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PREFACE 
 
I have tried to make this book a connected whole, and I would 
prefer it—ideally—to be read as such; nevertheless some 
explanation as to the relation between its two main parts may be 
helpful. 
 The second part of the book deals with ascetical theology on 
an ordinary pastoral level, and it is in this subject that my 
particular interest lies. But I do not think it is possible to treat the 
prayer of an individual soul in isolation from other souls, or to 
treat private prayer in isolation from corporate liturgy. There is, 
after all, no such thing as an individual Christian if that phrase 
means a soul divorced from the whole mystical Body, and I think 
that the failure to give full expression to this fact is the weak point 
in a good deal of modern ascetical thinking. Before we can guide 
the progress of a single soul we must clarify the relations with 
other souls in local environment—i.e, in a parish. Part One of 
the book deals with the complex of parochial inter-relations and 
thus becomes the necessary prologue to the main study in Part 
Two. 
 In Part One, I have attempted to propound and substantiate 
one particular system of parochial organization. I think this is a 
good system, even the best system, but I do not maintain that it is 
the only one. This system is briefly set out in the Introduction 
(Chapters 1 to 5), and if a particular reader is willing to accept it, 
he may find its exposition in Part One rather dull and 
superfluous—in which case he may prefer to omit it and proceed 
to Part Two. Conversely, the reader who rejects my introductory 
viewpoint—whose parish is perhaps working perfectly well by 
some other system—need not, I think, necessarily find Part Two 
wholly condemnable on that account. 
 I must confess, moreover, that although Part One is necessary 
and relevant to the complete thesis, it has led me rather far from 



 

 

my special interests. In fact I think it is ultimately a subject for a 
group of writers—at least a Biblical scholar, dogmatist, and 
historian—rather than for one. But as I firmly believe that one 
can only be a Christian by incorporation into Christ’s Church, 
and that Christian prayer in and of that Body, the problem of 
“parochial” theology presents me with a responsibility that I can 
hardly evade. 
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PASTORAL THEOLOGY 
 
“The genius who could write a history of prayer would provide 
in so doing an exhaustive history of religion.” This frequently 
quoted statement of Ménégoz implies that, ultimately, prayer 
and religion are the same. But although this is precisely the view 
to be accepted in this book, it is also a dangerous 
oversimplification as it stands. It is necessary to define, and in so 
doing introduce the plan of this thesis. 
 At its very simplest, religion is the relation between human 
souls and God: an intrinsic awareness of supernatural powers 
impinging upon our world and our life. It is “a response to reality 
beyond our mind” (Professor Dorothy Emmet)1; “a feeling for 
the infinite,” “a feeling of absolute dependence”2; “an emotion 
resting on a conviction of a harmony between ourselves and the 
universe at large” (McTaggert)3; “that which drives man forward 
in his quest for God” (Dr Matthews).4 Such descriptive phrases 
all point to something primary, and therefore strictly indefinable; 
and all point to the fact that religion begins with a total human 
experience, a mental response, feeling, emotion, conviction or 
urge. In due course an attempt will be made to unravel the 
tangled mass of controversy which surrounds religious 
experience; meanwhile Archbishop Temple’s sublimely sensible 
tenet that religious experience is “but the special way in which 
the whole of life is experienced by a religious man” is worth 

 
 1. The Nature of Metaphysical Thinking, p. 4. 
 2. Reden: 2nd Address. 
 3. Some Dogmas of Religion, p. 3. 
 4. God in Christian Thought and Experience, p. 5. 
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remembering.1 Thus religion and experience both imply life, and 
together they spell “spiritual” life; all of which adds up to the 
fundamental concept of activity, or process. 
 This is most important because it means that the word 
“religion” is in essence verbal, and when we speak of a man’s 
“religion” we really mean a man engaged in religious activity. 
This distinction is necessary, for unless it is understood, a man’s 
religion becomes a static “thing” which he “owns,” like a book or 
a wrist-watch; or a system of external views which he happens to 
hold at the moment. A man’s love for his wife is an active 
experience, a continuous process, a total response, so is his 
religion, and any other interpretation of this word draws us into 
the old “faculty psychology” against which Dr F.R. Tennant 
argues so strongly and convincingly. 2  But if, following Dr 
Tennant, we deny existence to the will apart from an agent 
willing, to the conscience apart from the activity of moral 
consciousness, or to love except as agents loving; so we would 
deny any real meaning to the word religion except as an agent 
“religioning”; a soul, not as a faculty, but as a sacramental 
personality absorbed in religion-as-activity.3 For the dissonant 
verb “to religion” we would substitute “to pray,” and it is in this 
sense that religion and Prayer become synonyms. Written with 
an initial capital—Prayer—we have a generic term for any 
process or activity qualified by a living relation between human 
souls and God. It not only embraces all the usual divisions of 
prayer—adoration, confession, thanksgiving, supplication; 
meditative, contemplative, and vocal; liturgical and private, etc., 
but all such works, arts, and moral acts which truly spring from 
our communion with God. Prayer, quite simply, is the total 
experience of a “religious man.” Labore est orare is either religious 
sublimity or Pelagian nonsense, depending on whether or not we 
start with a religious man; thus the whole pastoral function is 
concerned with the nurture of religious men—in other words 
with Prayer. 

