
CHAPTER VI1 

THE SCOTTISH PARISH 

THE parish system, which had become firmly rooted 
and nation-wide in England by about 1150, was 
introduced from that country into Scotland some 
fifty years earlier, and by 1250 the Scottish Church 
was fairly widely organized along parochial lines. With 
monasteries and episcopal sees as the great religious 
centres, hundreds of parish churches had been built, 
definite parochial areas assigned to them, and a more 
or less settled ministry duly provided, with tithes and 
other necessary means for its support. In the diocese 
of St. Andrews, for example, there were no fewer than 
two hundred and thirty-four places of worship ; and, 
although St. Andrews as the principal diocese was no 
doubt the first to be so fully provided with churches, 
a large proportion of which had been only recently 
consecrated, their number suggests that at that date 
the Scottish parish system had reached a fairly com- 
plete stage of territorial development. 

As in England and on the Continent, however, that 
stage was preceded by a monastic and diocesan 
organization on the Roman model, which in turn had 
been preceded by the somewhat loose organization of 
the Celtic Church both in its Columban and in its more 
developed Scottish form. Also, it was only under the 
influence of the Reformers that the Scottish parish took 
characteristic shape and assumed its own peculiar 
features, As each of these factors contributed some 
share to the final result, it is necessary to trace the 
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making and shaping of the Scottish parochial system 
from its remote beginnings. 

For the purpose of clarity it may be helpful to note 
four stages in its development: first, the Columban 
period, from the founding of the monastery of Iona by 
St. Columba in 563 to the establishment of the Scottish 
Church (Ecclesia Scoticana) by King Kenneth McAlpin 
in 849 ; secondly, the Scoto-Celtic or Culdee period, 
from 849 to the introduction of diocesan episcopacy 
c. 1100-50 ; thirdly, the Anglo-Roman period from 
c. I 150 to the Reformation in 1560 ; and its final 
shaping under the Reformed Church with its Presby- 
terian form of government from 1560 onwards. 

Even the Columban or Celtic Church, remote in time 
though it was, had its own contribution to make to the 
parish and parish church that were to be. The Mother- 
Church at Iona, the ' Matrix Ecclesia ' of Scotland, 
was a purely monastic institution, and was entirely 
independent and autonomous. In the course of its 
history it had important relations both with English 
and Continental Christianity, but it acknowledged 
submission or allegiance to neither. It was governed 
by its abbot, who was a presbyter, and by a council of 
senior monks, and on occasion they appointed and 
ordained a bishop for some special mission ; but he, 
like the rest of his brethren, was in all respects subject 
to the abbot and council. 

A scene of exuberant missionary activity, Iona sent 
its monks far and wide over the mainland. These 
missionaries were picked men, conspicuous for their 
devoutness, courage, and zeal; and through their 
labours the Gospel spread rapidly. Their missions 
were directed not along diocesan or parochial, but 
along tribal, lines, and resulted not in the formation 
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of congregations or organized Christian communities 
but rather in ‘ cells ’ or ‘ colonies,’ which were centres 
of evangelizing and educational influence within the 
tribal areas to which they ministered. So daring, 
energetic, and successful were those pioneer mission- 
aries that, before the death of St. Columba in 597 the 
whole of Caledonia north of the Forth and Clyde, in- 
cluding the Kingdom of the Scots in the west,, Northern 
Pictland, and a large part of the territory of the Southern 
Picts was studded with Christian settlements. 

Some authorities place the number of these ‘ cells ’ 
at the end of the sixth century, within St. Columba’s 
fifetime, as high as three hundred ; and from the 
meagre historical records available even that figure 
would seem not to be pitched too high. We know that 
St. Patrick, during his lifetime, founded no fewer than 
three hundred and sixty-five similar ‘ cells ’ in Ireland, 
with their churches to which he ordained and appointcd 
an equal number of bishops ; and St. Columba was no 
less able and energetic than the famous father and 
founder of his own native Church. 

Moreover, it is to be noted that he and his monks 
were not the only labourers in this field during his 
lifetime. Froh the monastery of Bangor, no less re- 
nowned for its scholarship and missionary zeal than 
CIonard in which St. Columba was trained, and from 
other Irish monasteries such as Clonfert and Achaboe, 
other monks went forth to evangelize the west coast 
of North Britain, Four o f  these, Comgall, Cainnech, 
Brendan, and Cormae, are described by Adamnan as 
‘ founders of monasteries.’ Others were Lugaidh or 
Moluog, Cathan, and Donnan, after whom the numer- 
ous churches of Kilmoluog, Kilchattan, and Kildonan 
are named, and by the last of whom the church of 
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Kildonan in Sutherland was probably founded. SO 
enduring was Moluog’s name and fame that, six cen- 
turies after his death, his ‘cell ’ on Lismore (‘ the sacred 
isle’) became the seat of the first Bishop of Argyll. 
Hardly less famous were the settlements he founded 
at Rosemarkie and Mortlach, the former of which 
became for a time the seat of the Bishops of ROSS, and 
the latter the seat of a Celtic bishop before the erection 
of the bishopric of Aberdeen. 

Even if some of those Irish missionaries were not 
of the ‘ family ’ of Iona, nor their settlements strictly 
Columban foundations, they were all of the same stamp 
and character. I t  was from Iona itself, undel: the 
dynamic personality and leadership of St. Columba, 
that the land was studded so rapidly and widely as it 
was with Christian ‘ colonies.’ The Western Isles from 
the Butt of Lewis to the island of Bute were planted 

. with colonies and churches by him and his men. A 
Gaelic legend in the Book of Deer records that he 
travelled as far east as Brechin; and dedications of 
churches to his name are found at Petty, Kingussie, 
Auldearn, and even as far afield as Caithness. Among 
his own foundations were almost certainly those at 
Aberdour and Deer in Aberdeenshire, the latter in 
later days a famous monastery. I t  was by his personal 
influence that a church was built at  Abernethy on the 
Tay, the capital of the Southern Picts, on an ancient 
foundation of St. Ninian, destined to become the seat 
of the first Bishop of Fortrenn. 

