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The Historical Impact of Covenanter Societies 

 

Throughout their history, Reformed Presbyterians have been known by several names, 

including Covenanters, Cameronians, and the remnant.  During some of the most formative of 

these years, they were often referred to as “Society People,” because “these people, in the 

absence of a stated ministry, formed themselves into societies for mutual religious intercourse 

and edification.”
1
   

By the grace and providence of God, these societies played a significant role in the 

history of the Reformed Presbyterian Church.  In fact, they literally held the church together for 

decades during the most trying of times.  From phases of severe persecution to stretches with no 

ordained ministers to preach and administer sacraments, the societies faithfully continued to 

walk together in unity and purpose.  These “‘Societies’ in the Reformed Presbyterian Church 

have all along served to fan the flame of genuine piety among her members”
2
 and “such 

assemblies have ever been found connected with seasons of revival of religion, and have been 

highly valued by those who have maintained practical godliness amidst prevailing defections”
3
 

How is it that these societies could serve to not just hold a group of people together but 

actually promote genuine piety and even revival?  In this essay, a brief review of the history of 

societies will be offered, followed by a more detailed examination of the societal history of the 

Reformed Presbyterian Church in Scotland (primarily between 1662 and 1743) and America 

(primarily between 1742 and 1871) will be presented, and some general comments will be made 

regarding the impact and significance of these societies. 

                                                
1 W.M. Hetherington, History of the Church of Scotland (London, England: John Johnstone, 1848), II:123. 
2 Thomas Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting (Glasgow, Scotland: R.S. Brown, 1856), 84. 
3 Ibid. 
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Ancient Societies 

It was stated above that Reformed Presbyterians were often referred to as “Society 

People” during some of their most formative years.  However, one can argue that this practice of 

forming societies has always existed among Reformed Presbyterians.  In fact, it is not a 

peculiarity of Covenanters in particular but adherents of true religion in general.  Although 

Reformed Presbyterians have a rich societal history, they by no means claim to be the originators 

of the concept.  A Short Directory for Religious Societies, published in 1831, asserts that “moral 

obligation to society, and the duties and virtues of it arises from man’s being made by God of a 

social nature, a creature particularly formed for society.”
4
  Given this, one must believe that the 

formation of societies is somewhat natural given that “the state of Christ’s visible church is a 

state of society or social communion.”
5
 

If these arguments hold, we would expect to see the existence of societies from the 

beginning of time.  According to Thomas Houston, “The history of associations for spiritual 

fellowship dates from a very early period, and can be traced through the annals of the Church in 

various countries, and in all past ages.  It is inseparably connected with the life and progress of 

true religion.”
6
  Houston then provides a brief history of pre-Covenanter societies in both biblical 

and post-biblical times.  He argues that families and friends gathered around erected altars for 

worship (e.g. Noah’s family after the flood) and that the practice of gathering for fellowship and 

prayer continued “to the last days of the Hebrew commonwealth.”  He also contends that it was 

practiced by the captives in Babylon.
7
  “After the return from Chaldea, private fellowship 

appears to have been a stated and distinguishing part of the worship of the ancient Church until 

                                                
4 Reformed Presbyterian Church (Scotland), A Short Directory for Religious Societies (Newton-Steward, 1831), 2-3. 
5 Ibid., 5. 
6 Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting, 64. 
7 Ibid., 65-6.  
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the close of the dispensation.  Besides synagogues for the reading and expounding of the law, 

there were Proseuchae, or retired places for solitary or united prayer.”
8
   

Although Houston proceeds to give a more complete picture, it will suffice to offer one 

example of society from post-biblical, pre-Reformation history: the Waldenses.  Like the 

Covenanters, they “preserved Divine truth in purity when Christendom was overrun with 

Antichristian corruptions…maintained a faithful profession, and enjoyed the communion of the 

saints in meetings for prayer and spiritual converse.”
9
 

 

Reformation Societies 

The Reformation was a time when societal “associations for spiritual fellowship”
10

 

became exceedingly prominent throughout Europe.  According to Houston: 

There are two periods in the history of Protestantism in every country in which 

the Reformed doctrines took root, that were eminently distinguished by unions for 

Christian fellowship and prayer.  These were, At the commencement of the 

movement, when men were called to struggle with earnest and heartfelt 

convictions, and had likewise to contend against numerous powerful enemies; and 

again, when the violence of persecution was excited to root out all truth, and to 

extirpate faithful witnesses.
11

 

