
CHAPTER XXI 

PARISH AND COMMUNITY 

PERHAPS the total and comprehensive contribution 
which parish and parish church have made to the life 
of the world may best be summed up in the manifold 
service they have rendered to the idea and practice 
of community. Between them, with the Church as the 
creative agency and the parish as its field of operations, 
they formed and fostered a type of community whose 
character and influence have greatly enriched the life 
of the nations, and seem destined to contribute their 
own share to the creation of that nobler world com- 
munity which is the supreme task of our time. 

Outstanding among the various natural types of 
community are the family, the neighbourhood, and 
the nation, with the neighbourhood as the necessary 
link between the other two. If men are to learn how 
to live and work together in mutual helpfulness, and in 
particular if they are to develop the virtues and create 
the conditions of a rich and full community life, it is 
essential that they should have opportunity, inspira- 
tion, and practical direction ; and as a matter of 
history, parish and parish church have had a principal 
share in providing these essentials. 

From the very beginning this role was inherent in 
the nature and constitution of the parish. Even its 
name, which signifies ‘ neighbourhood,’ carries in it 
a wealth of promise. When men become neighbours, 
even in a rudimentary way, there is no end to the 
possibilities of the situation. The ancient and original 
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paiish, as we have seen, was of two forms-a com- 
munity of strangers or foreigners within a town or city, 
and a suburban or rural community living outside the 
civic bounds. Both were communities in a real if 
rudimentary sense, and both occupied certain more 
or less defined areas. Community and area constituted 
the parish. They were differentiated from town or 
city by coming under a separate form of civic jurisdic- 
tion and administration. The original parish was thus 
a purely secular institution ; but even at that early 
stage the community idea and the community spirit 
were fostered by other influences than that of a separate 
and less privileged form of government. Common 
interests, common disabilities, common conditions of 
life, to some extent a common race and language, and 
not least their very ' neighbourhood,' helped to fashion 
them into communities more or less self-conscious and 
homogeneous. 

Into this original form of parish the Church entered 
with unifling and vitalizing power. It found in it an 
instrument lying ready to hand, and adopted it as the 
basic unit of Church life and organization. Thence- 
forth it became, gradually but increasingly and at last 
predominantly, an ecclesiastical rather than a civic or 
secular institution, although its civic and secular 
character, instead of being diminished or submerged, 
was developed and enhanced under the influence of 
spiritual motives and forces. In short, the Church 
introduced i%o the parish community the Christian 
faith, the Christian spirit, and the Christian way of 
life ; and the parish church became the living heart 
of the community, the creative agency which gave 
inspiration, practical direction, and increasing scope 
and purpose to all its activities, 
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Many of these activities have already been brought 
under review. They are mentioned here to emphasize 
their function and value in fostering the community 
spirit and developing an ever finer and fuller form of 
community life and service. Foremost among them 
were those charitable activities which were and must 
ever remain an essential feature of the Christian 
religion. The care of the poor and needy, of the sick 
and suffering, of the widow and orphan, of the disabled 
and defective, of the stranger within the gates, and 
even of prisoners and captives in far lands-all of 
which became recognized parish obligations-not only 
a wakened a real sense of neighbourly responsibility, 
but carried the idea and practice of good neighbour- 
hood far beyond the parish bounds. 

Next in importance were those educational and 
cultural activities which had a wider than parish 
provenance and purpose, but in which the parish had 
an original and increasing share. Education itself, in 
its narrower sense of teaching and instruction, was 
always in some measure a parish interest and concern, 
if only from the necessity of preparing suitable youth 
for the Christian ministry and for other clerical service 
in Church and State ; and the time came when schools 
were erected in every parish, and the young people 
of every family were brought into a common fellow- 
ship and under a common influence and discipline. 
Only now, when as in large areas of England and 
Wales parish and village schools are thgatened with 
extinction, is it being realized how serious the loss to 
their communities is likely to be. Apart from the safe- 
guarding and welfare, especially of the younger children, 
they have contributed in no small measure to a close- 
knit and neighbourly community life. 
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For many centuries, too, the parish has been the 
scene of other cultural activities, which have left their 
mark not only on civilization in general, but with 
continuing effect on the minds and lives of successive 
generations of parishioners. Architecture and the fine 
arts, including music and drama, were all age-long and 
largely exclusive activities of the Church, in which 
every parish came to have a share. Local piety and 
pride combined to erect many parish churches which 
in purity of design and lavishness of adornment stand 
comparison with the great masterpieces. From the 
beauty and grandeur of such buildings, and from the 
principles ofarchitecture therein discovered and applied, 
sprang much of the finest municipal and domestic 
architecture which still lends grace and distinction to 
ancient cities and towns. 