Of all the settlements planted in his time the most 
famous, hardly excluding Iona itself, was at Righ- 
monadh in east Fife, founded by his friend Cainnech, 
its original Celtic name of Kil-righ-monaa or Kil- 
rymont being superseded by that of St. Andrews. 
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Other churches south of the Tay, dedicated to men 
who were his fellow-labourers, notably that at Dun- 
blane, founded by St. Blaan, remain to bear witness 
to the swift and early spread of the Columban mission. 

After St. Columba’s death its expansion, both south 
and north of the Tweed, can only be described as 
spectacular. At the invitation of Oswald, King of 
Northumbria, a Colurnban monastery was founded at 
Lindisfarne in 6 3 5 .  He had fled to Iona in 617, 
when his father was slain in battle and Northumbria 
conquered by the pagan King Edwin. Educated in 
Iona and fired by its missionary spirit he set him- 
sell; when he regained his kingdom in 634, to restore 
Christianity among his people. He is declared by Bede 
to have brought under his sway ‘ all the nations and 
provinces-Britons, Picts, Scots, and Angles ’ ; and 
Adarnnan describes him as ‘the divinely appointed 
ruler of the whole of Britain.’ This helps to explain 
the spectacular advance of the Columban mission from 
Lindisfarne, as far south as the Thames and as far 
north as the Forth. Within thirty years it had been 
established throughout Northumbria, taken root in 
Mercia, and extended its influence and its conquests 
beyond the banks of the Thames. The statement of 
a Scottish historian, Professor MacEwen, that ‘ in all 
parts of the island, except Kent and East Anglia, the 
Christianity which gained ground was either North- 
umbrian in origin or was fostered and protected by 
Northumbrian influences,’ is outmatched by that of 
Bishop Lightfoot, one of the most learned of Anglican 
scholars, who writes that ‘where Rome failed Iona 
stepped in , . . and bore the chief part in the making 
of the English Church.’ An authority greater than 
either justifies even such sweeping claims as these. 
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According to Bede, Northumbria was ' the centre and 
focus of Christian light to England.' 

Hardly less spectacular was the advance of the 
Columban mission from Lindisfarne northwards to the 
Forth, which territory was also under Oswald's sway. 
The first attempts to evangelize the whole region be- 
tween the Solway and the Forth were made; by the 
British Church, dating from the time of the Roman 
,occupation, which produced such famous missionaries 
as St. Ninian of Whithorn on the Solway, St. Patrick 
the apostle and patron saint of Ireland, and St. Kenti- 
gern or Mungo of Glasgow. The work of two of 
these men calls for special mention in this connection. 
St. Ninian (c. 360-432), himself a Briton and the 
friend and ardent disciple of St. Martin of Tours, 
set himself to evangelize his fellow-countrymen the 
Southern Picts, with such success that, judging by the 
sixty-six dedications to his name, his influence at least, 
if not his actual mission, extended from Galloway 
to the Forth, and beyond that far to the north-east. 
St. Kentigern (5 I 8-603) , who was a contemporary 
and friend of St. Columba, hailed from the British 
Church on the east coast, founded a monastery at 
Cathures on the Clyde (now Glasgow), and succeeded, 
in spite of an interval of persecution and exile, in 
evangelizing the whole of Strathclyde and Cumbria. 
Thus the labours of these two men, and the influence 
of the British Church to which they belonged, covered 
a region which was largely untouched by the Colurnban 
mission. 

The impression made by that Church, however, on 
the border country and the Lothians, was not lasting ; 
and it was left to the Columban monks, in their thrust 
northwards from Lindisfarne, to complete the mission- 
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ary task. St. Aidan the first'lAbbot of Lindisfarne, 
established two monastic settlements for this purpose 
-one, a ' double monastery ' with separate dwellings 
for men and women, at Coldingham, and the other at  
Old Melrose, a few miles from the site of the later 
Cistercian Abbey. Trained at Old Melrose, and ad- 
mitted by its abbot to monastic orders, St. Cuthbert 
(c. 626-87) became the evangelist of that whole 
region. He spent thirteen years in the work of the 
Melrose mission, travelling from hamlet to hamlet 
along the coast and among the border hills, traversing 
Nithsdale, probably founding the church at Kirkcud- 
bright which bears his name, and possibly journeying 
as far north as Dull in Perthshire, where he would I 

make contact with his Columban brethren from Iona. 
As a result of his heroic and unwearyhg labours, the 
Borders and the Lothians were for the first time success- 
fully evangelized. 

Thus the Columban enterprise, directed both from 
Iona and from Lindisfarne, had established itself within 
two generations after its founder's death over a large 
part of England and practically the whole of Scotland. 
It was an  amazing and almost incredible missionary 
feat. The story has been told here in some detail 
because of its bearing on the Scottish parish. Traces 
of the Columban mission in England have largely 
disappeared, which is perhaps not surprising. Of 
missionary genius and zeal the Columban Church had 
abundance, but it was weak in organization, and did 
not always succeed in consolidating the ground it had so 
gallantly won. The main cause of tht disappearance 
was the advance of the more highly organized Anglo- 
Roman mission from Canterbury, which clashed with 
the Colurnban mission at Lindisfarne, caused it to 
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retreat, and absorbed for a time the remnants of its 
missionaries and settlements as far north as the Forth. 