These two periods mark the infancy of the Reformed churches in Europe, through which these 

true churches were born, nurtured, and matured in the midst of various trials.  During this time, it 

was not uncommon for churches to form, even in the absence of ministers.  “In Germany, 

Switzerland, and other continental States, those who embraced the truth sought fellowship 

together; and in cases not a few, the elements of a living Church were collected and arranged 

                                                
8 Ibid., 66. 
9 Ibid., 67. 
10 Ibid., 64. 
11 Ibid., 69. 
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before they were favoured with the voice of a living preacher, or with the dispensation of public 

ordinances.”
12

  This was also the case in England and France.
13

   

A similar prototype was found in Scotland during the Reformation long before the 

moniker “society people” came to be: 

From the death of Patrick Hamilton, till Knox, on his return from the Continent, 

fully organized the church in some of the leading cities, the Protestants, while 

unsupplied with a faithful ministry, thus met and spoke often one to another.  

Especially, in many country districts, and in remote localities, the cause of the 

Reformation was nursed to life and vigour, and the souls of believers were edified 

by the reading of the Scriptures, and by united prayer and praise.
14

 

Interestingly but not surprisingly, there is evidence that covenanting began in Scotland at the 

same time:   

[A]bout the year 1546, a number of gentlemen met in a house in Mid-Lothian 

[Scotland] – and after united Prayer and mutual consultation, drew out and 

subscribed a bond, in which they pledged their lives, fortunes, and reputation, for 

the preservation and protection of ‘the blessed Evangel.’  This is the first case of 

covenanting that we have on record in connexion with the establishment of 

Protestantism in Scotland…This might be said to be the beginning of the 

Evangelical Church in Scotland.  About this time they had no ministers, and the 

Sacraments were not dispensed.
15

 

So, although these groups were not yet referred to as “societies,” they bore all of the marks of 

them.  Even in the absence of ministers, members of these house churches chose elders and 

deacons to have order, organization, and discipline, and the true church grew. 

Through the leadership of John Knox, Presbyterianism was implemented and Scotland 

became a covenanted nation with the adoption of the Scot’s Confession by the “Reformation 

Parliament” in 1560.  However, the presence of true religion only flourished nationally for a 

short time until Prelacy began to rear its ugly head.  “In 1584 matters came to a crisis with the 

                                                
12 Ibid., 70. 
13 Ibid., 70-1. 
14 Ibid., 75. 
15 Ibid., 75-6. 
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enactment of the ‘Black Act’…It was declared unlawful for the General Assembly to meet 

without royal consent.”
16

  Along with Prelacy came persecution.  “During the lengthened 

persecution, which followed the adoption of the Perth Articles in 1618, our Scottish forefathers 

had recourse to Private Prayer-meetings as a means of preserving the truth, and of mutual 

support and encouragement”
17

  Through these private meetings came widespread revival during 

the 1620’s and 30’s, followed by more persecution.  In 1634, “the Scottish Prelates decided to 

prepare a Book of Canons and also a liturgy for Scotland…Ministers were forbidden to hold any 

private meetings for expounding Scriptures.  Even extemporaneous prayer was put on the 

prohibited list.”
18

  These meetings, which were scrutinized and refined during the Second 

Reformation, continued to be a staple for the people of God, even with the existence of 

Presbyteries and the General Assembly. 

 

Scottish Covenanter Societies, 1662-1680 

After the “Restoration” of Charles II in 1660, the Church of Scotland was no longer a 

covenanted Church and “true Presbyterianism could be practiced only in dissenting conventicles 

and unofficial society meetings”
19

  On November 1, 1662, Scottish Parliament made a law that 

“all ministers must acknowledge the authority of the bishops.”
20

  As a result, three hundred 

ministers and their families left their manses for the sake of Christ and “the value of Private 

Social Prayer-Meetings was again experienced, in upholding and comforting the servants of God 

                                                
16 Johannes G. Vos, The Scottish Covenanters: Their Origins, History and Distinctive Doctrines (Edinburgh, 

Scotland: Blue Banner Publications, 1998), 32. 
17 Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting, 76. 
18 Vos, The Scottish Covenanters, 40. 
19 Ibid., 76. 
20 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church 

(Pittsburgh, PA.: J.S. Tibby Publication, 1929), 28-9. 
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in evil times.”
21

  Since pastors were no longer legally permitted to preach in their churches, “the 

congregations followed their pastors to the hills.”
22

  These field meetings, called Conventicles, 

were “illegal open air prayer meetings,”
23

 which consisted of preaching the Word of God, 

administering the sacraments, etc.  John Blackader, who was ejected with him family in 1662, 