 
 1. Christus Veritas, pp. 37 ff.; Nature, Man and God, p. 334 ff. 
 2. Philosophical Theology, Vol. 1, pp. 17-18. 
 3. “There is no such things as ‘the will’—it is but a word; there is only a 
subject that will”; ibid., p. 131. 
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 I have been careful to speak of a total experience in order to do 
justice to the fullness of personality, and to avoid the popular 
view of experience, and especially religious experience, as largely 
a matter of feeling. However proportions may vary, all religious 
experience, and religious activity or Prayer, comprises conative 
and cognitive elements. As Dr Matthews is so keen to stress, 
experience cannot be dissociated from intellect, thence religion, 
upon reflection, issues in its own science which we call theology.1  
 Christianity began with the active response of men to God 
revealed in Christ; with the active religious experience of a 
group—communis consensus fidelium—which through the centuries 
has crystallized into a systematic theology. Dr Tennant clarifies 
these distinctions by seeing religion as conative and pre-rational, 
psychic (Ψ); and theology as its later, cognative, psychological (ps) 
exposition. Religion takes the flash-photograph, theology prints 
and develops the film.2 By translating these definitions into 
personal terms, we come to his invaluable pastoral distinctions 
between faith as conative and volitional, and belief as intellectual. 
As theology is a science, so belief is scientific; we believe in the 
logic of a mathematical formula—three times two equals six—
which though potentially useful knowledge is in itself static and 
uncreative. To have faith is the much more potent power, 
applicable to the conative quest for experiment and research. 
The dynamic of religion is summed up in James Ward’s great 
phrase, “conative-faith-venture.”3 
 But it is clear that the relation here involved is one of 
interaction, for if religion issues in theology, then theology in turn 
is adaptable to the furtherance of religion. Now the doctrinal 
synthesis which evolves out of the manifest divisions of theology 
is usually called dogma; “those propositions whose acceptance or 
rejection by any person would alter his religious position.”4 So 
because of this religion-theology interaction we may qualify 
 
 1. God in Christian Thought and Experience, pp. 89 ff. 
 2. Philosophical Theology, Vol. I, p. 40. 
 3. Cf. Alvarez de Paz on “Spirits”: “A spirit . . . is that invisible element by 
which man is incited interiorly to do some human act,” “a spirit is an internal 
impulse by which man feels himself urged to do something.” Quoted by 
Guibert, The Theology of the Spiritual Life, p. 131. 
 4. McTaggert, Some Dogmas of Religion, p. 3.  
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dogmatics, as we do mathematics, by the adjectives “pure” and 
“applied.” As the work of the pure mathematician is taken over 
by engineers and applied to the practical business of bridge 
building, so dogmatic theology is to be applied to the everyday 
experience of souls to the furtherance of faith and religion. 
Recalling Ménégoz, applied dogmatic becomes the art and 
science of Christian Prayer, normally if somewhat loosely known 
as ascetical theology. All this continues to stress activity, 
movement, and progress in the spiritual life of the soul, but 
spiritual progress, like religious experience, presents us with 
another mass of misconception which we must attempt to 
elucidate in due course.1 Suffice it to say that the only valid 
yardstick by which spiritual progress may be measured is moral 
theology; to divorce ascetic from dogma and then to measure 
progress in terms of devotional fervour or quasi-mystical feeling 
is to embark on an intricate voyage with an inaccurate compass 
and the wrong map. 
 We conclude from this that ascetical theology, with moral 
theology as its correlate, is the true core of pastoral practice, and 
in view of the extraordinary range of subjects which creep in 
under the head of pastoral theology, this needs stating very 
clearly and very firmly. 
 A general criticism with far-reaching consequences to this 
inquiry much now be leveled against much present day ascetical 
thinking. Whether the art and science of Prayer are approach 
through philosophy, psychology, and epistemology, or whether 
they are studied in the classical systems of the Christian Saints, 
modern emphasis inclines towards an isolated individualism. 
This position is untenable because modern philosophy, especially 
moral philosophy, is placing more and more stress on social and 
environmental factors, while the ascetical schemes of Christian 
tradition are all firmly embedded in rigid corporate order.2 One 
cannot just lift an Ignatian formula out of the Society of Jesus 
and apply it to Mrs Jones as an individual; it is quite impossible 
to think of St Teresa’s ascetic without any reference to the 

 
 1. Chapter 18 below. 
 2. In support of this criticism see E.L. Mascall, Christ, the Christian and the 
Church, pp. 142 ff. and 146 ff. 
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Carmelite Order in sixteenth-century Spain. Christianity is so 
essentially social that its applied dogmatic must issue in a corporate 
ascetic as well as a science of individual prayer-process. If SS. 
Ignatius and Teresa are to be of any real use to us, not only their 
teachings but their Orders must be adapted to twentieth-century 
local conditions. If, say, the Ignatian formulae are to be creative 
they must be made applicable to Mrs Jones as a member of St Peter’s 
parish. Ascetics become sub-divisible into the personal and the 
corporate—which may well be called “parochial theology”—so 
pastoral theology may now be defined as applied dogmatics (or 
ascetical theology) divisible into both personal and corporate 
aspects, with moral theology as the one test of progress. Thus the 
essential work of pastoral priesthood is ascetical direction, with 
moral theology as a test and parochial theology as a setting. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

