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A GUIDE TO CHURCH VACANCY

Following the recent retirement of our minister, Rev. 

Duncan Macleod, the Dornoch Free Church congregation 

has entered into a period of ‘vacancy’ as the prayerful search 

for a new minister begins. As this may be a new experience 

for some, or since you may be unfamiliar with how a 

Presbyterian system works at times like this, we thought it 

would be a good idea to put together a ‘rough guide’ as an 

explanation of what this means and some of the procedures 

we will need to go through to appoint a new minister (in as 

simple terms as possible!)

The Northern Presbytery of the Free Church have appointed 

Rev. Calum Macmillan (Rosskeen Free Church) as our 

Interim-Moderator (which is a sort of ‘caretaker minister’) 

to work alongside the Kirk Session and the Ministry Support 

Worker to provide support and guidance until a new minister 

is appointed. An Interim-Moderator helps arrange pulpit 

supply, chairs Kirk Session and congregational meetings, 

provides pastoral support as well as supporting and guiding 

the congregation through the processes of a vacancy. 

Calum obviously also has his responsibilities as Minister 

of the Rosskeen congregation so please pray for him as he 

undertakes his duties at Dornoch.
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PROCEDURAL STEPS

Our new Interim-Moderator will lead the services on the 

5th of December, at which we are officially ‘declared 

vacant’. The first stage following that is to call a congregational 

meeting. The date of this meeting will be announced in early 

December 2021. A good attendance at this meeting is crucial 

so please make every effort to come along.

This meeting will have two main purposes. Firstly, to approve 

what is called a ‘schedule’ (short for sustentation schedule). The 

schedule mainly focuses on the finances necessary to appoint a 

new minister. A congregation needs to be able to verify that it 

has the finances to support a full-time minister.

Secondly, a Vacancy Committee is appointed. This is a 

committee whose purpose is to process the opinions and 

suggestions of the congregation regarding a new minister. The 

Elders and Deacons are automatically members of a Vacancy 

Committee and it is usual for other members of the congregation 

to be appointed as well. The Elders will bring a suggestion to 

the meeting as to the composition of the committee and the 

congregation can make recommendations of names too. 

Consideration will need to be made as to the effective total 

number on the committee. The idea is that the committee be a 

fair representation of the congregation’s interests.

When appointed, you can contact any member of the 
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committee at any time with suggestions as to people you may 

want to come and preach with a ‘view to a call’. Please bear in 

mind that not all suggestions will be possible to act on (for a 

variety of reasons), though we would hope to act on as many 

as we can. In terms of who can be suggested they would need 

to be a ministers – or willing to become a minister - of the 

Free Church of Scotland.

Once responses have been received and these men have 

preached before the congregation, the Vacancy Committee 

will - ideally - propose one name to the congregation as the 

new minister. Should a name be agreed then a meeting with 

Presbytery will be arranged in order to formally sign the call 

to the man in question. If the Vacancy Committee can’t agree 

on one name then they may suggest two or three for the 

congregation to vote on at a meeting. 

The congregation is not obliged to accept the 

recommendations of the committee and opportunity to bring 

other proposals will be given. Unity, of course, is the desired 

outcome and we must seek to maintain our unity in the bond 

of peace throughout the process.

For a call to be sustained a large proportion of the 

membership must agree to the call (hence why good 

attendance at vacancy meetings is crucial).
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WHAT ARE WE LOOKING FOR

IN A NEW MINISTER?

In short – God’s man! As the late Rev. Kenny Macdonald 

succinctly once said “someone who loves Jesus and 

loves people”. Often candidates have been chosen purely 

on the basis of preaching, but we would encourage a wider 

perspective than this - we want God’s Man for Dornoch. 

We would look for someone who can lead people to know 

Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour; someone capable of 

discipling and mentoring people to grow in their Christian faith 

and encouraging people to witness to others the best news of new 

life through Jesus Christ. We would also look for someone who 

has the ability to connect well with the wider local community.

