
CHAPTER I1 

PARISH AND DIOCESE 

IN an amazingly short time the early Church brought 
both of these types of parish, urban and rural, through- 
out the Roman Empire within the sphere of its opera- 
tions. The swift conquest by Christianity of the ancient 
world is one of the miracles of history. It does not fall 
within the limits of this study to trace in detail its 
phenomenal progress and growth. Suffice it to say 
that well within three centuries it had covered the 
whole Empire with a network of Christian communi- 
ties, all organized along the same lines, in close and 
continuous communication with one another, forming 
a vast and coherent system, and constituting the most 
powerful and pervasive influence in the Roman world. 

In  three continents, Europe, Asia, and Africa, wher- 
ever the Roman eagles flew and the Imperial edict 
ran, the Church planted its agencies and staked its 
claim for the Faith. Nowhere did it,advance with 
greater rapidity than in Asia Minor, the scene of its 
earliest activities. It stretched across Europe from 
Byzantium in the east to Lyons and Cordoba in the 
west. It took deep and widespread root in Egypt and 
the province of Africa, then crowded with wealthy and 
populous cities and the granary of the western world. 
All this it achieved in face of an entrenched and 
embattled paganism, and of recurring persecutions 
which filled the catacombs and the arenas with martyrs 
of the Faith. 

In  its final and decisive conflict with paganism under 
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Diocletian about A.D. 300 it not only survived the most 
relentless and implacable persecution it was ever called 
upon to endure, but emerged from the conflict all the 
stronger in the sense that both its faith and its organiza- 
tion had been tested to the uttermost and had not been 
found wanting. Indeed, by that time the Faith had 
become far too deeply rooted ‘in men’s minds, too 
widely propagated, and too vigorously organized to be 
overcome even by the might and majesty of Imperial 
Rome. When, therefore, the Emperor Constantine by 
the Edict of Milan in A.D. 313 gave civil toleration and 
rights to Christians throughout the Empire, and when 
in 324 he proclaimed Christianity to be the State 
religion, closing all pagan temples and forbidding their 
sacrifices, it may fairly be claimed that he was only 
recognizing a fait accompli. 

Milrnan so far corroborates this view as to say that 
‘ Constantine, whatever the motives of his conversion, 
no doubt adopted a wise and judicious policy in 
securing the alliance of, rather than continuing the 
strife with, an adversary which divided the wealth and 
the intellect, if not the property and the population, of 
the Empire.’ His vision of the flaming Cross in the 
sky, with its message ‘ In this conquer,’ may well have 
been inspired by his awareness of the widespread 
conquests it had already achieved ; and the tardy and 
reluctant conversion of that astute and able soldier- 
statesman may have been due at least as much to 
political sagacity as to personal conviction. 

However that may be, the significant fact for our 
study is that the parishes of that ancient world were the 
organic centres of the Church’s mission and ministry, 
the ‘ cells ’ from which the Faith grew and spread. If 
the ‘ Church of the Catacombs ’ helps figuratively to 
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explain the sudden triumph of Christianity under 
Constantine, in respect that the Imperial City had 
already been undermined and conquered underground, 
the ' Church of the Parishes' played an even more 
notable part in that historic revolution. Before his day 
Christianity had acquired considerable influence in 
Court circles and even within the imperial palaces ; 
Christians held high civil appointments throughout the 
provinces ; the Roman armies in home stations, in 
provincial garrisons, and on the outposts of Empire, 
had their leavening of Christian officers and men ;" the 
markets had their proportion of Christian merchants 
and traders, and the law-courts of Christian advocates. 
Christian families of wealth and influence with their 
freemen and slaves, and humble folk in larger numbers, 
were to be found in every community ; and in some 
communities Christians were even in the majority. 
Churches were planted and flourished in every city 
and town throughout the Empire and in the villages 
and country districts far afield ; and it was on the 
territorial basis of the ' parish ' that they were organized 
and administered. 

