
CHAPTER VI 

THE ENGLISH PARISH 

LATER chroniclers of the English Church ascribe the 
beginnings of the parish system in England to Honorius 
and Theodore, Archbishops of Canterbury from 627 
and 669 A.D. respectively; but there is no ancient 
authority for their statements, which are further 
rendered suspect by the fact that rural parishes were 
officially recognized on the Continent, and a regular 
parish system established there, at earliest only towards 
the end of the ninth century. 

Thus Archbishop Parker of Canterbury, or his 
secretary Joscelyn, in a work entitled Of the Antiquity 
of the British Church, first published in 1572, records 
of Honorius that ‘ he not only placed bishops over the 
Church, as chief keepers of its bulwarks, but he was 
also the first who, dividing his province into parishes, 
appointed to them ministers of a lower order.’ 

Similarly it was as late as 1414 that Thomas of 
Elmham, a monk of St. Augustine’s Abbey in Canter- 
bury, in his monastic chronicle of the abbey, with as 
much confidence and greater wealth of detail ascribed 
to Theodore the honour of making this new departure. 
‘ The most pious Theodore,’ he relates, ‘ with the con- 
sent of the rest of the bishops and other holy fathers, 
conferred the power in all the cathedral cities of what- 
ever province, and in all townships, of building churches 
and making separate parishes, obtaining also for them 
the royal assent, so that lay men of sufficient estate, 
whose devotion led them to build churches in God’s 
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honour upon their own lands, might for cyer enjoy the 
patronage of those churches ; but if‘ any built them 
within the h i t s  of other men’s lordships, such churches 
were to be in the patronage of the lord of the land on 
which they were built.’ 

No vestige exists of any ancient, not to say contem- 
porary, evidence for these statements. Such evidence 
as does exist, so far from confirming, goes to discredit 
them. Bede, who was a younger contemporary of 
Theodore (673-735), who is the sole historian of the 
Anglo-Saxon Church of that period, and who preserved 
the Acts of the only two Synods held under Theodore, 
which are still extant, has not a word to say regarding 
this development of Church organization, which, if it 
had taken place in his day, would have been a striking 
innovation. On the contrary, he records the Acts of 
the Council of Hertford (673), which relate to Church 
government and discipline, and two of which in parti- 
cular put beyond dispute what was meant by the word 
‘parish ’ as then understood and used. The first 
provides that no bishop is to invade another bishop’s 
parish ; and the second that no foreign bishop or clerk 
is to perform any priestly office without the permission 
ofthe bishop in whose parish he is known to be. The 
only article which refers to a priest’s assigned sphere 
of local duty calls it his ‘ province,’ not his parish. I t  
reads : ‘ If any priest, either in his own province or 
another’s, shall be found guilty of refusing, even on the 
ground of his having to go a long way, to baptize a 
sick person recommended to him for that purpose, and 
so that person die unbaptized, let him be degraded.’ 

It is easy to understand how the chroniclers were 
misled. Writing long centuries. after the events which 
they claim to record, knowing that there were parishes 
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so-called in the Anglo-Saxon Church at the time of 
Honorius and Theodore, and having before their eyes 
the parish system fully developed and established, they 
read back the nomenclature and conditions with which 
they were familiar into the ecclesiastical organization 
of an earlier day. The only parish that existed in the 
early Anglo-Saxon Church was the parish of the bishop. 
In England, as throughout the whole of Christendom at 
that time, the word ‘parish’ was synonymous with 
diocese., It was the recognized sphere of the diocesan 
bishop and not of the local priest. 

A glance at the lines along which the Anglo-Saxon 
Church was organized in its beginnings makes this 
abundantly evident. When Augustine with his forty 
missionary monks landed in England in 596, effected 
their settlement around the Mother-Church at Canter- 
bury and started from that point to evangelize the 
whole land, he was of course familiar with the organiza- 
tion of the Church on the Continent, and set about 
shaping the Anglo-Saxon Church on the same lines. 

The plan was that Augustine himself should be the 
primate of the whole country; that there should be 
two provinces, a southern and a northern; that he 
should ordain for his own province twelve bishops, with 
London as the metropolitan see ; that he should con- 
secrate another bishop and station him at York, who, 
when he had evangelized York and the surrounding 
territory, should thereupon ordain twelve bishops for 
this northern province with himself as metropolitan. 

