
CHAPTER IV 

BAPTISMAL- OR MOTHER-CHURCHES 

WE have seen that as early as the third century the 
Church had everywhere adopted the original parish 
as its unit of episcopal and territorial organization, and 
that by the time of Constantine there was a network 
of such episcopal parishes covering the Roman Empire. 
Europe and Asia Minor, .Egypt, and North Africa, 
were all thus ecclesiastically organized. Each parish 
was administered by a bishop, with the original 
Mother-Church as centre, and with a staff of presbyters 
and deacons to assist him in this central ministry and 
to prosecute the Christian mission farther afield. 

The mode of administration, however, and the scope 
of the bishop’s authority and rule, differed in different 
countries and provinces. In some, as outlying daughter 
churches came to be planted, rural or itinerant bishops 
were appointed to minister in them, not, however, 
with full episcopal powers, but to some extent under the 
jurisdiction of the bishop of the Mother-Church. In 
others, notably in the Province of North Africa, which 
in the early centuries enjoyed a free and vigorous form 
of Church life, a bishop in full status was appointed to 
each daughter church, however small, which with its 
surrounding area and community constituted his 
parish. In others still these daughter churches were 
served by presbyters and deacons from the Mother- 
Church, under the immediate direction and supervision 
of the bishop. As this last was the prevalent mode of 
administration in Europe generally and particularly 
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in Gaul, where the parish system as we know it first 
came to be formally established, its development there 
is of primary interest and importance. 

In Gaul, then, as indeed practically everywhere else, 
the chief towns were ecclesiastically organized long 
before the smaller towns, villages, hamlets, and rural 
districts. Each principal town had its own Mother- 
Church, with a bishop and his staff of presbyters and 
deacons. From this centre the smaller and more 
scattered surroundi.ng communities were evangelized. 
Presbyters and deacons were sent out, usually two by 
two after the manner of Our Lord with His first disciples, 
to preach the Gospel to the pagan inhabitants and 
afterwards to minister to the little groups of Christians 
whom they had converted to the Faith. To begin with 
they did not travel very far afield, nor do they $eem to 
have exercised more than a preaching and teaching 
ministry, as is evidenced by the fact that they returned 
to the Mother-Church every Saturday to assist in the 
Sunday services. 

In course of time, however, these local communities 
of Christians grew in numbers and importance ; local 
churches were built, many by the generosity of local 
landowners and other pious donors, in which regular 
services could be held and the Sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper administered ; and presbyters and deacons 
were detached from service in the Mother-Church, and 
set apart to minister to local congregations. At first 
and over a long period these congregations with their 
officials were under the absolute authority of the. 
bishop, and were all but completely dependent upon 
and subordinate to the Mother-Church. This was a 
natural and even necessary arrangement, and up to 
a point it was fitted to promote the interests and welfare 
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of the Church as a whole. At this early stage it was all 
to the good that there should be one strong central 
authority, that local congregations should be regarded 
as simply outposts and extensions of the mission of the 
Mother-Church, and that their ministers and members 
alike should be subject to a recognized and uniform 
discipline. 

Very gradually, however, a process of decentralization 
took place, whereby the absolute power of the bishop 
and the predominance of the Mother-Church were 
lessened, and local congregations succeeded in obtaining 
a fuller Christian ministry for themselves, together with 
a larger measure of independence and self-government. 
Before describing this process, which resulted in the 
establishment of the parish system as we know it, it 
will throw light on the whole subject if we have a clear 
view of the powers of the bishop in his own parish or 
diocese, and of the privileges and prerogatives attaching 
to and claimed for the Mother-Church. 

The spiritual rule of a bishop within his parish, 
which to begin with was personal and patriarchal, in 
course of time became magisterial and princely. The 
authority and power which at first attached to the 
man by virtue of his personal character and influence 
became vested in him by virtue of his office. His rule 
within the parochial or episcopal limits was spiritual, 
and was supreme. All the clergy and all the congrega- 1 
tions of the parish, from the Mother-Church outwards ' 
and downwards, were subject to his administration, 
jurisdiction, and discipline. It lay with him to appoint 
presbyters and deacons to the various outlying daughter 
churches, to define the character and sphere of their 
ministry, and to withdraw them if so advised. 

In  addition to the spiritual powers vested in him, 
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another of cardinal importance was the power of the 
purse. This power came into his hands through the 
Mother-Church, whose very name explains the rever- 
ence and affection in which it was held. In addition 
to being the seat of the bishop and the first church to 
be erected in the episcopal parish, in course of time it 
became the shrine of hallowed associations. There 
the first converts to the faith were baptized, and after 
them their children and children’s children in growing 
numbers, until family after family both gentle and 
simple for leagues around had been thus received into 
the family and household of God. There they pre- 
sented themselves in due season as candidates for full 
membership in the Church, received instruction as 
catechumens, and were admitted to the sacred rite of 
the Lord’s Supper, And there, in the God’s-acre 
surrounding the sacred edifice and making it still more 
sacred, succeeding generations of their dead were laid 
to rest. 