2 
 

ASCETICAL DIRECTION 
 
Prejudice and misconception have given a slightly unpleasant 
flavour to the words “ascetical direction,” and so they need to be 
explained as clearly as possible. It is no accident that the word 
ἄσκησις—exercise, effort—was adopted by the Church from its 
specialized meaning in Greek culture of athletic training. From 
this it is a short step to describe the Egyptian fathers as the 
“athletes of God.” If we keep this analogy in mind we shall not 
go very far wrong, for ascetic will appear as the necessary 
exercise, training, and discipline demanded in the creative 
development of Prayer. It is but the spiritual equivalent to the 
effort needed to become proficient in carpentry, cricket, piano-
playing, or any other human art. 
 Further, this analogy makes clear the meaning of “direction,” 
which may now be translated “coaching.” “Ascetical direction” 
(or more commonly “spiritual direction”) is simply coaching in 
prayer. It has nothing whatever to do with Manichaeism, 
unhealthy austerities, or tyrannical priestcraft. It is no more nor 
less than what Dr Kirk calls “the work of a priest in fostering 
spiritual progress.”1 But here two distinctions must be noted, for 
their confusion has been and still is the cause of ambiguity in 
pastoral thought. The first is that ascetical direction—coaching—
different from religious teaching. Strictly, to teach cricket means to 
give classroom instruction on the rules, strategy, and possibly 
moral implications of the game, while coaching is the practical 
development of technique and correction of faults in matches 

 
 1. Some Principles of Moral Theology, pp. 202 ff. Cf. Joseph de Guibert, The 
Theology of the Spiritual Life, Cap. 1, paras. 3–6. A. Goodier, Ascetical and Mystical 
Theology, pp. 3–5. 
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and net-practice. I suggest that a person who is told to kneel 
upright and recite an office while direction all his energies—eyes, 
emotions, intellect, and will—in praise of the transcendent 
Father, then to adore and receive the Eucharistic Christ, and 
then to make a meditation prepared for by Veni Creator Spiritus; I 
suggest that such a soul is being coached in Trinitarian religion. 
Committing the Creed to memory, or a series of lectures on the 
Holy Trinity, are very different things, in fact mere teaching. 
Our analogy amply illustrated the impossibility of teaching, 
explaining, or understanding a crisp off-drive through the covers 
for four; but we may still so coach a young player in batting 
technique that he eventually does it. The distinction is still that 
between pure dogma and applied dogma or ascetic; between 
theology and religion, belief and faith: it is obviously of very great 
pastoral importance, and we are not helped by the general 
ambiguity of these words. Both Gore and Bicknell, for example, 
point out that the New Testament “teachers” are those of special 
prophetic gifts, guiding the faithful in the ways of God, as 
opposed to academic preachers like Scribe and Pharisee. If we 
look closely at our Lord himself as a teacher we find him ever 
trying to induce creative religion by telling people what to do. His 
demand is for “faith, fasting, and prayer” rather than knowledge; 
even at the institution of the Sacrament upon which his Church 
depends for its very existence he gave no explanation, no 
theology, no liturgical instruction: simply “do this . . . .” His 
teaching is in fact what we would now call direction.  
 With Dr Matthews we must never forget that some intellectual 
element enters all religious experience. Ascetical direction is not 
obscurantism seeking to eliminate reason or explanation from the 
practice of Prayer. But it does uphold the possibility that an 
illiterate ploughboy may be more truly religious than a divinity 
student, and that knowledge, though a useful part of direction as a 
whole, is never self-sufficient. “Teaching the faith,” then, is a 
contradiction: only belief can be taught, whereas faith arises and 
deepens through direction.1 

 
 1. “Intellect and reason, unless the personal foundations have been pruned, 
are not enough. The deepening of individual spirituality is the first essential, 
and only when that harmony has been secured can the reason be employed. 
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 The second distinction to be made clear is that between ascetical 
direction and moral guidance. The relation here, as we have seen, 
is one of practice and test of progress, the actual voyage and the 
map. In the case of, say, drunkenness, moral guidance would 
consist of an exposition of gluttony, as sin, exhortation to the 
positive virtue of temperance, with possibly an appeal to social 
and family responsibility. Ascetic would attempt the direct 
development of Prayer and faith by spiritual exercise and use of 
sacramental channels of Grace. The one aims at the eradication 
of bad fruit, the other at the creation of a good tree. In practice 
the two will overlap, but the distinction is pastorally important in 
that it issues in the vital difference between ascetical Rule and 
moral rules. Rule, in the singular, is an integral ascetical system 
like the Prayer Book scheme of Office, Eucharist, and private 
prayer,1 or the Regula of Saint Benedict; a comprehensive system 
aiming at wholeness, or better holiness, of life in Christ. Moral 
rules, in the plural, imply a list of ethical tenets, which may have 
nothing to do with religion at all. Of course, this does not make 
ascetic antinomian; self-examination, confession, and the 
strengthening of moral volition by Prayer and Grace, all play 
their part in one integrated ascetical Rule. Against Pelagius and 
all extreme humanism the contention is that we do not embrace 
religion primarily to improve our morals, buts rather undertake 
the moral struggle in order to improve our Prayer. However 
interdependent the two may become, the end of man is not 
purity of heart but the vision of God. The best way to attain the 
former is by aiming purposefully at the latter.2  
 These distinctions, clearly seen, go a long way to remove any 
bias against ascetical direction in general. From the lay point of 
view it becomes pastoral care taken seriously, mutual love in and 
for the Body of Christ, a simply definite desire on the part of the 
shepherd to be a shepherd; in the best professional sense of the 
word. Within Anglicanism, direction must always be empirical, it 

