
CHAPTER I11 

THE ORIGINAL PARISH CHURCH 

THE original parish church, although it was never 
called by that name, was the building in which a 
bishop exercised his ministry, assisted by an appropriate 
number of presbyters, deacons, and other minor officials. 
I t  was the Mother-Church of the original parish, and, 
however many other churches might have to be planted 
to serve the parish as a whole, it was and remained 
central and supreme-the church of the parish. 

A modern example of this arrangement is the Scots 
Church of St. Andrew’s in Buenos Aires, with three 
suburban churches on the outskirts of the city served 
by assistants, and an itinerant assistant to visit groups 
of Christians in the country hundreds of miles beyond 
the city bounds, and to supply them with Christian 
ordinances. St. Andrew’s is the Presbyterian parish 
church of the whole city and of a vast surrounding area, 
with its minister acting as ‘ bishop,’ and directing the 
whole Christian enterprise of his Church in those parts 
through his group of assistants and body of office- 
bearers. I t  is not impossible, too, that, when the new 
towns and reception areas now beginning to take shape 
in this country come into being, some such plan as this 
may be found to be most convenient and practicable. 

The constitution of the original parish church, as 
the Mother-Church in and from which a bishop 
exercised his ministry, assisted by a due number of 
presbyters, deacons, and minor officials, has already 
been described at some length. It is of the first 
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importance, as in its beginnings lay the germ of all it 
was destined to become. Its architectural character, 
however, is also important, and provides a study of 
quite engrossing interest. The subject of Church 
architecture is dealt with in some detail in a later 
chapter of this book. Here, we are concerned with 
original types which, with of course elaborate modifica- 
tions and developments, have persisted throughout the 
ages. 

Architecturally, then, the original parish church was 
simply a private dwelling, occasionally the house of a 
Christian evangelist and teacher, but more frequently 
that of a prominent and well-to-do member of the 
Christian community. ‘ The Church-in-the-House ’ is 
a familiar feature of Church-life in the New Testament. 
Thus we read of the church that is in the house of 
Aquila and Priscilla, St. Paul’s ‘ helpers in Christ Jesus,’ 
who accompanied him to Ephesus and seem to have 
settled there. So also we read of the church in the 
house of Nymphas, and of Philemon ; while the house 
of Lydia at Philippi, and the ‘ upper chamber’ at 
Troas, where ‘the disciples came together to break 
bread and Paul preached to them,’ probably served a 
similar purpose. 

The prototype of all such churches in private dwell- 
ings is of course the ‘upper room’ in Jerusalem, 
where on the eve of His death Our Lord instituted the 
Sacrament of the Supper, and where in all probability 
some six weeks later, by the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost, the Church was born. The scene 
of this latter event at least was almost certainly the 
house of Nary, the mother of John whose surname was 
Mark. There in those early days of the Faith the 
disciples who were in Jerusalem were wont to gather 
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together to pray, so much so that, when Peter escaped 
from prison during the persecution under Herod and 
found himself alone in the night a street’s-length from 
the prison gate, it was there that his thoughts and steps 
instinctively turned. Assuming, then, that t h i s  was the 
regular meeting-place of the disciples before Pentecost 
and for some years after, the upper room in the house 
of Mary, John Mark’s mother, was the original Mother- 
Church of Jerusalem. 

Judging by the not infrequent references in the New 
Testament to the church-in-the-house, and indeed in 
the very nature of the case, this would seem to have 
been the type of church in commQn use throughout the 
Empire during the New Testament period, and also to 
some extent during the two centuries following. In 
times of recurring persecution, which continued till the 
beginning of the fourth century, Christians were even 
driven to worship in secrecy-in catacombs, in groves 
and woodlands, and in private dwellings only under 
cover of darkness. Pliny confirms this in his letter to 
Trajan, written from his province of Bithynia, in which 
he tells the Emperor how a Christian service held 
before daybreak was spied upon and surprised, and 
how the worshippers were wont to ‘sing a hymn of 
praise to Christ as people would to a god.’ In  such 
circumstances meetings held in public buildings were 
for the most part out of the question. Wherever, 
therefore, in those earliest days, a Christian church was 
planted under a bishop and presbyters, with a parish 
for its field, the original parish church was normally a 
church-in-the-house. 

