RECTORS, VICARS, PATRONS AND PARISHES 
Part 2
Parish Churches in northern Mercia
Most parish churches in this part of the world began as mission churches when the community would meet, often in a field, frequently at the site of a cross erected for the purpose of worship. Field churches, as they were called, were a common feature of the post Conversion period in England before even the most modest of church structures could be erected, and especially hereabouts.   The wooden crosses  of these mission churches were in time replaced, quite often, by stone crosses. In addition to the rare survival of a wooden cross at St. Bertolin’s, Stafford ,a number of these stone crosses survive in Staffordshire and the adjacent areas and date from the eighth to the eleventh centuries. Surviving examples may still be seen at Alstonefield, Chebsey, Checkley, Ilam, Leek, Rolleston and Stoke, in this county and at Eyam in Derbyshire and Sandbach in Cheshire. Only when the local Christian community grew wealthy enough was a conventional church put up alongside, marking the physical creation of a new parish church.
This was a crucial step forward for the local community for the most essential function of these early churches was baptism- the ceremony of admission of new members to the Christian community. Possession of a font therefore came to indicate , even define, a parish church. The large churches associated with early parochia, often had separate structures , called baptisteries  within their grounds, which acted as the location for baptism for a wide local area. This can still be seen at Poitiers in western France and at Pisa, in Italy. Baptisteries of this kind were supported by a substantial staff of clerks, the chief of whom was sometimes called an archpriest, and with increased frequency, rector.  A rector therefore, in his original role, commonly oversaw a group of clerks- the priests who acted as his vicar. In England groups of vicars living communally often constituted the clergy of a monasterium, or minster. Local examples may be found at St Mary’s, Stafford, St Michael’s, Penkridge,  and St Laurence’s, Gnosall, and all can be traced back to the mid-Saxon period. All of these minsters were retained in the ownership of the king in the middle ages, as royal peculiars and, although the evidence is much less substantial, it is likely that St Peter’s, Stoke, with its very extensive parish area was also an early example of such a church.
In England, however, where the minster system operated, the term archpriest and the arrangements associated with it barely took root. Archpriests, much commoner in Francia, did occur in England, but rarely so. Here the duties of the office, supervising discipline in groups of parishes was eventually assumed by the rural dean acting on behalf of the archdeacon.
 The Mercian minsters mentioned above were the private possession of the Mercian, and later, of the West Saxon kings of England.  Wealthy landlords, in this early period behaved in a similar fashion throughout Europe, and often founded churches on their own private estates. This practice clearly presented a challenge to the supremacy of bishops in their district, and was also a considerable challenge to the authority of the pope. This situation was faced head on by Pope Gregory VII, a late eleventh-century pope, the contemporary of William the Conqueror, who introduced a root and branch revision of canon law, the law of the Church. This revision of canon law sought to wrest control of the church at large, and of the parishes, in particular, away from private lords, and to restore the bishops’ authority. This was a triumph for rectors who very much came into their own at this point. 
Dr. Robin Studd