                                                                                              
We must be humble enough, is Keble’s outstanding moral, to be content with 
probabilities.” Kenneth Ingram, John Keble, p. 49. 
 1. Chapters 18, 19, and 20 below. 
 2. Cf. K.E. Kirk: “Self-discipline is meaningless to a Christian except as an 
instrument to develop the life of prayer.” The Vision of God, p. 190. 
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cannot be dogmatic.1 But direction, guidance, or coaching, in 
anything, presupposes an authority freely given to the 
professional. We consult the mechanic about our car, the doctor 
about our health, and the solicitor about our legal affairs; which 
would be futile if we did not mean to follow their professional 
counsel. So the priest is impotent without a similar freely given 
authority, but—and this is the point—he has neither use nor 
need for any other authority. This is of the greatest importance 
in an age which tends to see priests either as nice kind 
encyclopaedic seers or as licensed busybodies; an age when they 
are either avoided or consulted on all subjects except their own. 
The priest has no authority, knowledge, or right to advise on 
education, choice of career, political theory, legal affairs, or even 
the practical aspects of matrimony. His vocation, indeed, should 
make him less concerned with “human problems” than doctor, 
solicitor, or garage hand, while his professional integrity should 
set him well apart from public affairs. The priests’s one legitimate 
approach to these things is such personal direction in Prayer that 
individual decisions have the greatest chance of being guided by 
the Holy Ghost. Moral guidance is permissible—just as a doctor 
may warn against excessive smoking—but in each case the ruling 
factor is professional—ascetical or medical—rather than directly 
ethical. The priest as director should eliminate rather than 
encourage the idea of one who cannot mind his own business. 
Lord Melbourne’s notorious remark, “Things have come to a 
pretty pass when religion is allowed to invade the sphere of 
private life,” rightly interpreted, contains more solid sense than is 
sometimes supposed. If this seems exaggerated, it must be 
realized that the Christian ideal makes no such rigid distinction 
between sacred and secular; thus all possible things may be 
discussed as of ascetical import. I merely insist that the best way 
to sanctify the whole of a life is to concentrate on ascetic, and to 
advise on private affairs divorced from ascetic is only to widen 
the gulf between religion and life.2 

 
 1. Vide Francis Underhill, The Christian Life (ed. O. Hardman), Vol. II, pp. 
126-7. 
 2. See Supplementary Note 1, below. 
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 The objection from the priest’s viewpoint derives from a 
certain pomposity about the phrase “direction of souls” and from 
the needlessly narrow sense in which it is wont to be used. The 
foregoing definitions distinguish in kind between direction and 
teaching, preaching or exhortation: but there is no implication as 
to quality or degree. It is so often held that whereas anyone can 
teach or preach, direction is a vague esoteric term applicable 
only to very saintly priests and very “advanced” souls. But surely 
when a child is shown how to kneel before the altar and pose the 
hands to receive the sacred Host, he is being directed and not 
merely taught? Whatever the difference in degree, the Bible story 
disciplined by image, intellect, and will is the same in kind as 
counsel given to a pure Contemplative; net-practice still means 
coaching, whether the batsman is Smith minor or Mr Hutton. 
And further, the capable coach is not necessarily an expert 
performer. Direction in Prayer demands vocation, Orders, and 
acquired knowledge rather than a sort of “holy brilliance.” 
 A useful working distinction is that direction, being empirical, 
is a working partnership between two souls, whereas teaching 
suggests a one-way lecture or sermon. But we have seen that such 
individual ascetic is incomplete without its corporate 
complement; however brilliant the individual athlete, creative 
performance comes only within a team. This is the problem of 
“parochial theology,” to which we must now turn.1 
 
 