“became prominent amongst the field preachers and helped organize conventicles.  Under his 

influence, there emerged an underground church with regular committee meetings and even its 

own church court.”
24

   

The fact that many of the ejected ministers continued to preach in the open fields led to 

the 1663 parliamentary law commonly known as “The Bishops Drag-Net” which stated that 

preaching without permission from a bishop was considered to be sedition.
25

  Conventicles 

became outlawed.  At first, the penalty issued by the Privy Council was a fine of money.  When 

this didn’t work, the fine became death.  “This measure, however, failed to stop private religious 

meetings and conventicles; in fact, the conventicles increased rather than diminished.”
26

  As a 

result, “the worship of these people had to be informal and was increasingly dangerous.  They 

met in open in conventicles, when the ministers would emerge from hiding to preach and 

administer the sacraments…More privately they gathered in small groups called ‘societies,’ 

where laymen conducted the services of worship.”
 27

 

 

                                                
21 Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting, 80. 
22 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 29. 
23 Brian J. Orr, As God is My Witness (Bowie, MD.: Heritage Books, Inc., 2002), 20. 
24 Ibid., 195. 
25 Vos, The Scottish Covenanters, 86. 
26 Ibid., 87. 
27 David M. Carson, Transplanted to America: A Popular History of the American Covenanters to 1871 (Pittsburgh, 

PA.: Crown & Covenant Publications), 2. 
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Scottish Covenanter Societies, 1681-1743 

Shortly after Sanquhar Declaration and subsequent death of Richard Cameron in 1680, 

the Privy Council issued a proclamation which declared field conventicles “to be the 

rendezvouses of rebellion”
28

  With Cargill dead for several years and Renwick ministering, the 

Covenanters became even more restricted.  “In 1685…the death penalty was provided for being 

present at a conventicler, as well as preaching at one.  Even private family worship was treason if 

more than five non-members of the family were present.”
29

  Even amidst the severe persecution 

of these “Killing Times,” under the leadership of Renwick, the “conventicler movement reached 

its height in great gatherings at which the Lord’s Supper was administered, in 1687 and 1688.”
30

 

During this same period, the people “gradually coalesced into an identifiable movement 

organized into ‘societies.’”
31

  In 1681, when Cargill was hanged, the Covenanters “resolved to 

form themselves into a united body, consisting of societies for worship and religious 

intercourse…these smaller societies appointed deputies to attend a [quarterly] general 

meeting.”
32

  This body was known as the United Societies.  “Societies held no less that forty-one 

consecutive meetings between 15 December 1681 and 3 January 1691.”
33

  These general 

meetings joined together the Societies and enabled them act in harmony and to be regulated.  As 

a result, the Societies “continued to exist for well nigh a century, and were the germ from which 

grew up the Reformed Presbyterian Church…”
34

   

                                                
28 Vos, The Scottish Covenanters, 89. 
29 Ibid., 90. 
30 Ibid., 91. 
31 Thomas G. Reid, “Reformed Presbyterians in the New World” in Semper Reformanda (Vol. 1, No. 3, Fall 1992), 

2.  It is also worth noting that, Societies were also set up in Ireland by Alexander Peden and James Renwick between 
1679 and 1688.  Orr, As God is My Witness, 114. 
32 Hetherington, History of the Church of Scotland, II:122-3. 
33 Orr, As God is My Witness, 113. 
34 Matthew Hutchison, The Reformed Presbyterian Church in Scotland: It’s Origin and History 1680-1876 

(Edinburgh and Glasgow, Scotland: J. Menzies and Co., 1893), 56. 
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As with conventicles, the societies thrived amidst persecution.  In “1683 there were 

eighty Societies representing an aggregate of 7000 members, exclusive of women…at the 

Revolution they mustered 9000 strong on Douglas Moor…As the Societies were confined to 

southern Scotland, it is manifest that they must have embraced no inconsiderable proportion of 

the population.”
35

 

By 1690, Cameron, Cargill, and Renwick were all dead, and even though the three 

preachers, Shields, Linning, and Boyd, decided to join the Revolution Church, the Societies held 

to their convictions and “refused to go into the established church.”
36

  As long as there was a 

minister, preaching and the Sacraments were carried on in conventicles, but “having after [1690] 

no minister their only worship was in the ‘societies.’
37

  This had serious implications, as 

Hutchison explains:  

During the time after the Revolution, “Here was a community of many hundreds, 

it may be thousands of families of honest, earnest, God-fearing people, who felt 

constrained by conscience to reject the services of the Established Presbyterian 

Church, but who had no one to preach to them the Gospel that they loved, or to 

administer the Sacraments.  For sixteen years [1690-1706] they never listened to 

the voice of a minister of Christ, never sat down at the Lord’s Table, and their 

children grew up unbaptized.  Nothing but the strongest conviction of the truth 

and importance of the testimony that they held, could have induced men, like the 

Society people, to submit to such deprivations.
38

 

In 1706, John Macmillan joined the United Societies, became pastor-at-large for all of these 

societies and itinerated to them.  He held a communion service in 1712, which was the first one 

since 1690.  The societies met at Auchinsaugh on July 23, 1712 and renewed the Covenants.  

