
CHAPTER XI11 

THE SCOTTISH CHURCH-DOOR PLATE 

IN Scotland, from the days of the Columban Church 
onwards, some kind of provision was made for the poor, 
the sick, the afflicted, and the stranger wherever a 
Church settlement was to be found. This essential part 
of the Gospel and paramount Christian duty was never 
wholly forgotten or neglected. From the t h e  of its 
inception, however, about I 150, until the Reformation 
in the latter part of the sixteenth century, the parish 
church was not charged with the care of the poor as 
directly and generally as it was in England. 

The later development of the parish system, and the 
almost universal appropriation of parish revenues by 
monasteries and other powerful Church institutions, are 
sufficient to account for the meagre part played by 
parish churches during that period in the care of their 
own poor. The patrimony of the Kirk, which was 
originally intended to be administered for the spiritual 
and temporal welfare of the poor in the four ways 
prescribed by canon law, was largely squandered on 
magnificent buildings, lordly ecclesiastics with their 
retinues, inferior clergy in favour in high places, and 
powerful lay families who were enriched with Church 
lands and revenues, while parish churches and their 
priests were starved. Such provision as was made 
for the poor was not as a rule administered parochi- 
ally, but through monasteries and their frequently 
numerous and far-flung agencies. 

Even so the charitable activities of the Church were 
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considerable, and covered wide areas. 
remembered that before the end of the thirteenth 
century there were well over a hundred monasteries 
in Scotland with their outlying settlements and agencies, 
that they multiplied and flourished in succeeding 
generations, and that each of them made some pro- 
vision for the poor within its own sphere of influence, 
it is evident that such ministration must have been fairly 
widespread. Even in the more remote and sparsely 
populated districts the agencies of the Church were 
numerous enough to render a real if widely distributed 
service. In the Western Isles monasteries were to be 
found in Iona, Saddel, Oronsay, Colonsay, Scarinche 
in Lewis, and Rode1 in Harris ; while the shores of the 
Moray Firth and the Highlands beyond were served 
by such famous cathedrals, abbeys, and priories as 
Elgin, Pluscardyn, Kinloss, Urquhart, Beauly, Fearn, 
and Dornoch, with other houses of lesser repute. 

Hospitals, or ' spitals ' as they came to be called, 
for the treatment of sickness and disease, especially of 
leprosy, which was then a prevalent malady, and 
hospices for the shelter and entertainment of strangers 
and travellers, were part of the regular equipment of 
religious houses, not only in attachment with those 
centres themselves, but as outposts of their activity far 
afield. Thus the hospital at  Elgin combined the care 
of the sick and the maintenance of poor and infirm 
persons with the entertainment of travellers ; while the 
hospital at Helmsdale was an outpost under the charge 
of' the Abbey of Kinloss. Indeed, the prevalence and 
persistence of the name ' spital ' all over Scotland is 
testimony to the number of these humane institutions, 
and to the policy of the Church in planting them 
wherever they could render beneficent service. 
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At its best it may be claimed that the monastery was 
a humanitarian and charitable agency not unworthy 
of the Gospel. Every day the monastery bell summoned 
the poor to receive their daily portion ; the sick were 
tended within its walls ; and its doors were open day 
and night to shelter the homeless and the stranger. Nor 
did this gracious ministry stand alone. I t  was supple- 
mented by regular pastoral visitation, which kept the 
monastery in touch with human need in all its recurring 
variety. In some cases at least, which may have been 
exceptional but which were meant to be the rule, the 
abbot made daily visits to the dwellings not only of 
monks and converts but of the poor and strangers ; 
while the monks themselves carried out similar pastoral 
visitation over the whole area, often a very wide one, 
served by the monastery. 

In times of famine too-and famine in those days 
was severe and not infrequent-the people looked to 
the Church for succour and sustenance, and did not 
look in vain. Famous gardeners and farmers as they 
were, and with the most fertile lands in their possession, 
the monks laid up store of provision for the lean years, 
and became almoners for the destitute and starving 
when famine fell upon the land. Joscelyn the Chronicler 
describes how on one occasion, about the middle of the 
twelfth century, four thousand starving people gathered 
iound the abbey of Melrose in a time of famine, and 
were fed on the livestock and grain of the abbey. The 
details of this incident, like so many of Joscelp’s 
legends, may have but a slender historical founda- 
tion ; but there is no reason to question the truth 