In Scotland, however, traces of its presence and 
influence are everywhere to be found, The names of 
its saints and heroes, as well as those of St. Ninian, St. 
Patrick, St. Kentigern, and others of the British Church, 
are commemorated in ancient religious foundations, and 
in such natural features as caves and wells, all over the 
land. Hundreds of dedications, of churches founded 
by them or long centuries ago erected to their memory, 
remain to bear witness to their influence ; and every 
place-name in Scotland with the prefix ‘K2’ marks 
the place where a Celtic cell ’ or settlement or church 
once stood. When the diocesan system was introduced, 
centuries later, no fewer than seven of the principal 
Celtic foundations became episcopal seats ; and when, 
later still, the parochiaI system was established, many 
of the original parish churches were erected on the 
ancient shrines of those pioneer missionary monks who 
had first mapped out the land for Christ. 

The second stage on the way to the formation of the 
Scottish parish system began with the founding of the 
Scottish Church distinctively so-called (Ecclesia Scoti- 
cana) in 849. During the half-century preceding 
that date a deepening darkness covered the land, caused 
by the Danish and Norse invasions. The Church, 
especially around the coasts, suffered the same devasta- 
tion and destruction as all but obliterated the Church 
in England. In 794 Iona was despoiled by the Danes, 
and in 806 the whole community there was put to the 
sword. The Columban settlements on the north and 
north-west coasts were destroyed, as were all those of 
the western islands ‘ between Erin and Alba.’ Of the 
old British Church of St. Ninian and St. Kentigem 
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around the Solway and throughout Strathclyde, scarce 
a trace was left ; and the Northumbrian Church in the 
Lothians, established by St. Aidan and St. Cuthbert, 
and afterwards included for a time in the Anglo-Roman 
advance northwards, suffered a similar fate. Thus 
Christianity around the coasts of North Britain, and 
for a considerable distance inland, was practically 
extinguished. 

The result was the concentration both of patriotism 
and of religion in the interior, and mainly in the central 
region north of the Tay, which with the territory to 
the south had been known as Pictland, and which now 
came to be called Alban. When the curtain of dark- 
ness lifted, it revealed the fusion of Scots and Picts into 
a single nation under King Kenneth McAlpin, who 
reigned from 844-860, and whose father was a Scot 
and his mother a Pict. Three factors may reasonably 
be assumed to have contributed to this making of a 
nation. One was the common resistance to the pagan 
invaders, whose hammer-blows would tend to weld 
Scot and Pict together in defence of their homeland 
and of their common Christian cause. A second was 
the leadership of Kenneth, a wise and strong ruler, 
who followed up the policy of his two immediate pre- 
decessors on the Pictish throne, Angus McFergus and 
Constantine I, both Christian kings of independent and 
progressive mind. The third, and not the least im- 
portant, was the.still powerful influence of the Colum- 
ban settlements within their territority. Even after the 
destruction of Iona and of its coastal settlements, ' the 
survivors maintained and represented Church life, and 
were agents in a Christianizing of clans which ultimately 
coalesced as a Christian nation.' (MacEwen, A Histop 
of the Church in Scotland) 
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That being so, it is not surprising that Kenneth gave 
the Church a foremost place in the constitution of the 
new kingdom. A great religious as well as political 
founder, and constructive and progressive in his ideas, 
he framed a relationship between Church and State 
remarkable for his day, certain features of which have 
survived the changes and vicissitudes of a thousand 
years of history. 

To begin with, ‘Ecclesia Scoticana,’ as its name 
signifies, was a national Church in scope and character. 
I t  was coterminous with the nation, and was intended 
to  embody and express the national life on its religious 
side. At Scone Kenneth placed the Stone of Destiny 
as the symbol of the new nationality. On it future 
kings of Scotland were crowned with solemn religious 
ceremonial, as are the kings of Great Britain to this 
day. Dunkeld he set apart, as a significant item of his 
policy, to be the religious capital of the nation, with 
the Abbot of DunJseld as ‘ the first Bishop of Fortrenn ’ 
and ‘ the bishop of the nation,’ Dunkeld did not long 
hold the primacy. About go8 it was transferred to 
St. Andrews, which then became the religious capital 
of the kingdom, its bishops bearing the title of ‘ Bishops 
of Alban.’ This transference further emphasized the 
national character of the Church. Some time before 
it took place, St. Andrew was formally adopted as the 
patron saint of both Church and Nation, in contrast 
to Rome with St. Peter as its apostolic founder and 
head. Like its predecessor, the Columban Church, 
Ecclesia Scoticana was willing to be on friendly terms 
with Rome or Canterbury or any other Christian 
communion ; but it acknowledged allegiance or sub- 
jection to none. As a National Church it continued 
to take an independent line in doctrine and practice. 
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A second notable feature of the newly-constituted 
Church was its form of government and administration. 
This was episcopal, but not diocesan. The Bishop of 
Fortrenn, and afterwards of Alban, was ‘the bishop 
of the nation,’ and not of a diocese. The authority 
and rule formerly exercised by the abbot and his 
council passed into his hands. As the religious head 
of the nation he occupied a place comparable with that 
of the king himself as secular ruler. This parity of 
position and function is illustrated by an incident 
recorded in The Chronicle of the Picts and Scots, which 
describes how, in the sixth year of the reign of Con- 
stantine I11 (c. 906), < the King and Cellach the 
bishop, on the Hill of Belief, hard by the royal town 
of Scone, took oath for the maintenance of laws and 
regulations of the faith . . .’ This solemn and impres- 
sive compact reads as though it had been made 
between two equal contracting parties, the head of the 
State and the head of the Church. 