What, then, was the character and constitution of the 
original parish Church ? As in the New Testament, so 
in the Church of the early centuries, the three orders 
of Christian ministry were those of bishop, presbyter, 
and deacon. The offices which they discharged were 
and remain the fundamental offices of the Christian 
Church. Each original Church as it was founded had 
its bishop and its due complement of presbyters and 
deacons. These were responsible for the Christian 
faith and life of the local Christian community, for the 
spiritual oversight of its members and for their temporal 
welfare, for their Christian character and standing, for 
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their instruction in the Faith, for the ordering and 
conduct of their Church services and other meetings, 
for the extension of their Christian witness and influence, 
and, in general, for the administration of their spiritual 
and to some extent of their temporal affairs as a ' 

community. The doctrine, worship, government, and 
discipline of the Church were in their hands. Their 
severa1 duties were assigned to them on their ordination 
and appointment to office ; and doubtless these, as 
well as their qualifications for office, were familiar 
throughout the Church even before they had been 
specifically formulated and circulated in the New 
Testament writings. No original Church was complete 
without its bishop, presbyters, and deacons ; and as 
soon as a nucleus of Christian believers was congregated 
anywhere steps were promptly taken 'to have these 
officials duly installed. 

It was with the bishop that the parish, as a sphere of 
Christian activity, was originally identified. It was his 
parish, under his spiritual authority and supervision. 
The difference between bishop and presbyter to begin 
with was Iittle more than nominal. Bishop and 
presbyter in the New Testament are interchangeable 
terms. Their qualifications and duties as there set 
forth are identical, nor does it require much imagina- 
tion to conceive how the difference that came to exist 
between them most probably arose. The necessities of 
the situation are in themselves sufficient to account for 
it. Where a number of men have been appointed to 
supervise and administer the affairs of any community, 
the question of leadership is bound to emerge, and 
sooner rather than later, Someone must preside at 
their meetings, guide their deliberations, and be pre- 
pared to take the responsibility of leadership. He 
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assumes that position, or rather is designated for it, 
alike by virtue of his personal character and gifks and 
with the approval and consent of those associated with 
him. 

Sometimes, in the New Testament period, bishops, 
as well as presbyters, were appointed directly by an 
Apostle or his deputy. For the most part, however, 
both during the apostolic age and later, a bishop’s 
appointment must increasingly have been made by his 
fellow presbyters, acting on behalf of the whole local 
Christian community. Throughout the first centuries, 
and so long as the Church retained its early simplicity, 
he would certainly be that man among the presbyters 
who approved himself by his outstanding Christian 
character, experience and influence. His authority, 
as we shall see, was patriarchal rather than magisterial, 
personal and not princely. It was only after the local 
churches had become highly organized and shaped into 
a coherent system, probably towards the close of the 
third century, when questions of doctrine began to 
agitate and divide the Church, and when therefore 
Church government became a matter of cardinal 
importance, that bishops began to claim and exercise 
authority in episcopal appointments. 

Every original Church, then, had its body of pres- 
byters, with its bishop as primus inter pares, and i ts  
complement of deacons and other minor officials to 
assist these in their duties, more especially in administer- 
ing the temporal affairs of the community. The building 
in which they were wont to meet for worship and 
fellowship was the centre of their activities, with the 
w a p o d a  or parish as its sphere. As the bishop had 
supervision over the whole area, and the main re- 
sponsibility for exercise of the Christian ministry within 

, 
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it, it came to be known as his parish. It was therefore 
with him that the original parish was primarily, and 
for many centuries, identified ; and the building which 
was the centre of Christian activity in the area was the 
original ' parish church.' 

Beginning with the city parish, it is possible to re- 
construct with a fair amount of certainty the develop- 
ment of Christian agencies within the city. The city 
parish, let it be remembered, was that portion or 
quarter of the city whose population consisted of 
foreigners or sojourners. It was to these, generally 
speaking, that the Gospel was preached in the first 
instance; and it was among these that the Church 
made its initial converts and came to have a local 
habitation and a name. The Mother-Church there 
became the centre of evangelism for the whole city, 
which in course of time, as the number of converts grew, 
came to be served, by other churches also. The process 
of church extension must of course have been gradual, 
and it is natural to suppose that churches would be 
planted as and when the need for them arose, and 
in places where they would be most immediately 
convenient. 

