
CHAPTER I 

THE ORIGINAL PARISH 

THE parish in its ancient and original form was a unit 
of civil jurisdiction and administration. As such it 
was in existence long before Christian times. Wher- 
ever Greek or Roman civilization was established, it 
formed a regular and recognized section of the popula- 
tion in and around the cities and towns of the ancient 
world. The distinction between it and the community 
in general was that it did not enjoy the full rights and 
privileges of citizenship, but was governed and admini- 
stered under a separate and less favourable form of 
jurisdiction. 

What exactly, then, was this ancient and original 
‘parish’? The Greek word WuporKla from which it 
derives, with its Latin equivalent paroecia or parochia, 
originally signified two well-defined classes of popula- 
tion, each marked off from the other and also from 
the main body of citizens. First, it signified that 
section of the inhabitants, living within the bounds of 
a town or city, who were not citizens in the strict sense 
of the word, but foreigners or sojourners. In the 
second place, it signified a community living outwith 
the bounds, either in a detached suburb or in more 
widely scattered hamlets and villages in the surround- 
ing rural area. Both of these types of community 
constituted an ancient ~ u p o c ~ l u  or parish. 
Similar divisions of the population in more recent 

times may help us to visualize more clearly this 
discrimination between various sections of the people 
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in the ancient world. The nearest modern counter- 
part to the aupoilclu within the bounds is perhaps to 
be found in the foreign ‘quarter’ which is a feature 
of all great modern cities. Foreigners of the same 
country and speech inevitably tend to draw together ‘ 

in those vast communities, to live in the same districts, 
and to maintain as far as possible their ancestral habits, 
customs, and manner of life, Thus the Jewish quarter, 
the Italian quarter, the Greek quarter, and the like 
are more or less clearly differentiated in many modern 
cities ; while in many towns and cities of the United 
States even the Negro quarter is commonly found. 
London has its Whitechapel, Glasgow its Gorbals, 
New York its Haarlem; and every great city in the 
modern world includes more or less compact com- 
munities of foreigners, all separated from one another 
and from the main body of citizens in their various 
quarters. In  ancient Rome and Corinth, Ephesus and 
Alexandria, the same segregation of foreigners took 
place, and for the same reasons ; and what to-day we 
call ‘ quarters ’ with their alien populations were the 
~ U P O L K ~ U C  or ‘ parishes ’ within the bounds of those and 
other cities. 

It is difficult to find quite so close an analogy to the 
second type of ancient parish-that of the detached 
suburb and of the surrounding rural area, Perhaps 
the nearest familiar parallel is to be found in the 
relations which used to exist between the town and the 
countryside, both in this country and on the Continent. 
When townships in later medieval days, usually after 
a prolonged struggle with their overlords, achieved a 
measure of self-government, they set about organizing 
their life, and especially their trade, in the interests of 
their own population. They sought to create a self- 
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contained community. The burghers or lieges had 
privileges and advantages which were denied to out- 
siders, whether strangers from other towns or villagers 
and country people from the immediate neighbour- 
hood. These were subject to strict laws and regulations, 
so that they could not sell their wares or ply their trade 
within the town until they had satisfied the require- 
ments of the Council and of the trade Guilds. Even 
when they contrived, by fulfilling the exacting con- 
ditions, to secure a foothold within this close corpora- 
tion, they were looked upon askance and with hostility ; 
and after more than a generation of residence in the 
community they continued to be regarded and spoken 
of as ‘ incomers.’ In the smaller townships and villages 
of Scotland, and of other countries as well, that spirit 
and attitude was c o w o n  within living memory. 

I t  is easy to understand, then, the relation that existed 
between ancient towns and cities on the one hand and 
on the other their detached suburbs and the village or 
rural communities further afield. These latter were 
communities apart, unfranchised and unprivileged so 
far as full citizenship and the rights of citizenship were 
concerned. They constituted parishes of the second 
type, and their inhabitants might be described as 
‘ uitlanders.’ 

No reference is made in the New Testament to the 
parish as such, nor is there any evidence that the 
New Testament Church was deliberately organized 
along parochial lines. Such deliberate organization 
was a later development. Nevertheless the name must 
have been familiar wherever Christian Churches were 
founded, both in Asia Minor and in Europe. Such cities 
and towns as Rome, Corinth, Thessalonica, Ephesus, 
Colossae, which became centres of Church life and of 
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vigorous Christian activity, all had their civil parishes 
within and outwith the bounds ; and it was probably 
the case that at an early stage, if not from the very 
beginning, they formed the natural sphere of the 
Church’s ministry. The original appeal of the Church, 
which was mainly to the Jewish and Jewish-Hellenic 
community, lends support to this view. St. Paul’s 
rousing words to the Ephesian Church, Now therefore 
ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens 
with the saints ’ (Eph. 2:1g), and other similar descrip- 
tions in the New Testament, were almost certainly 
intended to bring home to his readers, with all the 
greater force and point, the contrast between their 
official designation and inferior political status and 
their full Christian citizenship. At any rate, when the 
period of persecution was over and the Church emerged 
from the obscurity in which the hidden leaven of the 
Faith had been at work, it appeared as a force all but 
empire-wide in its range and influence ; and it was in 
and through the ‘ parishes ’ that its ministry was then 
being exercised. Before the third century the T U ~ O ~ K ~ ~ U  

was the recognized sphere of the ‘ bishop ’ of the early 
Church ; and, no doubt imperfectly but quite definitely, 
had become the basis of the Church‘s territorial 
organization. Face to face with its world task, the 
Church adopted the napotdu as its territorial unit. 