While < the bishop of the nation,’ however, was thus 
the head of the Church, his appointment was in the 
hands of the abbot and monks of St. Andrews. The 
abbot there, as well as abbots in other settlements, 
while subject to < the bishop of the nation,’ exercised 
rule and authority over their own monks. Other bishops 
also were appointed from time to time for special pur- 
poses, but such local bishops were no more diocesan 
than the bishop of the nation himself. The likelihood 
is that they were bishops of the Celtic type, appointed 
to discharge episcopal functions in important centres, 
and even in congregations, under the authority of the 
local abbot, but not to exercise episcopal rule over 
defined territorial areas. 

The clergy of the new Scottish Church were known 

’ 
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as Culdees, which name emerged for the first time with 
the Church itself into the light of history. A thousand 
years later, early in the nineteenth century, a prolonged 
and heated controversy arose between rival historians 
as to their origin. One theory was that they were 
identical with those hermit monks on the Continent 
known as ' deicolae,' who were gradually brought under 
canonical rule from 747 onwards, were formed into 
an ' order ' of the Roman Church known as ' secular 
canons,' but were allowed in some measure to retain 
their monastic character. It was maintained that these 
' secular canons a were introduced into North Britain 
partly through the Southern Irish Church and partly 
through the Northumbrian Church, both of which were 
under Roman influence; that they displaced the 
Columban monks, who were supposed to have been 
driven out of their settlements by King Nectan's decree 
in 710 (a supposition flatly contracted by Bede) ; 
and that they finally emerged as the Culdees of 
Ecclesia Scoticana. 

This'view not only conflicts with the evidence of 
Bede, but is otherwise without histoiical foundation, 
as appears from a brief summary of the known facts. 
The name Keledei, from which Culdee derives, denotes 
not an ecclesiastical order but a personal quality. Its 
original form was Cele De or Ceile De, which is a 
Celtic expression meaning ' espoused of God,' and 
which, according to Dr. John Mackay in his book, 
7% Church in the Highlands, was applied to ' all persons 
who had separated themselves or been set apart to the 
worship and service of God, and who bore the visible 
mark thereof in the tonsure. . , . It includes all 
religious persons, without distinction of order or rank, 
so separated and set apart.' The Metrical Rule of the 
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Keledei, preserved in Trinity College, Dublin, is 
ascribed to St. Carthach of Lismore, who died in 
630, less than forty years after St. Columba, and 
fully a century before the hermit monks on the Con- 
tinent began to be organized as < secular canons.’ If 
the ascription is correct, Columban monks were known 
as Keledei with a rule of their own from the early days 
of the Columban mission. 

This view is confirmed by all the known facts con- 
cerning the Culdees when they became the clergy of 
the new Scottish Church. With true Celtic loyalty, 
as heirs of the Columban tradition, they held fast to 
the ways of their fathers. They lived apart in com- 
panies of a dozen or so, each with a chamber to him- 
self, and with an abbot or provost or prior at their 
head. Although many remained celibate, marriage 
was permitted, and son succeeded father in office if 
fitted for it. They conducted worship, practised charity 
towards the poor, and were much given to the study 
of the Bible. In some settlements there was a group 
of scologs ’ or scholars, while pilgrims who visited and 
sojourned in them for a season also received education. 
These activities-worship, care of the poor, and educa- 
tion-were the main pursuits of the Culdee monks, as 
they had been of their Columban predecessors, and 
as they became of the Parish Church that was to be. 
Moreover, their officials were those of the Columban 
monastery. In addition to the abbot or other head 
were the ‘ anmchara,’ soul-friend or cordlessor, the 
‘ ferleighinn,’ lector or reader, who gave religious 
instruction to the little community, and the scriabhin,’ 
or scribe, who was engaged in copying the Scriptures 
and other sacred books. 

Such, then, were the clergy of the new Scottish 
81 
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Church, and there were no others. ‘ The first Bishop 
of Fortrenn ’ was a Culdee with his seat at Dunkeld 
-a choice significant in this respect, that the bones 
of St. Columba had been transferred to the new church 
erected there a short time before. Cellach, ‘the first 
Bishop of Alban,’ with his seat at St. Andrews, was also 
a Culdee. Indeed, every important church centre of 
the period was a Culdee settlement, including, in addi- 
tion to those already mentioned, Rosemarkie and 
Dornoch in the north ; Brechin and Monyrnusk, Deer, 
and Aberdour in the north-east; Abernethy and 
Lochleven, Muthill and Monifieth in the centre ; Dun- 
blane and Glasgow in the south ; and Lismore in the 
west. The Scottish Church was a Culdee Church, 
with its roots in the Columban tradition. 

A third novel and notable feature of the new Church 
was its charter of freedom. As a national Church with 
a ‘ bishop of the nation ’ as its official head, it was 
recognized as possessing inherent and inalienable rights 
and liberties. This concession, sufficiently defined and 
formulated to be called a charter, was granted shortly 
after the founding of the Church by King Giric or 
Grig, named ‘ The Liberator,’ who reigned from 
c. 877-900. ‘He was the first,’ as recorded in the 
Chronicle of the Picts and Scots, ‘ to give liberty to 
the Scottish Church, which previously was in servitude 
according to the institution and custom of the Picts.’ 
The ‘ servitude ’ here referred to signified at least the 
obligation laid upon the Church and its clergy to pay 
the dues and perform the duties required by the State 
from all its subjects. Even that measure of freedom 
was a recognition of the Church’s distinctive character 
and claims. The ‘ liberty ’ thus granted was probably 
wider and more inclusive, however, than mere freedom 
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from State service. Certainly a much larger measure 
of liberty was recognized and conceded by Grig’s 
successor, Constantine 111. In the incident already 
mentioned (p. 79), ‘the king and Cellach the bishop 
. . . took oath for the maintenance of laws and regula- 
tions of the faith and the rights of the churches and the 
gospels on equal terms with the Scots.’ The immediate 
intention and effect of this compact was to harmonize 
the customs of the Pictish and Scottish sections of the 
nation in relation to the Church; but the solemn 
nature of the oath as between two high contracting 
parties, the impressiveness of the setting and ceremony, 
and the specific reference to ‘ laws and regulations of 
the faith and the rights of the Churches and the gospels,’ 
all betoken a higher and wider form of freedom than 
that of mere relief from customary State servitudes. 
The language used denotes the possession by the Church 
of inherent and inalienable rights and liberties. 

