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STRUCTURAL
CHANGE AGREED


Ministries Council and Mission and Discipleship
Council to be merged into Faith Nurture Forum



Church and Society Council and World Mission
Council to be merged into Faith Impact Forum



New agencies will have 15 members each,
serving three years



Work to be overseen by small implementation
groups, with authority delegated to staff to ‘get
on with the work’



Detailed remits to be discussed and presented
to General Assembly in 2020, with some areas
of work to be devolved to new presbyteries and
others discontinued



Ecumenical Relations Committee and
Theological Forum will sit within Faith Nurture
and interfaith work within Faith Impact, but
each will report separately to the General
Assembly



The Forums and Assembly Trustees will hold
joint meetings at least twice a year to share
work and learn from each other



Fewer meetings and better use of technology
predicted to save £60-70,000 a year
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Thomas Baldwin reports on the changes to the Church of Scotland central structures
which were agreed at a Commission of Assembly on November 21.
A MAJOR reorganisation of the central
structures of the Church of Scotland will
take effect from the New Year.
A Commission of Assembly held in
Edinburgh on November 21 approved the
thanking and discharging of the Ministries,
Mission and Discipleship, Church and
Society and World Mission Councils, with
their work to be combined into two new
agencies on January 1.
The replacement bodies have the
working titles Faith Nurture Forum
(combining the work of the Ministries and
Mission and Discipleship) and the Faith
Impact Forum (Church and Society and
World Mission).
At governance level, the forums will
consist of 15 members each, including a
convener and vice-convener, who will
serve for three years. Individual areas of
work will be looked after by small
implementation groups (which could
include staff).
The staff of the four councils will initially
be transferred into the new groups,
pending in-depth discussions about the
remits and work of the forums.
These discussions will be held in the
early months of 2020 and recommendations made to the General Assembly in
May. They will include assessments of
which work should continue, which should
be devolved to the new, larger presbyteries (when they have gone through their
own reforms) and which can be discontinued, in the context of the target of reducing the cost of the central administration
by 20-30%.
Presenting the proposals to the
Commission of Assembly (a body
consisting of about 10% of the last
General Assembly), the Convener of the
Assembly Trustees, the Very Rev Dr John
Chalmers, said that ‘the overall priority is
that the centre must serve the local’.
He said that the reforms were ‘the
foundational layer of a new way of
governing and a new way of working’:
“One which leaves managers to manage,
one which empowers staff to do what they
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are good at without having to hold a
meeting every time they want to sneeze.
And one that encourages the development
of cross-departmental teams where
no-one belongs to an independent silo,
where everyone belongs in a unified
workforce supporting one another in
delivering the work they have been invited
to deliver by the General Assembly.
“We believe 15 is a sufficient number to
ensure oversight of the responsibilities
that will fall to these bodies, and we
understand that with a proper cycle of
meetings and good use of electronic
decision making, savings of something
like £60-70,000 per year could be made
in this area of the church’s work alone.
That might be the salaries with on costs
of two members of staff.
“The work of these forums will be done
by small implementation groups. For the
purposes of good governance, one forum
member will be allocated to each
implementation group, but we expect that
at this level of the operation staff will have
authority under a scheme of delegation to
make decisions, fulfil remits and get on
with the work.”
He said that the names of the Forums
were felt to be ‘dynamic as well as
descriptive’: “Faith Nurture was the idea of
taking us into the heart of God, and Faith
Impact was about the idea of taking us
out into the heart of the world where our
faith makes a difference.”
However, he emphasised that they were
working titles and ‘the least important part
of this report’. An attempt to put forward
alternative names during the Commission
of Assembly was rejected.
Another part of the proposals is that at
least twice a year the two forums, along
with the Assembly Trustees and other
groups, will meet in the same place and
share their work, in a further effort to
encourage co-operation and discourage
working in separate silos.
The Ministries and World Mission
Councils will remain in existence as
constituent committees of the new