. of the incident itself, which indeed must have been a 
not uncommon occurrence in those far-off precarious 
days. 
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It was left to the Reformers to bring the parish 
church fully into the picture, and to make it the 
custodian and dispenser of ‘ the patrimony of the poor ’ 
throughout the land. They claimed the whole ‘ patri- 
mony of the Kirk’ for the threefold purpose of preach- 
ing the Gospel, education, and poor-relief ; and while 
they had in mind the service of the people as a whole, 
they kept the needs of the poor peculiarly in view. Both 
in the First and in the Second Book of Discipline they 
asserted the prescriptive right of the poor to special 
consideration. ‘ If we have any pity or respect,’ they 
declared, ‘to the poor members of Jesus Christ who 
so greatly increase and multiply among us, we will not 
suffer them to be longer defrauded of that part of the 
patrimony of the Kirk which justly belongs to them ’ ; 
and they deplored the scandal of ‘not taking order with 
the poor amongst us, and causing the Word which we 
profess to be evil spoken of, giving occasion of slander 
to the enemies, and offending the consciences of the 
simple and godly.’ 

Further, they laid down the method by which this 
binding obligation on the Church was to be discharged, 
and specified ‘ the poor members of Christ,’ who were 
to be the objects of the Church’s peculiar care. ‘ Every 
several Kirk,’ runs the injunction, must provide for the 
poor within itself: for fearful and horrible it is that 
the poor, whom not only God the Father in His law, 
but Christ in His Gospel, and the Holy Spirit speaking 
by St. Paul, have so earnestly commended to our care, 
are universally so condemned and despised. We are 
not patrons for stubborn and idle beggars . . . but for 
the widow and fatherless, the aged, impotent,’or lame, 
we say that God commands His people to be careful ; 
and therefore for such, and also for persons of honesty 
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fallen into decay and poverty, ought such provision to 
be made that of our abundance their indigence migllt 
be relieved.’ 

These injunctions were put into force in ‘ each several 
kirk ’ as. soon as it was organized. At first it was in- 
tended, as already stated, that the order of deacons, 
who were responsible for the administration of the 
Church’s finance, should also be specially charged with 
the care of the poor; but as deacons in addition to 
elders were not generally available, their duties were 
taken over by the Kirk Session consisting of minister 
and elders. Thus for nearly three hundred years, until 
parish boards were instituted by statute in 1845, the 
Kirk Session of every parish church cared for the poor 
of the parish and administered poor-relie& except in 
the case of burghs where the magistrates were the 
responsible body. 

The value of the service which the Church in all its 
parishes thus rendered, not to the poor alone but t9 
the nation as a whole, can hardly be over-estimated, 
I t  was a distinctively Christian service, carried out for 
the most part in a Christian spirit. A Christian motive 
lay behind it, and it was governed by moral considera- 
tions and characterized by neighbourly kindness. 
Regard was had to the self-respect of the poor, and a 
spirit of independence and self-help was fostered which 
became one of the strongest strains in the Scottish 
character. Moreover, it was a service calling for no 
small measure of devotion, maintained as it was on a 
minimum of financial resources and over a period of 
more or less continuou8 national straitness, Deprived 
of two-thirds of its revenues by their malversation before 
the Reformation, and by their annexation by the re- 
forming Lords, the Church had to struggle along as 
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best it could on the remaining third to fulfil its national 
mission. 

The result was that every parish had to depend for 
the relief of its poor almost exclusively on the free-will 
offerings of its people. These were gathered week by 
week in the Church plate, which stood by the door 
of the parish church, and into which the worshippers 
were expected to place what they had set aside for the 
purpose, according to their several ability and as God 
had prospered them. ' The Plate,' writes Mrs. Oliphant 
in her L$e of Thomas Chalmers, ' was instituted to mean, 
and did still mean in Chalmers' day, the whole system 
of public charity in Scotland, a better Poor Law, a 
nobler beneficence, than any represented by assess- 
ments.' Without unduly disparaging the methods of 
poor-relief which have succeeded the old parochial 
system, and indeed while frankly recognizing the 
necessary development of poor-law administration, it 
will be generally agreed that the system which was 
maintained by neighbourly kindness, which had regard 
to the self-respect of the humblest, and which taught 
a sturdy independence, did indeed represent the 
' nobler beneficence.' 