One of these rights was the right of property. Hither- 
to the lands attached to the various settlements were 
tribal lands, held on a tribal tenure ; but even before 
the founding of the Scottish Church these settlements 
had begun to acquire lands and other properties of 
their own. It is recorded, e.g. that ‘ the last King 
of the Picts’ in the ninth century made a donation 
of the island of Lochleven to the Culdee settlement 
there. It was the first recorded of many similar gifts, 
of which the monastery at Lochleven had a liberal 
share. Between 970 and 994 King Kenneth, son of 
Malcoh 11, ‘ gave the great town of Brechin to the 
Lord.’ Perhaps the most interesting of these gifts was 
that made by Macbeth and Gruoch his queen, after the 
murder of King Duncan, Again it was the monks of 
Lochleven who benefited, adding to their growing estates 
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the lands of Kirkness. Shortly afterwards (c. 1028) 
the church of Markinch was conferred on them by the 
Bishop of St. Andrews. After the battle of Carham 
in 1018, Malcolm I1 made ‘ a  distribution of 
offerings both to churches and clergy.’ These may 
not have been endowments, but, taken along with 
other such instances as are recorded, and doubtless 
many similar instances which are unrecorded, they give 
evidence that the maintenance of the Church was 
regarded as a national obligation, and that the Church 
itself had begun to acquire extensive lands and other 
properties in its own right. 

Here, then, was a Church with a character and con- 
stitution of its own, original, and at the k e  unique 
in Christendom : a national Church in defined con- 
stitutional relations with the State, with a bishop at 
its head, and with inherent rights and liberties which 
it was free to exercise and enjoy. It was a Church which 
took shape and developed along its own lines. Its 
clergy carried on their duties of worship and evangel- 
ism, care of the poor, and education throughout their 
several areas, pursuing their studies, and gathering 
together small libraries for their own advancement in ‘ 
learning and for the instruction of their pupils. In 
Ireland and in Northumbria the districts in which 
similar communities of monks ministered came to be 
known as ‘ pairche ’ (‘ fairiche ’), which is the Celtic 
word for ‘ parish ’ in its original connotation. There 
is no evidence that the name was used either. in the 
Colurnban or in the Scottish Church ; but the thing 
itself was there in an unorganized and rudimentarY 
form. It remained for the Anglo-Roman Church to 
give it shape and permanence. 

Towards the close of the eleventh century, under the 
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influence of Margaret, sister of the King of England 
and queen of Malcolm Canmore, the Romanizing of 
the Scottish Church began. This devout and gracious 
lady, whose influence over her husband was almost 
unbounded, brought with her into Scotland the finer 
and more cultured social and religious customs in which 
she had been nurtured. Distressed and grieved by the 
rude forms of the Scottish Church, and by their diver- 
gence from the Anglo-Roman usage which she loved, she 
nevertheless accepted them and made no direct attempt 
at ecclesiastical revolution. By her spirit of devotion, 
however, her grace of personality, and the influence of 
her life and example, she won the confidence of Scottish 
churchmen, so that the changes she proposed were 
Willingly adopted. These changes were directed to a 
-greater beauty, order, and fulness in the services of the 
Church, and did not affect its offices or organization. 
Both she and the King favoured and befriended the 
Culdees, increasing the endowments of certain of their 
settlements, and giving their son Ethelred to be Culdee 
Abbot of Dunkeld. When they died there was still but 
one ' bishopric of the Scots,' that of St, Andrews, with 
the possible exception of a see erected by Malcolm at 
Mortlach. The diocesan system, with the parish and 
parish church as its ultimate territorial unit, lay out- 
side of their orbit. 

Nevertheless they had builded better than they knew, 
pioneering the way in Scotland for that organization 
which was taking shape and rapidly reaching com- 
pletion in the Anglo-Roman Church. Their work was 
continued and further developed by their three sons, 
and notably by David, that ' soir sanct for the Crown,' 
who reigned from 1124 to 1153. Under him the 
Celtic tribal system gave way to Norman feudalism ; 
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noble families from over the border were settled on the 
land ; trade and agriculture flourished ; burghs and 
towns were born and grew in importance; and the 
nation entered on a new era of civilization and-culture. 
The seeds were sown in David’s time that were to 
yield a rich harvest of national greatness ; and among 
the national institutions which were created or de- 
veloped by his fertile mind and fostering hand the 
most notable was the Chyrch. 