We have definite information, however, on this most 
interesting subject, which concerns no less a city than 
Rome itself. Eusebius, the father of Church history, 
quotes figures from a letter of Cornelius, Bishop of 
Rome, written during or soon after the reign of Decius 
about A.D. 250. At that time the ministerial establish- 
ment of the Church in Rome consisted of one bishop, 
forty-six presbyters, seven deacons, seven sub-deacons, 
forty-two acolytes or attendants, and fifty-two exorcists, 
readers, and door-keepers. Even under the fury of the 
persecution by Diocletian, about fifty years later, there 
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were more than forty churches in the city. These 
figures are not only remarkable : they are suggestive 
and revealing. The story they tell is that in not more 
than two hundred years from its foundation there had 
sprung from the Mother-Church of Rome, in the 
original parish, no fewer than forty daughter or district 
churches. As there were some forty wards in the city, 
the probability is that one daughter or district church 
had been planted in each ward. Following its usual 
practice, the Church would seem to have adopted 
existing civil divisions as the basis for its work of 
evangelism and church extension. Thus in an amaz- 
ingly short time the whole city came to be served by 
a network of churches conveniently situated, each in 
its own civic area, and all organically related to the 
Mother-Church. 

The number of officials is as suggestive as the number 
of churches. If the customary arrangement was 
followed, one presbyter would be allocated to each 
district church, with one acolyte or attendant, and such 
minor assistants as might be required. The surplus 
presbyters would thus be free either to minister with 
the bishop in the Mother-Church, or to take the place 
of district presbyters when these were not available 
for duty because of illness or some other cause-a 
circumstance which must have been constantly occur- 
ring. The comparatively small number o f  deacons is 
somewhat puzzling. A possible explanation is that 
seven deacons may have been appointed to serve the 
Mother-Church in Rome, after the model of the 
original Seven in the Mother-Church at Jerusalem. 
As district churches came to be planted in the various 
wards they would become more and more unable to 
discharge their peculiar duty of caring for poor widows 
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and their families, and others in need ; and sub-deacons 
may have been appointed to assist them in their task. 
In that case the work of ministering to the poor, so 
essential a part of the Christian mission from the 
beginning, would be carried on from the Mother- 
Church as centre-a plan which would secure the 
fairest distribution, so that none should receive prefer- 
ential treatment and none be neglected. Moreover, 
since all the revenues from the district churches were 
pooled in the Mother-Church and administered by the 
bishop and his colleagues, the care of the poor would be 
of necessity a part of such central administration. 

If that reading of the situation is at all near to the 
truth-and at least it fits in with the recorded facts- 
it presents us with an interesting picture of early church 
development and extension. As the Gospel was 
preached in the original Mother-Church and propa- 
gated by the life and witness of believers, and as the 
number of believers multiplied and spread throughout 
the city, there would neither be room for them to 
worship together in one building, even if they could 
conveniently reach it, nor would there be facilities for 
their Christian instruction. As occasion required, 
therefore, meeting-places, which became churches in 
their turn, must needs be provided in ward after ward, 
until the whole city was adequately churched. 

In  the same way each district church must be pro- 
vided with a regular ministry, and organized so as to 
form an outpost or extension of the Mother-Church, 
from which the whole group of such churches was 
administered, The presbyters were all presbyters of 
the Mother-Church, subject to the bishop and liable 
for service there, even although they were regularly set 
apart to minister in district churches or were sent forth 
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to discharge that duty in turn. The deacons and sub- 
deacons, as we have seen, were in like manner officers 
of the Mother-Church, to which they were permanently 
attached and from which they administered their office. 
It was doubtless so also with all minor officials in their 
separate forms of service. The whole Christian ministry 
in Rome was regulated and ordered from one centre- 
the Mother-Church-round which also the whole 
Christian fellowship gathered. The bishop was the 
head of the entire organization, and his ' parish ' was 
co-extensive with the city, 

While the city parish was naturally the first to be 
thus organized and administered, a similar development 
of the rural parish took place in course of time. As soon 
as the city was evangelized and adequately churched, 
and probably long before that process was complete, 
the detached suburban communities and villages in the 
rural area, i.e. the parish outwith the city, began to be 
evangelized. Such at least was the method followed 
in Gaul at a later period, when presbyters from the 
Mother-Church in the city were sent out into the 
surrounding country to preach and make converts. 
As soon as groups of converts were formed in sufficient 
numbers, churches were planted for them and provided 
with the necessary ministry. 

