
CHAPTER VI11 

PARISH AND W N O R  

OUR study of ancient parochial origins, and of the 
gradual development and final establishment of the 
parish system throughout western Europe, has made 
it plain that the Church was the main factor in making 
and shaping the parish, which, with the parish church 
as its organic centre, is essentially an ecclesiastical 
institution. 

I t  is true that in pre-Christian and early Christian 
times, in East and West alike, the original parish was 
a civil division of the population, marked off for pur- 
poses of civil government and administration, and that 
the Church adopted this division as a suitable sphere 
for its own religious mission. Partly because it was the 
obvious course to follow, but mainly because of the 
practical statesmanship by which its missionary enter- 
prise has always been distinguished, and never more 
brilliantly than in the broad lines of apostolic strategy, 
the Church fitted its own organization into the already 
existing framework of civil government and of com- 
munal life. 

The ancient parish, however, was not the only civil 
division of land and people adopted by the Church 
and used as an ecclesiastical area. The diocese, an 
ancient Roman land division which first became an 
area of civil government by imperial decree in the third 
century, was also adopted by the Church, and for five 
centuries thereafter parish and diocese, were synony- . 
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mous terms denoting an episcopal see. It was ody  
in the tenth century that the names were finally dis- 
sociated, by which time the parish system as we know 
it had spread over the whole of Western Europe, from 
the farthest borders of the Germanic tribes to the utmost 
shores of Spain. In  the same way the Church made 
use of the civil divisions of the ' hundred,' ' tithing,' 
and ' soke ' of Anglo-Saxon England ; of the tribal 
framework of Celtic Ireland and Scotland ; and the 
' quarters ' with their various sub-divisions into which 
the Scandinavian peoples divided their land, and 
which form the bounds of parishes to this day in Sweden 
and Norway, Orkney and Shetland, the Isle of Man, 
and even far-flung Iceland. 

Under the feudal system the Church followed the 
same policy, and throughout Western Europe organized 
its parochial agencies along feudal lines. Generally 
speaking, in t o m  and country districts alike, the manor 
with its feudal lord and his tenants and retainers was 
the recognized unit of territorial organization. As 
churches were built and endowed by these feudal lords 
on their own lands, in conformity with the conditions 
laid down by the Church, their manors were recognized 
as parishes, and so named for ecclesiastical purposes. 
m e r e  the Church itself built churches on its own 
estates, areas were allocated to them under the same 
name. Thus in course of time the whole land was 
divided into parishes, and parish displaced manor as 
the recognized territorial division. In many cases, too, 
the rector or other head of the parish exercised all 
the powers and functions of a feudal lord. Finally, the 
parish church became not only the religious but the 
civil centre of the local community. Manorial courts 
were held and notices calling them proclaimed in it ; 
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rents as well as tithes were paid there ; lands were sold 
and conveyed, and charters were read there ; and there 
all manner of business was transacted. So the parish 
church became a civil as well as a religious institution, 
and the regular and recognized organ of parochial 
interests and activities. The whole life of the parish, 
in fact, religious and secular, domestic and social, 
recreational and cultural, became more and more 
organized round the parish church. 

This transition of the manor into the parish, with the 
parish church as the live centre of the local community 
and the dominating force in its affairs, was a process 
of many generations; and although, as in so many 
other social changes, the various stages in the process 
cannot be traced, it is not difficult to understand how 
that came about which was inherent in the very nature 
of the case. It was inherently likely that while 
parish and manor were in most cases co-extensive, the 
ecclesiastical designation ' parish ' should supersede the 
civil designation ' manor ' as the territorial unit, and 
that the parish church should become increasingly the 
organic centre of the local community. 

To begin with, of course, the feudal lord was the 
dominant figure in the land, just as his castle or keep, 
and afterwards his manor house or mansion, was the 
dominant feature of the landscape. Under the king 
or some other overlord greater than himself, and often 
with only the barest allegiance to the king, he had 
supreme power over the life of his people. He was 
invested with civil and judicial authority, held courts 
for the dispensation of justice, commanded revenues 
and services from his tenants for personal and national 
as well as for local purposes, and maintained a body 
of armed retainers wherewith to enforce these and 
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other feudal obligations throughout his domain. It 
was he for the most part who appointed a priest or 
chaplain to minister there, and set apart a ploughgate 
of land for his support, with possibly tithes as well, from 
his own domain and from the farms and services of his 
tenants. He  did this doubtless from the most praise- 
worthy and pious motives, but also after the example 
of his liege-lord and not unmindful of his own prestige, 
and with the consent of the ecclesiastical authorities 
built a church on his estate. His manor became a 
parish duly recognized by the Church. 

