RECTORS, VICARS, PATRONS AND PARISHES 
Part 3
Rectors, Vicars and Advowsons.

The new canon law of the later eleventh and early twelfth century required that every parish church should have someone in charge called a rector, whose primary duty was now defined, not as head of a group of clerks, but, as St Gregory had seen the role, as the governor of souls exercising cura animarum (cure of souls) in his parish. The rector now had a duty to live in his parish in person- although provision was made that if he was unable to do so, he must appoint an agent (vicar) to deputise for him and to act in his place. The rector, or his vicar, now had to act as confessor, seeing that his flock made at least one annual confession, and had a duty also to give spiritual advice. In this capacity the rector became the holder of a benefice, which usually gave him the right to enjoy a lifelong tenancy and annual income from tithes, in particular, as well as the temporary profits from the emoluments of his office.

But, even so, many rectors found ways of not residing in their parishes even after the papal reforms of the twelfth century. Many rectories found themselves appropriated, meaning that, their tithes were taken over by monasteries, or cathedrals and collegiate churches, for instance, by institutions, which, because they were corporations, could not exercise the cure of souls in person. 

This situation was met by the creation of the perpetual vicar, who resided permanently in the living and carried out all the functions of the rector in his absence. It seems that Pope Alexander III (1159-81) was principally responsible for this development.  For instance, in the case of the appropriated rectory at Salford in Warwickshire which had passed to the Augustinian canons of Kenilworth who were in dispute with the bishop of Worcester over it, it was Pope Alexander who decreed :

‘We wish that a perpetual vicarage be created in this church’.

 It was in his reign that the relationship between the bishop and the rector was clearly defined with the rector having the right to choose the vicar and the bishop having authority to grant cure of souls to the vicar and to institute the vicar to his office, thus making the vicar directly answerable to his bishop rather than to the rector. A part of the church’s income was accordingly set aside to create a vicarage. This was held independently of the rector, who was now not permitted to dismiss the vicar and was unable from this time to say the services or assume the pastoral care of parishioners. These rights and duties were exercised exclusively by the vicar as parish priest from this date on.

In England vicarages began to be formed after 1150, often as the result of the appropriation of churches, so that by the early sixteenth century one third of all parishes were vicarages. There were , of course, exceptions. 

Keele was founded by the military order of Knights Templar in the last decades of the twelfth century and run as a small agricultural outpost of the order.  The Templars were an exempt order which meant that they were answerable directly to the pope and that the bishop had no authority within the order’s jurisdiction. The Keele preceptory was a modest institution run by a sergeant rather than a knight of the order and, ecclesiastically, it was a peculiar.  It had a chapel which served the preceptor and a parish guild dedicated, as were all Templar churches, to the Virgin Mary with two parish reeves, the equivalent of church wardens, to serve the village community, but no parish priest as such. The guild’s income   was raised by way of an annual levy of fourpence on each house in the village, as well as from endowments and some fines from the manor court. But Keele was fairly exceptional in these regards because it did not become a parish before the reformation when, in 1544, William  Sneyd, patron of Wolstanton ,bought up the manor and the advowson. 

By 1563 Keele was being described as a ‘chapel of ease in the parish of Wolstanton’. Yet, as Dr Harrison has argued, Keele continued to keep its own parish registers after the dissolution of the order of Knights Hospitaller, the successors of the Knights Templar, in 1540, and  that suggests ‘that there was a de facto creation of a parish following the dissolution of the Hospitallers’.

 The Sneyds as lords of the manor and possessors of the advowson of Keele have remained its patrons ever since. Patrons were often owners of churches on their estates in the early days of the church but, once again, the revision of church law in the twelfth century changed their position. Patrons of churches from this time were now seen as advocates on behalf of the church, but owners of the advowson, with the consequent right to present to a vacancy in the living. 

By a papal sleight of hand, Pope Alexander III (1159-81) was able to shift the emphasis of the role of patron and to restore the lost authority of the diocesan bishop.  No longer could a patron appoint a clerk of his choosing because the bishop’s consent was now required for any appointment of an incumbent and canon law prescribed a process to be followed when a vicar or rector was appointed. In this way the bishop wrested control of churches in the diocese away from the patron.

Dr. Robin Studd