The provision made for the regular or ' listed ' poor 
of the parish varied in different places and at different 
times. Some parishes were wealthier than others ; and 
in times of scarcity, when harvests failed, a diminished 
revenue from the ' poor box ' and other sources had 
perforce to serve an increased number of poor persons 
and families. At such times-and occasionally harvests 
failed for seven years on end-the plight of the poor 
must have become intolerable, save as it was mitigated 
by parish relief and by the kindness of neighbours, 
many of whom were almost as impoverished as them- 
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selves, We have seen that during the eighteenth cen- , 
tury in England, poor-law administration had become 
a national scandal, so much so that it awakened the 
fears of statesmen and induced a feeling of hopeless- 
ness bordering on despair. 

In Scotland, although it was a much poorer country, 
the problem of poverty never became quite so acute 
nor occasioned so grave anxiety. True, it was estimated 
by Fletcher of Saltoun, at the beginning of the century, 
that there were no fewer than 200,000 vagabonds in the 
land. These were a prowling and predatory class which 
infested the country, frequenting fairs and markets, 
given to threats and violence, pilfering hen roosts, 
committing highway robbery, sometimes even kid- 
napping children, and dreaded in lonely farms and 
moorland cottages. His remedy for this social period 
was to utilize the vagrant class for slave labour. His 
figures, however, were probably much exaggerated, 
and in any case these ‘sturdy beggars and sorners’ 
were not the genuine poor of the land. The problem 
they set was not so much a problem of poverty as of 
citizenship and discipline. The genuine poor presented 
a difficult but on the whole a manageable problem 
until, as we shall see, in the cities and larger towns 
during the closing decades of the eighteenth century, 
heavy taxation, bad harvests, and in particular mass 
migration into crowded communities owing to industrial 
changes, rendered it acute. Until that time, especially 
in rural parishes, the poor were supported in a fair 
measure of comfort. 

A typical rural parish was that of Longforgan in 
Angus, in which between 1790 and 1815 there was an 
average of about fourteen (listed’ poor and one 
‘ travelling beggar.’ A travelling beggar was a person 
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who had a licence to beg throughout the parish. During 
that period of a quarter of a century a sum of &1,5g5 
was spent on poor relief, only a portion of which, how- 
ever, was required for the poor of the parish, the balance 
going to relieve various kinds of necessitous cases pass- 
ing through the parish and charitable causes far afield. 
The usual allowance in the earlier part of the eighteenth 
century seems to have been about sixpence a week, 
rising to ninepence a week or more before the century 
closed. On a modern reckoning this seems to have 
been a meagre pittance ; but taking into account the 
standard of living it sufficed at least to keep the wolf 
from the door, so that in most parishes the number 
of licensed beggars was comparatively few. When it 
is remembered that there was a very small circulation 
of money at that time, that the wages of an unmarried 
ploughman in the middle of the century amounted to 
only fourpence a week in money, and that if he were 
married he had to support his family on from g7 to 
L8 a year, of which 6 2  a t  the most was paid in cash, 
an aIIowance of from sixpence to ninepence a week to 
a poor person or family was not ungenerous. This 
allowance was of course supplemented in most cases by 
some home-craft such as weaving, and by occasional 
work in harvest-time; and generally speaking every 
parishioner, however poor, had a garden which supplied 
a substantial quantity of potatoes, kail, and other 
vegetables. These sources of livelihood, together with 
gifts in kind from neighbours, enabled even the very 
poor to eke out a hard but not unfriended and certainly 
not degraded existence. 

When the slenderness of parish resources is kept in 
view, it is astonishing how considerable a proportion 
of these was set apart to minister to necessitous cases 
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hailing from far beyond the parish itself. At stated 
times, and particularly on Mondays after Communion, 
the Kirk Session met to dispense relief to the needy 
who were passing through the parish, or who had come 
for that special occasion, and who gathered round the 
church door to receive the help they craved. Thus, 
in the parish of Londorgan before-mentioned, record 
is made of assistance given ' to a poor minister called 
Mr. Al. Campbell,' ' to a broken Glasgow merchant,' 
' to a Grecian priest named Mercury Sascurie,' to an 
Irish protestant,' ' to a persecuted Polonian,' ' t o  a 
professor .of tongues from France,' ' to a seaman newly 

' 

plundered by the French,' and the like; while the 
number of ' poor objects ' or ' objects of pitie '-.'.e. 
cripples and such-like deformed or diseased folk-who 
are mentioned in the registers, indicates the prevalence 
of deformity and of unsightly ailments. Not a few of 
those passing mendicants were doubtless undeserving, 
and some of them even impostors ; but for the most 
part they seem to have received the benefit of the 
doubt, and were not sent empty away. 

