
CHAPTER XIX 

THE PARISH IN LITERATURE 

THE contribution of the Church to literature has been 
even more notable than its contribution to the other 
fine arts, with the possible exception of architecture. 
It consists primarily of those treasures of sacred letters 
and learning which have become classics, and includes 
a wealth of sacred song so rich and voluminous as to 
call for separate treatment. For the most part parish 
and parish church have provided neither inspiration 
nor theme for the greatest Christian classics, but in the 
production of sacred song they have played a leading 
part, and their association with literature both sacred 
and secular, in prose and in poetry, has been long 
and intimate. 

One book, the greatest of all, was originally conceived 
and written in the interests of the single Christian 
congregation. That book is the New Testament, which 
was written for the most part with the local church 
specially in View ; and it is by the local church more 
than any other agency that, together with the Old 
Testament, it has had free course and been glorified 
as the Word of God. 

Touching on this point, Principal Sir George Adam 
Smith states that ‘ the Epistles, cherished as the Word 
of God, were originally addressed to small conventicles 
of men and women, and are engaged with the circum- 
stances, the duties, the scandals and the sins of con- 
gregational life.’ The very names of the greater Epistles 
proclaim their original occasion and intention. They 
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were addressed to the local churches at Rome and 
Corinth, at  Ephesus and Philippi and Colosse, a t  
Thessalonica and in Galatia, worshipping and wit- 
nessing in the < parishes ’ of their several cities and towns. 

Nor are the Epistles exceptional in this regard. There 
is good reason for believing that the earliest of the 
Gospels, that of St. Mark, was written primarily at the 
instance of St. Peter for the Christian congregation at 
Rome. The Gospel of St. Luke and the Acts of the 
Apostles, while dedicated to an individual, had almost 
certainly the Gentile churches in view. It is a fair 
inference that the Gospel of St. Matthew, written from 
a distinctively Jewish standpoint, and that of St. John, 
confessedly non-Jewish and imbued with Hellenistic 
ideas, were severally intended to serve these two 
different types of Christian community. I t  is certainly 
the case,’ to judge by its opening chapters, that the 
Book of Revelation was addressed to the local churches 
of Asia Minor. While, therefore, the. writings of the 
New Testament came in time to be formed into a 
canon, and to meet the needs of the Church as a whole, 
they were conceived for the most part in the interests 
of local congregations. Alike in their original occasion 
and in the dissemination of their message and influence, 
the local congregation has played the principal part. 

The writings of the early Church Fathers had no such 
limited origin or objective. They were written, not for 
any local purpose or community, but in defence of 
Christian doctrine and of the Church as a whole. The 
only connection they have, remote and slender at best, 
with any local church is that their authors, including 
Augustine and Jerome, to whqm we owe such great 
Christian classics as the Co~fissions, The. City of God, 
and the Vulgate translation of the Bible, were almost 

17 
‘(002) 245 



PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

without exception bishops of Mother-Churches in the 
original episcopal form of parish. 

Naturally enough, i t  was only when parish and parish 
church became established and settled institutions, and 
developed a life and character of their own, that they 
began to provide either the inspiration or the material 
for the exercise of the literary art. The Renaissance 
and the Reformation, which between them produced 
such an efflorescence of fine literature, gave the first 
impulse to writing in this particular field. Since then 
a stream of literary inspiration has issued from. parish 
fountains, and produced a rich harvest of letters both 
sacred and profane. 

While few of the classics of literature deal directly 
and exclusively with parochial scenes and subjects, or 
with the personalities, problems, and relationships of 
parish life, an astonishing number of writers, not a few 
of the first rank, have drawn much of their inspiration 
and material from parish sources. As might be ex- 
pected, many poets have found sufficient themes for 
their muse, alike in nature and in human nature, within 
the limits of those rural parishes in particular whose 
beauties they have sung. Many novelists have not 
gone beyond parochial bounds to discover the characters 
whom they have immortalized, and the human situa- 
tions, local and c o m o n  enough, to which they have 
given a universal significance. A galaxy of clerical 
writers, too, have found in their several parishes at once 
the opportunity and the occasion for the display of high 
literary talent, and even in a few cases of genius. And, 
finally, a few writers of marked distinction and power 
have taken for their theme the parish itself, some 
ordinary village or rural community, and made it live 
for all time. So the parish has been a living fountain of 
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literary inspiration, and the parish-pump itself not the 
least refreshing of the springs of Parnassus. 