The time came, however, when Christians greatly 
increased in numbers, wealth, and influence; and 
when, apart from periods of persecution, Christian 
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worship became one of the forms of religion officially 
recognized and permitted by the State. At that point 
it became necessary to build churches properly so 
called. In the reign of Alexander Severus, early in 
the third century, such churches began to rise in 
different parts of the Empire, and to possess endow- 
ments in land. We have already seen that by A.D. 250 
there were over forty churches in Rome; and in 
other parts of the Empire, where Christian influence 
was as strong or even stronger, their numbers must 
have been proportionally great. Even so, of course, 
many of these churches may have been, and probably 
were, in private dwellings. The process of church 
building must have been gradual ; and for at least two 
generations after it had been begun, when Christianity 
became the State religion, the church-in-the-house and 
the church as a public building existed and functioned 
side by side. 

The name of the new type of church was the 
' basilica.' True to its genius and its almost invariable 
practice, when the Church was faced with the task of 
building places of public worship, it adopted a form of 
building already in existence and shaped it to its own 
purpose. For various reasons the form of the pagan 
temple was rejected, if indeed it was ever seriously 
considered. One reason may have been that it was 
inseparably identified with pagan religious rites and 
ceremonies ; and another, of a more practical kind, 
that its small cellu or inner shrine was quite unsuited 
for large Christian corigregations and for preaching. 
Another type of public building, however, suited these 
purposes admirably. This was the basilica, and when 
the church as a public building began to take the place 
of the church-in-the-house it was on the basilica that it 
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was modelled. There is even evidence which points to 
the possibility that in the first instance the basilica 
itself, or part of it, was used for Christian worship ; 
and this is the more likely because it would have been 
the most natural line of development. 

What, then, was the basilica? It was the place of 
commercial assembly, the market-hall or exchange, of 
the Roman business-world, and it often included within 
its precincts a court of justice. It was a rectangular 
building, divided along its length by two rows of 
columns which formed a nave in the middle and aisles 
on either side. Over the aisles were galleries. The 
main entrance was at one end of the building, 
approached through a: cloistered atrium or .forecourt 
and opening upon the nave. There were also doors at 
the sides, towards the other end of the building, where 
the transepts of a church are usually situated; and 
indeed these doors sometimes opened upon transepts. 
It was this end of the building, opposite the main 
entrance, which was set apart as a court of justice ; 
and in the middle of the end-wall, facing the nave, was 
an apse where the praetor sat on a central throne, 
with thejudices or jury on seats around the apse to his 
right and left. 

The general resemblance of this building to a church 
is sufficiently striking. The nave, aisles, and galleries 
over the aisles were capable of holding a large con- 
gregation. From them every part of the building could 
be seen, while a speaker in the apse could not only be 
seen by all but also most easily heard. In the central 
seat of the apse the bishop presided, with his presbyters 
in the seats on either hand. The picture thus presented 
is familiar to every Christian worshipper to-day. 

The earliest basilican churches were built of brick, 
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and were of the plainest and simplest type, without 
ornamentation or decoration either outside or inside. 
Even when, two hundred years or more later, interior 
ornamentation had reached a high standard or artistic 
skill and beauty, the outside of even the most magni- 
ficent churches was of plain brick. Thus throughout 
the Roman world a plain brick building on the basilican 
plan came to succeed the church-in-the-house as the 
parish church. 