This original plan of two provinces, with two arch- 
bishops and twenty-four bishops, could of course be only 
gradually carried out. Augustine himself succeeded in 
creating only three bishoprics, those of Canterbury, 
London, and Rochester. Even of these London was 
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soon in abeyance, as the Kingdom of Essex relapsed 
into heathenism, so that Canterbury retained the 
primacy,’which was never transferred to London. Not 
until 625, tiyenty-one years after Augustine’s death, 
was Paulinus consecrated Archbishop of York, but he 
consecrated no bishops for the northern province. 

Honorius, fellow labourer with Augustine, who 
became Archbishop of Canterbury in 627, added two 
new sees to those already created, at Dunwich in 
Suffolk and at Dorchester in Oxfordshire, the latter 
of which was soon afterwards removed to Winchester. 
The conversion of Mercia was begun by Finnan of 
Lindisfarne, the Columban or Celtic Church in the 
north thus pressing south in its missionary zeal, and 
making contact with its southern sister. As a result 
of his labours, a bishopric was established in Mercia, 
possibly at Repton. 

It fell to Theodore, Archbishop of Canterbury from 
669 to 690, to extend the episcopal system both in 
the south and in the north, on the lines, if not to the 
full extent, of the original plan. Under his vision, 
statesmanship, and vigour of administration the Anglo- 
Saxon Church first took shape as an organized episcopal 
system. Before his death he had created at least five 
new bishoprics under Canterbury, making eleven all 
told in the southern province, and at least two under 
York-Hexham and Lindisfarne. It was a notable 
achievement, To him above all others is due the credit 

’ of organizing the Anglo-Saxon Church on a basis of 
diocesan episcopacy; and his work was decisive in 
determining the whole future character and shape of 
the Church of England. The framework of the diocesan 
system had first to be set up. Only then could each 
episcopal c c  parish ” or diocese be systematically over- 
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taken, and divided into parishes in the modern 
sense. 

From the historical facts available, and from a 
general knowledge of the missionary task and method, 
of the structure of society, and of prevailing conditions, 
it is possible to form a fairly accurate idea of the origins 
of the Anglo-Saxon Church, and of its development 
under Augustine and his successors. We can picture 
Augustine and his retinue of missionary monks visiting 
the Court or Hall of Ethelbert, King of Kent. Thanks 
no doubt in some measure to the good offices of his 
Queen Bertha, who was a daughter of the Christian 
king of the Franks and herself a Christian, they were 
kindly received, and assigned a residence and a grant 
of land at Canterbury. King Ethelbert was converted 
and baptized in due course. His conversion carried 
with it the nominal conversion of his people, of whom 
it is recorded that Augustine baptized as many as 
IO,OOO in one day. 

This auspicious beginning must have greatly facilitated 
the work of evangelizing and instructing the people, and 
of carrying on regular religious services among them. 
Even so, the difficulties must have been great. (Much 
of the land was covered with forest and much of it was 
waste and wild, with clearings here and there, cultivated 
portions round the halls of ealdormen and thanes, and 
a scattering of small townships and hamlets, but with 
swamps and rivers to cross, and with only footpaths 
and bridle-paths as means of communication. From 
their headquarters at Canterbury the missionary monks 
would go forth, probably two by two, to evangelize 
and teach. Their first obiectives would be the house- 
holds and retainers of the‘ more powerful 
and the larger communities generally ; 
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their first tasks would be to establish suitable places 
of worship, where the heathen folk would be brought 
under continuous Christian influences and receive 
regular instruction in the Faith. 

Such centres of religious worship and discipline 
were already in part provided. Thus we know that 
even before Augustine’s day there was at least one 
Christian church in Kent, and there may well have 
been more. According to an account of the Venerable 
Bede, ‘there was on the east side near the city [of 
Canterbury] a church dedicated to St. Martin, built 
of old time while yet the Romans were in the island.’ 

: Sti Martin’s stands there to this day, with Saxon and 
Norman additions, but with its characteristic Roman 
masonry of flint, rubble, and red brick, to bear witness 
to its ancient origin. Together with any other Christian 
foundations of the Roman period which might then be 
in existence, even if they had fallen into ruin, St. 
Martin’s would certainly be used by Augustine and 
his missionaries as a centre of Christian work and 
worship. 

places. With that practical sagacity which marked the 
missionary policy of the Church in its dealings with 
heathen social and religious customs, Augustine was 
advised by Pope Gregory at Rome not to destroy the 
heathen temples, but to convert them into Christian 
churches by washing the walls with holy water, erect- 
ing altars, and substituting holy relics and symbols for 
the images of heathen gods. These also, therefore, 
became so many centres. of Christian influence and 
activity, The interest for our purpose of these early 
missionary centres is that many of them, perhaps most 
of them, afterwards became parish churches, with 
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regularly defined areas and all the other provisions that 
went to constitute the parochial system. They marked 
the first rough attempt to organize the Church on a 
territorial basis. It took centuries for the development 
to reach completion ; but these rude missionary begin- 
nings were the seed from which the English parish 
church and parish originally sprang. 