Special collections were also made from time to 
time for the relief of distress, not only in Scotland but 
in countries far distant, whose call for help did not 
go unheeded. Thus in the parish of Auchterderran 
in Fife, in the middle of the seventeenth century, 
contributions were made ' for the relief of Ireland,' 
' for the distressed estaite of Kelso,' and ' for the relief of 
the distressed people of Argyle '-the sum collected for 
the last of these objects being 687 19s Scots, or about 
6 7  10s in our money. The parish church of Strath- 
blane in 1731 stretched out a helping hand to ' the 
distressed city of Reddan in Poland ' ; while Ctuden 
and Balmerino respectively made collections for ' the 
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poor Germaq Church in London,' and for ' the dis- 
tressed (Presbyterian) paroche of New York in America.' 
Even more urgent and appealing to the compassion of 
Christian Scotland must have been the claims for relief 
and ransom of ' 7 captive Christians in Barbary,' living 
slaves in Barbary,' and ' Simpson and his trew slaves in 
Algiers.' AU the collections thus made were ' recom- 
mended ' to congregations by the General Assembly, 
whose interest in those far-flung communities, and sense 
of responsibility towards them, indicate how closely the 
Church of Scotland kept in touch with Protestant 
Churches on the Continent, and with its own sons and 
daughters in the lands overseas. The response to such 
appeals, from a Church and people themselves compara- 
tively poor, reflects a width and wealth of Christian 
charity, and a quickness of imagination and sympathy 
which only the power of the Gospel and the touch of 
Christ Himself can inspire. 

It was in the towns and cities that the parish system 
of poor relief first began to break down. There the care 
of the poor was in the hands of the magistrates, whose 
task was rendered increasingly difficult, and finally 
became overwhelming by the migration of country 
folk into urban areas owing to the industrial revolution. 
In course of time this migration reached the dimensions 
of a mass movement. Strenuous efforts were made to 
cope with the situation by the old methods, which, 
however, proved to be increasingly inadequate, so that 
resort had to be made to an Act of 1579 authorizing 
the levying of assessments for poor-relief. In I 7 7 0  
Glasgow availed itself of this provision, followed by 
Paisley and Greenock thirteen years later, and by 
Edinburgh towards the end of the century. The 
adoption ofthis method, so far from solving the problem, 
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only served to accentuate it. The numbers of those 
applying for poor-relief increased to an alarming extent, 
swollen as they were by a horde of thriftless and wastrels, 
who took advantage of the relaxation of that moral. 
supervision and discipline which had hitherto main- 
tained the spirit of independence and self-help. Volun- 
tary contributions fell away, as they always must do 
under a system of compulsory assessment ;' and local 
rates mounted higher and higher until they became 
oppressive. 

The method of administration, too, was lacking in 
proper supervision and made for extravagance and 
waste. In  Glasgow, for example, all the church-door 
collections were pooled, and placed under the control 
of the General Session composed of all  the ministers 
and elders of the city ; while the rates were under the 
management of a corporate body called the Town 
Hospital. Such a cumbrous system of dual control gave 
encouragement to laziness, thriftlessness, and imposture; 
and the claims of many deserving and self-respecting but 
inarticulate poor were apt to be neglected, The chief 
condemnation of the system was, however, that it was 
not governed by moral principle or inspired by moral 
purpose. I t  tended to foster the very evils which it 
sought to remedy. It was productive only of an ever 
increasing pauperism. 

At this juncture Thomas Chalmers appeared upon 
the scene. Coming from his almost idyllic parish of 
Kilmany in Fife, wliere the poor were few in number, 
their character and circumstance known, and their 
needs met with due regard to their self-respect, he was 
appalled by the conditions which obtained in his 
crowded Glasgow parish of Tron, with a population 
of 12,000, mostly of the poorest classes of the people. 
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‘ I t  is not easy for me,’ he wrote, ‘ to  describe my 
general feeling in reference to the population with 
which I have more immediately to do. I feel as if it 
were a mighty and impenetrable mass, truly beyond 
the strength of one individual arm, and before which, 
after a few furtive and unavailing exertions, nothing 
remains but to sit down in the idleness of despair. I t  
is a number, it is a magnitude, it is an endless succession 
of houses and families, it is an extent of field, which 
puts at a distance all hope of a deep or universal im- 
pression.’ The problem of poverty, however, had long 
ago engaged his detailed and scientific study; and 
when he was faced with it in its most aggravated form 
as a personal and parochial responsibility, he was not 
the man to sit down before it in the idleness of despair.’ 

