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Introduction 
 

arrhead United Reformed Church has had three different names 
and affiliations in our 175 year history.  Founded as an Evangelical 
Union congregation in 1844 (local folk still call us “the EU”), we 

joined the Congregational Union of Scotland (CUS), with other 
Evangelical Union congregations, in 1896.  As part of the commitment to 
greater unity the CUS joined the United Reformed Church (URC)  in the 
year 2000.  This, itself, is a union of Welsh and English Congregationalists, 
the  Presbyterian Church of England and the UK-wide Churches of Christ.  
Throughout our history here in Barrhead we have striven to show the 
love of God and neighbour through our work and worship.  We work 
closely with our sister churches here. 
 
The Evangelical Union 
 

n the 19th Century there was much dissatisfaction with religion in 
Scotland.  The Free Church of Scotland, and the various churches that 
became the United Secession Church, formed to allow local 

congregations the right to call their own ministers.  This was important 
as at this time local land owners appointed ministers and often paid their 
stipends; ministers were, therefore, beholden to the land owners.  There 
was also a sense that the Church of Scotland had become rather stale in 
its commitment to the Gospel.  However, these new churches wanted to 
purify the teachings of the Kirk rather than challenge them.  At this point 
a version of Calvin’s theology was taught in the Kirk which implied we 
are all predestined either to eternal salvation or to eternal damnation; at 
its worst it meant that someone who lived a saintly life would be dragged 
off to Hell whilst notorious sinners, if they were predestined to salvation, 
would be taken off by the angels.  No sense of free will was allowed in 
this thinking and those who rejected this doctrine were deemed heretics.  
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David Robinson  1962 –  1970 
 
James B. Allen   1971 – 1977 
 
Jimmy Shanks   1977 - 1984 
 
Rhobat Bryn Jones  1985 – 1986 
 
Jim Colquhoun  1989 - 1994  
 
Christian Vermeulen  1994 – 1999 
 

Barrhead United Reformed Church 
 
David Coleman  2001 – 2007 
 
Connie Bonner  2010 – 2015 
 
Andy Braunston  since 2017 
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Ministers of Barrhead United Reformed Church 
(in its various identities) 

 
Barrhead Evangelical Union Church 

 
Gilbert McCallum  1846 – 1852 
 
Alexander Davidson 1853 – 1860 
 
J Andrew    1861 – 1866 
 
John Geddes   1867 – 1870 
 
Alexander McNair  1873 – 1878 
 
David Leith   1879 – 1881 
 
Edward Bruce Kirk  1883 -  1915  
 

(during which time we united with the 
Congregational Union of Scotland) 

 
T. S. Louden   1916 – 1929 
 
A G Reekie   1930 – 1934 
 
H. D, Bedford   1935 -  1936 
 
Alexander May  1937 – 1946 
 
John Fullerton  1947 – 1950 
 
Maurice Marks  1950 – 1957 
 
Alpine Munro   1957 – 1962 
 

he Rev’d James Morrison trained for the ministry 
of the United Secession Church, however, he 
disagreed with them in that he taught that Jesus 

died for all humanity not just an elect few chosen by 
God. Consequently, he was suspended from the 
Kilmarnock Presbytery shortly after he was ordained. 
However, he continued to lead worship and added 
nearly 600 members in the next two years – not 
endearing himself to his church authorities!  His 
father and two other United Secession ministers  
were suspended for similar views and, together 
with Morrison, founded the Evangelical Union.  
These ministers were the theological liberals of their 
day believing that God’s love extends to all.  Their founding principles 
are written into our church constitution: 
 
• the universal love of God for all 
• salvation for all through Jesus Christ 
• the universal operation of the Holy Spirit, 
• the recognition of the freedom of the will 

 
his radical approach to life and faith 
inspired Keir Hardy, one of the founders 
of the Labour Party and its first leader and 

MP.  He was converted to Christ through the 
Evangelical Union and saw his faith as being 
bound up with his politics.  In 1844, a year after 
its foundation a new Evangelical Union 
congregation was founded in Neilston.  The roll 
consisted of 145 members.  
Nine years later our church 
building on Arthurlie Street 
was built at a cost of £1,025 7s 
1d (this would be about £82,000 now).  22 members stayed on in Neilston 
with the rest moving to Barrhead.  The Rev’d Gilbert McCallum was the  

T 

T 

The Rev’d James 
Morrison’s 

 grave in the 
Glasgow Necropolis 

Minute from the first meeting of the EU 
Church in Neilston in 1844  – interestingly the 
names include women and men as founders. 
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first minister serving between 1846 and 1852. In those days, a 
congregation of 120 people was seen as a “small charge”!  The minister’s 
stipend was £80 a year – equivalent to £6,500 now.   
 
