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General Assembly Speech – 2018 

Church and Society Council 

“Abundance rather than poverty has a legitimacy that derives from 

the very nature of creation”. Those words formed a part of a speech 

delivered to this General Assembly 30 years ago by the Prime 

Minister of the day, Margaret Thatcher.  

Her argument was that we should not hinder the free market and 

wealth creation as it serves to lift people out of poverty and create 

abundance.  

That beautiful word, abundance, has in many cases been 

misappropriated by the ideology of unfettered wealth creation for 

the few, grinding poverty for many and the degradation of the 

environment on which all of life depends.  

The “trickle-down” effect of economic policy that the Prime Minister 

envisaged has actually resulted in a “flood-up” as the rich get richer 

and the poor increasingly living in the shanties and refugee camps of 

the world know anything but abundance.  
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Jonathan Raban, responding to the “Sermon on the Mound” gave a 

telling response when he wrote that “abundance is not the Biblical 

alternative to poverty, sufficiency is”.   

In the words of Fritz Schumacher, we have a system of economics 

that “ravages nature and brutalizes people”. He also said, in his 

prophetic work, Small is Beautiful that Jesus’s words, “seek ye first 

the kingdom of God” contain a threat, that “unless you seek first the 

kingdom, these other things, which you also need, will cease to be 

available to you.”  

The time is right to embrace a theology of “sufficiency” and begin 

more closely to align our actions and priorities with our Kingdom 

values.  

But the Kingdom of God is always within our reach, if only we have 

the courage to “be the change we want to see”. Just when we might 

lose hope, hope seizes hold of us. 
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Our report is an invitation to embrace a new world and help to bring 

it about. It is a story that affirms we are people of resurrection hope 

rather than terminal despair.  

We spend a lot of anxious time talking about decline but sometimes 

we fail to see the newness emerging, even in the midst of our loss of 

cherished things.  

Now is the time to embrace newness and put our money, our energy 

and our passion into the work of helping bring about a world of 

justice, peace, hope and healing for the earth.    

Speak Out  

Speaking out requires a level of confidence that can often elude the 

most vulnerable and damaged in our communities. 

Yet, Jesus knew that people had agency and that the powerless and 

the poorest had much to offer – he said to a blind beggar, “your faith 

has made you well”. He stunned a woman who thought she was 

worthless by asking her for a drink of water.  



4 
 

People are coming more and more to embrace what has come to be 

known as “asset based community development”. The world is not 

full of problems waiting for wealthy, well-resourced people to come 

along and fix them, it’s full of people with energy, ideas and 

entrepreneurial flair that can be harnessed to make a positive 

change.  

This is “Jesus” work, this is the work of the Kingdom. And it is 

happening in our communities all across the land.  Even in 

congregations that might be struggling financially and with low 

numbers attending, some of the most wonderful things are 

happening. 

Hosting a participatory budgeting event that brings a community 

together, offering after school support for children, providing a 

welcome for refugees, just being there to overcome loneliness or 

running a Heart for Art group. There is so much to celebrate and give 

thanks for across the whole community where the church has 

refused to turn in on itself.  
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Most crucially of all, as we look outwards, open our doors more 

widely in hospitality, the church is being changed and transformed 

by the realisation that we don’t so much take God to the other, but 

the stranger can bring God to us.  

Thanks to the work of the Scottish Churches Parliamentary Office, 

many congregations have taken up the offer of Meet Your MSP and 

they are now rolling out an initiative Meet you MP. Just the other 

day in Aberdeen, politicians were “left buzzing” when they heard 

about the amazing work being done by the churches in their 

communities. 

The Church has taken the bold step of putting gender justice at the 

heart of its work, we could so easily have set aside such important 

work because we weren’t sure what other work we needed to stop. 

In the midst of deep uncertainty about the future of Europe and our 

place within it, we affirm the importance of maintaining the bonds of 

cooperation and friendship with our European neighbours.  
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The UK’s planned withdrawal from membership of the EU next year 

will have an enormous impact on the nature of our relations with our 

European partners. We express profound concern about the 

treatment of refugees and asylum seekers and have added our voice 

to that of the Board of World Mission in calling to account the Home 

Office for its embarrassing policy of creating an actively hostile 

environment. In these times of amplified rhetoric, we need to defend 

global civil society and ensure that we avoid the risk of “othering” 

people. There is no us and them, only us.  

We also call on the UK government to engage more fully with the 

Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons initiated by the 

International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, and now 

endorsed by 122 of the UN’s 193 member states. ICAN, whose home 

is at the World Council of Churches, was recently awarded the Nobel 

Peace Prize.  

It’s hard, slow work but I’d like to pay tribute to the many ministers 

and members of the Church of Scotland who, over the years have 



7 
 

consistently and at great personal cost, raised the voice of opposition 

to the possession and threat to use nuclear weapons. We should 

honour them. 

