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Moderator,  
 
It is tempting sometimes, in reviewing a year, to see patterns that may not have 
been immediately apparent at the time.  Sometimes a pattern may be imposed on a 
disparate range of items which can’t really bear the weight of that interpretation.  
But, in looking back over the year’s work undertaken by the Theological Forum, I 
think there is a pattern to be discerned.   
 
In a variety of discussions in different subject areas, we have been reflecting on a 
diversity of views, approaches and practices in church life.  Of course it is normal 
for theology to reflect on different interpretations, emphases and implications.  But 
our context is the Church, and in particular the Church of Scotland.  In other 
words, much of our theological thinking has been around diverse and occasionally 
divergent approaches within the Church of Scotland.  We have consistently been 
asking ourselves: To what extent is such an approach consistent with Reformed 
Theology?  Is there scope in our theological understanding for a breadth of 
opinion here?  Is it necessary for the Church as a whole to maintain the same 
doctrinal position over a certain question?   
 
Let me explore how this pattern has been seen in specific contexts. 
 
Our work supporting the working group on sacramental ministries led by the Panel 
on Review and Reform has had a clear focus on the roles of minister, elder and 
member in the Church, in particular in Holy Communion – how porous these 
roles are or ought to be, and how our traditional theological understandings of 
these roles play out in church settings which are more fluid than the conventional 
parish structure. 
 
We have begun conversations with the Ministries Council over questions on the 
relationship between oversight of ministers and of others in ministry teams, again 
in church settings which are responding to contemporary needs.  Once again, what 
is coming to the surface in these ongoing conversations is to what extent a 
traditional Reformed theology of ministry and oversight is sufficient to encompass 
and guide our diverse pastoral practice today. 
 
Much of our reading this year has been for a report to a future assembly, on 
reconciliation.  This has included reading responses from our ecumenical partners 



to the Forum’s report of last year on same sex marriage.  But it won’t surprise 
Commissioners to learn that this too reflects the pattern already laid out.  Given 
profound differences between Christians, and between and within churches on a 
huge variety of issues, what does a theology of reconciliation say about our 
differences and our common faith?  Does a focus on reconciliation attempt to 
patch over significant theological and practical differences, or does it foster a real 
engagement between those who disagree deeply, an engagement which may lead to 
a deeper agreement?  These questions will be before us as we continue our 
reflections. 
 
The principal piece of work in our report is very much in accordance with this 
pattern – diversity of belief and practice in the Church which has traditionally held 
to universal theological principles.  The issue is whether children who have not 
been baptised should be admitted to Holy Communion.  This arises out of genuine 
pastoral situations in the Church, and clearly reflects a society in which children 
(and adults) are finding their way into church communities in which they have not 
been brought up, or not in conventional ways.   
 
Our report explores the Forum’s thinking on these questions, drawing on how a 
previous generation approached the issues when they helped the Church come to 
its view that children can receive communion.  We recognise that the normal order 
is baptism followed by communion.  Baptism is the sacrament marking God’s 
initiative of grace in the human being; communion is the sacrament of the 
continuous giving of that grace throughout life.  Baptism is once-only; there is no 
limit to the receipt of the Lord’s Supper.  We see no reason to revise this normal 
ordering, which has been common in the Church throughout its history.   
 
However it is important that such a normal ordering not be so elevated that it lead 
to church practice which is too rigid, unwelcoming, or ungenerous.  We recognise 
that even since the Church first permitted Kirk Sessions to open communion to 
children, many churches look and feel very different from how they did then, and 
from each other, and that much of our church life, rightly, involves sharing the 
gospel with children, young people and adults who have not been part of the 
Church before, who were not baptised as infants.  This context matters, and 
theology needs to be aware of this context.  And so we wish to reiterate that 
churches may with very good reason be flexible in their practice around children 
and unbaptised adults around communion.  We see no good reason why the Lord’s 
Supper should be denied to children (or to unbaptised adults) when they are part 
of a church’s pastoral care and education.  Indeed, we can see good reason to be 
open in these ways – while recognising the theological principles behind the 
ordering of the sacraments.  Such openness may lead to baptism, deepening faith 
and discipleship and ongoing participation in communion.   
 



Moderator, it is my pleasure to present the Report of the Theological Forum, and 
as I am not a Commissioner, I would ask the Clerk to move the Deliverance.   
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