Even if one had the requisite knowledge, the subject 
is too wide for detailed treatment, and its study here 
must be confined to a selection of writers in the English 
tongue. Alike in point of time and of immediate 
relevance a beginning can best be made with religious 
poetry. Apart from the immortal works of Dante and 
Milton, poetry dealing with distinctively Christian 
themes by lesser writers has a quality and distinction 
of its own. Much of it has been produced by men 
engaged in the parochial ministry, whose calling and 
cure have provided occasion and material for their muse. 

One of the most illustrious names in post-Elizabethan 
poetry is that of Robert Herrick, born in 1591, known 
to all lovers of literature as one of the most exquisite 
and prolific of English lyricists, but not known generally 
as the incumbent of the country parsonage of Dean 
Prior in Devon. Among his twelve hundred poems 
are some of the most exquisite lyrics in the language, 
while of his religious poems such masterpieces as ‘ The 
Litany,’ ‘The Dirge of Jephthah’s Daughter,’ and 
‘ A Thanksgiving to God ’ are touched with the same 
quality of thought and style. His contemporary, George 
Herbert, Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, and 
Public Orator of Cambridge University, was also for 
some years Vicar of Bemerton near Salisbury. During 
his brief ministry in that country parish he wrote ‘ The 
Temple,’ by which he is best known and remembered, 
and also ‘ The Country Parson,’ a picture of the ideal 
country minister’s life, These poems kindled the 
imagination and the religious devotion of his junior 
contemporary, Henry Vaughan, ‘ the Silurist,’ author 
of a collection of poems entitled Swun of the  Usk. His 
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poetry is very unequal, but contains some of the choicest 
flowers in the garden of English sacred verse. 

In the brilliant galaxy of Scottish writers of the 
eighteenth century, Robert Blair, author of The Grave, 
held an honourable place. The son of an Edinburgh 
,minister, he became himself minister of the parish of 
Athelstaneford in East Lothian, where he was succeeded 
by John Home, author of Douglas : A Tmge@, which 
achieved an instant and brilliant success. Blair’s 
literary gifts, apart from the poem which gained him 
at the time an unchallenged literary reputation, are 
indicated by his friendship and correspondence With 
Isaac Watts and Philip Doddridge, whose hymns, 
however, were destined to outshine and long outlive 
his more ambitious literary effort. The influence of his 
powerful if somewhat gloomy thought and imagery on 
the religious outlook and life of his day was immense, 
and was later enhanced by the mystic genius of William 
Blake, by whom the poem was illustrated. 

The name of John Keble, noted as one of the out- 
standing English hymn writers, may fitly conclude this 
list of Christian poets who have bee? parochially 
inspired. Son of the Vicar of Coln St. Alwyn’s in 
Gloucestershire, he took orders in 1816 and became 
assistant to his father there. His heart was mainly in 
parochial work, but it was his wider vision of the 
Church and its mission and message that inspired his 
poem ‘ The Christian Year,’ and made him one of the 
most loved and influential leaders of the Tractarian 
Movement. The influence of his poem, as well as of 
his personality, on that Movement, and on the thought 
and life of the Church of England, can scarcely be 
overrated ; and now it has become a Christian classic, 
and the observance which it commends of the Christian 
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seasons and their significance is being more and more 
widely adopted. None of these works, it may be, can 
claim more than a humble place as great poetry ; but 
they are at least side rills of that stream which Ezekiel 
saw issuing from the door of the Temple, and which 
has become a broad-bosomed river, bringing life and 
‘beauty to the world. 

Of books written by parish clergy there is no end. 
For the most part these have been studies in religion 
and theology, which have served their day and genera- 
tion, but have largely been forgotten. There are a few 
such writers, however, whose literary work is so versatile 
and voluminous, and of so high an order, that it ranks 
as creative, and has won an enduring place in world 
literature. 

