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8 THE FRATERNAL 

As the sentiment grew, various tradesmen asked Parliament to 
legislate against their Sunday work. A select committee was ap
pointed, and had no sooner reported than petitions deluged in for 
legislation on the same lines. From 1830 to 18~8 the Sunday issue 
agitated Parliament and the whole nation. Despite seven bills which 
were introduced, no new laws were enacted because agreement 
could not be reached on details, but there was a general desire for an 
improvement. Gradually it was felt that legislation was not the best 
means of dealing with this subject. · 

In the meantime great good was done by books and pamphlets, 
by public and private debates in churches and societies, by the 
passing of resolutions and sending petitions. People were made to 
think about the issues, and to question their own practice. The 
revivals· of the previous century and the work of Sunday Schools 
were qlllickening the religious consciousness of the nation. The 
Victoria111 Sunday was created. . 

Arthur Bryant wrote: 'There was no make-believe in the genuine 
piety of the English middle-class home'. It burst into full intensity 
on the Sunday. The day was different in its activities as in its restric
tions. As well as church services, Bible reading and hymn singing 
were part of the day, and attention was paid to great liter.ature. The 
middle class had the franchise, and loyally defended the Sunday, 
though some losses were inflicted. 

The working people had less pleasure in the Victorian Sunday, 
cooped up in tenements and cottages upon the one day they were 
free for recreation, and ill prepared for worship or for great literature.
The industrial revolution had moved masses of them out of the 
churches' reach, and it was physically impossible for them all to 
get into the churches. By the time something was done about it 
their Sunday behaviour had been stubbornly established. For 
generations some· families had no vital contact with the churches. 
Had not Methodism been strong in many industrial areas and other 
Nonconformists done their part, Sunday work might well have been 
established. As it was, the popularity of Sunday excursions and other 
entertainments as they came could not be a matter of surprise. 

The centuries confront us with original sin. Men, having rebelled 
against God, have little inclination to worship Him. Even the harshest 
legislation has failed to compel men to use the Sunday in a Christian 
manner. When the spirit is weak, chastising the flesh does not effect 
much. Ultimately Sunday observance depends upon the evangelical 
zeal of committed Christians. They must delight in the Risen Lord 
and work with Him for the conversion of the people. The challenge 
of Sunday always comes back to us. J.C. ASKEW. 

OUR VILLAGE CHURCHES 
THE REPORT OF THE COMMISSION appointed by the Baptist Union 
Council to consider the organisation of the Denomination will be 
awaited with great interest. It is to be hoped that its terms ofreference 
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are not limited but that it has carte blanche .to examine the total 
condition of our denominational life and work. No doubt some 
advantage could accrue from a reorganisation of its machinery, 
but however radical it might be, something more than this is needed 
to meet the present situation with its so drastic change in social 
patterns. This article is concerned with just one aspect of our pro b-

. lem, the future of the village church and the church in the lesser 
towns. After almost a lifetime in industrial regions, a few years in 
the country has brought home to the writer the urgency of this 
problem. 

Tribute must be paid to the devoted love and service which help 
to keep alive these smaller groups, but so often there is a sense of 
isolation when, rightly or wrongly, the people feel that they are 
out of the main stream and that there is little thought for them. 
Obviously this is not entirely true. Area Superintendents with whom 
one has had contact have been concerned about these caus.es, but 
they are vastly overloaded with responsibility for so many churches 
that they are limited in what they can do. Further, diligent District 
Secretaries can do a good deal to dispel this impression through 
their District Councils: probably in most districts planning includes 
the locating of their assembly in villages, though often lack of 
accommodation is a problem. Even then a visit to any church may 
occur only once in even five or ten years, especially if a District has 
only an annual assembly. Sometimes, of course, the village church 
itself creates or adds to the difficulty. It can be as independent as any 
numerically-strong cause, and one has .known instances where ati 
attempt to advise has been resented as an infringement of freedom 
and independence. But generally speaking the village church . will 
surely welcome the interest and help of its sister churches iti the 
immediate neighbourhood. There is often a desperate need of 
strong leadership and inspiration. 

It would be ungracious not to recognise that this is being given 
in not a few places, sometimes under considerable difficulties. 
For example, in one Cathedral city in the south, a strong community 
has several village churches under its wing. The minister is active 
in guiding and helping, and the churches have close contacts with the 
'Mother', having frequent rallies of their members in her house. 
A strong and well organised Lay Preacher.s' Federation serves the 
churches by its ministr)r. One knows of similar relation:ships in other 
parts of the country, where conditions are specially suitable with a 
vigorous central church or group of churches and satisfactory means 

· of transport. But all too often these conditions are absent and the 
problem becomes more acute with time. 