This wider organization of the Church again followed 
the lines of civil division and administration, as in the 
parish and the wards of the city ; but the ecclesiastical 
arrangevents differed with different countries and 
provinces. In Syria, for example, rural or itinerant 
bishops, called chorepiscopi, were appointed to super- 
intend the churches in the smaller towns and country 
districts ; but in some respects they were subordinate 
to the city bishops. In Egypt, in the district suprounding 
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Alexandria, the village-churches were staffed by 
presbyters under the superintendence of the Bishop of 
Alexandria. In  the Province of Africa, on the other 
hand, bishops of full rank were ordinarily appointed 
wherever a church was planted, so that each suburban 

. and rural church, however small, had a bishop of its 
own. Finally, in Europe generally, and as far west as 
Gaul and Spain, the method followed in Egypt was 
commonly adopted. Each principal town had its own 
bishop, ministering in the Mother-Church there with 
his staff of presbyters and deacons. At first these were 
sent to the villages and country districts throughout 
the week; returning every Saturday to the Mother- 
Church to assist in the Sunday services. Afterwards, 
when local churches were planted, they were set apart 
to minister in rural charges, being liable to recall at 
any time, however, to resume their duties in the 
Mother-Church. 

The main point to be noted in all these varying 
arrangements is that in every case, with the exception 
of the Province of Africa, no matter how many or how 
few churches might be planted, the whole sphere of 
operations was the bishop’s parish.’ In the earlier 
days, as has already been noted, his authority was 
mainly personal and patriarchal. With the passage 
of time, however, as the organization of the Church 
became more elaborate and closely-knit, and in 
particular when questions of doctrine began to emerge, 
it tended to become increasingly magisterial. 

Examples are on record of both kinds Q f  episcopal 
authority. There is the case, for example, of Spyridon, 
a Cypriote shepherd who was made Bishop of Cyprus 
on account of his piety, and who after his ordination 
continued to tend his sheep as well as his Christian 
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flock. His office, evidently, was as purely and simply 
pastoral as can well be imagined. Very different was 
the case of the notorious Paul of Somosata, who was 
not only Bishop of Antioch but also a civil magistrate 
of that city, and who exhibited all the pride, wealth, 
and state of an earthly ruler. Even Cyprian, the 
distinguished and revered Bishop of Carthage, would 
seem to have passed beyond the simplicity of the earlier 
Church. Before his conversion he had amassed a sub- 
stantial fortune, which enabled him to spend even the 
time of his exile, preceding his martyrdom, in a pleasant 
retreat shaded by verdant groves, and surrounded by 
every comfort and even luxury, It would almost 
appear that, as the Church grew in wealth and power, 
and even before Christianity became the state religion, 
its bishops began to assume and be accorded a status 
and prestige in keeping with their scholarship, their 
personal and social influence, and their outward estate. 
Certain it is that, as early as about A.D. 250, many 
bishops in their parishes had acquired the rank and 
dignity which have come to be universally associated, 
with the episcopal office. 

To mark this enhancement of episcopal status and 
authority it was fitting that the territorial area under 
the bishop’s supervision and administration should be 
correspondingly enlarged, and receive an added dignity 
and importance. This was done by extending the 
bounds of the episcopal parish, and giving it a lordlier 
name. The new name was 8 d u a p s  or diocese.’ 

The ~ L ~ L K ~ C L S  was an ancient Roman land-division, 
mentioned by Cicero among others and used to denote 
certain of the minor provinces. In the course of the 
third century it was adopted by Imperial decree as a 
unit of civil administration, and applied to larger and 
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more important provinces as well. When the civil 
divisions of the Empire were remodelled by Constantine, 
it was even made to include groups of provinces. Thus 
it came to be a name of greater dignity and importance, 
and to designate a larger region of government and 
administration, than the ancient Roman province itself. 

About the same time the name was borrowed from 
the terminology of the civil government, and applied 
to new and enlarged areas of ecclesiastical administra- 
tion, Following its usual practice, and in keeping with 
the enhanced dignity and power of its bishops, the 
Church adopted the name to describe its own more 
developed episcopal organization. It was thus em- 
ployed to mean not only an episcopal parish in its 
original sense, but also a group of such parishes, 
each with its own bishop and presided over by a 
metropolitan. 

The old name of parish, however, was not dropped. 
It was retained to denote the sphere of the individual 
bishop. Both names, indeed, parish and diocese, were 
used interchangeably. For centuries to come the 
bishop’s diocese was also his parish. I t  was only in the 
tenth century, when local churches had been accorded 
a recognized status and the parish system, as we know 
it, came into being, that the names were finally differ- 
entiated. Thenceforth the word diocese became the 
regular official designation of an episcopal see, and the 
name parish was used exclusively in its modern sense 
to denote the area and community under the charge 
of a presbyter or priest. 


