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17th Cent. Scottish immigration to 
Ulster (N. Ireland) 

James I seized much of the land in the Northern Ireland called 
Ulster after a Roman Catholic Rebellion.  Many Scottish 
Presbyterians took advantage of the free land in Ulster. 

1729 Scotch-Irish -- Ulster ~5600 Scotch-Irish immigrated to Penn’s colony in America 
• The Ulster Presbyterians were harassed – no Presb. 

marriages were valid, wills were handled by ecclesiastical 
courts, citizens were fined for not attending parish 
churches, all citizens were taxed to support the Anglican 
clergy.  Since Covenanters refused to pay these taxes, they 
were persecuted also. 

• The Ulster citizens were under serious economic pressure 
because landlords were charging double or triple rents.  The 
English government restricted commerce in Ulster. 

 N.A. Covenanter 
Settlements 

South-central Pennsylvania, Western Pennsylvania, S. Carolina 
(until slavery forced them out), New York State, and Vermont 

 “The Covenanter 
Societies” 

In 1681, in Scotland, the Test Act prohibited covenanter 
churches to meet.  The solution was to meeting in societies.  
Without pastors, the Covenanters established a system for 
private social worship called the societies.  By private, they 
mean not the formal worship.  The societies met as cell groups 
or house churches weekly or biweekly.  All of the people were 
free to participate in the meeting.  When they left, they would 
agree upon a question for discussion at the next meeting.  Each 
one was expected to contribute to the discussion.  The Societies 
were governed by a set of rules called Private Social Worship.  
Note:  this is not the same as “small groups.”  This was a way 
to cope with having no pastors. 

1705-1766 Alexander Craighead   Craighead was the only minister of the Societies from 1742-
1750.  Craighead was born in Ulster, and he was ordained as 
the pastor of Middle Octorara, PA, in 1735.  He served as a 
travelling preacher to the covenanter societies.  He led a 
covenant renewal at Middle Octorara, PA on Nov. 11, 1743. 
   Prior to joining the covenanter societies, Craighead was an 
eclectic mainline Presbyterian minister.  He was for full 
subscription to the WCF, but he also participated in the Great 
Awakening revivals.  In 1742, He left the Presbyterians and 
joined the covenanter societies because could not have accept 
less than subscription to the covenants, and he believed in the 
“descending obligation of the covenants.” 
  By the arrival of Cuthbertson in 1751, Craighead has left the 
covenanter societies to return to the Presbyterian church.  He 
established a church in Mecklenburg, VA.  Because Craighead 
left the societies, a presbytery was impossible w/ Cuthbertson. 

1751-1791 John Cuthbertson Cuthbertson was ordained in the RPCS in 1747.  Cuthbertson 
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arrived in Delaware in 1751 and settled in Middle Octorara, 
PA.  Cuthbertson served as a frontier pastor for the societies for 
40 years, and he ministered to 5,000 families. 
Cuthbertson administered communion for the first time on 
August 23, 1752, at Middle Octorara, PA. 
In 1782, Cuthbertson joined the ARP and RP union. 

1774 First Reformed Presbytery The General Meeting of the societies appealed to the Irish 
Reformed Presbytery for help Cuthbertson.  The RPCI, sent 
two pastors named Matthew Lind and Alexander Dobbin to 
America.  With three pastors, the Reformed Presbytery in 
America was formed at Paxtang, Spring of 1774.  Another 
pastor named William Martin was sent to S. Carolina, but he 
was later suspended for intemperance. 

1782 Union of 1782 The Reformed Presbytery in America merged with the 
Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church (Seceders).  There 
was 98% of agreement with Seceders.  They disagreed in 
participation in elections and legitimacy of governments (i.e. 
Rom 13).  When the British government was no longer over 
them, the ARPs and the RPs were able to unify; the RPs 
basically accepted the Seceder position.  “As the U.S. does not 
impose anything sinful, we acknowledge the U.S. gov’t as a 
legitimate government.” 

1790 
1792 

James McGarragh (RPI) 
William King (RPS) 

In 1792, McGarragh and King arrived in South Carolina.  Since 
the previous presbytery resulted in a merge with the ARP, the 
RPCS allowed McGarragh and King to meet in a judicial 
function, but they had to remain in the RPCS.  In 1798, King 
died, and McGarragh was suspended for intemperance. 

1798 Permanent Reformed 
Presbytery in America 

In 1793, James McKinney (RPI) settled in Albany, NY, and in 
1797, William Gibson (RPI) settled in Philadelphia, PA.  They 
constituted the Reformed Presbytery in 1798 without 
permission or authorization of the Irish or Scottish RP church. 

1802 Three Presbytery 
committees 

The Northern, Middle, and Southern Presbyteries were 
established because the church began to grow. 

1807 American Testimony The RPCNA Testimony was approved and published as the 
document Reformation Principles Exhibited. 

1809 First Synod There were three presbyteries and seven ministers.  The 
committees were changed into presbyteries. 

1810 RPTS The RPCNA seminary was established. 
1848 Geneva College On April 20, 1848, Geneva Hall opened in Northwood, Ohio 
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