To begin with, he established diocesan episcopacy. 
As already noted, before his day there had been but 
one bishopric of the Scots, that at St, Andrews, and 
a possible bishopric at Mortlach. When he died there 
were nine bishops, each with his own diocese, although 
the boundaries of these dioceses were not clearly defined. 
Bishoprics were added one by one as need arose, or as 
claims were made for their erection. St. Andrews was 
the first and remained the chief of Scottish sees. Glasgow 
came next in order, being founded and endowed on 
Pavid’s initiative as early as 1100, before he had 
ascended the throne. Dunkeld, which had been the 
seat of the first bishop of the Scottish Church in the 
middle of the ninth century, but which had soon lost 
its episcopal status, was restored to that status not 
later than 1127, and included Argyll within its 
jurisdiction. The bishopric of Moray first appears in 
a charter of I 124, with a changing seat for a century 
later when it was finally fixed at Elgin. Aberdeen, to 
which the bishopric of Mortlach may have been 
transferred, was erected not later than 1132 and 
liberally endowed by David a few years later, with 
St. Machar as its saint. ROSS, with its bishop’s seat at 
Rosemarkie, was erected before 1128 ; Caithness, a 
rude and lawless land under the rule of Norse earls, 
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had a bishop, incredible though it may seem, as early 
as I 14.7, with his seat at Dornoch ; Dunblane, which 
had been the seat of a Celtic bishop, St. Blaan, in St. 
Columba’s time, again received episcopal status by 
1150, With the title of ‘ the bishopric of Strathearn ’ ; 
and finally Brechin, that ancient stronghold of the 
Celtic Church, at some date earlier than 1153 attained 
to the dignity of an episcopate. 

In addition to these nine distinctively Scottish 
bishoprics, two others fall to be mentioned. Galloway, 
that rugged and untamed corner in the south-west, 
which had been the original field of St. Ninian’s 
mission at Whithorn (Candida Casa), and which was 
largely cut off from the rest of Scotland, was revived 
as a bishopric by Fergus, lord of Galloway, and in 
I 125 its bishop was consecrated at York. The Arch- 
bishop of York had for centuries claimed episcopal 
jurisdiction over Galloway, and his claim had been 
supported by successive popes ; but the rulers of Scot- 
land had invariably resisted and rejected the claim. 
Similarly there had been a bishopric of Orkney as 
early as 1055, founded by the Norse Church with 
St. Magnus as its saint, and placed under the primacy 
in succession of Bremen and Hamburg. In this case 
also York asserted its claim to primacy, again with 
papal support ; but the Norwegians refused, and in 
I 152  their claim was officially acknowledged by Rome, 
and the bishopric of Orkney was placed under the 
metropolitan of Trondhjem with its seat at Kirkwall. 
At this time Orluney had neither ecclesiastical nor 
political connection with Scotland, but it is interesting 
to note that the foundation of its bishopric coincided 
roughly with the establishment of diocesan episcopacy 
on the mainland. 
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Thus by 1150 the first rough framework of a 
Scottish Church on the Anglo-Roman model had been 
set up. The next stage of development was the emer- 
gence of the parochial system. Already a beginning 
in that direction had been made by Norman and 
Saxon courtiers who had accompanied Queen Margaret 
from England and had received grants of land, and by 
others of their class who crossed the border in increas- 
ing numbers at the invitation of her sons. By the royal 
favour these became great landowners, and ultimately 
formed the bulk of the nobility and gentry of Scotland. 
Among their other southern ideas and customs they 
brought with them, both from France and England, 
the parochial idea which had already taken root and 
become widespread in these two lands. It was an 
integral part of their feudal organization, and as such 
they set about planting it on Scottish soil. As feudal 
lords they recognized the obligation of providing 
religious ordinances for their retainers, and dedicated 
a portion of their lands for this purpose. Practically 
every such local religious foundation became in course 
of time a parish church, with its parish co-extensive 
with the boundaries of the estate, so that with the 
appearance of these pious donors parishes in embryo 
began to spring up all over the land. 

All historic beginnings have not only an intrinsic 
interest and significance, but also a definite bearing 
on future developments. It is therefore of peculiar 
value to note the first recorded instance of such a 
local religious foundation in Scotland. About I I05 
Thor Longus, who had received a grant of land at 
Ednam, in Roxburghshire, from Edgar, King of the Scots 
and David’s elder brother, built a church in honour 
of St. Cuthbert, and bestowed it upon St. Cuthbere 
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and his monks with one ploughgate of land, to be 
possessed by them for ever. This pious 8;ft was duly 
confirmed by David, who was then Earl of Lothian, 
and therefore the donor's immediate overlord. Such 
was the germ out of which sprang Ednam parish and 
parish church, with an unbroken history to this day. 

The charter in which the gift was conveyed is reveal- 
ing, and deserves examination in detail. The land 
granted to Thor Longus was originally what he de- 
scribes as ' desert '-probably a true description of 
most of the lands bestowed upon the new settlers by 
royal bounty. Their estates had largely to be reclaimed 
from waste and wild, from swamp and moss and moor 
and forest, before they could be turned into arable land 
or even rough pasture fit for grazing. Our pious donor 
had to make his land habitable, he tells us, at  his own 
cost. The ' ploughgate ' which he ,dedicated to the 
maintenance of the church and its ordinances consisted 
of 104 Scots acres, or 120 acres in English measure, and 
was the usual grant of land made in such cases. The 
church itself was probably a small and simple build- 
ing, with an outer shrine or nave for the worshippers 
and an inner sanctuary for the more intimate priestly 
offices. Only the rudest and barest provision would 
be made for beauty or comfort, with the altar and 
baptismal font as the main articles of furniture. 

In such a rude and humble edifice the monks of St. 
Cuthbert began to conduct the stated services of the 
Church, having special regard to the purposes for which 
this pious donation was made, The welfare of the 
souls of King Edgar and his father and mother, and of 
the donor's own brothers gnd sisters, the redemption 
of his greatly loved brother (probably a crusader in 
the Holy Land held captive by the Saracens), and the 
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welfare of his own body and soul, were the speck1 
objects for which he dedicated his gift. Such private 
and personal motives must often have inspired similar 
donations and dedications ; but the more public motive 
and obligation were not absent, of providing local 
religious ministrations for retainers on the estate and 
the surrounding community in general. Here, then, 
in the historic case of Ednam, we have the earliest 
recorded instance of the rudiments of a Scottish parish. 

