
So – we’ve had a referendum 

Today’s Extra Reading is part of a letter all parish ministers 
received last week from the Moderator of the General 
Assembly, John Chalmers. 

Whatever the outcome of the Referendum I am now looking 
forward to sharing worship in St Giles Cathedral on Sunday 
21st September when the focus of the service will be to reflect 
on the shared values and common purposes which will unite 
the people of Scotland. 

As Moderator, I wonder if I can encourage you to hold similar 
services for your congregation, so that throughout Scotland 
we can say that the members of the Church of Scotland have 
committed themselves to pray for and to work together for a 
future built on values around which there is common 
ownership and agreement. 

As a national church I think it is important that, across the 
country, we should take the lead in marking the result of the 
Referendum and praying for unity of purpose as we begin to 
shape Scotland’s future in accordance with the will of the 
people of Scotland.  We cannot let ourselves be defined by 
which side we have been on, on the 18th September; instead 
we have to take the opportunity to define ourselves by our 
commitment to working together to build Scotland’s future 
with shared purpose and shared values. 

The Moderator invites us to express our shared purpose and 
shared values in the words inscribed on the Scottish 

Parliament’s mace, namely Wisdom, Justice, Compassion 
and Integrity    

 

A Scottish-born journalist, writing in The Guardian a few 
days before the referendum said, There are good and 
respectable reasons for voting “Yes” in the Scottish 
referendum and there are good and respectable reasons for 
voting “No”.  That thought, I think, should be in our minds 
as we reflect on the result of the referendum and on the way 
forward now for Scotland. 

As I reflect on the conversation we have been having in 
Scotland over the past two years, I have kept casting my 
mind back to Danny Boyle’s opening ceremony at the 2012 



Olympic Games in London.  As a commentator wrote at the 

time, the ceremony came closer to defining a true “big 
society” than Mr Cameron has ever done or, one suspects, 
ever will.  The spiritual values transmitted throughout were 
uplifting, and remarkable in a secular age.  The ceremony 
was subtly infused with Christian culture, but in a way that 
was inclusive and respectful of difference.  The joyful 
celebration of social and ethnic diversity was in stark 
contrast to the narrow origins and even narrower minds of 
our current leaders.  In one section of the ceremony after 
another, selfish individuality was rejected in favour of the 
communal and collective.  As no one person lit the Olympic 
cauldron, celebrity culture was rejected in favour of the 
nobility of the average person.  Danny Boyle’s vision of 
Britain was joyful, profound, generous and spiritual.  We are 
stuck with a government whose vision is joyless, shallow, 
mean-spirited and entirely materialistic. 

The good and respectable reasons for voting “Yes” on 
Thursday had to do with a longing for Scotland to reject the 
generation-long trend of United Kingdom politics towards a 
joyless materialism entirely lacking in compassion.  The 
good and respectable reasons for voting “No” had to do with 
a desire to work for the whole United Kingdom to live up to 
Danny Boyle’s vision. 

What too many people failed to see over the past two years 
was that the referendum was never about nationalism, it 
was never about hating the English, it was never about 
claiming that Scots are somehow superior to others in the 
United Kingdom.  It was about the values by which Scots 
want to live.  The disagreement was between those who 
thought these values could best be achieved in an 
independent Scotland and those who thought they could 
best be achieved in solidarity with like-minded people in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

So now we have our result.  Now we can start to commit to 
building across the United Kingdom that world more joyful 
and humane which we believe to be God’s dream.  

We could do no better than to start with those four words 

that the Moderator commends: Wisdom, Justice, 
Compassion, Integrity. 



It is obvious that these are not specifically Scottish values.  
They are the values that we would expect to inspire any 
society that claimed to be democratic.  It is equally obvious 
that they are uncontroversial.  We would not expect anyone 

to deny the importance of Wisdom, Justice, Compassion and 
Integrity. 

The trouble is, of course, that it is easy to say that we want 

to live by Wisdom, Justice, Compassion and Integrity.  It is 
less easy to ensure that, as a society, we act with Wisdom, 
Justice, Compassion and Integrity.  It is less easy to ensure 
that our government will always act with Wisdom, Justice, 
Compassion and Integrity.  We may wish to say that we do 
not see successive United Kingdom governments over the 

past thirty years or so acting with Wisdom, Justice, 
Compassion and Integrity.  In effect, 45% of Scots have just 
said that; and there are millions in England who feel the 
same way. 