After the adoption of Christianity as the state religion 
the building of churches everywhere went on apace, 
and nowhere more vigorously than in Rome itself. 
There Constantine built many churches, some of which 
at least were erected on sites that had been occupied 
by private dwellings dedicated to Christian worship, 
or hallowed by the memory of some apostle or martyr. 
Two examples still survive in Rome of churches built 
over such private dwellings, both founded by Con- 
stantine himself or dating from his day. One is the 
Church of Sts. John and Paul on the Coelian Hill, which 
stands over a house where these two apostles are said 
to have resided. The walls of this house are painted 
with subjects partly pagan and partly Christian. The 
other and even more interesting example is the Church 
of St. Clement, where there are three buildings one 
over the other. Lowest of all is a Roman building, 
supposed to have been the dwelling of Clement himself, 
an original church-in-the-house. Above this is what 
remains of the church destroyed by Robert Guiscard 
in 1084, whose walls are covered with paintings ; and 
above this again is the present church, rebuilt in 
1108 on a smaller scale with materials from the older 
church below. These are instances of basilican 
churches built on hallowed ground, and probably over 
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private houses that had already been used for Christian 
worship. 

The same thing is doubtless true of some at least of 
the other churches founded by Constantine. The 
largest of these was the Church of St. Peter, built on 
Nero’s circus and dedicated to the memory of St. Peter 
and St. Paul, whose bodies by tradition were buried 
there. It was a vast building, and survived till it was 
replaced by the gradual erection on the same site during 
the sixteenth century of the present even more imposing 
Renaissance church. Scarcely less imposing was the 
Church of St. Paul-without-the-walls, built on the 
reported site of the apostle’s martyrdom. Others were 
the Churches of St. John’s Lateran, St. Agnes, St. Mary 
in Trastevere, St. Laurence-without-the-walls, and St. 
Constanza also without the walls. The last-named, a 
very charming circular church which still remains, was 
originally built as a mausoleum for Constantine’s 
family, and especially for his daughter Constantia. 
With the possible exception of St. Peter’s, the most 
important of these churches would seem to have been 
that of St. John’s Lateran. This was dedicated to be 
‘ omnium urbis et orbis ecclesiarum mater et caput.’ 
To be designated as ‘ mother and head of all churches 
of the city and of the world ’ was a unique honour, and 
suggests that it represented the original (mother’ or 
‘ parish ’ church of Rome. Most of these churches have 
been destroyed and rebuilt, some of them many times, 
in the course of the centuries. 

All these original Christian churches, then, except 
St. Constanza, were basilican in form and structure. 
The basilica was, and generally speaking remains, the 
basic form of the Christian church. As worship with 
its attendant ceremonial became more elaborate, and 
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as architecture achieved ever-new forms of expression 
in building and in beauty, the original plain Roman 
prototype was changed almost beyond recognition ; 
but the basilica served for the type of the Christian 
church, as it does almost universally to this day. Even 
in the earliest churches changes and improvements 
began to be made, and it is pertinent to this study to note 
their development. 

A description of the original Church of St. Peter’s, 
Rome, reveals how the simple basilican structure was 
modified and elaborated. As already mentioned, it 
was a vast building, 380 ft. long by 212 ft. wide. The 
building proper was approached at the eastern end 
through an atrium or forecourt, flanked by towers at 
either side of the entrance, and surrounded by cloisters. 
The atrium led to the ‘ narthex’ or porch, beyond 
which, in later days at least, neophytes and penitents 
were not permitted to go. Then came the church 
proper, with its main entrance, it is to be noted, at the 
eastern end, which was the primitive usage. The nave 
was 80 ft. wide, with two aisles on each side, the width 
of each double-aisle being 66 ft. The walls above the 
aisles were decorated with pictures or mosaics. At the 
western end was a spacious transept, with an apse and 
seats for bishop and presbyters in the middle of the 
western wall and immediately facing the nave, 

The 
walls were of brick, plairi and unadorned outside, and 
the only more substantial part of the fabric was the 
apse with its semi-dome of brick. An exception to this 
simplicity was the double colonnade between the nave 
and the aisles, which consisted of costly marble columns, 
In this and similar churches, these were taken from 
abandoned pagan temples and other disused buildings. 
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It is not to be supposed that all churches even in Rome, 
and still less in the smaller towns and cities of the 
Empire, were either so large or so elaborate as this. 
Most of them, indeed, were probably small and simple 
buildings, conforming more strictly to the p d d b e  
basilican type ; but the original Church of St. Peter’s, 
Rome, may be regarded as a massive and imposing 
example of the early basilican church. 