In addition to the meagre information which we have 
regarding the beginnings of Church organization in the 
southern province, we have two vivid pictures from 
the pen of Bede describing in fuller detail the work of 
the Church in Northumbria, in the northern Province 
of York, at the end of the seventh and in the first half 
of the eighth century. These pictures make it plain 
that at that time the organization of the Church there 
was very primitive. The great Columban or Scoto- 
Celtic monastery at Lindisfarne, the metropolitan 
bishopric of York, the bishopric of Hexhatn, and one 
or two smaller monasteries (as at Jarrow and Wear- 
monkstead), all with their Baptismal-Churches, would 
seem to have been the only centres of Christian 
teaching and influence in the surrounding waste of 
heathendom. 

The first picture is that of St. Cuthbert, Abbot and 
Bishop of Lindisfarne, one of the greatest of the Colum- 
ban missionaries, to whom, along with his no less saintly 
and distinguished predecessor St. Aidan, the pioneer 
effort to evangelize Northumbria was due. Bede tells 
how St. Cuthbert ' was wont often to leave his mon- 
astery, sometimes on horseback but more frequently on 
foot, and to go to the surrounding townships and preach 
to wanderers the way of truth. For indeed it was at 
that time the manner of the English people all to collect 
together, when a clerk or priest came to their township, 
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at his call to hear the Word.’ He adds that St. Cuth- 
bert went chiefly to the poorest places, and those which 
were far away in high and rough mountain districts, 
‘ a horror generally to other men.’ 

This pen sketch of St. Cuthbert and his monks on 
their missionary tours, evangelizing the townships and 
rough mountain districts of northern England from the 
monastery at Lindisfarne, and for a short time from 
the monastery at Hexham, lights up for us the situation 
which the Church had then to deal with, and the 
method by which it sought to extend its influence. In  
St. Cuthbert’s day, when the Columban and Roman 
Churches first came face to face, and for at least two 
centuries after, no attempt was made to divide the land 
into parishes, as we understand the word. That stage 
of development was still in the distant future. The 
whole of Northumbria was St. Cuthbert’s ‘ parish.’ 

The second picture is etched in a letter from Bede 
to Egbert, who had just been made Archbishop of 
York (735). According to tradition Egbert had been 
one of Bede’s pupils, who would not therefore resent, 
in his dignity as Archbishop, counsel from his old 
master, and who may even have consulted him regard- 
ing the methods he should adopt in his high office. In  
any case Bede wrote to him, suggesting that he should 
follow the example of Paul and Barnabas, who, wherever 
they went, as soon as they entered cities or synagogues, 
preached the word of God. ‘ This is the work,’ he went 
on, ‘ to which you are called and for which you were 
consecrated. And this you wilI do if, wherever you 
go, you collect around you the inhabitants of the place 
and deliver to them the word of exhortation, and also, 
as a leader in the heavenly warfare, with all who come 
with you, set them an example of good living. And 
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since the places which belong to the government of 
your diocese occupy too wide a space to enable you 
alone to go through them all and preach the Word 
of God in the smaller villages and hamlets, even in 
the course of a whole year, it is necessary that you 
should associate with yourself many helpers in t h i s  holy 
work, by appointing priests and teachers to go through 
all the villages, constantly preaching the Word of God 
and consecrating the heavenly mysteries, and especially 
administering the office of holy baptism, as opportunity 
may be found.’ 

To complete the picture he proceeded further to say : 
‘ We have heard, and it is commonly reported, that 
many townships and villages of our nation are situated 
among mountains hard of access or in thorny woodlands, 
where for many years past no bishop has been seen, to 
confer any of the gifts of the heavenly ministry ; nor 
i s  the destitution of these places confined to the want 
of a bishop to confirm the baptized by laying on of 
hands-they have no teacher to instruct them in the 
true faith, or in the difference between right and wrong.’ 