Congregational Union 
 

he Congregationalists were a union of self-
governing congregations.  The highest 
authority was the local meeting of Church 

Members not a distant presbytery or diocese.  This 
system of church government was identical to that 
of the Evangelical Union and so, as the 
Congregational Union of Scotland moved away from a strict observance 
of Calvinist doctrines, their relationship warmed.  Consequently the two 
denominations joined together in 1896.  The Congregationalists were 
liberal politically and were very active in the abolitionist movement both 
at home and abroad – often writing to their American co-religionists 
urging them to work for the end of slavery.   
 

ne of the distinctive features of the Evangelical Union was a 
weekly celebration of Holy Communion – as a sign and means of 
the love of God which reaches all.  At this time only the Catholics 

would have celebrated Communion each week – the Church of Scotland 
normally did this quarterly.  This weekly Communion service lasted in our 
church until 1907 when the current practice of monthly Communion 
started.  This changed, however, in 1938, to the Church of Scotland 
practice of a quarterly celebration with Communion Tokens being used 
for the first time.  Interestingly, the minister who introduced this 
innovation, Mr May, later became a Church of Scotland clergyman.  In the 
21st Century the earlier monthly pattern was restored. 
 

T 

O 

church had previously withdrawn.  Despite this ecumenical setback 
relationships are still warm and joint activities and outreach are still very 
much a part of our common life.  Mrs Bonner retired in 2015 and 
following discussions with our Synod we were grouped into a cluster 
with five other churches which was allocated 2 ministers.   
 

ur current minister, the Rev’d Andy 
Braunston, was appointed in 2017.  In 
recent years, like all churches in Scotland, 

we have had to face difficult realities around the 
level of religious observance and more 
competition for people’s time on Sundays.  
Despite this we still have a vibrant church which 
seeks to offer a loving welcome and practical 
support to our town.  We staff a café two days a 
week, run a group for younger girls, the Tweenies,  
before they join the Brownies, and run a 
Friendship group for older folk helping to counter 
social isolation.  We also help with the ecumenical town Summer holiday 
club for children.   
 

ike our forebears we are still very good at managing scarce 
resources with good humour and hard work.  We now share Mr 
Braunston with three other churches but thanks to some 

considerable flexibility he is able to lead worship for us each week.   Our 
biggest challenge now is to see how we can renovate our building.  We 
aim to provide much needed social housing in Barrhead and a better 
space for us to use for worship and a range of social activities. We hope 
our building will be, like our congregation, fit for contemporary welcome 
and mission.   
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The Rev’d  
Andy Braunston 
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hese talks continued 
happily with our next 
minister, the Rev’d 

Connie Bonner.  As a mark 
of encouragement the 
URC Synod allowed 15% of 
Mrs Bonner’s time to be 
used in the proposed 
Barrhead united church 
scheme.   
 
 

rs Bonner’s work 
for union was 
much appreciated and she has fond memories of working in 

Barrhead and being invited to go with folk from all the Barrhead 
Churches to see Pope Benedict when he visited Glasgow. The former 
South and Levern. Arthurlie and the Bourock Churches of Scotland, 
alongside ourselves, spent many years working together and forming a 
plan for a united congregation.  The congregations of Arthurlie, South 

and Levern, and ourselves worshipped 
together for 18 months with Mrs Bonner 
leading worship, preaching, attending to 
pastoral care needs and funerals alongside 
the Church of Scotland minister, the Rev’d 
Jim Cowan.   
 

hese were exciting yet demanding 
times and despite Mrs Bonner’s 
sterling efforts it was realised that 
this project wasn’t for us.  

Accordingly, we withdrew leaving South 
and Levern and Arthurlie to unite and 
become St Andrew’s Church.  The Bourock  
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Helen Kavanagh waving 

the Papal Flag for the visit 
of Pope Benedict to 

Glasgow 

The Rev’d Connie Bonner preparing for a 
service where motorcycles were blessed at St 

Andrew’s 

espite the strictures of the First World War a 
fine musical tradition continued in the 
church.  Works by Handel such as The 
Messiah and Judas Maccabaeus as well as 

Haydn’s Creation were performed.  Eight men who 
served in the war, from the church, were killed in 
action and their names were inscribed on a plaque 
in the vestibule.   
 