The transference of the seat of Empire from Rome 
to Constantinople in A.D. 324 brought into being 
another type of church, in which Greek and even 
Asiatic influences came into play. The basilican. plan 
was there superseded by the byzantine. Sir Thomas 
Graham Jackson, R.A., in his volume entitled Archi- 
tecture, describes the change and gives the reason for 
it. ‘ The Roman province of Syria,’ he writes, ‘ had 
been richly furnished with temples and public buildings 
in the Roman style, but it also contained buildings of 
a native school, in which, Syria being a treeless country, 
greater use was made of stone than of timber. Roofs 
were made of stone slabs, carried on stone arches 
instead of wood, and the basilican plan of the Italian 
churches became difficult in the East. The dome 
solved the difficulty, and its adoption revolutionized 
the whole system of church architecture in the Eastern 
Roman world. The long-drawn nave disappeared ; 
the dome formed the centre of the building ; round it 
were grouped aisles, transepts, and other features ; 
and the whole was compacted into a square block, 
from the middle of which arose the dome, the original 
motive of the whole conception.’ 

This domed church over a square plan in time became 
the recognized form in the Eastern Empire. It attained 
its supreme triumph in the Church of St. Sophia in 
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Constantinople, completed and dedicated in A.D. 537. 
The Emperor Justinian, by whom it was founded, took 
an active personal share in its building ; and, in his 
thanksgiving to God that he had been spared to 
accomplish so great a work, cried, ‘ I have vanquished 
thee, 0 Solomon.’ And indeed, like Solomon’s Temple, 
St. Sophia’s was ‘ exceeding magnifical.’ The exterior 
of the vast building, crowned ’with its mighty dome 
with a span of 108 ft. and a height of 180, is of plain 
brick ; but the interior is enriched in the most lavish 
way with rare material and exquisite workmanship. 
The central area is surrounded by great marble 
columns, porphyry and verd’antico. The sculpture 
of the capitals of these columns, and of others throughout 
the building, is exquisitely finished ; the walls are lined 
up to the springing of the great arches with precious 
marbles in large plaques ; and everything above is 
covered with mosaic of glass. Every feature of the 
interior is thus adorned with a display of the purest and 
most exquisite byzantine art. 

All this massiveness of structure and wealth of 
material and ornamentation is of course the byzantine 
church in its finished and most elaborate form. In its 
beginnings and for the most part, like the basilican 
church in the West, it was a plain and simple building, 
of a size commensurate with the community which it 
was designed to accommodate and serve. Such a plain 
and simple building, with a dome cdvering a square or 
cruciform church below, and with an apse from which 
the bishop and his presbyters conducted the services, was 
the original parish church of the Eastern Roman world, 

A third type of original church, basilican in its basic 
form but having its origin in a building very different 
from the Roman basilica, may be styled the ‘ hall-and- 

29 



PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

chamber ’ type. It was the native type of church in 
Saxon and early Norman England, in which country 
many examples still survive, whole or in part ; and it 
conformed to the Celtic or British churches of Scotland, 
Ireland, and Wales, by which it was preceded. The 
earliest churches in Germany and Scandinavia probably 
had a similar origin. 

The prototype of this church, then, was the dwelling 
of chief, lord, or king, and was. the largest and most 
imposing building of a Celtic or Saxon community. It 
consisted of two main parts. The first and much the 
larger of these was a hall, with a steep and lofty roof, 
which was spacious enough to accommodate the house- 
hold and retainers of the lord or king whose dwelling 
it was. It was at once a dining-hall, a place of enter- 
tainment, a council-chamber, a centre for the trans- 
action of business, and a court of justice. The second 
and smaller main part of the building was a chamber, 
which was an elongation of the hall, with lower walls 
but with a proportionately steep and lofty roof. This 
chamber was separated from the hall by a partition 
which reached to the roof, with an entrance-door in 
the middle, and formed the private apartment and 
bedroom of the overlord and his family. 