It is no far-fetched notion to place the name of John 
Bunyan at the head of this list. True, he was never 
the incumbent of a parish, but from the day of his 
conversion he was an itinerant evangelist in many 
parishes, for many years he was pastor of the Inde- 
pendent Chapel at Bedford, because of his many 
evangelistic journeyings from that centre all over Bed- 
fordshire he was affectionately known as ‘Bishop 
Bunyan,’ and before his death in 1688 he became 
unofficial chaplain to the Lord Mayor of London. 
The sufficient ground, however, for numbering him 
among writers of this class is that his FYZgrim’s Progress 
was conceived and written in Bedford gaol while he 
was pastor at Bedford ; that much of its material was 
derived from his ministry there; that its geography 
and scenery were largely drawn from the village and 
parish of Elstow, where many of its landmarks and 
buildings can still be identified ; and that most if not 
all of its characters had their prototypes among the 
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members of his congregation, his friends and neigh- 
bours, his own enemies, and those who were openly 
or in disguise the enemies of religion. The material 
for, this greatest of all allegories was drawn for the 
most part from Elstow parish and Bedford town. What 
more can be said than that Bunyan’s superb spiritual 
and imaginative genius cast its spell over a narrowly 
local and limited scene, and evoked’ its universal and 
eternal significance ? 

The one solitary point of contact between the work 
of John Bunyan and that of Jonathan Swift is that 
Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels is the second most popular 
allegory in the language. The association of Swift’s 
literary genius with his work as an ambitious country 
parson is not at first sight obvious. From the first his 
interests were not parochial but national, not religious 
but political, not pastoral but polemic. London and 
not Laracor in West Meath was the enkindler of his 
intellectual splendours, St. James’s and not St. Patrick‘s 
the scene of his most brilliant triumphs. Nevertheless 
it was in the solitude of his obscure country cure of 
Uroot ,  near Belfast, and of his vicarage of Laracor, 
near Trim, that he produced the first-fruits of his genius 
in the Tale of a Tub and the Battle ofthe Books ; and it 
was in the quiet deanery of St. Patrick’s, in the midst 
of a thirty years’ retirement from all public We, that, 
among other notable works, he wrote his masterpiece 
Gulliver’s Travels, which immediately channed and 
captivated the whole social and literary world of his 
time. This much therefore may be claimed, that this 
prince of English satirists, with his blazing scorn of 
all cant and sham, and his flaming hatred of oppression 
and tyranny, served astrenuous apprenticeship to letters 
as an incumbent of small country-livings, and in the 
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quiet precincts of an Irish deanery produced the flower 
of his genius. 

With greater reason the blossoming of the genius of 
Laurence Sterne, his compatriot and junior contem- 
porary, may be traced to his sojourn in a rural parish. 
For twenty years Sterne was parson of Sutton-in-the- 
Forest, Yorkshire, and afterwards of the parish of 
Coxwold. The first two volumes of his Tristrum Shandy, 
published in York in 1759, and republished in London 
in the following year, met with such immediate and 
widespread recognition and acclaim that he became 
a literary lion in fashionable society. Further volumes 
of his masterpiece, and his Sentimental Journey, which 
proved to be hardly less popular, established his reputa- 
tion as one of the greatest of English humorists. The 
birth and growth of genius is a mysterious process, but 
somehow he had qualified himself for an enduring place 
in the world of letters by a twenty years’ sojourn in 
a country parish. 

Much lesser luminaries were Sydney Smith, wit and 
reformer, who with Jeffrey and Brougham started the 
Edznburgh Review, wrote ‘ Peter Plymley’s Letters ’ in 
favour of Catholic Emancipation, and was the creator 
of the inimitable Mrs. Partington ; and Dean Ramsay, 
incumbent of St. John’s Episcopal Church, Edinburgh, 
and afterwards dean of the diocese, who is remembered 
chiefly as the author of one notable book, his Remini- 
scences of Scottish Life and Character. Among the greater 
lights, however, of a brilliant period of English letters, 
a high place must be assigned to Samuel Taylor Cole- 
ridge, son of the Vicar of Otter St. Mary, Devon, who, 
though he never held a charge of his own, was a frequent 
preacher in Unitarian chapels after he had devoted 
himself to literary work. Poet, critic, and philosopher, 
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and also journalist, lecturer and divine, he was one of 
the most prolific writers and versatile thinkers of his 
day. As a literary and aesthetic critic he was in the 
first rank, and his critical writings, largely embodied 
in his Biographia Literaria, remain the most valuable part 
of his voluminous prose work. It is by his poetry, how- 
ever, that he has achieved world fame. Along with 
his friends Wordsworth and Southey, he was one of the 
three known as the ‘ Lake School ’ of poets ; and his 
‘ Lyrical Ballads,’ and in particular such imaginative 
flights as his ‘ Ancient Mariner,’ his unfinished ‘ Chris- 
tabel,’ and the richly-jewelled fragment, ‘ Kubla Khan,’ 
assure him a place among the immortals. 