John McNeil came to the societies shortly after Macmillan’s arrival.  “The United Societies 

refused to ordain [McNeil] as they had only one minister and no presbytery.  [McNeil] continued 

                                                
35 Hutchison, The Reformed Presbyterian Church in Scotland, 63. 
36 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 33. 
37 Carson, Transplanted to America, 2. 
38 Hutchison, The Reformed Presbyterian Church in Scotland, 126. 
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as a licentiate and preached for the Covenanters until his death in 1732.  He was never ordained, 

and when he died he had been a licentiate for sixty-three years.”
39

  All in all, McMillan served 

the Societies alone for 37 years, although assisted by John McNeil for many years, until the 

arrival of Thomas Nairn and the creation of the Reformed Presbytery in 1743. 

The societies held the church together, along with conventicles, from 1663 to 1690, and 

independently from 1690 to 1743, despite the absence of preaching and Sacraments.  

Immediately after MacMillan and Nairn organized the Reformed Presbytery in 1743, 

communion was held for the second time since 1690.
40

 

The societies kept the covenanters together during tough times.  They “were formed to 

meet the necessities brought about by persecution.”
41

  Throughout time, they also served to keep 

congregations together when there was a lack of pastors. “This form of organization was strictly 

non-ecclesiastical, but served as a substitute for Church organization for the Covenanters from 

[the formation of the United Societies in] 1681 to 1743 when the Reformed Presbytery was 

organized.”
42

  Even after the formation of the Reformed Presbytery, Societies played a 

significant role.  For example: 

All through its past history, this Church had largely depended for its continuance 

and vigour on the private fellowship meetings of the members…in 1772 a 

Directory for the conduct of these fellowship meetings was published.  It 

contained full instructions as to their formation and regulations…It was only 

through the Societies that members were received [into the full privileges of the 

Church]…This practice was not altered until 1792.  [After that, control moved to 

the session].
43

 

 

                                                
39 Vos, The Scottish Covenanters, 165. 
40Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 40-1. 
41 Ibid., 33. 
42 Vos, The Scottish Covenanters, 136. 
43 Hutchison, The Reformed Presbyterian Church in Scotland, 246. 
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American Covenanter Societies, 1742-1798 

During the times of persecution in Scotland, following the death of King James VI,
44

 

“immigration to the New World became the hope of the Presbyterians,”
45

 and they immediately 

formed themselves into societies “for the worship of God.”
46

  Covenanters “were banished, or 

voluntarily found an asylum, in America…and where two or three families were located in the 

same community, they organized themselves into a society upon the basis of the Reformation, 

and kept themselves distinct from other denominations.”
47

  Some Covenanters came to America 

as early as 1685.  Among them were “two Covenanting pastors – Archibald Riddel and John 

Frazer.”
48

  The most substantial migration in the first half of the eighteenth century was from 

Ulster, Ireland.  “It began just before 1720 and continued up through at least 1745…Among the 

arrivals in the colonies were ‘society people,’ who still maintained the fellowship of belief they 

had had in Ireland.”
49

  As a result, “[a]s early as 1742, there was an organized society.”
50

 

Like their forefathers and counterparts in Scotland and Ireland, these early American 

Covenanters… 

…had no ministerial leadership.  This they could hardly expect, because in the 

early years of the eighteenth century there was but on Covenanter minister in 

Scotland – John McMillan – and none in Ireland.  For these unshepherded people 

the society meeting proved its worth…for it was a means by which laymen could 

continue their fellowship in worship and belief.
51

 

                                                
44 James VI in Scotland was James I in England. 
45 J.D. Douglas, Light in the North: The Story of the Scottish Covenanters (Devon, England: The Paternoster Press, 

