
CHAPTER XI 

A FOUNTAIN OF CHARITY 

' THERE is  not a hospital or charitable institution in 
Christendom which is not, directly or indirectly, the 
fruit and a monument of the preaching of the GospeI.' 
So wrote the Earl of Selborne in his book Ancient Facts 
and J'allacies concerning Churches and Tithes, published in 
1888. The half-century that has passed since then 
has not affected the broad truth of that statement. 
The Gospel, through its organ the Church, is the 
historical source of those agencies which, throughout 
the Christian centuries and far beyond the bounds of 
Christendom, have been perennial fountains of charity 
and mercy. Of these agencies the parish church, with 
of course other local Christian congregations in modern 
times, has been the most widespread and most bene- 
ficent instance. 

From the foundation of the Mother-Church at 
Jerusalem, when 'they had all things common,' and 
' seven men of honest report ' were appointed to super- 
vise ' the daily ministration ' to widows and others, the 
care of the poor, the sick, and the afflicted was recog- 
nized as a paramount Christian duty. It could no more 
be separated from the presentation of the Gospel than 
colour from the sunshine or fragrance from the flower. 
At the very outset of His public ministry Christ had 
set forth His mission in words which had been long 
familiar to His hearers, but to which His personality 
and ministry gave fresh meaning and practical purpose : 
' The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because He hath 
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anointed Me to preach the Gospel to the poor; He 
hath sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach 
deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to 
the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to 
preach the acceptable year of the Lord.’ 

The Church could not mistake or modify its mission, 
for it could not mistake the spirit and example of its 
Lord. It could not mistake His identification of Him- 
self with the hungry and the thirsty, the stranger and 
the naked, the sick and the prisoner ; nor ever forget 
that home-coming and haunting word, ‘ Inasmuch as 
ye have done it unto the least of these My brethren, ye 
have done it unto Me.’ That one word has evoked 
a greater wealth and ingenuity of human kindness than 
could have been imagined by those who were first 
moved by its appeal, and has called into being move- 
ments and institutions of which they could not have 
dreamed. But they embodied it in the original con- 
stitution of the Church, and applied it in such ways 
as lay to their hand. And so we find in the New Testa- 
ment that the care of the poor, the healing of the sick, 
hospitality to strangers, the brotherly treatment of 
slaves, and the relief of the afRicted and distressed, 
formed an integral part of the Church’s message and 
mission. 

A study of the working of this principle in the parish 
church can be best understood against the background 
of the Church’s charitable and philanthropic agencies 
before the parish system was fully established on the 
Continent, roughly a thousand years after Christ. 

The first thing to note is that from the beginning 
the whole proyerty of the Church was regarded as ‘the 
patrimony of the poor.’ It was bestowed for that 
purpose, and it was devoted to that end. In due course, 
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and not later than the fifth century, what had been use 
and wont was embodied in canon law ; and from that 
date until at least the end of the fourteenth century 
that law governed the administration of the Church’s 
revenues. Thereafter they were in too many cases 
deflected from their original purpose, although as late 
as the mid-sixteenth century we find the Scottish Re- 
formers asserting the ancient usage, and claiming for 
the poor at least ‘that part of the patrimony of the 
Kirk which justly belongs to them.’ 

The law enacted, then, that there should be a four- 
fold division of the general revenues of the Church 
within each episcopal parish or diocese-one part for 
the bishop himself, one part for his clergy according 
to their respective degrees and merits, one part for the 
poor and strangers, and one part for the maintenance 
of church fabric. Sometimes this fourfold division was 
modified. A threefold division, for example, was not 
uncommon, but in such cases the four main purposes 
to which Church revenues were to be devoted were 
recognized and provided for. I t  was never contem- 
plated that these portions should be equal. Their 
allocation was determined by varying circumstances, 
from place to place and from time to time. Sometimes 
a larger portion was expended on the poor and some- 
times on the clergy, as the necessities of each class 
required; and sometimes the building and repair of 
churches made an exceptional demand upon the 
revenues. 

I t  might appear from this arrangement as though 
the entire property of the Church were not ‘the 
patrimony of the poor’ at all, and indeed that the 
lion’s share of it was appropriated to ends other than 
their welfare. This, however, would be to misunder- 
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stand the original meaning and intention of the Church. 
The intention was that ‘ the patrimony of the poor ’ 
should provide not merely or even chiefly for their 
temporal but also and primarily for their spiritual 
needs. Thus the provision made for the different orders 
of a settled ministry, and for the building and main- 
tenance of churches in which all might meet for worship 
and sacrament, was designed to enable the Church to 
fulfil its primary task-‘ to preach the Gospel to the 
poor.’ That purely spiritual ministry was set in the 
very forefront of the Church’s mission, as being even 
more essential to the welfare of the poor than the 
relief of their temporal wants. 

Indeed, it was regarded as the primary condition 
of their well-being, the most precious gift that could be 
bestowed on them, and as such it was given priority 
both in the mind and in the practice of the Church. 
Not, of course, to the detriment of their temporal 
necessities. These had their own place and claim in 
the Church’s economy; so that while the first duty 
must be done, the second must not be left undone. 
Nor, generally speaking, was it neglected, The number 
and variety of the agencies created and maintained by 
the Church to relieve all manner of distress were, in 
the main, adequate to the contemporary need, and 
afford evidence of an active and fairly constant Church- 
conscience in this matter. At the same time the terms 
of the law were so widely drawn as to give unscrupulous 
Churchmen the opportunity, too often seized, of de- 
priving the poor both of their spiritual and their 
temporal sustenance. 