Every such creation in which local effort was engaged 
must have kindled local pride and admiration, and 
strengthened the sense and spirit of community. I t  
had even more practical results. Training in the arts 
and crafts spread from the great masters and the trade 
guilds to the smallest and farthest parish. Local work- 
men received at least a modicum of training in the 
various crafts ; they were taught to find joy and pride 

, in their work ; their ambitions were kindled ; the 
standards of taste and skill were raised ; and the 
cultural life of the community was enriched. 

Particularly was this true of music and drama, the 
most widely 'popular of all cultural activities. To 
repeat,' for centuries these had their main inspiration 
in the Church and its services, and came to be in- 
creasingly practised in every parish. They were more 
than merely cultural in their intention and effect. They 
were religiously educational and practical, vehicles of 
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religious teaching and inspirations to Christian living ; 
and as such they did much to create a common mind 
and to inculcate a common spirit and behaviour. Nor 
is it idle or frivolous in this connection to lay stress on 
the popular entertainments, sports and games, most 
of which were associated with Church festivities or pro- 
moted for church and charitable purposes, and were 
among the high lights of parochial life. People who 
sing and play together learn something of the joy and 
liberation of good neighbourhood. 

Secular activities, too, of every kind, helped greatly 
to permeate the parish community with a sense of 
mutual inter-dependence and service, especially when, 
under the influence of the Church, they were directed 
to the common good. The phrase ' Church and 
Market ' did not represent so much two separate sides 
of parish life, but rather one cognate and undivided 
whole ; and church and churchyard were freely, if not 
always decorously, used for secular purposes. More- 
over, every parish was largely self-contained and self- 
sufficient in respect of goods and services, a factor 
which tended to aloofness and exclusiveness from its 
neighbours, but for that very reason intensified its own 
communal and corporate consciousness. 

Foremost among the secular activities of every parish 
was the reclamation and cultivation of the land, on 
which the life of the community depended. The 
central place of the parish in the land, and even in the 
landscape, leaps to the eye ; but its contribution to 
the land's fertility and beauty is not quite so obvious. 
That contribution, however, has been very real and 
substantial.; and, as with so many other services, it 

'derived originally from the Church, For centuries 
before the institution of the tithe system the Church 
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was vitally interested in this question, as being itself, 
through pious bequests and donations, a landowner 
on an increasing and finally on a colossal scale. Its 
domains were vested mainly in Baptismal- or Mother- 
Churches and in monastic institutions, and in time 
became a model of what such domains should be. 

The monks were the pioneers of good husbandry, 
with its attendant activities of gardening, forestry, and 
fishing. The fertility and beauty of the lands surround- 
ing those ancient monasteries are striking and impressive 
even at the present day, and the explanation usually 
offered is that the founders of the monasteries had a 
good eye both for land and for landscape. The much 
truer explanation, however, is that by their skill, 
industry, and progressive methods, the monks made 
them what they became and have in large measure 
remained. h times of famine monasteries had stores 
of provisions which helped to feed the starving popula- 
tions of surrounding parishes. Nor was it in farming 
alone that the mods excelled. Their fisheries, of river 
and lake and sea, were notably productive ; and there 
are monastery gardens in existence, even in northern 
latitudes, in which the descendants of fruit trees im- 
ported corn Italy and Spain are still flowering and 
bearing h i t .  

The progressive methods exhibited in such skilled and 
successfbl husbandry inevitably spread to the parish and 
its community, and helped in no small measure to create 
a fuller community Iife. But the same process had been 
going forward within the parish itself. There, too, even 
before the tithe system was instituted, the parish priest 
had his glebe and garden, without which no church 
was properly endowed and no community granted 
parish status. We may take it for granted that, no 
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doubt with exceptions, these appurtenances set a high 
standard of cultivation and fertility to the whole parish. 