Both episcopal and parochial development, however, 
was long and sadly retarded by the erection and enrich- 
ment of regular monasteries, through which mainly 
Scottish monarchs sought to further the Romanizing of 
the Scottish Church. A network of these monasteries 
covered the land. Within a hundred years or so at 
least a hundred of them were erected, highly organized, 
and richly endowed, to the disadvantage and detriment 
of local religious agencies. Bishops were able to exer- 
cise but little influence within their own sees, and 
hundreds of local churches with their local endowments 
were handed over to increase the wealth and power 
of the monastic orders. Lands, townships, and trading- 
rights, for example, together with a score of churches 
in its immediate neighbourhood, were bestowed upon 
the Abbey of Dunfermline alone, which in addition ac- 
quired lands as far apart as Elgin and Berwick, houses 
in widely scattered burghs, trading, fishing, and hunt- 
ing rights in various places, exemptions from taxation, 
and numerous other churches far afield with their 
endowments and offerings. Similar lavish and even 
prodigal provision was made for monastic institutions 
all over the land, with magnificent and costly buildings, 
SO that not only were the Culdee settlements gradually 
dispossessed but the episcopal and parochial agencies 

90 

, 



THE SCOTTISH PARISH 

of the Church were impoverished and weakened. In 
particular, the alienation of local churches with their 
endowments to abbeys and priories, often at  great 
distances, was ruinous to the parochial work of the 
Church. 

Churches in the immediate neighbourhood of the 
.monasteries to which they were assigned might be 
fairly well served by the monks ; but those a t  a distance 
were put in charge of a vicar, as a rule miserably under- 
paid, or left without religious services altogether. 
Peculiarly hard was the case of parishes whose revenues 
passed into the hands of laymen. This practice, which 
had been checked in the twelfth century, grew apace 
in the thirteenth, so that laymen, and even children, 
were fi-equently appointed rectors of parishes, with 
duties which they were unable and did not attempt 
to fulfil. Individual bishops, and bishops in council, 
protested vehemently against this shameful practice, 
but for the most part in vain. The monasteries were 
too strongly entrenched in their privileges to yield ; 
and bishops had not the power, even when they had 
the will, to provide the ordinances of religion for the 
people under their care. Children died without bap- 
tism and adults without the consolations of the Faith ; 
sacraments were sold, or refused to parishioners until 
they had laid their offerings upon the altar. Thus 
monasticism flourished exceedingly at the expense of 
both episcopal and parochial agencies. 

Nevertheless substantial, albeit slow and chequered, 
progress was made before the middle of the thirteenth 
century towards the formation of a more or less com- 
plete parochial system. Though church-building was 
sporadic and irregular, it became a general practice 
before the end of the twelfth century. Partly by 
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private donations as in the case of Ednam, and partly 
by the energy of individual bishops, local churches 
were built and endowed with the usual ploughgate of 
land. In addition tithes of all produce (S'cottice teinds) 
were enforced by successive kings ; and tithes upon 
personal earnings were also exacted and paid, not 
without resistance in either case. These local revenues 
were increased by the offerings of the faithful, which, 
although nominally voluntary, were in practice binding. 
On high occasions such as Christmas and Easter, and 
at the festival of the patron saint of the local church, 
a mass-penny was expected from each parishioner or 
head of a house; and, where a private chapel was 
built, the proprietor was under obligation to secure the 
due observance of these special occasions by his retainers 
and tenants. 

It is impossible to ascertain when the tithe system was 
finally established. Its general acceptance and practice 
was doubtless the result of a gradual growth ; but it 
was regarded as compulsory as early as 1214. As 
on the Continent and in England, it marked a definite 
stage in the formation of the Scottish parish, so that 
by 1250 the words ' parish ' and ' parishioner ' began 
to be used in very much their modern sense. 

The Scottish War of Independence, while greatly 
enriching individual churchmen and their institutions, 
bore heavily upon the parishes and their churches. 
Church dignitaries were strongly patriotic, taking a 
leading part in battle as well as in council ; and when 
the war was won they had their reward. Bishops and 
abbots amassed enormous personal wealth. It has 
been estimated that by 1350 the clergy held three- 
fourths of the taxable land in Scotland. 

The Church as a ministering agency, however, was 
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bitterly impoverished. Numberless churches with their 
fabrics had been wantonly destroyed by the invasions 
of the English ; cathedrals and abbeys had fallen into 
disrepair and ruin ; and in many cases the monks were 
so sorely straitened as to be in actual destitution. As 
usual, the brunt of the sufferings fell upon the parish 
churches and their incumbents. When abbeys and 
cathedrals were in need they tided over their difficulties 
by appropriating a few more churches, which had no 
redress and must simply go without. The terrible 
scourge of the Black Death, too, had taken its toll of 
clergy as of others, with the result that many parishes 
were left vacant. Others were filled by persons unfit 
either ’by character or education to discharge the 
pastoral office. Men were ordained as priests who 
were under the canonical age, or who had a ‘defect 
of birth.’ Among these latter were ‘sons of priests,’ 
who were appointed to minister for the most part in 
rural churches. When, therefore, the parish system 
had been fairly complete in Scotland for about a hun- 
dred years, at the end of that period (c. ISSO), 
it had broken down so badly that it flagrantly failed 
to minister to the spiritual needs of the people. 

At this stage the mendicant friars supplied to some 
extent that which was so grievously lacking in the 
ministrations both of the regular monks and of the 
secular clergy. Zealous for the Faith, ardent in their 
preaching of the Gospel, and simple in their manner 
of life, they Were devoted and vigorous itinerant evan- 
gelists, and were everywhere welcomed by the people. 
Preaching to townsfolk ‘ in their market-places, and 
administering the sacraments in lonely cottages, they 
brought to Scotland in a time of desperate spiritual 
decline a breath of that new spiritual life with which 
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St. Francis and his merrymen of the Lord had refreshed 
the townships and villages of Italy a hundred and forty 
years before. 