1964), 181. 
46 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 42. 
47 W. Melancthon Glasgow, History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America (Baltimore, MD.: Hill & 
Harvey Publishers, 1888) in http://reformedpresbyterian.com/download/history.pdf, 62. 
48 Douglas, Light in the North, 182. 
49 Carson, Transplanted to America, 5-6. 
50 Ibid., 6. 
51 Ibid., 7. 
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Although they worshipped in homes, barns, or outdoors,
52

 the society structure that was such a 

rich part of the Covenanter heritage proved to serve the immigrants well.  Carson writes, 

When groups of Covenanters found themselves living near each other, there was 

an organizational device ready for them.  They gathered for ‘society.’  They 

conducted worship services themselves, either reading from accepted authors, or 

by proposing some subject for consideration, a Bible passage, a question of 

Christian faith or practice, or the proper behavior by which to maintain a faithful 

testimony.  The ‘society’…in the beginning carried on such governmental 

functions as were necessary: the admission of members, any necessary financial 

matters…decisions on doctrines, and the exercise of discipline.  Over the societies 

was the General Meeting, to which accredited representatives of each organized 

society were sent.  These periodic General Meetings continued to be the highest 

authority in America until the organization of a presbytery in 1774.
53

 

These Covenanter societies had no minister until 1742, when Alexander Craighead came 

and served for seven years, before returning to the Presbyterian Church.
54

  During his time with 

the Covenanter societies, Craighead He led them to renew the covenants in 1743
55

 and 

“dispensed the ordinances to them for several years. A session was constituted…The 

congregation was often called the ‘Craighead Society.’”
56

  After Craighead’s departure, the 

societies were again without a minister until 1751, when John Cuthbertson came from Scotland 

and “continued to visit the scattered societies of Covenanters throughout Pennsylvania, New 

York, and other States, for a period of twenty-two years.”
57

  Under Cuthbertson, the societies 

gathered once a year for the Lord’s Supper.  The first was held in 1752 and had 250 

communicants.
58

 In 1753, “Mr. Cuthbertson presided in an election of ten persons for ruling 

elders. These were chosen at the General Meeting and were for all the societies.”
59

  Individual 

societies had officers, namely a Presis (i.e. moderator) and a Clerk, who kept minutes.  They also 

                                                
52 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 42. 
53 Carson, Transplanted to America, 7. 
54 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 43. 
55 Orr, As God is My Witness, 293.  
56 Glasgow, History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America, 62. 
57 Ibid., 63. 
58 Carson, Transplanted to America, 13. 
59 Glasgow, History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America, 251. 
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commissioned members to attend the general meeting.
60

  Some societies became so large that 

they were divided
61

 or formed into congregations.
62

  Over all, through the years under 

Cuthbertson’s leadership, “the struggling societies continued faithful and kept growing.”
63

 

Shortly after the arrival of Matthew Lind and Alexander Dobbin from Ireland, 

Cuthbertson, together with them, organized the Reformed Presbytery in America in 1774.
64

  This 

only lasted for eight years, until the three ministers joined with the Associate Reformed 

Presbytery in 1782.  Although the Covenanter societies were once again left without ministers, 

they were not defeated.  A “remnant of the Reformed Presbyterian Church still remained.”
65

  In 

this difficult, yet critical time for American Covenanters, “elders held the Church together and 

carried on the oversight of the congregations.”
66

  Through it all, “God graciously preserved the 

germs of Covenanterism, and the few faithful ones rallied around the old flag. With the heroism 

of their martyred ancestry, they clung to their blood-bought principles and gathered themselves 

again into the praying societies.”
67

 

At the same time, beginning shortly after the departure of the three ministers in 1782, 

“[t]he scattered societies of Covenanters now called loudly for help from Scotland and Ireland. 

They waited patiently seven years before their request could be granted. In the summer of 1789, 

the Reformed Presbytery of Scotland sent out the Rev. James Reid to examine into the condition 

and needs of the societies.”
68

  The societies continued to be faithful, and the Reformed 

Presbytery was re-established in 1798.  When looking back, it is apparent that the early 

                                                
60 Ibid., 265-72. 
61 Ibid., 351. 
62 Ibid., 452. 
63 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 43. 
64 Carson, Transplanted to America, 14. 
65 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, A Brief History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, 45. 
66 G. M. Robb, Covenant Recollections (Pittsburgh, PA.: National Staff National Covenanter Young People’s Union, 

1959), 18. 
67 Glasgow, History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America, 75. 
68 Ibid., 76. 
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American Covenanter societies, like their counterparts in Scotland during the times of 

persecution, successfully held the church together for decades before the presbytery was firmly 

established.  David Carson provides a fitting summary: 