In 1820 he was translated from the parish of the 
Tron to that of St. John’s, where he had a free hand 
from the magistrates to put his own methods to the 
test. His plan was to divide this parish of 10,000 souls 
into twenty-five districts called ‘ proportions,’ each con- 
taining from sixty to a hundred families, and each to 
be administered as a ‘little Kilmany.’ Over each of 
these a deacon was appointed, himself a voluntary 
officer, with voluntary assistants. All who claimed 
relief must apply to the deacon, who made searching 
inquiry into each case, which put an end to imposture 
almost at once. When there was real need relief was 
given ; but efforts were always made to provide work, 
and also to enlist the aid of relatives and friends. The 
assistance given was always assumed to be temporary, 
with a view to self-support at the earliest possible 
moment ; and by means of the sympathy, encourage- 
ment and moral stimulus brought to bear upon each 
case by the deacon and his visitors, this result was 
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usually attained. Within three years the cost of poor- 
relief in the parish had been reduced from g1,400 to 
about g250-an average of L30 per 1,000 of the 
population as compared with E200 in other parishes 
of Glasgow, and upwards of LI,OOO in rhany parishes 
in England. 

Chalmers’s system of poor-relief lasted eighteen years 
in Glasgow, until Parochial Boards were set up by 
Parliament. So successful had it proved that it was 
adopted by associations in Edinburgh, London, Paris, 
and New York, where also its efficacy was established. 
It was in Germany, however, that its merits received 
widest illustration. Adopted by the town of Elberfeld 
in Prussia, whence it became known as the Elberfeld 
System, it spread to other towns and cities in Germany 
as part of the regular municipal administration, and 
continued to hnction successfully for several genera- 
tions. To this day the principles of Chalmers’s system 
and its methods in a modified form are exemplified in 
this country in the activities of councils of social or civic 
service, which are the direct offspring of his idea. 

Throughout the Christian centuries, then, the care 
of the poor was the responsibility of the Church alone, 
until about a hundred years ago it was taken over iq 
this country by the secular authority, an example which 
has been followed by other Christian nations. From 
the time of its formation in the Middle Ages the parish 
church has been the main instrument of this charitable 
activity, and by its ministry has helped to quicken and 
educate the social conscience of the community and of 
the State, The activity of this social conscience in any 
nation is a test and evidence of its Christian character and 
standing. The problem of the poor is still present 
and pressing, and seems to present greater difficulties 
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and complications the more advanced and elaborate 
civilization becomes. The vast army of unemployed 

o in the most prosperous nations, even in times of peace, 
the shocking conditions which still obtain in many 
families and homes despite the manifold and expensive 
social services which are in operation, and the fact that 
a large proportion of the population even in such a 
country as Great Britain was until quite recently under- 
nourished, constitute a standing challenge to the Chris- 
tian conscience. Nevertheless the progress made during 
the past generation, and the convictions-especially of 
the sacredness and supreme worth of human personality 
-aroused and deepened by two successive wars which 
have threatened the destruction of all Christian values, 
give promise that a determined effort will be made to 
eradicate these and other social shortcomings and sins, 
and that a nobler and more Christian order of society 
will come into being. 

However that may be, the time will never come when 
the preaching of the Gospel and the ministry of the 
Church shall have done their perfect work, in comfort- 
ing and cherishing both the bodies and the souls of men, 
and in educating the conscience of humanity to further 
manifestations of the Spirit of Christ which have not 
yet dawned even upon the most prescient mind. When 
all men's material wants have been abundantly supplied 
the word still stands that ' man shall not live by bread 
alone.' His physical and spiritual well-being are 
mysteriously and inseparably bound up together ; and 
so long as sin endures, sickness and suffering and soul- 
hunger will also remain the portion of man. ' For the 
Kingdom of God is not meat or drink, but righteous- 
ness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost.' The 
world may become an economic paradise for all who 
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live in it ; but even then, and perhaps then more than 
ever, it will need Christ, and may have cause to learn 
in a new and deeper way what He meant when He 
said : ‘He that cometh unto Me shall never hunger, 
and he that believeth on Me shall never thirst.’ 