The religious authorities, too, began to bestir them- 
selves. Under the leadership of Bishop Trail1 of St. 
Andrews a set of Church laws was published, intended 
to remedy the abuses which had become flagrant, not 
least in the provision made for the parochial work of 
the Church. These laws, known as the ‘ Synodal 
Statutes of St. Andrews’ (c. I~OO), enacted among’ 
other things that ‘all rectors and vicars shall be able 
to read’. . . and make certain fixed payments if not 
resident in their benefices ; that suitable manses shall 
be built in all benefices, the present manses being too 
plain for the entertainment of bishops on their visita- 
tions (sic) ; that all rectors, vicars, and other beneficed 
persons shall lead a chaste life . . . ; that the deaths 
in every parish shall be reported annually; that no 
dances or wrestling matches or unseemly sports shall be 
held in churches or churchyards; and that annual 
consistories shall be held in every diocese, for the 
instruction of priests in the administration of the 
sacraments, and in other matters that concern the salva- 
tion of the souls of their parishioners,’ 

These Statutes, even if they were not generally or 
regularly enforced, are evidence that the conscience 
of the Church had awakened to the gravity of the 
abuses which prevailed ; and, wherever they received 
’effect, they must to some extent have raised the standard 
of the ministry and enhanced the position and influence 
of the parish church. An interesting provision in the 
Statutes is that which ordains a yearly return of the 
deaths in each parish. Whatever may have been 
the original purpose of this provision, it marks the 
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beginning of the compilation of vital statistics, 
which has proved to be an institution of great and 
growing value both in Church and State. 

Despite this and similar efforts to revive the life of 
the Church and order its agencies, the fifteenth and early 
sixteenth centuries witnessed a deepening spiritual 
decline. Even the bishoprics were weak and badly 
organized, a condition which was reflected in a still 
worse degree in their parishes. Large tracts of the 
country fell outside of the administration and influence 
of the Church, or received only the most meagre supply 
of religious ordinances. Orkney and Shetland were 
still attached to the Scandinavian Church. Galloway 
owned a precarious allegiance to the archbishopric of 
York. The bishopric of Argyll and the Isles was in 
abject poverty, and barely existed as part of the Church 
system. Towards the close of the century the Bishop 
of Dunkeld was startled to discover ‘ how few parish 
churches there were in his diocese.’ Even in the more 
civilized districts, partly by the wholesale dissipation 
of Church properties and revenues among churchmen 
and laymen alike, and partly by the widespread absen- 
teeism of Church officials from their posts, even the 
more powerful religious centres became impoverished 
and disordered. Little wonder, then, that the ministra- 
tions of parish priests are seldom mentioned in the 
Church documents of the period. 

What is recorded of them is just what might have 
been expected in the circumstances. As parish churches 
and their revenues were ‘ appropriated ’ to the use of 
monasteries and cathedrals, parish priests were deprived 
of their livings and forced to make a charge for their 
services. Parishioners who could pay received the 
ministrations of the Church at  marriages and baptisms, 
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deaths and burials, and such occasions as called for the 
Church’s blessing ; those who were unable or unwill- 
ing to pay had to go without. Sacramental dues were 
exacted. The leasing of Church lands to laymen by 
the rectors of parishes became a common practice. 
The sanctities of worship were lightly regarded by the 
priests in charge. Markets and fairs were held within 
churches and churchyards, doubtless to augment an 
income which was both meagre and precarious. So 
grievous had become the state of parish churches, and 
so low had parish-church life fallen when the fifieenth 
century closed. Even the strenuous efforts of eminent 
churchmen like Bishop Kennedy of St. Andrews and 
Bishop Elphinstone of Aberdeen, and of others more 
humbly placed and less highly gifted than they, hardly 
extended beyond the cathedrals and universities with 
which they were primarily concerned. 

The failure of the Church to meet the religious needs 
of the people, together with scandalous abuses both of 
a moral and a financial kind, led to inevitable crisis 
and catastrophe. Failure and abuse alike, while 
originating among the higher clergy, spread like a 
cancer through the lower orders and came to a head 
in the treatment meted out to the parishes. The 
common people, as always, were the chief sufferers. 
The parish with its church was the Cinderella of the 
Scottish ecclesiastical household. In  parts of the 
diocese of Aberdeen, for example, there had been no 
confession or absolution for thirty years. Through lack 
of parish priests the people there were dependent on 
the fleeting visits of itinerant friars, and even with 
such help no more than an annual sermon and con- 
fession could be provided. The diocese of Glasgow was 
in much the same case, and there were innumerable 
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parishes throughout the land which had no settled priest. 
Dunbar, the Scottish poet, himself a preaching friar 
who had travelled all Scotland, and a contemporary 
and witness of the events he describes, tells among other 
things how parish livings frequently changed hands at 
the gaming-table. When things came to such a pass 
the failure of the whole system cried aloud to heaven, 
and the time of its downfall was at hand. 

Even after the days of Kennedy and Elphinstone, 
during the first half of the sixteenth century, further 
attempts were made at reform, and there were devout 
and earnest men, from whose ranks the Reformers 
sprang, who laboured to revive the spiritual life of the 
Ghurch ; but nothing short of a religious revolution 
could meet the case, and by the middle of the sixteenth 
century the task of rebuilding the broken walls and 
reclaiming the waste places had passed into the vigorous 
hands of the Reformers. I t  was left to them to revive 
and develop the parochial idea, and to make the parish 
church a power in the land. How they did so is related 
in a subsequent chapter (Chapter X :  A Cradle of 
‘Democracy-II) . 

97 