Above this inner chamber was another, of equal area 
and having the roof for its ceiling. This upper chamber 
was reached by an inner circular stair, and was lighted 
by a window in the gable, while through another 
window in the partition it was possible to look down 
upon the hall below. Sometimes a tower was erected 
at the main entrance to the hall, and sometimes the 
hall was provided with a ceiling at the height of the 
walls, which thus formed the floor of a great upper 
chamber, reached by ladders or by the tower, 
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A glossary of the eleventh century describes the 
various parts of such a building as follows, giving their 
names in Latin and Saxon : aula or heal (hall) ; 
triclinium or bur (bower or chamber) ; solarium or 
upflor (upper storey) ; and turris or stypel (tower or 
steeple). The Latin word triclinium suggests that the 
inner chamber or private apartment was surrounded 
by couches on three sides. The tower for which this 
glossary gives the Saxon equivalent as ' stypel' or 
steeple was also called ' herchfrit ' (belfry or watch- 
tower) ; and, as the name implies, it contained a bell 
which was rung in times of danger or to summon a 
public meeting. 

As in the case of the Roman basilica, this description 
at once calls to mind the main outline of a common 
form of Christian church. The spacious hall, with its 
rectangular shape and lofty roof, formed the nave. 
The inner chamber, rectangular also but smaller and 
with lower hralls, and with an arch instead of a door 
in the middle of the partition, formed the chancel. 
The chancel in Saxon and Early Norman churches is 
sometimes actually called ' the chamber.' The couches 
around the three sides of the chamber were replaced 
by seats or benches, afterwards stalls for the officiating 
clergy. It is not clear to what ecclesiastical uses the 
rooms over the chamber and hall, and also in the 
tower, were put. They may have served as dwellings 
for the priest and his assistants. In any case there is 
ample evidence of their existence in churches as late as 
the thirteenth century. The tower was a familiar 
feature both of Celtic or British and of Saxon churches ; 
and its function, whether as watch-tower or belfry, 
was equally familiar in those perilous times. 

It was on this basic plan, then, of'  hall-and-chamber,' 
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derived as in the case of the basilica from a type of 
building already &sting, that Saxon and pre-Saxon 
churches were built. To begin with the building was 
of the rudest material, turf or wattle with a reed- 
thatched roof. The usual material, however, was 
timber, of which there was an abundant supply. At 
Greenstead-by-Ongar, in Essex, there still exists a little 
church of Saxon times, the small rectangular nave of 
which is timber-built. It is not perhaps of an early 
date, but was probably erected to receive the relics of 
St. Edmund in A.D. 1013. I t  survives, however, as a 
unique specimen of a Saxon timber-church ; and, even 
if its date be comparatively late, it gives a graphic idea 
of what these timber churches were like in earlier 
Saxon times. 
As soon as the Saxons had settled down, however, 

and had leisure to build seriously, stone began to take 
the place of timber both in their more lordly dwellings 
and in their churches. The advent of the Roman 
mission under Augustine in A.D. 597 stimulated this 
ambition. I t  became the fashion to build more 
Romanorum, and not, as heretofore, more Scotorum. The 
Roman influence made itself felt not only in a finer 
quality of stone-building, but also in the adoption of 
characteristic features both of Roman workmanship 
and of Roman worship. The apse, for example, began 
to take the place of the native British and Saxon 
square-ended chancel ; carving and ornamentation 
were introduced; and the more developed Roman 
ritual became the rival of the simpler British and 
Saxon forms of worship. 

The earliest extant stone church of Saxon times is 
that of Monkwearmouth in County Durham, which 
was built in A.D. 674 by Benedict Biscop. Failing to 
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find craftsmen in England capable of building more 
Romanorum, he crossed to Gaul and brought back with 
him masons, glaziers, and other skilled workmen who 
taught tht Saxons their various crafts. From Rome 
also, whither he made several journeys, he brought 
back sacred vessels, books, and relics, in addition to 
many pictures, probably Byzantine, with which he 
covered the walls of the church. He even persuaded 
John, the arch-chanter of St. Peter’s, Rome, to return 
with him and teach the English clergy to sing the 
service. As a youth the Venerable Bede, who tells the 
story, was among his pupils. Benedict’s church at 
Monkwearmouth still stands, with many additions, but 
with its porch, its rugged Saxon tower, and its main 
fabric much as they were originally built. 