An illustration may help to throw light upon the 
historical development of this situation. The building 
thus endowed and dedicated, which may have been 
only a manorial chapel to begin with but which was 
destined to grow into a parish church, was a humble 
enough edifice as a rule, small and rude and bare, with 
only nave and sanctuary for people and priest. From the 
twelfth to the fifteenth century, however, in cathedral 
and minster and abbey as well as in parish church 
properly‘ so-called, it developed into such a miracle 
of sheer architectural beauty and magnificence as still 
to constitute a world’s wonder. During that period it 
began to surpass in loveliness and splendour even the 
most stately royal palaces, and to this day it stands as 
the supreme expression in glory of craftsmanship of 
man’s spiritual and creative genius. All over Europe 
that amazing development took place. Even Scotland, a 

late in the field and with but limited resources, shared 
in the efflorescence of ecclesiastical architecture. But 
nowhere more gloriously than in England was the land 
studded with churches that are gems of the builder’s 
art. With these ‘ the stately homes of England ’ still 
stand side by side ; but for seven centuries at least the 
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churches rather than the baronial halls have been the 
dominating feature of the landscape. 

The development thus described is a symbol of the 
transition which took place from the manor into the 
parish, and of the displacement of the castle or baronial 
hall by the parish &urch as the main centre not only 
of the religious life of the local community but also of 
its civil and social activities. The castle, of course, 
never entirely yielded its authority and influence to the 
Church, and squire and parson are twin figures of 
recent memory in every parish of England; but the 
powers and functions of the feudal lord passed in 
increasing measure into the hands of the parishioners, 
who found in the parish church an instrument ready 
to their hand for the purposes of local government and 
for the expression and ordering of their parochial life. 

This development, as already indicated, was natural 
and in a sense inevitable, for the Church as an in- 
stitution came to rival in power, influence, and wealth 
the great land-owning class, and the ' lords spiritual ' 
even took precedence of the ' lords temporal in Councils 
of State. Indeed, most of these ' lords spiritual ' thern- 
selves sprang from the ruling class, so that their eccle- 
siastical position and power were reinforced by their 
family influence and connections. Education, too, was 
largely their possession and preserve, so that they had 
the lion's share, almost the monopoly, of that know- 
ledge which is power. The welfare of the common 
people, also, was in a peculiar sense the concern of the 
Church, which was specially charged with the care of 
the poor, for whom a large proportion of its revenues, 
amounting to no less than a third part, was allocated 
by canon law. Thus by the position i;md prestige alike 
of its higher clergy and of many parish priests, by its 
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practical monopoly of education, by its power of the 
purse, as well as by its spiritual and charitable ministry, 
the Church came to exercise an influence with which 
even the manor could not successfully compete. 

No doubt the feudal lord had responsibilities towards 
the people on his estate, just as they had obligations 
which theywere legally bound to discharge towards him, 
and no doubt also the bond between castle and cottage 
was strengthened in many cases by personal ties of 
mutual friendship and service ; but the Church which 
provided for them the means of grace, which pro- 
nounced its blessing on every high occasion of their 
family life, at  whose font they and their children were 
baptized, in whose hallowed ground their forbears 
were buried, and which exercised a special care over 
their poor and sick and aficted, came to have a deeper 
hold on their affections and a stronger claim upon their 
loyaky than the most binding feudal ties. It was not 
without cause that the cluster of huts and cottages, 
which had erstwhile found shelter under the castle 
walls, came to nestle securely round the parish church 
and to find sanctuary in its peaceful shade. When it is 
remembered, too, that for centuries on end the priest 
in many a parish was a younger son or kinsman of the 
lord of the manor, so that in addition to his own priestly 
authority he had the family influence behind him and 
shared its prestige, the parish as such was bound to 
acquire an enhanced importance in the popular mind. 

Such considerations go far, if they do not go the 
whole way, to explain how the manor passed into the 
parish as the recognized territorial division, and how 
the whole life of the local community was gradually 
organized round the parish church. The parish, that 
is to say, was a distinctively ecclesiastical institution, 
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which through the influence and service of the Church 
became increasingly adapted to civic and social as well 
as to distinctively religious uses and ends. 