This picture lights up even more vividly than the 
first the state of the Church in northern England, and 
the methods adopted to meet the conditions. They 
were just the commonsense methods that had to be 
adopted in the situation that then faced the missionary 
Church, and that are still adopted in every new mission- 
field. We see the Archbishop himself, attended by his 
clergy, visiting the townships and villages throughout 
his province, and doubtless setting such bishops as he 
had to the same task in their several dioceses. I t  was 
an itinerant ministry. To begin with, there was no 
building in which they could meet. They simply 
‘ collected around them the inhabitants of the place,’ 
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preached the Word to them, and baptized such as 
were converted. To follow up this first evangelizing 
effort it was necessary to appoint priests and teachers 
to revisit all the townships and villages as regularly 
and systematically as possible, to preach, to instruct, 
to administer the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, and 
especially to baptize. So wide was the region to be 
traversed, however, and many of the places so distant 
and difficult of access, that the people in them were 
left entirely destitute of religious ordinances for years 
after they had been baptized. Plainly, in Bede’s time 
the Church was organized only on the broadest and 
simplest lines, and nothing in the nature of parish or 
parish church had begun even tentatively to emerge. 

Before the end of the century, in 792, a calamity 
befell the Church in Northumbria which destroyed such 
organization as it possessed, and all but exterminated 
the Church itself throughout the land. I t  was in that 
year that the Danish invasions began, which continued 
at intervals for nearly two centuries and ravaged Eng- 
land from end to end. Lindisfarne and the monasteries 
and churches in Northumbria bore the brunt of the 
first invasion. Alcuin of York, the friend of Charle- 
magne, describes in a letter how ‘ the holy places were 
laid waste by the pagans, the altars defiled, the monas- 
teries violated, and the land foul with blood.’ Within 
fifty years the turn of the southern churches came. 
By 844 the Danes had swept through the land 
with blood and fire as far south as London and Canter- 
bury, destroying in their course all the great monasteries 
and exterminating their inmates. Only by a miracle 
of faith and courage did any vestige of the Church or 
trace of Christianity survive. 

Their ravages were stayed by Alfred, perhaps the 
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most heroic and romantic figure in English history, as 
accomplished in the arts of peace as he was brilliant 
and resourceful in war, and well named England’s 
darhig.’ He defeated the Danes in many a battle, 
and drove them successively out of the south-west, 
London, and the east counties, Mercia (as central 
England was then called), and Northumbria, so that 
before his death in 901 he was virtually king of all 
England. He was the champion of Christianity against 
heathendom, a national saint as well as a national hero ; 
and, whether by persuasion or at the point of the sword, 
he constrained even the Danish invader to receive bap- 
tism and become Christian. 

Under the peace established and maintained by 
Alfred, the organization or reorganization of the 
Church proceeded apace. As always, the blood of the 
martyrs proved to be the seed of the Church. Not only 
so, but the seed was scattered more widely, and sprang 
up in many places hitherto churchless. The destruction 
of monasteries and episcopal seats with their Baptismal- 
Churches-minsters or cathedrals as the case might be 
-deprived such scattered Christian groups and com- 
panies as survived of the means of receiving Christian 
baptism and burial. They therefore became dependent 
on the services ofpriests in private chapels and oratories. 
Bishops consequently found it necessary to enlarge the 
functions of such local priests, and to consecrate as 
burial-grounds the precincts of such local sanctuaries 
-a step manifestly in the direction of a parish system. 

Other circumstances tended in the same direction. 
In 927 King Athelstan issued a Royal Admonition, 
addressed to the King’s reeves and to bishops and 
ealdormen, ordaining that tithes be paid ‘ both of the 
live stock and of the year’s earthly fruits,’ for the support 
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of the holy places and of those who served the churches. 
This royal admonition had not the force of law, but it 
lent powerfii sanction to the payment of tithes, and 
prepared the way for the laws of King Edgar (959-975), 
which were inspired by St. Dunstan, Archbishop of 
Canterbury and the King’s chief councillor and friend. 

Two articles in these laws bear directly on our 
subject. The first was to the effect that tithes were to 
be paid to the old Baptismal-Churches, whose primary 
right to them was thus legally confirmed. The article 
runs ‘that every tithe be rendered to the old minster 
to which the district belongs.’ A qualified exception, 
however, was made in the second article, in favour of 
two other kinds of church which by this time had 
come into being. ‘ If there be any,’ this article pre- 
scribes, ‘ who on his bocland ’ [‘ bookland,’ charter- 
land, or private estate] < has a church at which there 
is  a burial-place, let hirn give the third part of his 
own tithe to his church, If anyone have a church at 
which there is not a burial-place, let him give to his 
priest what he will.’ In these two more recent kinds 
of church thus provided for, the one by statute and 
the other by voluntary gift, we have the earliest public 
recognition in England of parishes of the modern sort. 

It is impossible to trace in detail the multiplication 
of these elementary parish churches, and their develop- 
ment into the parish system which in due course spread 
over th.e whole land ; but, having in view the manner 
in which similar churches spread over the Continent 
and gradually achieved their status there, the likeli- 
hood is that the process in England followed much 
the same lines. 

