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Rev Derek Prime

Much-loved pastor with a real gift for preaching

Rev Derek James Prime,
Pastor, Born: 20 February 1931
in London. Died: 28 March 2020

in Edinburgh, aged 89.
lovely man, a gra-

D cious man and a

gentle man - words by which
his family, his many friends
and the two congregations
which he pastored, remem-
ber him. When he retired in
1987, after 18 years as the pas-
torof Charlotte Chapelin Rose
Street, Edinburgh, Rev. James
Philip, the Minister of Holy-
rood Abbey Church of Scot-
land, spoke about “the mul-
titude of things that he made
better”.

Derek was born in 1931 in
South Lambeth, London, and
attended Westminster City
School. Atthe age of 13 some
schoolfriends asked him to
go with them to a Bible class
at Lansdowne Evangelical
Free Church in West Nor-
wood, near his home. There
he became a Christian. At the
age of 15, he was baptised and
received into membership.
One day his pastor asked him
whether he had ever thought
of the ministry. The convic-
tion grew as opportunities
for ministry arose both in
the forces (National Service
with the Royal Scots Greys
in Germany) and in the Cam-
bridge Inter-Collegiate Chris-
tian Union (he graduated MA
in history and theology from
Emmanuel College).

The elders at Lansdowne
encouraged his “call” tominis-
try, butsuggested he get some
wider experience first. So, he
taught history and religious
knowledge for three and a
halfyears, at Battersea Gram-
mar School. During a pasto-
ralvacancyinhisown church,
andayearafterhehad become
an elder there, the congrega-
tionasked him tobecometheir
pastorandhewasordainedin
1957. His theology was main-
stream Evangelicalism, and
his expository preaching was
built on extensive reading.

In 1955 he married Betty
Martin. They met as teenag-
ers at Lansdowne, and they
had two boys and two girls. In
1967, hewasthe National Pres-
identfortheyear of the Fellow-
ship ofIndependent Evangeli-
cal Churches,

In 1969 he accepted a call to
be the minister at Charlotte
Chapel, starting on Sunday 9
| November. Charlotte Chapel
was built to seat a thousand,
butduring Derek Prime’s min-
istryitwasnecessaryto broad-

erek Prime was a

cast Sunday morning servic-
es to an overflow meeting in
the lower hall. He taught all
ages, with a series of week-
ly children’s talks. A popular
series divided John Bunyan’s
Pilgrim’s Progress into 40
episodes, with flannelgraph
illustrations. He captivated
the attention of all by coming
toacrucial pointin the narra-
tive, thensaying, “we’ll find out
nextweek”.

For the adults, his sermons
went through whole books
of the Bible with challenging
practical applications and
exhortations. By doingthishe
could not avoid difficult pas-
sages,showingtheirrelevance
for today.

In summer, services were
held each Sundayafternoonat
the Ross Bandstand in Princ-
es Street Gardens. The chair-
man'’s exhortation over the
loudspeakers to “come and
hear a prime minister” won
attention. Spectators were
invited to join Chapel people
walking to Rose Street for the
indoor evening service.

He gave time to train six
men for the ministry dur-
ing his 18 years in the Chapel.
After working with him for
two years, they moved to pas-
torates of their own. He also
gave time to encouraging the
members of the Young Peo-
ple's Meeting (YPM) in their
Christian discipleship. Many
are now serving as leaders in
various churches. Students
fromallover theworld packed
the Chapel on Sundays and
many came to Christian faith
through his ministry, return-
ing to their own countries to
serve Christ.

Derek Prime advised the
elders, in October 1986, that
he wished to relinquish the
pastorate in 12 months time.
Heused theword “relinquish”
rather than “resign”; there
were no problems, hidden
or otherwise, but incipient
health difficulties made him
realisethathecould notindef-

initely maintain the pastoral
office at his own high stand-
ard. The church received the
news with great regret, and a
packed farewell service was
held on 3 October1987.

Derek Prime had a busy
retirement; he continued to
live in Edinburgh, spoke fre-
quently at churches and con-
ferences, and acted as pastor
tomanyin the ministry. When
anew pastor was called to the
Chapel, he courteously felt it
right to worship elsewhere
and for ten years he attended
St Catherine’s Argyll and then
Craiglockhart Parish Church,
both on Sundays and at mid-
week meetings.

Those congregations soon
had the same appreciation of
his involvement as the Chap-
el members had had for 18
years. His retirement years
were saddened by the death,
from cancer, of his daughter
Cillain 2003 and Betty in 2007.
He returned to the Chapel in
recent years with the encour-
agementofthecurrentpastor.

Duringretirement, hewrote
severalbooks,addingtothe 36
already published. By far the
best known and influential
of them is On Being a Pastor:;
Understanding Our Calling
and Work (2004), expanded
and reissued in 2013 jointly
with oneofhis previous assist-
ants, Alastair Begg. His final
publication, in 2017, was “A
Good Old Age, subtitled An A
toZoflovingandfollowing the
Lord Jesusin later years”.

For many years Derek con-
tributed a “Thought for the
Week” to The Scotsman.

Derekpreferredtoconducta
“Thanksgiving Service for the
life of ...” rather than the tradi-
tional “Funeral Service for...”
andthe phrasewassoonwide-
lyusedin Charlotte Chapel. He
had agift for giving thanks for
alife welllived, bringing com-
fort to the bereaved, express-
ing certainty in the resurrec-
tion, and encouraging faith
in Christ, all in one service.
He hoped that at the Thanks-
giving Service for his life, his
grandson, Paul, would sing
his favourite hymn, which
begins: How sweet the name
of Jesus sounds, In a believer's
ear, Itsoothes his sorrows, heals
his wounds, And drives away
his fear.

. Thepresent national emer-

gency has delayed the oppor-
tunity for a public service, so
thatwish hasyettobefulfilled.

Heleaves threemarried chil-
dren, eightgrandchildrenand
nine great-grandchildren.
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