 
 1. See further, Supplementary Note 1, below. 
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CURE OF SOULS 
 
If modern ascetic is concerned overmuch with the individual 
member to the neglect of the unity of Body, the position is not 
improved by a presupposition that this personal subject is an 
“advanced” soul: one who seems to accept without question all 
the implications of direction, Rule, penance, discipline, and duty. 
Most ascetical writers are careful to avoid, or try to avoid, the 
charge that they are writing for an exclusive spiritual clique—
“the Faith in all its fullness is for all people”—yet in the light of 
pastoral facts this becomes little more than a saving phrase. The 
rank and file of our parish do not queue up at the Rectory door 
for spiritual counsel; and the attitude of the ascetical Saints does 
not suggest that they should. The teaching of Saint Ignatius 
Loyola was bluntly not for all, but for members of the Society of 
Jesus, Carmelite spirituality grew in and for Carmelite Order, 
and the Prayer experiments of the Franciscans are directed at the 
needs of the friars minor. Even the domestic-scholar emphasis of 
Salesian systems presupposes the fairly rigid order of Madame 
Chamoisy’s household; to argue that this, as non-monastic, is 
directly applicable to the suburban families of Huddersfield, is a 
little naïve. 
 Parochial theology is concerned with giving some sort of unity 
to the parish body without which its individual members cannot 
really exist; while facing the facts of modern society, it seeks to 
reduce a prevalent confusion to some ordered pattern. As one 
would expect from this, many modern parishes will contain 
much real devotion, deep Prayer, sound knowledge and a host of 
other good things; but they will tend to lack shape and form, 
which real creativity demands. Thus the problem of parochial 
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theology begins with the problem of cure of souls, and the 
ambiguity of this term itself supports the validity of our criticism. 
It is significant that we must spend some time in finding out what 
so common a phrase really means. 
 When a priest is instituted to a parish he is said to acquire 
“cure of” or “care for” souls, he accepts a stewardship and he 
undertakes a responsibility. The first difficulty arises when, 
assuming a responsibility to God, we ask precisely whom the 
priest is responsible for. Superficially there seem to be two 
possible answers. (1) The Priest with cure of souls is directly 
responsible to God for the spiritual well-being of each and every 
individual soul within his parish; or (2) he is responsible only for 
the flock of Christ, for the members of his parish church at any 
given time. It is argued that despite the duty of evangelism, no 
one can be held responsible for the unresponsive, for those of 
other religious persuasion, or even of other Christian 
denominations. 
 But theories are unsatisfactory. The first, if consistently 
applied, would lead to such a lowering of Christian standards as 
to admit as many possible to the fold consistent with the 
existence of a Church at all. The emphasis is numerical, 
membership is nominal; which inevitably means convention, 
respectability, Pelagianism, apathy, and spiritual sterility. The 
sole pastoral function is ostensibly evangelism, which would be 
more truthfully described as recruitment. Such an approach finds 
little room for ascetic, creative Prayer, or objective worship. 
More serious still is what might be called the futurist element 
inherent in such an outlook; its only ideal is a population of one-
hundred-per-cent churchpeople. This means that every activity 
and every detail looks forward to an ideal never to be achieved; 
the parish, as such, never worships, intercedes, or appears before 
the throne of God.1 All human worship is inadequate, but 
parochially speaking we are to suggest that it can be, and indeed 
must be, complete. The Father’s House on earth is necessarily 
sin-stained, leaky, ramshackle, jerry-built, and generally 

 
 1. A discussion on “realized eschatology” would be outside the scope of his 
book, but it might be pointed out that if there is any truth in such a doctrine, 
this “futurist” element becomes even more serious.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
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inadequate to his transcendent glory; but it can still be in a real 
sense whole. The parochial system under review never gets 
beyond the ideal blue-print, its house only exists in an 
hypothetical future. Ironically, a scheme of things aiming at 
complete literal, individual representation of all souls in the 
Divine stream, ends with no Church at all. And no good purpose 
is achieved by imputing Christian hope to what is only 
impracticable nonsense. The world may end to-morrow, and 
although the priestly plea before Christ’s judgement seat must be 
“guilty,” there may yet be a more worthy defence than “I have 
not had time to begun.” This theory may be called multitudinism; 
an ugly and unwieldy word, but no means inappropriate. 
 The second position, that pastoral priesthood’s responsibility 
ends with the Christian element at any given time, is more 
obviously unsatisfactory, yet it has the unqualified pastoral 
advantage of facing facts. Before the multitudinist priest has been 
instituted a day he is forced to make reservations; Jews, Baptists, 
Papists, and Hindus if there are any, are best left alone, the 
heathen nonagenarian and the lunatic boy are unconvertible: 
one such case and his system, as system, collapses. This second 
theory is unshaken and untroubled by such contingencies, for 
which it becomes a policy of purposeful exclusion, and we are 
down to a complacent satisfaction with the “nice little nucleus.” 
Here is plain dualism, for any exclusive spiritual élite, whatever 
the depth of its devotion and purity of its Prayer, is just not a 
parish. If we are rid of recruitment, we have left no place for true 
evangelism. 
 It will be argued that we are looking at extremes and that a 
simple compromise—a little of both—will solve the problem. 
The reply is that, granting an element of truth to both theories, a 
simple compromise leads to even more muddle and even less 
system. Parochial theology does not seek a list of good ideas but 
an overall pattern; pastoral shape, form, and design. The very 
fact that the first ideal is generally held, and that it degenerates 
into the second position in practice, only supports our main 
contention. It also backs our initial criticism of modern ascetic; 
books clearly written for an exclusive spiritual élite are not 
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pastorally justified by saving phrases saying that facts ought to be 
other than they are. 
 But there is a further and very important criticism applicable 
to both the foregoing or any compromise between them. “Cure 
of souls” and “parish” are wont to be used interchangeably, 
whereas it seems more reasonable to construe them as the two 
parts of a sacramental whole. Cure of souls, as here discussed, 
implies a function, while a parish is, in some sense at least, a place. 
Whatever system we adopt, the elimination of this latter leaves us 
with human souls—people—not only isolated from others but as 
disembodied spirits floating in mid air. The doctrines of Creation 
and Incarnation can only attach a good deal of importance to 
bodies, and if Christian Prayer is the expression of the whole 
personality, then it cannot be dissociated from environment. 
Later in this book it will be explained in some detail how sense-
experience, “contemplative harmony in place,” 1  and the 
sacramental aspect of Prayer generally, all take their rightful 
place on the ascetical map. But in the simplest possible terms, 
faith issues in works, Prayer is expressed sacramentally, sin finds 
its outward sign in the cruel and the ugly, adoring faith in love 
and beauty; the slothful drunkard is not going to grow many 
flowers. But for the moment it is enough to stress that any worthy 
parochial theology must take some account of the ascetical 
significance of things and places, as moral theology must take 
account of society in environment.2 
 It will be seen that the main problem here posed is no 
particularly new one. It is in fact the old dichotomy of humanism 
and rigourism, the old problem of the “double standard” and the 
“two lives.” In past ages the practical application of one or other 
of these conflicting ideals, or at least a decided stress on one side, 
has been dictated by circumstances. Very generally the Church 
has been either persecuted and rigourist or favoured and formal: 
it has been despised, small, exclusive, disciplined, and creation, 
or popular, multitudinous, liberal, and more or less impotent. It 
is pertinent that our own age is not so easily classified; there is 
fierce persecution on one side of the globe and a not 
 