It is clear from the record that the church in the eighteenth century was a lay 

movement, which, though unable to function normally without a minister, was 

quite able to exist.  There were society people before Craighead; after he left they 

continued their organization until Cuthbertson arrived.  After Cuthbertson and 

Lind and Dobbin joined the Associate Reformed Presbyterian church, the remnant 

of laymen maintained themselves until McKinney’s arrival.  Even when there was 

a minister in the colonies, of course, his scattered parishioners would get no more 

than an occasional visit.  Despite the articulate figures of Craighead, Cuthbertson, 

and McKinney, therefore, the eighteenth way a lay century.
69

 

 

American Covenanter Societies, 1799-1871 

Shortly after the 1798 re-establishment of the Reformed Presbytery in America, several 

committees were formed within the presbytery.  After strong numerical growth, “[in] 1809, the 

presbytery changed itself into a synod and the committees into presbyteries.”
70

  Even with formal 

structure in place, members of the Reformed Presbyterian Church continued to meet in societies.  

Carson explains how this worked within the Reformed Presbyterian Church structure: 

[In the early 1800’s] A further distinctive aspect of the worship of the church was 

the society meeting, carried over little changed from the eighteenth century 

practice.  When two or more Covenanters found themselves in the same area they 

organized a society.  After the society reached a membership of twenty, it 

normally was divided and a new society formed…After the society had developed 

into a congregation, societies continued within it, usually on a geographical basis, 

with a stated membership.  Such societies met during the week in the usual 

manner for Christian nurture.
71

 

                                                
69 Carson, Transplanted to America, 19. 
70 Ibid., 20. 
71 Ibid., 33. 



Chris Villi 

5/21/2011 

 

14 

 

So, in terms of overall structure, the synod was made up of presbyteries, the presbyteries were 

made up of congregations, and the congregations were made up of societies.  An example of this 

is seen in the Coldenham congregation.  “In May, 1844, the Rev. James W. Shaw became the 

pastor. At this time there were nearly one hundred members and six praying societies.”
72

  As 

able, one or more societies that were not part of a congregation were organized into 

congregations.
73

  “The germ of a congregation was a society…they petitioned the appropriate 

presbytery for preaching and for the administration of the Lord’s Supper.  When they grew to the 

point that they believed they could support a pastor, by themselves or in cooperation with a 

neighboring group, they applied to presbytery for the organization of a congregation.”
74

 

It is worth noting that, although different from that of the Covenanters, a concept of 

society was also found within other church bodies.  In some Presbyterian churches, the society 

existed more independently as “a distinct body (under State law) from the congregation and from 

the church.  In others the word is used to designate the congregation.”
75

  In still others, “the word 

‘Society’ has been applied to the ecclesiastical organization, while the word ‘Congregation’ has 

been used in connection with the corporation, or legal association.”
76

 

 

The Purpose and Function of Societies 

In the Reformed Presbyterian Church, the society, as in times past, carried much 

significance and purpose in the nineteenth century.  Houston argues that as many societies as 

possible should be established in every congregation, because they are essential to the well-being 

                                                
72 Glasgow, History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America, 211. 
73 Ibid., 281. 
74 Carson, Transplanted to America, 36. 
75 Hugh K. Wagner, The Relations of Session and Trustees (Philadelphia, PA.: Presbyterian Board of Publication 

and Sabbath School Work, 1966), 22. 
76 Ibid., 22-3. 
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of the church.
77

  In 1831, A Short Directory for Religious Societies was published.  At the outset, 

the continuity of the value of societies is summarized as follows: 

You have now for more than 150 years past subsisted in select societies, even 

ever since the hand of prelatic tyranny and violence…These religious Christian 

associations were not only found specially necessary and useful then, for the 

comfort and encouragement of the faithful under persecution, distress, and 

tribulation…[even now] this sort of Christian fellowship has been experienced to 

be greatly necessary and useful for maintaining the truth, and word of Christ’s 

patience, and preserving the life and practice of religion.
78

 

Concerning what has been referred to as Scriptural “special ends and designs”
79

 of 

society meetings, the 1831 directory places growth in the faith (Jude 20) at the head of the list.  