This point needs to be stressed, if anything like justice 
is to be done to the place and influence of the parish 
church in history, and all the more because strong excep- 
tio? has been taken to it so far as the English parish is 
concerned. Toulmin Smith in his book entitled 7% 
Parish, published in I 857, vehemently contends that 
the parish is a purely secular institution, and that the 
original and main function of the parish is secular. 
‘An examination of the most authentic records,’ he 
asserts, ‘ shows that the parish is the original secular 
division of the land, made for the administration of 
justice, keeping of the peace, collection of taxes, and 
other purposes incidental to civil government and local 
well-being. There were by no means, originally, 
churches or priests to every parish. These were things 
of much later introduction.’ 

As this book was the standard work on the English 
parish until the end of the nineteenth century, is a 
monument of documentary investigation and research, 
and contains a mine of information regarding parochial 
government and administration from the fourteenth 
century onwards, the views of the author cannot but 
carry great weight. A careful study of the evidence 
which he has so carefully and laboriously compiled, 
and on which his views are based, fails, however, to 
establish their truth, and does not even support these 
views. TO be sure even the most ancient parish records 
deal for the most part with what may for convenience 
be styled secular affairs, and as time goes on these tend 
to be handled more and more in what may be termed 
a secular way ; but the distinction between sacred and 
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secular is notoriously difficult to draw even to-day, and 
it was still more vague and uncertain when religion 
entered into the minutest details of life, and when the 
Church claimed authority in every province of human 
affairs. The things of the home and the market-place, 
every phase of the life of the people, and all the varied 
interests and activities of men, were then as much the 
concern of the Church as the things of the spirit strictly 
so called. 

The Church, in short, touched life at every point, 
claimed to exercise over it spiritual direction and 
control, and sought to apply to it, however imperfectly, 
its own laws and regulations in accordance with Chris- 
tian doctrine and practice. That parish records deal 
mainly with so-called secular matters is therefore no 
proof that the parish was originally a secular institution, 
It only proves that, however a local community may 
be constituted and organized, secular affairs bulk largely 
in its interest and activity, as they are always and . 
everywhere bound to do. Our historical survey of the 
development of the parish, from its ancient origins in 
both East and West in the earliest Christian centuries, 
its adoption by the Church as peculiarly its own 
territorial unit, its close and continuous association with 
the Church until a regular parish system was established 
in every nation throughout Christendom, and the in- 
variable presence together of parish and parish church 
wherever either is found, all go to prove beyond reason- 
able challenge that the parish as we know it is the 
creation of the Church, and essentially an ecclesiastical 
institution, 

This is the conclusion reached in a work more recent 
and authoritative than the book just quoted. Sidney 
and Beatrice Webb, with all ,the weight of their un- 
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rivalled knowledge of this field, in their exhaustive work 
on English Local Government, of which the third volume 
is devoted to ‘ The Parish and the County,’ definitely 
associate the parish with the parish church, not only 
in its origins but throughout centuries of its history 
after it assumed its modern form. 

They describe the rector or vicar, for example, as 
‘ originally, it may be, the nucleus on which the whole 
parish organization was formed,’ and go on to warn 
their readers that Toulmin Smith’s passionate advocacy 
of the immemorial antiquity and exclusively civil origin 
of the parish. . . ‘ is, to say the least, unsupported by 
historical evidence. There seems to be more authority,’ 
they continue, ‘ for the contrary extreme view, that no 
civil functions were cast upon [parish authorities] until 
quite late in the reign of Henry VIII. . . . Hence- 
forth the parish passes from an ecclesiastical organiza- 
tion of churchmen for their own special purposes, to . a machinery which, in addition, could discharge various 
functions for the civil power.’ 

So far as the English parish is concerned, that judg- 
ment may be accepted as authoritative and final. But 
if it is true of the origin and character of the English 
parish, it is equally true of all parishes everywhere. Old 
or new, everywhere and always the Church is at the 
heart of them. The parish was originally ‘ an eccle- 
siastical organization of churchmen for their own 
special purposes.’ These special purposes, however, as 
we shall see, included far more than merely ecclesiastical 
arrangements or even those interests which more 
immediately concerned the spiritual mission of the 
Chrch.  They included practically everything that 
concerned the common life and welfare of the parish. 
ioners, and their temporal no less than their spiritual 
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interests. Meanwhile it is sufficient to note that the 
parish was a creation and an instrument of the Church. 
Without a parish church there was and there could 
be no parish. LittIe wonder, then, that the parish 
superseded the manor as the territorial unit, and that 
the parish church became the creative and adminis- 
trative centre of parochial life. 
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