Communion Tokens Of The Established Church Of
Scotland Sixteenth Seventeenth And Eighteenth
Centuries

Communion Tokens of the Established Church of
Scotland: Sixteenth, Seventeenth, and Eighteenth
Centuries

The Established Church of Scotland, throughout its tumultuous history, employed a unique system of identifying communicants:
communion tokens. These small, often unassuming metal discs, bearing various inscriptions and designs, served as more than
mere identifiers; they became potent symbols of church membership, reflecting evolving social structures and theological
debates during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. This article delves into the history, typology, and
significance of these fascinating artifacts, exploring their role in the religious and social landscape of Scotland.

The Origins and Evolution of Scottish Communion Tokens

The practice of using communion tokens in Scotland emerged in the wake of the Reformation, gaining significant traction during
the sixteenth century. Prior to this, the identification of eligible communicants was less formalized. The introduction of tokens
aimed to address concerns about who could partake in the sacrament, preventing those deemed unworthy (e.qg.,
excommunicated individuals, those suspected of heresy) from receiving communion. This became crucial as the Church sought to
maintain order and define its membership more strictly. Early tokens were often simple, with plain inscriptions like the session's
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initials or the year.

By the seventeenth century, the design and distribution of communion tokens became more sophisticated. This period saw the
rise of a wide variety of styles, reflecting the increasing influence of presbyterianism. *Session records*, often meticulously kept
by local church elders, provide invaluable insight into the issuing and re-issuing of these tokens, providing a wealth of information
about individual church members and their participation in communion. The prevalence of specific symbols, such as the *church
crest* or biblical verses, also emerged during this era, further solidifying their symbolic significance.

The eighteenth century witnessed a continuation of this trend, though the designs often became more standardized within
particular presbyteries. The increased use of standardized designs, alongside improved record-keeping, enabled the church to
better regulate participation in communion services. This period also saw the development of more complex designs reflecting
the decorative styles and artistic trends of the time.

Typology and Iconography: Deciphering the Tokens

Communion tokens exhibit remarkable diversity in terms of their materials, sizes, and inscriptions. While many were made of
brass or pewter, some rarer examples exist in silver or even lead. Their size varied, generally ranging from less than an inch to
slightly over an inch in diameter. The iconography employed on these tokens offers further insight into their function and context.

e Initials and Numbers: These frequently appear, denoting the specific church session or the year of issue. These are
crucial for dating and identifying the origin of the token.

e Symbols: While less common in early tokens, later examples often incorporated religious symbols such as the IHS
monogram (representing Jesus), the cross, or even depictions of biblical scenes. These symbolized the faith and
commitment of the communicant.

e Inscriptions: Biblical verses, short prayers, or even the names of local ministers sometimes adorned the tokens. These
acted as subtle reminders of religious principles and served as a form of symbolic religious education.
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Social and Religious Significance: More Than Just an Identifier

Communion tokens transcended their primary function as simple identifiers. They became important symbols of membership
within the church community, representing a connection to a specific congregation and its beliefs. The act of receiving and
holding a token served as a tangible reminder of covenant, faith, and commitment to the church. The meticulous record-keeping
associated with token distribution highlights the importance placed upon regular attendance at communion services and
demonstrates a level of communal oversight rarely seen in other religious traditions. Furthermore, the tokens’ inherent value -
even if modest - contributed to their significance, symbolizing a certain level of social standing and inclusion within the
community.

The tokens also offer invaluable insights into the history of the church itself. Studying the variations in design across different
regions and time periods sheds light on evolving theological trends, artistic styles, and the broader social dynamics within
Scottish communities. The tokens themselves represent microcosms of wider historical events, reflecting shifts in religious
practice and social attitudes throughout the period.

The Legacy of Scottish Communion Tokens

Today, communion tokens are highly prized by collectors and historians alike, offering a unique and tangible link to the past.
Many are carefully preserved in local museums and archives, representing invaluable records of the church's history and the lives
of its members. Their study reveals fascinating information about the religious and social fabric of Scotland during these
formative centuries. The tokens themselves act as enduring testaments to the enduring importance of communion within the
established Church of Scotland and the significant role they played in defining its membership and practices. The careful
preservation and study of these artifacts continue to enhance our understanding of Scottish religious history.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q1: Where can | find more information about specific communion tokens?

Al: Local archives and historical societies often hold extensive collections of communion tokens, along with associated session
records. The National Archives of Scotland also houses significant archival material related to the Church of Scotland. Academic
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journals focusing on Scottish history and religious studies can provide further specialized information. Online databases
specializing in antique and historical artifacts may also list communion tokens for sale or cataloged in collections.

Q2: How were tokens distributed?

A2: Tokens were typically distributed by church elders or session members prior to communion services. They usually checked
the tokens against a register, verifying that the holder was a legitimate member of the congregation in good standing. The
process ensured regulated participation in communion and prevented unauthorized individuals from partaking in the sacrament.