Devon has produced an exceptional number of clerics 
with literary gifts. f n  addition to Herrick and Cobridge 
already mentioned, S. Baring-Gould was not only a son 
of Devon but rector of the parish of Lew Trenchard in 
that county. A most versatile and voluminous writer, 
his talents ranged over many fields ; but he is now best 
known, and will probably be longest remembered, by 
such hymns and hymn translations as ‘Now the day 
is over,’ ‘ Onward, Christian soldiers,’ and ‘ Through 
the night of doubt and sorrow,’ which have made a 
secure place for themselves in Christian worship. 

Not the least noteworthy of the sons of Devon who 
were also churchmen to acquire literary fame was 
Charles Kingsley, who was born in Holne Vicarage, 
Dartmoor, and in 1844 became rector of the parish of 
Eversley in, Hampshire, where he spent the rest of his 
life. Social questions were then beginning to agitate 
men’s minds, and Kingsley’s two brilliant novels, Alton 
Locke and Yeast, dealing respectively with life in a 
London workshop and the conditions of the English 
agricultural labourer, had an enormous influence in 
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their day. With F. D. Maurice, his brother-cleric and 
leader in this field, he was one of the founders of what 
came to be known as ‘ Christian Socialism ’ ; and with 
him was associated the phrase ‘ muscular Christianity,’ 
a description which he heartily disliked. His literary 
gifts, however, had a much wider range. Among his 
more ambitious poetical efforts was a dramatic poem, 
‘ The Saint’s Tragedy : The True Story of Elizabeth of 
Hungary.’ ‘ The Last Buccaneer,’ ‘ The Outlaw,’ and 
the ‘ Ode to the North-east Wind ’ are characteristic 
of his robust and breezy personality. More widely 
known, since they have been set to music and become 
popular songs, are his ‘ Three Fishers ’ and ‘ The Sands 
of Dee.’ His historical novel, Hypatia, with the woman- 
philosopher of that name as its heroine, describes the 
clash of Christianity with Greek philosophy in Egypt 
at the beginning of the fifth century, and makes the 
dry bones of that ancient conflict live again. Two 
generations ago every schoolboy was thrilled by his 
novels of adventure’ such as Two Years Ago and Here- 
ward the Wake, and in particular by his Elizabethan 
romance, Westward Ho! which makes an undying 
appeal to all adventurous spirits ; while his Water- 
Babies-‘ a fairy-tale for a land-baby ’-affords endless 
delight to children and to all who have not lost the 
wonder of the child-mind. 

To pass to a wider field, not a few ofthe great classics 
of literature either deal directly with parish life, or 
draw their inspiration fiom parochial springs. Jane 
Austen was born in an English village rectory. She 
moved in cultured circles, and her world was that of 
the English gentry of her time ; but it was in the parish 
of Steventon in Hampshire, where she was born in 
1775, that she gathered and stored her earliest impres- 
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sions of life and character, and it was in the parish of 
Clawton near Winchester that she gave them to the 
world. Within the bounds of these two parishes her 
genius found its sufficient field and had its perfect work. 
She tells of ‘ the little bit (two inches wide) of ivory 
on which I work with so fine a brush as produces little 
effect after so much labour.’ It was faultless work, 
however, in insight and artistry. Sir Walter Scott in 
his diary extols her ‘ talent for describing the characters 
of ordinary He,’ and her ‘ exquisite touch which renders 
commonplace things and characters interesting.’ Mac- 
aulay was unstinted in his praise. ‘ Shakespeare has 
had neither equal nor second,’ he wrote, ‘ but among 
the writers who, in the point which we have noticed 
(character drawing), have approached nearest to the 
manner of the great master, we have no hesitation in 
placing Jane Austen,’ And further, ‘ 1 have now read 
over again all Niss Austen’s novels; charming they 
are. There are in the world no compositions which 
approach nearer to perfection.’ Hers was indeed 
polished and finished work, ‘laboured,’ as Robert 
Louis Stevenson might have phrased it, ‘up to the 
point of honour.’ Her reputation as the greatest of 
English woman novelists rests upon her six famous 
novels, and the lively and vigorous cult of ‘ Janeites ’ 
in our time testifies to her abiding appeal to dis- 
criminating minds. 