“Christians while attending public gospel ordinances have not access to instruct, admonish, 

counsel and comfort one another”
80

  Other biblical objectives include mutual helpfulness and 

encouragement (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; Proverbs 27:17; Hebrews 10:24-25; 1 Thessalonians 5:14; 

Hebrews 3:13; Romans 12:10) and the ministering of gifts (1 Peter 4:10).  This section of the 

manual concludes with the following paragraph: 

These are some of the great and valuable ends which Christian social meetings are 

intended to serve. – The advancement and increase of the practical knowledge of 

God; – instruction of the ignorant; – supporting the weak; – comforting the feeble 

minded; – preventing and withstanding error and seduction; – and the discharge of 

all the other duties of Christian brotherly love and good works; – and that all the 

members may have fellowship one with another in the divine virtues, gifts and 

graces, whether common or saving, with which they are blessed.  And hence this 

kind of religious society may be considered as indeed the strictest, closest and 

most intimate of all others on earth.  Believers in their attendance upon the 

dispensation of word and sacraments, have communion with Christ and one 

another in the common relations, blessings, and privileges which belong to them 

all; but they have not, nor cannot have communion one with another in their 

several personal gifts and graces, as here.
81

 

                                                
77 Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting, 150. 
78 Reformed Presbyterian Church (Scotland), A Short Directory for Religious Societies, 2. 
79 Ibid., 11-6. 
80 Ibid., 12. 
81 Ibid., 15-6. 
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It goes without saying that the function of the society is inextricably linked to its purpose.  

Regarding function, Thomas Houston instructs believers to “meet together in one place, and have 

stated times for mutual edification and united prayer and praise.”
82

  Due to the private, intimate 

nature of a society, or “Fellowship Prayer Meeting” as Houston calls it, they provide an 

environment in which “solemn duties” such as love, mutual edification, fellowship, help, 

encouragement, can be nurtured within the body of Christ.
83

  Such an environment promotes 

intimacy, freedom, openness, teaching, mentoring, exhortation, piety, devotion, comfort, and 

influence.  “In order to answer the special ends of religious social meetings, it is necessary that 

they should not be crowded, or too numerous; twelve or fourteen has been ever thought to be the 

greatest number answerable for the purposes of social edification.”
84

  To maintain this dynamic, 

“[it] is proper when the number of constituent members is largely increased, to separate by 

mutual agreement, so as to form two or more smaller societies.”
85

 

For society meetings to function appropriately, it is important that they be conducted in a 

manner that promotes movement toward the aforementioned ends.  To ensure consistency and 

effectiveness, the presbytery published a manual containing rules, guidelines,
86

 and directions,
87

 

including the way in which theological discussion should be facilitated.  “The way in which 

society meetings [early 1800’s] were conducted demanded from all members at least an attempt 

at contributing to theological discussion.”
88

  Someone would propose a text or a question and 

everyone would study and prepare to speak about it.
89

  The content of these discussions was so 

rich that when Dr. McLeod was asked where he studied theology, he responded, “In the 

                                                
82 Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting, 19. 
83 Ibid., 41-6. 
84 Reformed Presbyterian Church (Scotland), A Short Directory for Religious Societies, 36. 
85 Ibid., 151-2. 
86 Ibid., 17-27. 
87 Ibid., 27-32. 
88 Carson, Transplanted to America, 22. 
89 Society members were not to attempt to interpret the text but to apply it. 
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societies.”
90

  In addition to the study of the Word, exercises involved singing and prayer.  Those 

who meet without having access to a church should also take up a collection for the poor.  

Members were instructed to do all of these things in an orderly way and to keep prayers from 

being too long and tedious. 

Another guideline concerned meeting time and place.  Societies that did not have a 

congregation were to meet together weekly on the Lord’s Day during regular church time.  

Others were instructed to meet weekly at the most convenient time for all members, preferably 

midweek.  The meeting place was also to be convenient for all.   

There were also directions for societal membership.  Meetings were to be composed of 

both men and women.  “The woman is and has always been safest in society with the man”
91

  

Members were also encouraged to involve their children if possible.  “The early initiation of 

children in these exercise, will natively tend to attach their minds to the duty.”
92

  Membership 

was not for anyone and everyone.  All members were to agree in the faith and profession of truth 

and demonstrate that they were orthodox and theologically sound.  “Religious societies ought to 

be cautious and wary whom they take into their communion in this way.  Everyone is not fit for 

it.”
93

  Although believers were to remember their obligation to love one another and receive each 

other in fellowship, they were also charged with holding each other accountable.  For example, 

those “who are negligent in their attendance, or who are in the habit of coming forward late, 

should be admonished by their brethren, in the spirit of fidelity and love.”
94

  Moral character 

should also be considered for membership in a society.
95

  Fifteen queries regarding their 

                                                
90 Carson, Transplanted to America, 34. 
91 Reformed Presbyterian Church (Scotland), A Short Directory for Religious Societies, 18. 
92 Ibid., 34-5. 
93 Ibid., 20-1. 
94 Houston, The Fellowship Prayer Meeting, 153. 
95 Given that the presbytery and synod were well-established by this time, this would logically seem to be the 

responsibility of the session.  However, there appears to have been some carryover.  As stated above, this was also 
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understanding of and commitment to the Reformed Presbyterian Church are offered, followed by 

eleven doctrinal questions and the following directive:   