 
 
 

n the immediate post war 
period a Temperance Club 
was founded in Barrhead – a 
venture supported by the 

Deacons who saw the dangers 
of alcohol.  No doubt they were 
influenced by an earlier Band of 
Hope League associated with 
the church.   
 
 
 

 
s work with youth increased a small hall was hired to serve as a 
venue for the boy scouts and girl guides.  Given the size of the 
Sunday School it was felt we needed our own hall and so the 

Women’s League started to fundraise.  In the decade following the First 
World War they raised the staggering sum of £656 for this purpose 
(worth around £30,000 now).  As a need for a manse was greater this sum, 
instead, helped to purchase a manse on Paisley Road.  By the 1930s the 
minister’s salary had risen to the princely sum of £300 (worth about 
£14,000 now) however, this proved too much and stipend was dropped 
considerably. 
 

D 
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A 
A Band of Hope Certificate 
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The Second World War & Post War Years 
 

ntil the Second World War only men could serve as Deacons.  
“Lady Deacons” were introduced as an “emergency measure” 
because so many men were called away to serve in the war.  Prior 

to the outbreak of war the congregation had called the Rev’d Alexander 
May to serve as minister.  Mr May was a pacifist and so steeped in the 
liberal dissenting tradition of Congregationalism.  However, it is hard to 
be a pacifist at the best of times; during a war it is very difficult indeed.  
Mr May divided opinion in both the church and the town and his ministry 
was difficult; people still talk of their parents and grandparents falling out 
with the Minister due to his pacifist views.  In 1940 Mr May had applied 
to transfer to the Church of Scotland and, whilst awaiting the decision of 
their General Assembly, asked if he could continue here.  The Deaconate 
felt this was a slight on the church and refused.  The congregation, 
however, overruled them and so nine of the eleven deacons resigned!  
Mr May realised he had to continue here to effect healing and continued 
to serve with distinction, building up the work with young people before 
war time conscription resulted in them being called up and helped to 
improve finances.  Through prayer, perseverance and hard work Mr May 
helped to unite the church before eventually moving to a Church of 
Scotland charge in 1946.  Interestingly the church’s next minister, the 
Rev’d John Fullerton, had served with the RAF during the war; clearly the 
Deacons wished to redress the balance.  The names of those members 
who had served in the armed forces and killed in warfare were added to 
the memorial tablet in the church. 

 
hese years were financially very difficult for both the congregation 
and the country.  At one point the church had an overdraft of £12 
which caused much disquiet as the weekly collection only came to 
£9 10/-.  However, the church, and town, grew in the post war years 

with over 160 children in the Sunday School in 1951.  
  

U 

T 

n the 1990s the Congregational Union of Scotland entered various 
ecumenical talks to try and give a better witness to those outside the 
Church.  The Scottish Church Initiative for Union aimed to unite the 

Church of Scotland, the Methodist Church, the Scottish Episcopal Church 
and the Congregational Union into one body.  The plans failed due to 
doubts about governance structures.   At the same time, however,  CUS 
were continuing discussions with the URC. 
Union was eventually achieved in the year 
2000.  This union has strengthened the church 
on both sides of the border with English 
ministers coming north and Scots ministers 
going to work in England and Wales enriching 
the whole church.   
 

ur first URC minister, the Rev’d David Coleman, arrived in 2000 
and was warmly received.  He is still fondly remembered cycling 
through the town wearing open sandals in the winter.  He started 

to use modern technology in worship and ran 
computer classes to encourage people to learn 
how to use them.  He introduced a Passover 
Supper in Holy Week and his late wife, Zam, 
started the tradition we still continue of 
Pentecost outings.  Mr Coleman was passionate 
about ecumenism and instigated and organised 
the annual Walk of Witness on Good Friday.  
Most importantly he helped to strengthen the 
ecumenical relationships here.  Mr Coleman 
helped the churches form a Covenant for Unity;  
as one expression of this four churches decided 

to explore forming a single worshipping congregation. 

I 
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n the 1990s, under the ministry of the Rev’d Chris Vermeulen, the 
congregation offered Alpha Courses to help people explore the 
Christian faith; these were very successful and encouraged the 

congregation to both talk about their faith and eat together.  The 
Maundy Thursday service was introduced and church trips to Loch 
Katrine and Loch Lomond are remembered fondly.  House groups started 
in three homes across Barrhead to help strengthen both faith and 
relationships.   
 
 
Ecumenism   
 

cumenism is in our blood.  Mr 
Marks had fostered very warm 
inter-church relationships.  