With the establishment of the tithe system it was 
more than ever in the Church’s interest that the land 
should yield its fullest measure of fruitfulness. More- 
over, while part of the tithe was appropriated to the 
larger purposes of the Church as a whole, an increasing 
portion of it was earmarked and dedicated to strictly 
parochial uses, These included the upkeep of the 
church fabric, the maintenance of ordiriances, the 
stipend of the parish priest, the care of the sick and 
poor, the beginnings of education and in particular the 
apprenticeship to trades of orphans and other destitute 
children. Local donors more and more insisted that 
their gifts of land or property should be administered 
for the benefit of the local community ; and the 
parishioners themselves, by continuous and cumulative 
pressure, came to have (more and more say in such 
administration. Thus the bonds knitting the com- 
munity together became more powerful, the community 
spirit was strengthened, and the community life was 
enriched and enlarged. 

These results were achieved in some measure wherever 
parishes were planted, but in no country are they more 
marked than in our own, where until comparatively 
recent times the old tradition has been maintained. In 
England the parson, and in Scotland the parish minister, 
are the lineal descendants of the monk and the parish 
priest, with an active interest in agriculture as part of 
their vocation. Many of them have been noted agri- 
culturists, who led and encouraged their parishioners 
to adopt new atzd progressive methods of husbandry ; 
and not a few have written books and pamphlets which 
were admirable in their time. Particularly notable in 
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this connection are the descriptions by the whole body 
of parish ministers throughout Scotland of the state of 
farming in their various parishes, as well as estimates 
of population, surveys of social and industrial conditions, 
and historical and archaeological folklore, compiled in 
The Statistical Account of 1798, and in The New Statistical 
Account of 1845, which furnished a mine of valuable 
information to the governments of their day. It is of 
interest to note that the idea of compiling his Statistical 
Account on a parochial basis first occurred to Sir John 
Sinclair of Ulbster, then Secretary of State for Scotland, 
while he sat as a representative elder in the General 
Assembly of I 790. The New Statistical Account, sponsored 
by the Society for the Benefit of the Sons and Daughters 
of the Clergy, also followed the parochial plan, although 
the parishes were grouped in counties. 

Added to all these activities were the distinctively 
public services essential to the life and well-being of the 
community, which were first undertaken as religious 
duties by the higher ecclesiastical authorities, and in 
course of time became parochial obligations sponsored 
by the parish church, Among these were the making 
and maintenance of roads and the building of bridges 
and harbours. 'The ancient origin and eminent eccle- 
siastical character of this function have already been 
noted in these pages (vide Chapter IX), the Pope him- 
self bearing the title of Pontifex Maximus as head of 
the hierarchy ; and the Waywardens, who were lead- 
ing officials in every parish, at least in England, indicate 
to what an extent this was also a parish obligation, 
discharged possibly under the Archdeacon, and cer- 
tainly by the initiative and under ,$he auspices of the 
Church. 

Even in Scotland, where the Church was poorer and 
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the task heavier than in the rest of Christendom, this 
duty was not neglected. Among Scottish bishops whose 
efforts in this connection are recorded were Wardlaw 
of St. Andrews, Lauder of Dunkeld, Rae of Glasgow, 
and Dernoch ofDunblane ; and doubtless their example 
was followed in a goodly number of other instances. 
The Scottish Reformers, too, recognized such under- 
takings in the public service to be a religious duty. I n  
The First Book of Discipline it was laid down that part 
of the patrimony of the Kirk should be devoted to the 
making of roads, the building of bridges and harbours, 
and other such public works ; and there are many 
instances on record, even far into the eighteenth cen- 
tury, in which parish churches over wide areas were 
called upon to make special collections for the building 
of bridges which served their own and neighbouring 
parishes. 

Thus for many centuries, and down to comparatively 
recent times, mainly through the regular administra- 
tion of its parish churches and parishes, and by the 
incessant care and labour of the appropriate parish 
officials who were charged with such duties, the Church 
provided the means of communication by which the 
life of the local community and of the nation as a whole 
was commingled, enriched, and unified. 

From these local communal activities and public 
services the spirit and practice of community have 
spread to wider fields. Our modern social services in 
all their wealth and variety, and many public under- 
takings which are now a national responsibility and 
concern, are either continuations of or developments 
from parochial beginnings. 