Q3: What happened to tokens after the communion service?

A3: Communicants typically retained their tokens until the next communion service. The tokens were then returned to the church
for verification and subsequent re-issuance. This process allowed the church to maintain accurate records of participation and to
identify any changes in membership.

Q4: Are all Scottish communion tokens identical?

A4: No, there is significant variation in the design and style of Scottish communion tokens. These variations reflect changes in
artistic styles, technological capabilities, and potentially even the preferences of specific congregations or ministers. Tokens
range widely in size, material, and inscription.

Q5: What is the value of a communion token?

A5: The value of a communion token varies significantly, depending on its age, rarity, condition, and the historical significance of
its inscription. While some tokens are relatively common and may have a low monetary value, rare or uniquely designed tokens
can be quite valuable to collectors.

Q6: How can | identify the origin of a communion token?

AG6: Identifying the origin of a communion token often requires research into session records and local church histories. The
inscriptions (initials, numbers, symbols) on the token itself serve as crucial clues in determining its origin. Consultation with
experts in Scottish ecclesiastical history or numismatics (the study of coins and medals) can also be invaluable.
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Q7: What materials were typically used to make communion tokens?

A7: Most communion tokens were made from relatively inexpensive metals, such as brass or pewter. However, rarer examples
made of silver, lead, or other metals also exist. The choice of material probably reflected both the financial resources of the
church and the prevailing artistic and technological trends of the time.

Q8: What is the best way to preserve a communion token?

A8: Communion tokens should be handled with care to prevent damage. Ideally, they should be stored in a cool, dry
environment, away from direct sunlight and extreme temperatures. Avoid using harsh chemicals or abrasive materials to clean
the token. If professional cleaning is required, it should be undertaken by a qualified conservator specializing in metal artifacts.

Communion Tokens: Miniature Witnesses to Scottish Spiritual History
(16th-18th Centuries)

The unassuming communion token, a small metal disc, holds a surprising significance in the history of the Established Church of
Scotland. These humble objects, often overlooked, serve as concrete links to the past, offering irreplaceable insights into the
spiritual practices, social structures, and even the monetary realities of the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries. Far from being simply
tokens, they represent a fascinating microcosm of a dynamic period in Scottish religious life.

The introduction of communion tokens in Scotland is directly connected to the Reformation. Before the Reformation, the habit of
receiving communion was less regulated , and attendance was less carefully tracked . However, with the establishment of the
Presbyterian system, a more structured approach to church affiliation was implemented. The aim was to guarantee that only
individuals who were deemed worthy members of the congregation could receive the rite . Communion tokens emerged as a
effective solution to this problem .

These tokens, typically made of lead or, less often, silver, were handed out to members of the congregation annually , allowing
them to partake in the communion service. Each token was individually identified with a sign, a number , or even letters which
acted as an identifier for the recipient. This system effectively prevented unsanctioned participation in the communion service.
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The form of these tokens varied substantially over the centuries, reflecting the changing artistic trends and production
capabilities of the time. Early tokens were often simple in their appearance, with minimal decoration. However, as time went by,
tokens became more complex, featuring various designs, including religious symbols, plant motifs, and even mathematical
patterns. The study of these styles provides a fascinating window into the social preferences and artistic sensibilities of the
period.

The examination of communion tokens also uncovers valuable information about the communal arrangement of Scottish parishes
during this period. The quantity of tokens produced each year offers a approximate estimate of the size of the congregation. The
variations in the grade of the tokens might indicate disparities in the economic standing of different members of the community.

Furthermore, the uncovering of forgotten tokens during historical explorations provides compelling evidence of previous
settlement patterns and the reach of church influence. The tokens act as quiet witnesses to the lives of ordinary individuals who
lived centuries ago.

In conclusion , communion tokens of the Established Church of Scotland offer a unique and significant source of data for
historians, sociologists , and anyone interested in the spiritual and societal history of Scotland. These seemingly insignificant
objects disclose a plentiful tapestry of specifics that improves our understanding of a critical period in Scottish history . By
studying them, we gain a more significant appreciation for the complexities of religious practice, social organization, and daily life
in 16th-18th century Scotland. Their lasting legacy is a testament to their lasting significance.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Where can | find examples of these communion tokens? Many examples are held in museum collections across
Scotland, such as the National Museums of Scotland and local archives . You might also find examples in private accumulations.

2. What materials were most commonly used to make the tokens? Lead and pewter were most common, with brass less
frequent, and silver being a rarity.

3. How did the distribution system work? Typically, tokens were distributed by church elders at a designated time before
communion services. Each member would be given their assigned token.
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4. What kind of information can we learn from the markings on the tokens? Though the meanings are sometimes not
fully understood, the markings can provide insights into the organisation of the parish, the identity of the individual, and
sometimes even the date.

5. Are there any online resources for researching these tokens? Several academic databases and online archives contain
records and images of communion tokens. Searching for "Scottish communion tokens" will yield promising results.
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