 1. Chapter 14 below, but see all pp. 97-8 n. 
 2. But see my note on the word “Sacramental,” p. 106. 
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uncomfortable apathy on the other, while in this island the 
Church of Christ is neither persecuted nor especially popular. 
We have neither martyr nor multitude. 
 To summarize the problem in its simplest terms, we must 
conclude that God the Creator and Father of all, who sent his 
Son into the world to die for the sins of all, cannot possibly be 
concerned with less than all; neither can his Militant Church, nor 
his parish priest. The initial multitudinist ideal is inviolable, and 
the most liberal humanism seems the proper approach. 
 Yet if there is a grain of meaning in the Cross and Passion, if 
victory means suffering and sacrifice, there seems to be need for 
Rule, discipline, struggle, and penitence; which as every parish 
priest knows in fact, applies only to the few. Rigour is not 
popular. 
 Discounting the chaos of compromise, can parochial theology 
suggest a working synthesis? Might we achieve, in practice, 
disciplined direction, zealous Prayer, sacrificial living, in more 
than an esoteric clique? Can we direct pastoral practice wholly 
God-ward without turning our backs on the masses to whom 
such an ideal is as yet unmeaning? Or can we embrace and serve 
the multitudes without plumbing the depths of multitudinism? 
More domestically, is it possible in our parishes without 
offending hard won Anglican liberties? Can the paradox be 
resolved? Is humanist-rigour nonsense of supreme? 
 There appears to be considerable hope if he who died for all 
converted so few; if he who loved Magdalene cleansed the temple 
with the lash. 
    
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

4 
 

THE PARISH AS AN ORGANISM 
 
The theories which were discussed, and rejected, in the last 
chapter are both concerned with the numerical in one sense or 
another. Both are conceived in terms of the sum of isolated units. 
But once we introduce the idea of society in environment, 
interest in the numerical sum is supplanted by an emphasis on 
the unity of the Body; body implies space—or pastorally, place. 
The one hope of solving our problem appears to lie in the 
elimination of numerical thinking altogether, and in seeing 
parish-plus-cure-of-souls as sacramental whole—that is, as an 
integrated organism. 
 In dogma, the one Church is the organic body of all the 
faithful; body and members, vine and branches, shepherd and 
flock. So in philosophy we think of individuals comprising a 
racial solidarity. But when these pure sciences are applied in 
practice, pastorally, or in ethics, sociology, or politics, we are 
faced with the need of a middle, local term. The theoretical 
brotherhood of mankind becomes divided into smaller 
brotherhoods—nations, races, and families—before political 
theory means anything in practice. The monism of a thinker like 
F.H. Bradley needs the introduction of a local environmental 
factor before it makes ethical sense; “my station and its duties.” 
So the transition from pure dogma to applied dogma, or pastoral 
ascetic, necessitates an equivalent middle term; the local church 
or parish as organism. The Catholic Church of dogma becomes 
not only the body of all faithful people but of all faithful parishes; 
or of all faithful people in local society, local environment, local 
worship, and local love. Without the middle term this supreme 
moral fruit of Christian Prayer is left out of account. One cannot 
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love a theological formula, and one cannot love one’s neighbor 
in the abstract. In fact one can only love a neighbour, especially 
since Christian love, rather than mere emotionalism, is a 
volitional virtue demanding discipline and sacrifice. 
 The Catholic Church is the body, not the sum, of all the 
faithful; an organic whole comprising parishes as organic wholes 
comprising souls as organic whole: which is only saying that the 
vine consists of branches which consist of cells. And the relation 
between the Catholic and parochial organism is seen to be one of 
recapitulation or microcosm; ideas constantly recurring in 
Christian theology. The concept is implied in the doctrine of the 
Trinity, in Christology, and in Atonement. St Paul addresses the 
local churches with “Ye are the Body of Christ”—no mere 
portion of it, still less a group of individuals within it, but the 
complete Body in microcosm. “The local church would be 
regarded by Saint Paul not as one element of a Catholic 
confederacy but as the local representative of the one divine and 
Catholic society.”1 And if this applies to Ephesus and Corinth, it 
applies equally to Little Puddlecombe parish and St Barnabas, 
Barchester. 
 The recapitulation of all in Christ, extended to the Church 
wherein all share in Christ, is the theme of Saint Irenaeus. Saint 
Cyprian writes: “The episcopate is one; it is the whole in which 
each enjoys full possession. The Church is likewise one, though 
she be spread abroad, and multiplies with the increase of her 
progeny: even as the sun has rays many and one light. . . .”2 As in 
a myriad local places the sun is out, so in those places is the 
Church.3 This pastoral-parochial concept becomes synthesized in 
the dual doctrine of the Body of Christ; the Church is the Body 

