 2014: 

Research Phase.  

Interviews conducted (Autumn 2013) 

Historical Archives researched (Winter 2013/14 – Autumn 2014) 

AUTUMN 2014: 

Work on writing up project into final paper commences. 

BY March 1st, 2015: Copy of Entire Final Paper to Faculty Committee. 

BY April 1st, 2015: Any revisions suggested by Faculty Committee completed. 

       Faculty Committee to indicate whether may proceed to graduation. 

BY TWO WEEKS PRIOR TO GRADUATION: 

Two copies of final manuscript, as approved by Faculty Committee, submitted to the 

Director of the D Min program. 

EARLY SUMMER 2015: Proposed Graduation.   

PROPOSED FACULTY COMMITTEE: 

FIRST READER: Dr. Edwin Christiaan van Driel (Pittsburgh Theological Seminary) 

SECOND READER: Prof. Tom Greggs (University of Aberdeen) 

In addition, though not part of the Faculty Committee, it is proposed to ask the assistance 

of Dr. Ian Bradley (Reader, University of St. Andrew’s) to assist with collation of the 

historical records of the Cathedral. Dr. Bradley has particular historical expertise in the 

Celtic period of Scottish Christianity. 
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ELECTIVES: 

ALREADY TAKEN: 

Spring 2012:  The Doctrine of God (Prof. Tom Greggs, University of Aberdeen) 

January 2013: An Introduction to Reformed Missiology  

(Prof. Darrell Guder, Princeton Theological Seminary) 

PROPOSED: Spring/Summer 2013: Eschatology & the coming Kingdom of God 

(Directed Reading Program) with Prof. N.T. Wright, University of St. Andrew’s59 

 

                                                            
59 Prof Wright and the authorities at the University of St. Andrew’s have now confirmed their willingness that 
this directed reading program may proceed as per my timetable above. 