For many centuries the bishop was the principal 
almoner of the Church. Full power of disposition was 
in his hands over all the goods of the Church, ‘ for the 
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benefit of the poor.’ The earliest canons both of the 
Eastern and of the Western Church, founded alike upon 
ancient usage, ordain that the .entire property of the 
Church in each parish or diocese should be thus under 
plenary episcopal control. It was not only the prop- 
erty and endowments of the Mother-Church, there- 
fore, of which the bishop had the disposal in accordance 
with ancient custom and canon law, but also the local 
endowments of chapels and oratories on private estates 
within his diocese. Indeed, one. of the conditions on 
which these private religious foundations were recog- 
nized by the Church was that they should be adequately 
endowed, and that their endowments should form part 
of the general Church revenue and be episcopally 
administered. 

Doubtless this claim, successfully upheld over a long 
period, was part of the general policy of the Church 
to centralize its authority and administration. Doubt- 
less, too, it signified a natural and human tendency on 
the part of the bishops to keep the power of the purse 
in their own hands, and to enhance the wealth and 
prestige of their Mother-Churches. I t  may be assumed, 
however, that the original purpose of Church endow- 
ments was never quite lost sight of or ceased to carry 
its own weight. If these were to be preserved to all 
time as the patrimony of the poor,’ there was much 
to be said for the idea that that object could be more 
securely effected by placing their administration in the 
hands of the recognized and responsible almoners of 
the Church, rather than by leaving them in the hands 
of the donors or their successors, to be administered as 
they pleased. 

In addition, it was probably an advantage that they 
should be administered in the interests of the Church 
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as a whole, and over a wider rather than a more re- 
stricted area. It was inevitable, however, as has been 
pointed out in another connection, that the growing 
power and influence of local churches should in course 
of time receive recognition; and that recognition, 
among other privileges, gave them the control of their 
own temporalities, subject to the general law of the 
Church regarding their administration. 

The institutions founded by the Church for chari- 
table purposes were designed to alleviate every kind of 
human distress. The Eastern Church provided poor- 
houses, orphan-homes, alm-houses for the aged, and 
guest-houses or hospices for strangers and foreigners. 
These were all under central ecclesiastical supervision, 
and had churches or chapels attached to them or in 
their immediate neighbourhood. By special enactment 
there must be a hospice in every cathedral city, ‘ set 
apart for strangers, infirm, and poor,’ under the care 
and direction of a Church official entitled ‘ the guardian 
of the poor,’ and supported by collections to be made 
by all Christian people if the ordinary revenues of the 
Church were not sufficient for the purpose. 

Similar arrangements were made in the Western 
Church, and until quite recent times the office continued 
to exist in Rome, with an officer functioning under the 
old name of‘ guardian of the poor,’ Alm-houses were 
founded in connection with, and usually adjoining, all 
Baptismal- or Mother-Churches. In time it became 
necessary to keep a list of all poor persons entitled to 
receive relief from such institutions. From the name 
of the church (matrk ecclesia) these persons were called 
‘ matriculated ’ ; and an officer of each Baptismal- or 
Mother-Church was charged with their special care. 
I t  remains to add that, alike in Eastern and Western 
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Churches, all monks and other ‘ religious ’ persons, who 
were of course vowed to poverty, were called ‘ Christ’s 
poor ’ in a special sense, and were entitled to share in 
the patrimony. 

The picture thus outlined gives a fairly clear idea 
of the provision made by the Church for the poor 
during roughly the first thousand years of its history, 
until the parish system was widely established. The 
points to be specially noted are that the whole revenues, 
of the Church were recognized and administered as 
‘ the patrimony of the poor ’ ; that they were intended 
to provide for their spiritual as well as their temporal 
needs ; that these two forms of Christian ministry went 
hand in hand; and that both were required to give 
full expression to the spirit of Christ and the Gospel. 
The institutions organized for the administration of 
Christian charity were as varied as the needs for which 
they sought to provide. Alms-houses for the poor, 
orphan-homes, homes for the aged, and hospices for 
strangers and foreigners were to be found in connection 
with every church of any importance in every consider- 
able community. In these all who were in want were 
made welcome, and reteived food, clothing, shelter, 
and comfort for body and soul. Nor would the picture 
be complete without reference to the provision made 
for the sick and suffering. The practice of medicine 
and nursing had its cradle in the Church ; and the 
care of the sick, at first in its alms-houses and hospices, 
was the germ out of which sprang the more specialized 
hospitals (‘ spit& ’ in Scotland), lazar-houses, and 
leper-towns of a later day, and indeed our whole 
modern hospital system. 

when the parish system was established the care of 
the poor within the bounds became the charge of every 
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parish church throughout Christendom. It  is im- 
possible here to cover so wide a field ; but it will be . 
of interest to trace the story in greater detail as it is 
unfolded in the parish agencies of England and Scot- 
land. In this, as in so many other fields, the Church 
in these two countries was the conscience and exemplar 
of the State, which in due course assumed increasing 
public responsibility for the social welfare of the people. 
Indeed, it is not too much to claim that the manifold 
and ever-widening social services of modern times drew 
their inspiration from, and developed out of, the 
charitable activities of the Church, episcopal, monastic, 
and parochial alike, 