Perhaps the most valuable effect of our two-year 
conversation about independence has been to shake things 
up.  We have challenged a political establishment which has 
locked itself into an ever narrower, more joyless and less 
compassionate mindset.  Following successive UK and 
Scottish elections where the turn-out has been steadily 
falling, 84% of us turned out to vote in the referendum.  The 
idea that people are “not interested in politics” has been 
comprehensively disproved.  What has emerged is that, as 
many of us have been saying for years, people are less and 
less interested in the party political game but are 
passionately interested in the political issues.  People care 
deeply about the Health Service, about the education of our 
children, about the tax system – about everything that 
actually affects our daily life, things which we elect our 

governments to oversee with Wisdom, Justice, Compassion 
and Integrity.  We are encouraged, not least by the dumbed 
down mass media of newspapers and television, to think of 
election results in the same spirit as sports results:  to 
support Conservative or Labour in the same way as you 
might support Rangers or Celtic, our your national football 
or rugby team, or the European golf team about to contest 
the Ryder Cup.  We are not encouraged to think about what 
Conservative or Labour or Liberal Democrat or whoever 



actually stand for.  And we have, I’m afraid, come to believe 
that they stand for nothing except their own position and as 
much as they can wangle by way of expenses.  This may be 
unfair; in the case of some politicians it obviously is unfair; 
but the way we do our politics encourages the more cynical 
view. 

So what happens now?  Do we all heave a sigh of relief that 
it’s all over?  Do our political leaders simply go back to the 
way things were before?  We in Scotland were offered all 
sorts of extra powers in the attempt to persuade us to vote 
“No” last Thursday and apparently we’re to be offered them 
now as a reward for doing so.  If that is the response of UK 
politicians it is irrelevant and profoundly mistaken.  The 
new powers will not satisfy those who voted for 
independence and who presumably still want it; more 
significantly, they will undoubtedly cause a considerable 

backlash in England.  The famous West Lothian Question 
will quite reasonably rear its head: why should the member 
of parliament for West Lothian (or anywhere else in 
Scotland) have a vote in the Westminster parliament on, 
say, the English Health Service when Scotland will not be 
affected? 

What the independence campaign has revealed to us in 
Scotland, and what it is at last beginning to be revealed in 
England, is that our whole political system in the UK is 
broken.  We do not have proper democratic accountability 
when all we are allowed to do is to choose, every five years, 
between two groups who largely share the same political 
philosophy and will only tinker at the edges of the problems 
which face us in the modern world.  It is also presented 
always as a competition, as a battle.  David Cameron 
congratulated Alex Salmond on fighting a good fight for 
independence.  Until we can see politics as an attempt, 
together, to find the best way to govern rather than a fight 
for a particular idea our politics will not improve.  

There is a well-worn cliché that expresses a profound truth 
about our politics: political arguments between the political 
parties are like the crew of the Titanic bickering about how 
to re-arrange the deck chairs while the ship steams 
remorselessly on towards the fatal iceberg.  The British state 
is steaming on remorselessly towards the icebergs that lie 



ahead while our leaders and those who wish to replace them 
mouth empty slogans which ignore the real dangers that 
face us. 

I have spoken before about the state of the nation and will 
no doubt do so again.  It will not, perhaps, surprise you if I 
pick out one of those four values we’ve been mentioning: 
compassion. 

I believe passionately in the various aspects of our life 
together that are usually called “The Welfare State”: the 
health service, free to all at the point of need; free 
education; proper provision for those who cannot find work, 
or who are unable to work; decent retirement pensions; and 
so on. All these are today under threat and we may wonder 
why that is.  I remember saying, sixty years ago, that a 
better name for it all would be, not “The Welfare State” but 
“The Compassionate Society”.  These things were brought in 
by a post-war government faced with appalling financial 
problems resulting from the cost of the war.  That 
government was elected because people were inspired by 
compassion, by the longing for a society that cared for all its 
people, “from the cradle to the grave”.  People were prepared 
to pay to the state the taxes needed to establish such a 
society and so it was the state that provided welfare – 
hence, “The Welfare State”. 

It’s the compassion that inspired all that which seems to be 
lacking in public attitudes today.  The press demonises 
those who need benefits as scroungers and slackers, 
politicians encourage such judgements and a huge section 
of the public have been induced to share them.  The great 
task ahead is to recapture the vision that inspired “The 
Compassionate Society” for the whole of the United 
Kingdom.  What we can perhaps hope is that the 
independence campaign has shaken everything up and 
provided the impetus for a complete re-think of how we are 
to be governed.    

  

      

 

 



 

 

      