It’s not about getting “our preference”, but it’s about 

finding God’s man who is the best fit for the good of the 

Kingdom of God in this area. 

Some advice Rev. Colin Macleod gave to Smithton Free Church 

in their vacancy a few years ago applies equally well to ourselves:

“We may also need to be sacrificial; we won’t necessarily 

hear everybody that we might like to through this 

process. We have an opportunity to ask not who we 

would like personally, but who is the right person for 

the wider church, and the community that we have the 

opportunity to share the Gospel with?”
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WHAT CAN I DO?

PRAY - Throughout this process we should be in prayer for 

God to lead our hearts and minds throughout the process.

PATIENCE – We need to work with patience. We simply don’t 

know the timescales that may be involved. Hopefully the 

vacancy will be short – but we need patience.

PRESENCE – Please try and attend the meetings regarding the 

vacancy. This is important both to have your opinion heard 

but also it is an encouragement to the Church leaders.

PERSEVERE - The work of the Gospel does not and should not 

stop because of a vacancy! Keep on exercising your gifts and 

serving and evangelising and all the other things you do for 

the Lord. Persevere in the work of the Kingdom. A vacancy 

may even present new opportunities for you to serve the Lord!
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ADVICE 
SOME ADVICE THAT WAS GIVEN TO CONGREGATIONS

IN 1859 IS STILL VALUABLE TODAY:

As a Congregation of the Free Church of Scotland you 

are entrusted with the responsibility of choosing a new 

Minister to be a Pastor over you in the Lord. As you decide 

who that will be please keep in mind the following:

1. Always remember to encourage one another, be willing to 

accept the combined result of congregational opinion, rather 

than to insist on the attainment of your own particular desires.

2. The man you choose ought to be a teacher and guide in 

spiritual things for yourselves and your families. Such a 

man must stand in a direct personal relation with everyone 

connected with the Congregation. He ought to be the friend 

and counsellor of each one, young or old. He ought, therefore, 

as far as possible, to be the willing choice of every one, 

acceptable to each and welcomed by all.

3, Your election of a Minister is the act of a Christian 

Congregation, a body of people associated together for the 

furtherance of the Christian faith in the locality in which 

you reside. It is not the act simply of the community at 

large, or of any artificial section of it, but of a distinctively 

Christian body. It must be conducted therefore in a spirit 

worthy of the Christianity you profess, worthy of Christ in 

whose name you are associated, and in such a way as to 



9

foster rather than to injure Christian feeling, and to promote 

Christian unity and love.

4. Make the election of a Minister a matter of earnest and 

repeated prayer, not only that you may be guided to the choice 

of a man who shall come among you as a true messenger of 

Christ to your souls, but that the election may be conducted in 

a spirit of kindness and understanding, as befits professing 

followers of Christ.

5. Strive after that love that is not self-seeking — an unselfish 

spirit, willing that the preferences and judgements, and even 

the prejudices of others, should have the fullest and kindliest 

consideration, and resolved that, whatever happens, you will 

not press your own opinion to the extent of breaking up the 

outward, or even the inward unity of the Congregation to 

which you belong.

If all are thoroughly in earnest in these matters, we can be 

confident that, by the blessing of God, such a relation will be 

formed between Pastor and people as shall make them real 

helpers the one of the other, and shall kindle such a spirit 

of unity and love in all our Congregations, that people shall 

know that we are true disciples of the Lord Jesus.





IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS, PLEASE DO NOT HESITATE TO 

CONTACT JAMES, MURDO OR MARK.

CONTACT DETAILS:

James Mackay - 01862 810 775

James@DornochFreeChurch.co.uk

Murdo MacDonald - 01862 810 112

Murdo@DornochFreeChurch.co.uk

Mark Robinson - (Treasurer/Clerk) - 01862 810 009

Mark@DornochFreeChurch.co.uk

Rev. Calum Macmillan - (Interim-Moderator) - 07900 817579

minister@rosskeenfreechurch.co.uk