agencies, for the purposes of acting as the
statutory employers in terms of the
Church’s pension schemes for their staff.
Dr Chalmers said: “This is not a legal
fiction but a significant responsibility which
will have to be carried out by those
members of the forums appointed to these
subcommittees.”
Of the ‘crossover’ bodies that don’t
currently belong to any of the existing
councils, Ecumenical Relations and the
Theological Forum will sit within the
management structure of the Faith Nurture
Forum, and interfaith work within the Faith
Impact Forum. However, they will continue
to report independently to the General
Assembly.
Dr Chalmers said that this had been a
much-discussed issue among the
Trustees. “We are quite clear this is not
about administrative convenience. It is an
attempt to be more strategic about this
than in the past.
“In no way does this exclude
(Ecumenical Relations, interfaith or the
Theological Forum) from being engaged in
wider work that might come under the
department of the General Assembly, or
because the Moderator or Principal Clerk
or others require their input.”
The move from four councils to two
forums is the first significant reorganisation
of the central administration since the
councils were created in 2006. It
represents the next step in the reforms
agreed by the 2019 General Assembly,
which has already seen the Council of
Assembly replaced by the Assembly
Trustees; and the appointment of Dave
Kendall as the Church’s first chief officer.
Next steps for the Assembly Trustees
include the establishment of a £25m
Growth Fund to resource projects aimed at
church growth; continuing conversations
with the Social Care Council about how it
can become more financially viable; the
establishment of a research and analysis
unit which will inform Church vision and
strategy; and progress on deciding the
future of the church offices at 121 George
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Street.
Presbytery reform is also gathering pace,
with the aim of reducing the number of
Scottish presbyteries to 12 (from the
current 43). While discussions are at
different stages in different parts of the
country, some of the proposed mergers
are expected to be ready to be legally
approved by the General Assembly of
2020.
However, Dr Chalmers cautioned that all
the reforms ‘may all be for nothing’ unless
they are accompanied by culture change
in the Church of Scotland, He said: “We
can engineer yet another restructuring of
the central administration, and this time we
might actually manage the reorganisation
of presbyteries. But if we do not change
the way we think of our colleagues, or
learn to speak well of our brothers and
sisters in Christ – even those we disagree
with – it may all be for nothing.
“Ours is a culture that needs to change. It
has been said many times that culture can
eat strategy; and, in the history of our
Church, culture has had many a hearty
breakfast.

“We have to understand and embrace
the fact that change may be the only
constant. And as we’ve crept closer to this
first and very modest change in our
culture, it has become increasingly clear
that while everyone wants change, mostly
people want change on their own terms.
“Each of us, in fact, has to be the change
we want to see in our Church.”
The deliverance from the Assembly
Trustees was passed as proposed, apart
from technical amendments. An
amendment from the Rev Hugh Conkey
sought to remove a rule that bars
employees of the church from being forum
members, as that would exclude Associate
Ministers and other ministers who are
employees (as opposed to parish
ministers, who are legally office bearers
rather than employees, and will be eligible
for forum membership). However it failed
to gain support after Dr Chalmers said the
exclusion of employees was important to
prevent conflicts of interest.
Elder Jo Elliot brought a motion calling
for clarification of the roles and responsibilities of the Assembly Trustees, chief

officer and forum conveners and
members in directing staff. Dr Chalmers
said that he wasn’t against clarity in
principle, but that the Trustees shouldn’t
be given another piece of work at this
stage of the year and that in any case the
issue would come up in the discussions
about the new structure.
The Rev Scott Rennie spoke in favour of
devolving as much resource as possible to
the new presbyteries, in order to meet the
demand for training and vocations work
locally. He said: “We should only keep
centrally what has to be done centrally.”
Dr Chalmers replied: “I couldn’t agree
more.”
The Nomination Committee has been
instructed to make appointments of interim
conveners, vice-conveners and members
of the new Forums, to sit until the General
Assembly of 2020.
The Assembly Trustees’ report and Dr
Chalmers’ speech to the Commission of
Assembly are available at https://
www.churchofscotland.org.uk/aboutus/general-assembly/commission-ofassembly-2019 
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‘A JOURNEY OF SIGNIFICANT CHANGE’
Convener of the Assembly Trustees, the Very Rev Dr John
Chalmers, explains the background to the Commission of
Assembly – and the report brought by the Trustees.
WHEN a Commission of Assembly meets
it can only deal with the specific matters
for which it has been called.
In this case the Commission met to deal
with the “merger” of four Councils into two
new agencies. This was the part of the
Report of the Special Commission on
Structural Reform which was to be
implemented by January 1 2020, accepted
by the General Assembly of 2019.
Many other important matters relating to
the identification of the Church’s priorities
are under continued consideration and
these will form a major part of the report of
the Assembly Trustees to the General
Assembly in May 2020.
On November 21, the trustees reported
to the Commission of Assembly on how
these mergers would work out in practice.
The bare bones of the recommendations
were:

heart of the world. But the names of these
agencies are the least important part of
this report - the focus of the Trustees is on
the new way of working which becomes
possible because of this realignment.
As the work of the Forums evolves, new
titles may emerge; but the work for which
they are responsible will be delivered more
efficiently, with fewer meetings and more
responsibility given to members of staff
who will be empowered as never before to
deliver work around agreed aims and
priorities.
It is proposed that these Forums will
have a total of 15 members each – a
Convener, a Vice-Convener and 13
ordinary members. Members would have a
three year term of office with the possibility
of serving for a total of six years.
While the Forums, together with the
Assembly Trustees, will make recommendations on policy and set priorities, the

Current members of the Mission
work for which they are responsible will be
and Discipleship and Ministries
done by small Implementation Groups. A
Council should be thanked and
discharged - because the work that Forum Member will be allocated to each
Implementation Group, but, at this level of
they are currently responsible for
the operation, staff will have authority,
will be merged and governed by a
under a scheme of delegation, to make
single agency, which, for the time
decisions, fulfil remits and get on with the
being, has the working title of the
work. This is a new way of working and it
Faith Nurture Forum.
will take time for both staff and Forum

Current members of the Church
members to get used to this.
and Society Council and the World
The Report also made recommendations
Mission Council should be thanked
on the future management of some other
and discharged - because the work
areas of the Church’s central administrathat they are currently responsible
tion with the Ecumenical Relations Comfor will be merged and governed by
mittee and the Theological Forum sitting
another single agency, which, for
within Faith Nurture and Interfaith within
the time being, has the working title
Faith Impact. A proposed new Growth
of the Faith Impact Forum.
Fund and Research Unit will sit under the
In presenting the report, the Trustees
management of the Assembly Trustees.
adopted working titles to emphasise the
Except for the dramatic decrease in the
organic nature of these two new bodies.
size of these central agencies (which was
Faith Nurture takes us into the heart of
called for by the 2019 General Assembly)
these are modest proposals. It is made
God and Faith Impact takes us into the

clear in the report that as we move forward
to the General Assembly of 2020 the
Trustees will begin work on more detailed
remits and will review all areas of work
and give consideration as to how these
might best be managed, devolved or
discontinued. This is the work that will
lead to the identification of our core priorities, which in turn will impact on budget
allocation and staffing levels.
These proposals also flagged up the
need to ensure that the work of restructuring Presbyteries is being properly
resourced. Presbytery restructuring is
perhaps the most vital element of a new
way of working for the whole Church and
the Office of the General Assembly, which
is leading on this work needs to be
appropriately funded and staffed.
Finally, a reduction from four agencies to
two is not a licence to work in two silos
instead of four. The proposals contained
recommendations on a new way of
meeting so that at least twice a year these
Forums and the Trustees along with
Ecumenical Relations and the Theological
Forum will meet on the same day sharing
their work and learning from one another.
These are the first tentative steps on a
journey of significant change but the
Assembly Trustees are glad that the
Commission shared the same sense of
urgency and hopefulness which was
expressed so clearly at the General
Assembly earlier this year. 

Life and Work, Church of Scotland, 121 George Street, Edinburgh EH2 4YN. Scottish charity number SC01135

4