 
 1. Gore, The Epistle to the Ephesians, appended note E. 
 2. De Catholicae Ecclesiae Unitate, para. 5. 
 3. Strictly, of course, the local pastoral unit is not the parish but the diocese, 
just as the proper minister of the Eucharist is not the priest but the bishop. A 
return to primitive organization would make theological justification easier on 
this point, but if the modern bishop in his large diocese delegates authority to 
his parish priests, then the theological pastoral unit must share in this 
delegation. In this respect my thesis appears to support the plea for more 
bishops and smaller sees. See further E.L. Mascall, Corpus Christi, pp. 13, 14, 
and 19, 20. 
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of Christ because it feeds on his Eucharistic Body and Blood. 
The consecrated elements are Christ to the communicant; wholly 
and completely Christ, divine them into ten thousand fragments 
and each is the Body and Blood of Christ. So the parish is the 
Catholic Church in microcosm. This Church, moreover, is 
threefold. The holy concourse in paradise and in heaven does 
not split itself up into insular parties of patrons-per-parish. If the 
whole Body is complete at every altar, the whole communion of 
saints are in attendance at every altar. As Lady Julian saw all 
creation in a hazel-nut, so her hazel-nut comes to universal size. 
When parochialism is organic and when ye are the Body of 
Christ, it is the antithesis of narrow but it is, in place, the 
Catholic Church. There is but one Bread, so each altar is 
microcosmic of the Throne of the Lamb in heaven. There is one 
Church and one Body, so that the work of each server, each 
organist, each verger, each good lady who arranged the flowers is 
of Catholic significance because it is truly parochial. This is why 
the Church’s Office, said by two souls in the village church on 
Monday night, is an infinitely tremendous thing; the “special” 
service with its teeming congregation is trivial by comparison. 
 We are now in a position to examine the personnel of our 
parish-plus-cure-of-souls without idealism and without evading 
the facts. And we find a heterogeneous society bound together, 
however variedly, by life in common place. The organism and 
the implications of place will vary considerably as between 
garden-city and ancient hamlet, dormitory suburb and self-
contained farming village; and the term “parish” must obviously 
be widened to include schools, ships, prisons, hospitals, and so 
on.1 Yet it all cases, as in all society, there is a certain corporate 
proximity, a locality to which all but disembodied spirits are 
bound. The parish has become a totality, an organism, a thing, 
within which exists a population, and this population, from 
whatever viewpoint we regard it, is generally divisible into three 
strata. Religion in parishes, cricket in schools, politics in nations 
or any other subject in any other unit, consists of first, the 
accomplished, the leaders, first eleven, ruling body, or other 
zealous minority; secondly, enthusiastic supporters, learners, or 
 
 1. See Supplementary Note 2, below. 
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the generally “up and coming”; and thirdly, the rest, spectators, 
the apathetic or antagonistic. It is of special interest to note how 
this grouping so constantly recurs throughout religious history. 
Judaism thought in terms of the world, the chosen race, and the 
faithful remnant within it; the early Church centres around the 
Twelve, proselytes, and again the world outside; and later 
Monachism is to distinguish between choir, conversi and secular. 
 Plainly, our parishes contain the few really faithful, the 
occasional “churchgoer,” and everyone else; parochial theology 
seeks a comprehensive pattern of relations between these three 
strata. What I have called multitudinism fails to face the facts, 
pretending that its parish is a uniform mass. 
 The policy of exclusion, were it to extend its purview beyond 
the little nucleus to a few groping souls, faces facts but evades its 
responsibility. We have but a segment isolated from the main 
parochial body. 
 The parish seen as organism, elaborated into what I propose to 
describe as the Remnant Concept, arranges its three strata as 
concentric circles in which power from the centre pervades the 
whole. “The fact remains that the human race is not the 
Christian Church, even although the Church is meant for all 
men and claims them all, and although there is no man who is 
altogether excluded from the Church’s redemptive life, which, 
like a river in flood, overflows its formal boundaries and irrigates 
the surrounding land.”1 Parochial theology must give practical 
expression to this theological fact. 

 
 1. E.L. Mascall, Corpus Christi, p. 12. 
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THE REMNANT HYPOTHESIS 
 
It must be insisted that the “Remnant” is a highly technical term 
with roots embedded in Hebrew prophecy and—as will appear 
later in this book—branches spreading through the Christian 
tradition.1 The principle is held and the term used successively by 
Elisha, Amos, Micah, First Isaiah, Zephaniah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 
Zechariah, Joel, and Ezra; reaching its fullest consummation and 
clearest exposition in the Deutero-Isaiah. This insistence is 
needed because in plain English the word has an “exclusive” 
sound and a numerical import, both of which we have rejected. 
Furthermore, the term is a popular one in pastoral discussion, 
where it is apt to be used with many shades of meaning, none 
very clearly defined. But the most cursory glance at the Second 
Isaiah brings to light four connected points which should suffice 
for initial definition. 
 (1) Monotheism is never more clearly set forth than by this 
prophet. Yahweh is majestically transcendent yet majestically 
personal; he is the Father-creator of all things whose ultimate 
concern can be limited to nothing less than all: all nations, ages, 
and even creeds. But 
 (2) Israel is his chosen race, the peculiar people, the elect, the 
priestly caste; set over against the Gentile world. Yet through sin 
and apostasy, its mission and even salvation is delegated to, and 