Like Jane Austen, the Bronte sisters were daughters 
of an English personage, from which they were seldom 
absent during their brief, uneventfU1, and somewhat 
tragic lives. Charlotte and Emily indeed spent a short 
time at a school in Brussels, but Anne’s furthest excur- 
sion from home was to schod at  Roehead. Their 
genius, self-taught and rooted in a narrow but passionate 
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experience, blossomed in the bleak little tillage of 
Haworth among the wild Yorkshire moors. Among 
them the three sisters wrote seven novels, of which 
three by Charlotte, J a m  Eyre, ShirZcy, and Vilette, and 
one by Emily, the extraordinarily powerful Wutharing 
Heights, have won for them enduring literary fame. 
Their genius would probably have blossomed anywhere, 
but, just as it was forced by res angustae domi, it was 
braced by the upland winds and throve in the grandeur 
and solitude of the Yorkshire moors and fells. 

A mere mention must suffice of writers who, while 
excelling in other forms of literature-poetry, drama, 
biography, and fiction-and taking the world for their 
parish, have written directly of parish life with an eye 
upon particular communities. 

Gray’s ‘ Elegy in a Country Churchyard ’ has told 
the story and sung the requiem once for all of the humble 
dead who sleep, not in the churchyard of Stoke Poges 
alone, but in the God’s Acre of every village church in 
England, and have made it hallowed ground. Gold- 
smith’s Vicar of WakejeZd, though it depicts with his 
inimitable humour and tenderness the characters of the 
vicar and his family, their felicities and afflictions, rather 
than his parish and parishioners, nevertheless has for 
its setting a purely English rustic parish ; while in his 
poem, ‘The Deserted Village,’ he sings of ‘ Sweet 
Auburn,’ and portrays the life and leading characters 
of an Irish village community, among them his own 
parish schoolmaster, and a lovable parish priest who 
was their father in God. 

The diary is a rare and difficult form of literary art, 
so that the great diarists of English literature can be 
numbered on the fingers of one hand. Outstanding 
among them are Samuel Pepys, John Evelyn, John 
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Wesley, and Sir Walter Scott. Not unworthy to be 
named with them in this particular field is James 
Woodforde (1758-1802)~ rector of the church and 
parish of Weston Longeville in Norfolk, whose Diary 
of a Country Parson, recording with meticulous fidelity 
little day-by-day events, and introducing the reader 
with friendly and familiar touch to friends, acquaint- 
ances, parishioners, and travellers by the way, brings 
to life again the customs, characters, and social scene 
of village and rural England during the second half 
of the eighteenth century. 

The Annals of the Parish, by John Galt, Cranford, by 
Mrs. Gaskell (daughter and wife of Unitarian ministers), 
and A Window in Thrum, by J. M. Barrie, dealing with 
Dreghorn, Knutsford, and Kirriemuir respectively, have 
immortalized village communities in B way more inti- 
mate and precious than great cities, because of their 
very greatness, can similarly inspire ; while Thomas 
Hardy’s novels, so racy of the soil yet including in their 
sweep the breadth and depth of human nature and 
human tragedy, draw their sap and savour from the 
peasantry of Wessex and from the common life of its 
innumerable little villages and towns. 

Thus parish and parish church between them can 
claim a notable place in literature ; and Jane Austen’s 
‘ little bit (two inches. wide) of ivory ’ may be taken 
as a symbol, not only of the meticulous character of 
her workmanship, but of the deliberate restriction of 
her field. In the hands of the supreme artist, whether 
in literature or in any other form, the local becomes 
the vehicle of the universal, the temporal of the eternal. 
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