Can we reconstruct the process of development by 
which the ancient parish became the territorial area 
through which the Church exercised its ministry? 
The one thing certain is that the process was natural 
and in a sense inevitable. The TUPOLK~U was chosen 
because it lay ready to hand and was convenient for 
the purpose. 

It has often been remarked that, whether deliberately 
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or by divine guidance, the expansion of Christianity in 
New Testament times was strategically conceived and 
carrikd out. Churches were founded in the main 
towns and cities which were strategic centres, situated 
as they were on the highways and trade routes of the 
Empire. The choice of the m p o w l a  as the local 
territorial unit for the exercise of the ministry of the 
Church was no less strategic. For one thing, the first 
approach was always to the Jewish community, which 
formed part of the n a p o d a  in every case. I t  was 
there that the Gospel was likely to receive the most 
favourable hearing and obtain a foothold ; and in 
point of fact it was there that the New Testament 
Churches were mainly established. Even where the 
main body of the Jews were hostile to the new faith 
there was always a nucleus of believers among them ; 
while, in addition, the Church came into more or less 
immediate contact with the other foreigners who also 
formed part of the rruporicla. Thus in the most natural 
way it became the centre through which the whole 
community might be evangelized. 

We 
have a hint in the Acts of the Apostles regarding one 
of the ways in which the Church may have come to 
be established in the TapotKlu beyond the bounds. 
Philippi was the first city in Europe where the Gospel 
was preached. When St. Paul, along with his com- 
panions Silas and Timothy, under divine guidance 
made this new departure, breaking ground for the first 
time on European soil, they did not as their custom 
was attend worship in the Jewish synagogue. The 
likelihood is therefore that there was no Jewish syna- 
gogue in Philippi. The reason for this may have been 
that Philippi was a Roman ' colony '-a settlement of 
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disbanded soldiers and their families-in the civil 
administration of which a stricter military discipline 
may have prevailed, under which foreign elements in 
the population and foreign forms of worship were 
forbidden within the bounds. In any case we read 
that on the Sabbath they went out of the city by a 
river-side, where prayer was wont to be made ;' and 
sat down, and spake unto the women which resorted 
thither. Among these women was Lydia, a seller of 
purple from the city of Thyatira, a Jewish proselyte 
and St. Pauli first European convert. That place 
where prayer was wont to be made, by the river-side 
outside the city, was the birthplace of the Church in 
Europe. Its interest from the point of view of this 
study is that it was situated in the wupouclu beyond the 
bounds ; and it is perhaps more than a coincidence 
that from the very beginning the Church in Europe 
was thus associated with an extra-mural community. 
It was no longer confined within walls : it had come 
out into the open. 

By whatever process it may have come about, 
however, that the T U ~ O ~ K ~ U  was adopted as the organic 
centre of the Church's mission and ministry, the 
sufficient explanation of that development is to be 
found in the fact that the nuporda lent itself readily 
and naturally to that purpose. It was entirely in 
keeping with the policy of the Church from the begin- 
ning and for many a century that it should have laid 
hold of such a secular institution as the ancient parish, 
adapted it to its own purposes, and ended by trans- 
forming it into something wholly different from what 
it originally was. Wherever throughout the long 
course of its history the Church came across any pagan 
institution or custom that could by any means be used 
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to advantage or turned to Christian ends, it sought to 
breathe into it the Christian spirit, impart to it a 
Christian significance, and shape it accordingly. That 
was its deliberate and invariable policy and practice. 
I J re  its Master, the Church ' came not to destroy but to 
fulfil.' Thus, it was in pursuance of a deliberate mission- 
ary policy that it took over pagan shrines and centres of 
worship, cleansed and consecrated them, and used 
them as Christian sanctuaries. In  the same way it 
adopted pagan popular customs, such as nature festivals 
and the like, breathed into them the Christian spirit, 
gave them a Christian stamp and significance, and 
transformed them into observances of the Faith and 
allies of the Gospel. 

The ancient parish underwent such a transformation. 
Purely secular institution though it was to begin with, 
it lay to the hand of the Church as a suitable medium 
through which to organize and exercise its ministry, 
with the result that in'due course it assumed a religious 
and ecclesiastical rather than a secular and civil 
character. Or rather, its religious and ecclesiastical 
character began gradually to predominate and to 
determine its civic and social function, until after the 
lapse of long centuries it took on the distinctive form, 
partly ecclesiastical and partly civil, with which 
Christendom has long been familiar, and which, despite 
recent radical changes, survives in large measure in 
this country to this day. 
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