Nor does the contribution of parish and parish church 
to commqnity life and service end there. Home-crafts 
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and industries, for example, were for long a feature, and 
in some cases a monopoly, of village and parish life. 
The skill and artistry acquired in such pursuits were 
gradually extinguished, as were the pursuits themselves, 
by the Industrial Revolution ; but in their day they 
did much to raise the standards of living and crafts- 
manship in local communities, and contributed in no 
s m d  measure to promote national prosperity and 
foreign trade and intercourse. So far as this country 
is concerned, they helped greatly to further the 
industrial supremacy it so long enjoyed, and to make 
it the nation of manufacturers and traders, as well as 
merchant adventurers and colonizers, it was destined 
to be. 

Let one example suffice. It was the mistress of the 
manse in the village and parish of Kilmaurs, Ayrshire, 
who about the year 1725, by her skill and inventiveness 
in the treatment of flax, started a new local industry 
which brought much trade and profit to Glasgow and 
the west of Scotland, and out of which sprang fine 
thread-spinning, now the staple industry of Paisley, for 
which that typically Scottish town has become world 
famous, as it was once scarce less renowned for its 
manufacture of Paisley shawls. 

Less than a century later another venture was started 
in another Scottish parish, which has become a world- 
wide institution, with incalculable results in human 
society. There were thrift movements in existence 
before the opening decade of the nineteenth century ; 
but it was the Reverend Henry Duncan of the parish 
of Ruthwell in Dumfriesshire who in 1810 started a 
savings bank for his poorer parishioners on which the 
whole modern Savings Banks system is modelled. 
These banks have now become powerful institutions in 
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our own and many other lands; they have in their 
keeping enormous sums of money, mainly made up 
of the savings of common folk ; they have helped to 
secure for their clients a large measure of independence 
and freedom from financial anxiety ; and they have 
been schools of thrift and good husbandry from which 
millions have graduated into all the learned professions 
and into the higher ranks of industry and commerce, 
administration and government. In this way they have 
helped in no small measure to raise the standard of 
living, to heighten the status of the so-called ‘ work- 
ing-class ’ population, and to hasten the march of social 
and political progress. 

The latest contribution of the parish to community 
life and service is the modern Youth Movement. The 
Church has always had a special interest in thc train- 
ing and welfare of the young, as witness the system of 
education and apprenticeship which was carried on for 
centuries under its auspices. From the middle of the 
eighteenth century onwards the day school, and later 
the Sunday School and the Bible Class, with regular 
catechetical instruction in Scotland in every home in 
the parish, were its principal agencies. Towards the 
end of the nineteenth century, however, it became 
evident that these were not enough, and in particular 
that they were not reaching large numbers of children 
and adolescents. It was then that what is now known 
as the Youth Movement was inaugurated in two 
Glasgow congregations. By the vision and originality 
of a layman the Boys’ Brigade was founded in 1883, 
in a mission of the Church in which he was an 
elder; and just before the close of the century a sister 
organization, the Girls’ Guildry, was set afoot by 
an elder in a neighbouring church. 
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The novel €eatures of these two organizations were 
that their members were dressed in uniform; that 
they were required to commit themselves to a simple 
form of Christian belief and practice ; that each 
company had an attachment to some church; that 
suitable and varied means were provided for the 
exercise of youthful interests and energies ; and that 
all were subject to a strict but congenial discipline of 
a quasi-military kind. These were the first organiza- 
tions to approach and grapple with the problem of 
youth along psychological lines. They addressed them- 
selves to the minds, interests, and natural activities of 
the young, aiming at the training and discipline of 
both body and mind, at the formation of character and 
of a healthy and rounded Christian manhood and 
womanhood, and at the ideal of good neighbourhood 
and good citizenship, all based upon religious convic- 
tion and inspiration. 

They met a clamant need, and their success has been 
phenomenal. Not only have they become nation-wide 
and spread to other nations, but there is not a Church 
in Christendom which has not adopted their methods 
and started similar organizations of its own. In addi- 
tion, they have given rise to kindred movements, such 
as the Boy Scouts and the Girl Guides, which have 
made an equally wide appeal to youth all over the 
world ; and now nations themselves, in their national 
capacity, have awakened to the youth problem, and 
are providing clubs, playing-fields, hostels, and other 
forms of cultural and recreational activity to meet the 
needs and engage the natural instincts and energies of 
their growing young manhood and womanhood. 

So the Youth Movement of our time, which has swept 
over the whole globe and is already a force making 
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for international understanding, friendship, and good 
neighbourhood, affords contemporary evidence that in 
respect of community life and service, parish and parish 
church continue to give a lead to the nations and to 
the world. 