 
 1. In claiming Old Testament parentage and a general orthodoxy for the 
“remnant” concept, I do not of course feel tied to any particular expression of it 
in detailed practice—living religion involves change and adaptation from age to 
age. I do not suggest that the modern English parish should slavishly copy 
Isaiah! and I do not think this is inconsistent with normal theological 
development. 
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depends upon, the faithful Remnant, and the faithful Remnant is 
typified by purity in worship and loyalty in faith: religious or 
ascetical, rather than directly ethical, qualities. Thus 
 (3) the salvation of the world depends upon the faith of Israel 
the chosen instrument, which in turn revolves around the faithful 
Remnant. So we are faced with the tremendous implications of 
 (4) the vicarious principle; epitomized in the Servant poems 
and prophetic of the Cross. 
 The Remnant, far from being an amputated segment—the 
clique detached from the whole—is at the centre of the parochial 
organism and of power extending beyond it. It is the very heart 
which recapitulates and serves the whole; in fact the complete 
Body of Christ in microcosm, and its relation to the environment 
is the relation between Christ and the twelve, to their world. This 
palpitating heart pumps blood of life to all the body as leaven 
leavens the lump or salt savours the whole. 
 Strange as this man seem in its context, it is pertinent to notice 
how reasonable it sounds in almost any other context. A “good 
cricket school” is not one wherein all pupils are good at cricket 
nor even one where all play cricket, but one whose first eleven 
wins most of its matches. A law-abiding country is not one in 
which all the citizens are lawyers, judges, or policemen, but one 
with efficient police and judicial systems pervading the whole. A 
football club with dwindling gates and lack of support is one with 
its first team at the bottom of the league. It will rectify matters far 
sooner by improving its team and winning some matches than by 
appeals for support, and issuing recruitment propaganda. Young 
men do not become doctors, architects, and engineers, nor do 
young women offer themselves as nurses, teachers, wives, and 
mothers as the result of appeals or lectures, or being told that it is 
the respectable thing to do. These choices imply vocation, gifts, 
interest, the desire to be trained and become proficient in the 
service of others. But we have stopped thinking of religion in 
terms of training and proficiency for the service of others. 
Multitudinism has reduced Christianity to a conventional 
mediocrity, in which the hard things, and consequently the 
inspiring things, have no place. 
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 Once religion is held really to mean something, once it is seen 
as specific activity with its relevant arts and sciences, then a 
Christian parish ceases to be the dream—or nightmare—of a 
hundred-per-cent nominal, conventional “church-people,” but 
rather becomes a virile organism pervaded by the power of the 
Remnant’s Prayer. It is a parochial organism with a good first 
eleven: coached, disciplined, trained, and bound together as a 
representative team. The school match is won or lost directly by 
its selected players, yet because a school is a unity there is a real 
sense in which it is won or lost simply by “the school.” After a 
game between twenty-two players, untold thousands declare that 
“we” have won and thousands more than “we” have lost. A 
parish of a thousand souls, under multitudinist policy, is not 
really a parish at all if only nine hundred and ninety-nine are 
present at the altar; yet a parish of ten thousand souls is truly 
before God, both organically and so individually, if the Remnant 
of three recite the Church’s Office. It is interesting that whereas 
Sunday services are thought of in terms of numbers, an element 
of the vicarious is often imputed to the weekday Office of the 
priest. Yet Anglican theology insists that the creative channel of 
Grace in the world is not the priesthood but the Church; thus 
there is a most vital distinction between priest alone and priest 
plus Remnant of one. There is no such particular distinction 
between priest plus one, and priest plus two, sixty, or six 
thousand. Those who are worried over lack of support might 
substitute ascetic for arithmetic. There is nothing so contagious 
as holiness, nothing more pervasive than Prayer. This is precisely 
what the traditional Church means by evangelism and what 
distinguishes it from recruitment. 
 But it must be emphasized that in all these analogies, schools, 
nations, and football clubs generally are recognized as organic in 
a way that parishes are not. People do in fact train to play for the 
school or club, they do suffer discipline and hardship to 
fight for their country. Yet normally they do not worship for their 
parish. They may pray for others as simple intercession, a few 
may even intercede for the parish as a whole, but it is not the 
vicarious for—on behalf of, as representative of, or even bluntly 
instead of—which implies duty and responsibility. Clearly all this 
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demands not only ascetical direction, discipline, and sacrifice, but 
corporate Rule [Regula], for only this can bind people, streets, 
fields, houses, and the whole social structure into organic unity. 
The Remnant concept is more than the “nice little nucleus” 
backed by a comfortable theory. True representation, real 
vicariousness, the whole process of Christ’s redemption of 
creation by the redeemed in him, is to be ascetically achieved. 
 Dogmatically and ontologically the Church is one. A pastoral 
system is false when it fails to give practical expression to this 
fact. Similarly “It is not, however, merely the human part of the 
created order that receives redemption and makes its true self-
offering to God by joining ‘with the angels and archangels’ in the 
heavenly worship. The whole material realm in involved, for 
man is ‘nature’s priest.’”1 “Not only man, but the universe, will 
be transfigured and glorified, and in this transfiguration the great 
mystery of the Resurrection of the Body will be brought about.”2 
There is a further falsity in any pastoral system which fails to take 
due account of places and things. 
 Our task is twofold. First we must examine the Remnant 
hypothesis in the light of theology and history, then we must seek 
to apply it in terms of creative ascetical Rule [Regula]. 
 
 
 
 

 
 1. E. L. Mascall, Christ, the Christian, and the Church, p. 164. 
 2. Ibid., p. 148. 
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