Little wonder that the Mother-Church drew to itself 
a wealth of reverence and affection which the daughter 
churches could not soon or easily command ; Little 
wonder that such piety found expression in a wealth of 
gifts and offerings. The gifts took the form of lands 
and houses, and the offerings were both in money and 
in kind, From the very beginnings of the Church, as 
the New Testament itself bears witness, such gifts and 
offerings were recognized as voluntary Christian obliga- 
tions ; and wherever the Church was planted this 
custom was freely accepted and observed. The time 
came, however-afier many centuries, it is true- 
when voluntary offerings were made compulsory, and 
when wealthy members, not alone at the bidding of 
some deep religious impulse but under influence and 
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pressure, were constrained to lay their gifts upon the 
altar. The result was that Mother-Churches were as a 
rule well-endowed with lands, buildings, and other 
forms of wealth, the proceeds of which, together with 
voluntary or prescribed offerings, yielded a substantial 
and sometimes even a princely revenue. This revenue 
was dedicated, as well by canon law as by bequest, to 
maintain not only the Mother-Church but the daughter 
churches throughout the parish; but the fact that 
it was administered by the bishop, and derived from 
gifts bestowed on the Mother-Church in the first 
instance, constituted a privilege which was jealously 
and tenaciously upheld. 

Other privileges and prerogatives were also claimed 
and reserved for the Mother-Church, by which its 
power and prestige were almost impregnably en- 
trenched. Before specifying these, it will be illuminat- 
ing to mention the various other names by which the 
character and importance of Mother-Churches were 
signalized. In addition to being called Mother- 
Churches (matrices), they were known as ' greater ' or 
' ancient ' churches, all of which designations explain 
themselves. They were also commonly spoken of as 
' people's ' churches (plebes), to denote their public 
character as distinguished from chapels and oratories 
founded and endowed by landowners on their estates 
to serve their own households and retainers, Their 
correct ecclesiastical designation, however, was ' bap. 
tismal '-churches ; and, as this title describes their 
principal prerogative, it will be convenient to use it 
throughout the remainder of this chapter. 

The first and chief prerogative, then, of Baptismal- 
Churches was that in them alone was the Sacrament of 
Baptism permitted to be administered. This meant 
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that admission to Church membership, with all the 
privileges which it was in the power of the Church to 
bestow or to withhold, was possible only through them. 
As these privileges were of vital importance, affecting 
the life and welfare of the individual, the family, and 
the community at every point, the ' power of the keys ' 
was in itself conclusive and final. Even when daughter 
churches had been long established, and people had to 
travel long distances to their Baptismal-Churches, this 
rule was relaxed only in cases of emergency. However 
far-flung the parish, and however great the peril and 
expense, the inhabitants except in specially exempted 
cases had to present their children for baptism at the 
one holy font, the one central shrine. 

The second prerogative, while imposing less drastic 
penalties, was sufficiently compelling. I t  was made 
incumbent on all members of the Church within the 
bounds to celebrate in the Baptismal-Church the three 
great festivals of the Faith-Christmas, Easter, and 
Whitsunday-and sometimes also Epiphany. When 
one remembers that these Church festivals were not 
only great religious but also great social occasions in 
the life of medieval communities, which were eagerly 
looked for and enthusiastically enjoyed, it can be easily 
understood how compelling this obligation was. Neither 
spiritual edification, however, nor social fellowsliip 
was the sole object in view, One very practical reason 
for the injunction was that on these festival occasions 
the parishioners must bring their stated offerings for 
the support and service of the Baptismal-Church. 

The third prerogative was in its way no less con- 
straining than the other two. The ground set apart 
and consecrated around the Baptismal-Church and 
under its shadow was the only place of Christian burial 
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within the episcopal parish. Again it is easy to under- 
stand how this exclusive right or privilege gave the 
Baptismal-Church a unique and commanding place in 
the popular mind and heart. No spot is more dear 
and sacred to the heart of man than the hallowed 
ground in which his dead are laid to rest ; and the 
church which stands in the midst of it becomes to him 
a shrine and sanctuary in a sense to which no other 
church can aspire. 

These prerogatives, then, and especially the rights of 
Christian baptism and burial reserved for Baptismal- 
Churches alone, secured for them through long centuries 
a unique pre-eminence and did much to consolidate 
episcopal authority and power. They were in effect 
metropolitan churches, and most of them came to be 
known as cathedrals. Another class of churches came 
into existence, however, which more than rivalled them 
in wealth and power, and which call in this connection 
for special reference. These were monastic churches, 
which sprang from the rise and rapid spread of the 
monastic system, first in the east and later in the west, 
from the fourth century onwards. Every monastery , 

had its own church, in which the brethren worshipped 
and cultivated their life of devotion, and in which the . 
abbot or prior, while nominally subordinate to the 
bishop, was supreme within his own province and 
subject only to the rules of his order. Indeed, from 
the eleventh century onwards many abbots and priors 
received episcopal titles, and all ranked next to bishops 
as prelates of’ the Church. Monastic churches, then, 
vied with and often outrivalled the Baptismal-Church 
of the episcopal parish or diocese. One has but to 
mention e such world-famous foundations as West- 
minster Abbey, York Minister, or Coldingham Priory 

42 



BAPTISMAL- OR MOTHER-CHURCHES 

to indicate their equality with even the proudest 
Cathedrals. 

In  such powerful and favoured shrines, then, and in 
the hands of the prelates set over them, was vested an 
almost absolute power, both spiritual and temporal. 
All other churches were subordinate to them and 
dependent on them for ministerial service and material 
support. A process of decentralization, however, 
gradually and inevitably set in, whereby the claims of 
the lesser churches to a fuller ministry and a greater 
measure of independence were increasingly recognized 
and established. The history of this process is the 
record of the gradual emergence and final establish- 
ment of the parish system. 

43 