Altogether the remains of about eighty Saxon 
churches survive in England, all of which have been 
subjected more or less to modifications and additions. 
One almost perfect example, however, is to be found 
at Bradford-on-Avon, where the whole building remains, 
with sculptures of Saxon workmanship. Scraps and 
fragments of such work in other places go to show that 
Saxon craftsmeli were no mean artists in figure-carving, 
animal ornamentation, incised stone-work, and inter- 
lacements ; and the likelihood is that their skill found 
common expression in the adornment of the churches 
they built. In this as in other respects, therefore, we 
shall probably not be far wrong in regarding the 
church at Bradford-on-Avon as a fairly typical Saxon 
parish church in stone. 

Even before the Norman Conquest, Norman archi- 
tecture had been introduced into England by Edward 
the Confessor, who had been brought up in Normandy. 
In A.D. 1050 he resolved to rebuild the Abbey of 
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Westminster on a splendid scale, for which he adopted 
the Norman style with which he was familiar. The 
new church had a round apse, transepts with apsidal 
chapels on their east side, a long nave, two western 
towers, and according to one account also a central 
tower. Very soon it set the fashion. Writing less than 
a century later, William of Malmesbury records that 
' the church which Edward was the first to build in 
England in that kind of design was now emulated by 
nearly all in sumptuous outlay. , . . Now you may 
see everywhere churches in villages and monasteries in 
towns rise in the new style of building.' 

This rapid development, however, was due to the 
Normans themselves, who were indefatigable church- 
builders. Immediately after the Conquest they began 
to pull down the Saxon churches and rebuild them on 
a more magnificent scale, even when they found in 
them much to admire. Saxon cathedrals and minsters 
were replaced by buildings of vaster dimensions than 
Normandy itself could boast, and almost all the smaller 
churches were either altered or rebuilt. I t  is not 
necessary at this point to follow the further develop- 
ment of this movement, or to trace its efflorescence in 
the English church-building of later days, especially in 
the twelfth to fifteenth centuries. It is important, 
however, to note that the basic plan of the ordinary 
Norman, no less than of the Saxon, church was and 
continued to be of the ' hall-and-chamber ' type. 

There were thus three original types of church 
properly so called, leaving out of account the church- 
in-the-house which was the earliest place of Christian 
assembly and worship. The first was the basilican 
type, which derived from the Roman basilica and 
became the dominant form of church in Western 
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Europe. The second was the byzantine or domed 
church, 9f Greek and Asiatic origin, which was the 
prevailing type in the Eastern Empire, in Egypt and 
in North Africa. The third was the ' hall-and- 
chamber ' type, the characteristic form of the British 
or Celtic church, but indigenous also to Saxon England 
and Normandy, and also probably to Germany and 
Scandinavia. 

The original parish church was of all three types. 
For the first ten Christian centuries or so it was the 
church of a bishop, who from it exercised spiritual 
jurisdiction over his far-flung parish or diocese. At the 
close of that period all such churches had attained to 
the dignity of cathedrals, with a sufficient number of 
local churches or chapels to serve the episcopal parish. 
From the time of Charlemagne onwards, however, 
these local churches gradually achieved a measure of 
independence, and the parish and parish church as we 
know them began to come into existence. Thus for 
a thousand years or more parochial agencies have 
formed throughout Christendom a network of Christian 
influence and service. In its beginnings the parish 
church was almost without exception a building of the 
humblest kind, but many of the earliest surviving 
examples of it are gems of beauty, and from it has 
sprung that splendour of art and architecture, in 
cathedral and abbey, minster and priory, which is 
among the crowning achievements of the spirit and 
skill of man. 
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