On satisfying answers to these and such others of the same kind as may be 

thought necessary, and to the queries preceding, we think persons may be 

admitted as members into social meetings.  At the same time, such meetings 

ought to beware of excluding, or refusing admittance to persons making 

application to them, merely on account of ignorance as to some of the things 

above mentioned, or weakness otherwise, provided such persons appear to design 

honestly, to love the truth, and are willing to learn and to be informed.
96

 

Additionally, no stranger ought to be invited without consent from the society.  For newly 

created societies that have no person with experience in a society, the closest society adjacent to 

it should send some people to help them get started correctly.  Societies under a presbytery 

should be like-minded and understand that they have one common purpose in Christ and the 

gospel.  They ought to have fellowship with one another via a regular correspondence meeting 

between once a month and once in six months. 

 

Moving Forward 

The historical impact of Covenanter societies runs deep.  By the grace and providence of 

God, these societies played a significant role in the history of the Reformed Presbyterian Church.  

In fact, they literally held the church together for decades during the most trying of times.  From 

phases of severe persecution to stretches with no ordained ministers to preach and administer 

sacraments, the societies faithfully continued to walk together in unity and purpose.   

So, where do we go from here?  What can we learn from these Covenanter societies of 

ages past?  We would be amiss to see the society concept as a bygone structure with nothing to 

                                                                                                                                                       
true in Scotland for 49 years after the formation of the Reformed Presbytery (members were only received through 

societies until 1792) . 
96 Reformed Presbyterian Church (Scotland), A Short Directory for Religious Societies, 26-7. 
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emulate.  Although many contemporary applications may be listed, we will briefly suggest only 

two: societies as a means for both spiritual growth and church growth. 

 

Promotion of Spiritual Growth through Societies 

In the last several decades, small groups have become quite popular in evangelical, 

churches.  In terms of purpose and function, the small group model, when properly understood 

and applied, in many ways mirrors the society model summarized above.  The primary objective 

of both is to promote spiritual growth through intimate study, prayer, fellowship, and 

accountability with a handful of like-minded believers in a private and caring environment.  In 

1831, societies were encouraged to “meet together at certain stated times and places, for the 

exercises of Prayer, Praise, Thanksgiving, spiritual Conference, and all the duties of Christian 

love and friendship, for the mutual benefiting, comforting and encouraging one another, in a 

steady attendance upon all the duties and ordinances of godliness, and adherence to the cause of 

Christ, his truth, and true religion in the world.”
97

  Often times, the congregation is viewed as the 

lowest level of fellowship within the Church.  However, the body of Christ would benefit greatly 

from the means of grace provided the intimate fellowship of “living life together” in societies. 

 

Promotion of Church Growth through Societies 

Due to the scarcity of ministers in the early years, it was common for a minister to serve 

multiple societies.  For example, in 1798, James McKinney “took charge of the united 

congregations of Galway and Duanesburgh, New York, and also preached in other societies 

                                                
97 Ibid., 5. 
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adjacent.”
98

  At several points in history, there was only but one minister over all of the societies: 

in Scotland, McMillan served the Societies alone for 37 years,
99

 and in America, John 

Cuthbertson served as the only minister to the American societies for a period of 22 years.   

In twenty-first century, this is not the case for the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 

North America (RPCNA).  Having two seminaries well established,
100

 the ratio of ministers to 

congregants is higher that it has ever been.  However, the RPCNA only has slightly more than 80 

churches in the US and Canada, and several of these are clustered in close geographical areas.  In 

other words, from the perspective of geographic coverage, there is opportunity for expansion.  

Having realized and acknowledge this fact, the Synod has agreed to place an emphasis on church 

planting in new geographic areas.  Perhaps this can be accomplished through establishing elder-

led societies with one preacher who itinerates between them until they are large enough to 

become congregations.  By adopting an itinerant preaching ministry similar to that of John 

Cuthbertson or James McKinney, the RPCNA can focus on expanding its geographic coverage in 

America and Canada. 

                                                
98 Glasgow, History of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America, 601-2. 
99 He was assisted by the licentiate John McNeil for many years. 
100 Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary (RPTS) in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania was established in 1810, and 

Ottawa Theological Hall in Ottawa, Ontario was established in 1982. 
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