Fossil Fuels 

A small “short life working group” has met over the last 2 years to 

consider urging the Church of Scotland Investors Trust to dis-invest in 

fossil fuel companies.  

Over $5billion has now been withdrawn from fossil fuels by 

churches, universities and institutional investors worldwide.   

This is sending a powerful signal that due to climate change, the time 

has come to move away from oil and gas to a low carbon economy 

based on renewables.  

We find it deeply uncomfortable that the Church, as an organisation 

concerned about climate justice, is investing in something which 

causes the very harm we seek to alleviate.   

There are profound business transformations that are taking place 

moving us to a low carbon economy.  Yet oil and gas companies, as 
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we explain in the report, continue to make exploration and 

development of new resources the centre of their business model.  

We should rightly pay tribute to those who are working in the oil and 

gas industry at this difficult time of transition. Here in Scotland we 

are only too aware of the risks and the sacrifices that have been 

made over the years.  

Scotland has been at the forefront of pioneering work in oil and gas 

technology and we believe that such a skill base can be harnessed to 

help us transition to the low carbon economy we must now build.   

We urge this General Assembly to encourage the Church, through 

the Council of Assembly to instigate a move towards an intentional 

investing strategy and use the Church’s resources to underwrite the 

future we want to see.  

Ship to Ship Transfers in the Moray Firth 

We continue to monitor the application for ship to ship transfers of 

oil in the environmentally sensitive Moray Firth which is currently in 

abeyance.  
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Islamic Finance Council 

Faith consistent investing, responsible business that takes account of 

the needs of creation and financial activity that supports the poorest 

in our communities must be our priority. 

For several years now we have been working with the Islamic 

Finance Council UK. It is wonderful that IFC began in Scotland and 

took its inspiration from Henry Duncan, the Church of Scotland 

minister who founded the savings bank movement.  

We have created a shared values document that will be launched 

officially in October this year as the “Edinburgh Declaration” and the 

impact of faith communities working together, seeking common 

ground in a world that often seeks to exploit division, cannot be 

over-estimated. Ian May’s Castle Community Bank is a wonderful 

local initiative. 

In due course, we hope to undertake further work and there has 

been some discussion about Edinburgh becoming a global hub for 

faith consistent investment. 
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Education Review 

There is a noble tradition of the Church’s involvement in education in 

Scotland. Our education committee, and its inspiring members over 

the years should be thanked and commended for being part of a 

remarkable story that goes all the way back to the Reformation.  

The MP Rory Stewart has written recently about the remarkable 

contribution of the Scottish parish school, which, over the centuries 

since the Reformation, has placed, as he puts it, “ordinary children 

on a more equal footing with the children of the rich”. We are all too 

aware of this remarkable legacy in the long list of people from 

humble origins who have become heroic figures within the life of the 

Church.  

Today, we live in a multi–cultural, pluralist society; a changing 

culture. And, we witness a growing number of our young people for 

whom the opportunities of education are passing them by. We see a 

gap growing wider all the time between those who can take 

advantage of educational opportunities and those who cannot.  
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The Education Review Group has met for 2 years and concludes that 

cross council cooperation has to be the way forward. Our young 

people need a virtuous circle of support and nurture in early years, in 

family life and in community if they are to flourish through their 

education. We propose the creation of a Young People and 

Education Action Group that will work collaboratively to maximise 

the support the church can give.  

We are grateful to the Rev Dr Robin Hill, who has convened this 

working group and who is prepared to act as Convenor of this group 

for its first year as it devises strategic priorities and a work plan, 

should this proposal be accepted by the Assembly. 

SRT 

In this, the 70th year of the founding of the NHS, we remember 

people like Archibald Charteris who founded diaconal ministry here 

in the Church of Scotland and who established the Deaconess 

Hospital in the 1890s, a forerunner of the NHS. We also recall the 

Baillie Commission that sat throughout the years of World War II and 
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which had a huge influence on the re-shaping of our society 

following the ravages of war.  

To this end, and in the light of the significant challenges facing the 

NHS today, we are looking into the creation of a broad commission 

to explore the future of the NHS in Scotland.   

Conclusion 

Moderator, these are just some of the ways in which the church is 

helping to re-enchant our world in the light of Kingdom values and 

become the change we want to see.  

We might wonder what it is that is holding the world together in 

these times of danger, uncertainty and fear. I’d like to suggest it is 

places of faith and hope, places of community and hospitality, places 

where people have the courage to see that for people of resurrection 

hope, death is never the last word.  

In spite of everything, sometimes in spite of us, newness is 

happening in the church as the hope we sometimes feel we have lost 

seizes hold of us. 
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I submit the report and move the deliverance. 

  

 

Richard Frazer – Convenor, Church and Society Council. 