These ecumenical instincts were 
seen in our wider denominational 
life too.   In the late 1960s a detailed 
proposal was prepared for union 
between the Church of Scotland 
and the Congregational Union of 
Scotland.  Each church in the Union 
voted on this proposal which was 
then discussed by both 
denominations.  Sadly, this did not 

gain the necessary approvals.  Later, in 1981, a similar 
plan was drawn up for union between the 
Congregational Union and the United Free Church 
but, again, this did not gain the necessary majorities.  
In the 1980s talks first started between the 
Congregational Union of Scotland and the United 
Reformed Church. This first attempt to unite was 
approved by the URC but failed to gain the necessary 
majority within the CUS.   

I 

E 

n 1950 the congregation called the Rev’d 
G. Maurice Marks who helped the church 
grow and develop strong ecumenical 
relationships with the other churches in 

the town.  He started the Christmas Eve 
midnight service – then something very 
unusual in Scottish Protestant circles.  Mr 
Marks also helped the churches get 
involved in Billy Graham’s “Tell Scotland” 
missionary efforts organising an 
ecumenical service in 
the Centre Cinema, 
Barrhead.  Mr Marks 

even managed to get the BBC to broadcast a service 
live from the church in 1956 (our current minister, the 
Rev’d Andy Braunston follows in these footsteps with 
two recent appearances on BBC’s Songs of Praise!).  
Mr Marks wasn’t in the ministry alone; his wife, Mary, 
had also trained at the Congregational College and 
often preached and led worship.  Mr Marks and his 
wife left in 1957 to serve in the warmer climes of 
Jamaica. 
 
 
Reid Court 
 

n the mid 1950s a Barrhead man, William Lang Reid died in Durban, 
South Africa.  Although only a few members knew him, he left the 
astonishing sum of £19,500 (almost £500,000 today) to purchase land 

and build seven church houses for deserving members of the 
congregation.  The Reid Memorial Cottages were opened and dedicated 
in 1961.  The houses were seen as very modern for their time designed 
to get as much sunlight as possible in these northern climes.  Formica 
work surfaces were seen as the latest in high tech kitchens together with 
a space for a washing machine (a rare thing in the early 1960s).  Showers 

I 

I 

Sunday School Outing to 
Arthurlie House 
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were installed instead of baths (again 
unremarkable now but this was then seen 
as revolutionary.) They also had 
underfloor central heating – something 
now known to be rather expensive.   The 
cottages are still popular and offer a good 
one bedroom home which is generously 
apportioned, on one level and good for 
folk who need to downsize, have 
disabilities or other needs.  Preference is 
still given to members of the URC and 

then to other churches in the town.   
 
1960 – 2000  
 

he Rev’d David Robinson’s successful ministry saw the church take 
seriously again the issue of congregational giving and he launched 
a successful stewardship 

campaign.  The congregation 
had struggled financially since 
its earliest days and it is a 
testament to the generosity of 
Barrhead folk that so much 
was, and is, achieved.  Mr 
Robinson helped start new 
organisations – a men’s 
group, a young mother’s club, 
and used new American 
teaching materials for the Sunday School.  He also ran a Sunday evening 
youth group which around 20 people attended.   
 

T 

6 of the 7 original residents of 
Reid Court 

he tradition of musical excellence 
continued under the ministry of the 
Rev’d Jimmy Shanks with concerts 
and pantomimes being regular, and 

popular events.  Mr Shanks achieved some 
prominence in Scotland being a regular 
contributor to Scottish TV’s  Late Call 
programme. Ecumenical relationships 
continued to flourish particularly with the 
South and Levern Church under the 
leadership of the Rev’d Bob Hetherington; 
these included joint services in the 
summer.  A second Sunday school started 
under the leadership of Mr Shanks’ wife, 
Barbara, at the Cross Arthurlie School and 
she also ran a mother and toddler group.  
The weekly Friday Morning Shopper’s 
Service – which still runs, was started 

during Mr Shanks’ ministry.  
 

fter a short, and unhappy ministry with the Rev’d Rhobat Bryn 
Jones, the church called the Rev’d Jim Colquhoun. The café 
started – then five days a week (now we offer this on a rather more 
manageable two days a week!)  The café allowed the church to 

continue to reach out to the community and to offer place where 
friendships could be formed and loneliness countered.   
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Ken Athey as Buttons 
From the collection of Stephen 

Mansfield (www.photoarchiver.co.uk) 
  

Mr Colquhoun with  
assorted Sunday School Classes 
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