For one thing, the Kings of England during the latter 
half’of the  tenth century and the first half of the eleventh, 
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including Cnut the Dane ( I  0 I 8-35) , were influential 
patrons and benefactors of the Church. Cnut in 
particular, who in his later years was a wise and devout 
ruler, and whose code of laws was even more elaborate 
than that of Alfred the Great, did much to strengthen 
and extend the Church both by legislation and by 
personal example. Among other enactments he re- 
stored the law of Edgar in favour of local churches with 
burial-grounds, and gave notice that if plough-alms, 
tithes, and other statutory dues payable to the Church 
were in arrears, the laws concerning them would be 
strictly enforced by him against defaulters. 

Thus constrained by royal authority, as well as in- 
spired by royal leadership and example, landowners 
of fair estate began to build churches and to make 
provision for resident chaplains to minister to their 
families and retainers. A movement so powerfully 
sponsored would tend to spread. The greater land- 
owners in particular would feel it to be due to their 
position, as well as necessary for the religious wclfare 
of their people, to have a church and resident chaplain 
of their own. The district assigned to such a church 
would naturally coincide with the boundaries of the 
estate whose people it was intended to serve. That 
many such districts, each with its church and chap- 
lain, came into existence, is to be inferred from the fact 
that they were given a name of their own. This name 
was the ‘ priestshire,’ to distinguish it from the ‘,bishop- 
shire ’ or diocese of the bishop. ‘ The priestshire ’ was 
the Anglo-Saxon counterpart, at least in embryo, of 
the parish already widely established on the Continent. 

Kings and private landowners, however, were not 
the only possessors of great estates. The Church itself 
became a landowner on a vast scale, in respect of the 
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domains attached to episcopal sees and monasteries. 
For a long period, as on the Continent, the ecclesiastical 
authorities were reluctant to share the privileges of the 
Baptismal-Churches with local churches and chapels. 
Even they, however, could not finally stay a movement 
so powerfully sponsored by royal authority and legis- 
lation, so widely supported by influential laymen, and 
so urgently demanded by popular necessity. As they 
began to feel this pressure, and as the more con- 
scientious and clear-sighted bishops among them saw 
the benefits which local churches brought to their 
people, they themselves began to build and endow 
such churches, and to delimit priestshires to be served 
by them, on their own ecclesiastical estates. 

Townships and larger communities also, as described 
in the previous chapter, with their growing numbers, 
wealth, and influence, and moved both by religious 
devotion and civic pride, built and endowed larger 
and finer churches within their own burghal areas, for 
which they were able to secure a larger measure of 
local administration and control. 

Thus the same forces by which the parish system 
became widely established in Gaul and over Western 
Europe were also at work in Saxon England. After 
the Norman Conquest the process was greatly hastened 
by the Norman passion for church building. In a very 
short time new churches sprang up all over the land, 
built in the familiar Norman style. In addition, many 
fine Anglo-Saxon churches were taken down and re- 
built. Nor was the distribution of the churches hap- 
hazard, It fitted into the feudal system which the 
Normans also introduced, and which superseded the 
Anglo-Saxon system of land tenure. Nobles vied with 
each other in building and endowing churches on their 
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own estates. Nor were they content with one-third of 
the local tithes as under Edgar’s law, or with such 
voluntary offerings as certain Anglo-Saxon churches 
had been entitled to retain. In accordance with the 
practice which had already been established in their 
homeland, and in conformity with the conditions laid 
down by the Church, claims of all such churches with 
their endowments would be officially recognized as 
of right, and parishes assigned to them, probably CO- 
extensive with the bounds of the manor. 

It does not appear how the Saxon prikstshire acquired 
the same standing as the Norman parish. The explana- 
tion no doubt is that, as soon as the statutory conditions 
were fulfilled in respect of the churches by which they 
were served, they too would be officially recognized, 
and incorporated in the swiftly-growing parish system. 
The rapidity with which the system spread is attested 
by the fact that, within two generations after the Con- 
quest, actual instances are recorded of the consecration 
of local churches and their endowments, in deeds drawn 
up in such stereotyped forms as to indicate that the 
practice had become general. Thus, beginning with 
its earliest rudimentary emergence under Edgar in 970, 
in less than two centuries, under Anglo-Saxon, Danish, 
and Norman dynasties and influences, the parish 
system became rooted and grounded in English soil ; 
and the parish church, with its parish duly delimited, 
a settled ministry, an assured stipend, an entire manse,’ 
and all other necessary equipment, became the dominat- 
ing feature of the English landscape, and the organic 
centre of English religious and social life. 

a 
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