In our gratitude for large contributions from larger churches, we 
are apt to forget the generous and loyal response of these little 
communities to the demands of the Denomination and its witness at 
home and abroad. The response of some of our village churches to 
the Home Work Fund is sometimes quite astonishing. While, of 
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course, it is wrong to assess giving in terms of advantage accruing, 
nevertheless when one realises that so . many of these churches 
experience little or nothing of the main benefit which the HWF 
offers, the support of a regular ministry, at least it emphasises what a 
store of loyalty and devotion there is in such tiny fellowships, 

. something without which the Denomination would be the poorer. 
Apart from material gifts, let us not forget the contribution that 
villages can make in terms of personnel. How many village churches, 
and how many ministers in charge of churches in small towns have 
to face the loss of promising young folk who have been brought to 
Christ under their ministries and then have left to work in larger 
towns or cities and, when rightly led, help to strengthen already 
already strong communities. Unhappily there is too little movement 
in the ·opposite direction for obvious reasons. And where occasionally 
there is such movement the small community is not always the bene
ficiary. How many ministers, one wonders, have known of Baptists 
moving from contacts with a 'strong' church in the town to residence 
in the country who are unwilling to accept responsibility in a small 
and struggling church and tacitly renounce their Baptist links for 
an easier time in a larger congregation - and this not always 
through retirement or old age. If only it were possible to write the 
story of what the Denomination owes to the village churches! 

In these days we are laying great stress upon the matter of Steward
ship, not least the stewardship of time and talents. How much time 
and talent we could release for the service and encouragement of our 
village fellowships! Of course mari.y practical ·difficulties can be 
raised, but surely the situation offers wide opportunities for the 
exercise of Christian service of many kinds. Leaving aside ways 
of more important and sustained help, what an encouragement it 
would be to a tiny congregation to find itself strengthened occasion
ally by a group which had for once torn itself away from an already 
strong congregation to express its care for brethren engaged in a 
hard struggle. In face of the problem this many seem a mere trifle, 
but who can measure the value of even so small an expression of a 
wider concern. 

There are churches, one knows, where there are more members 
than can be set to a practical service: some ministers would be hard 
put to it to find such channels ·if everyone were to offer. It is true 
that we realise the importance of Christian service in the wider 
community outside the church which can be an excellent exercise 
of Christian gifts. But here, in the service of the village churches, 
is surely a fine field for talents which are at present being buried and 
lying undeveloped. 

Again; if we may roughly translate the concept of stewardship 
from individual to community terms, how often does it occur to a 
church enjoying a regular ministry to release its minister occasionally 
for a day or for a service, as a gift to express its fellowship and care 
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for the weaker? And, incidentally, to experience and appreciate what 
it rarely knows - the ministry of a lay preacher? Sometimes, no 
doubt, but all too rarely one fears. · 

With this problem is closely associated the organisation of the lay 
preachers. In recent years much has been done by the relevant 
Department of the Union in encouraging better organisation and in 
offering opportunities for lay preachers to qualify themselves better 
for this service. But while in some dist.ricts Lay Preachers' Federations 
are fairly well organised, in others there is little or no co-ordination. 
Headquarters can do much by way of initiation and encouragement, 
but ultimately responsibility in this, as in other matters, must 
devolve upon the various Associations and, more specifically, upon 
Districts. 

For the fuller equipment of lay preachers the Baptist Union has 
shown some concern by its establishment of the Baptist Diploma; 
the scope of this is limited, since it is beyond the aspirations of many., 
This might well be supplemented by special classes especially for 
younger preachers, which could be shared by ministers of a District. 

The supply of lay preachers is a serious gap in our denominational 
work. Some places have enough and perhaps more than enough for 
their needs. Others rely to a considerable extent on memqers of 
other denominations. While such interchange may be in principle 
no bad thing; so long as separate denominations do exist we should be 
concerned to supply leaders for our own work. While the Baptist 
Union has laid down its standards for the recognition of lay pastors 
and lay preachers, these can only be operative by the goodwill of 
the churches; in many instances sheer necessity leads to the ignoring 
of them and to the acceptance of leadership in worship which is 
inadequately equipped. That God can use inadequately equipped 
ministries for His purpose is undeniable but that is no ground for 
complacency in this matter. 

If we do value our witness in the village it is surely time for a 
fresh consideration of the responsibility of the Denomination, 
particularly through a greater effectiveness of the District. Probably 
one answer to our question would be the cessation of rival witness 
in one village by two and sometimes three different denominations. 
Unfortunately the obvious step has to wait for the more ponderous 
movements of whole denominations, and often it is the victim of 
undue sentiment. But what can be contrived in newly-built areas 
ought to be possible in villages. While this may be a distant consum
mation, in the meantime here is our own problem and our own 
responsibility. As with so many other matters, the first requisite 
must surely be a greater readiness on ·the part of both larger and 
smaller churches to surrender some of their cherished 'rights' in 
the interests of the wider fellowship and to show that responsibility 
for one another does not end with a gift to the Home Work Fund, 
however generous. 

W. S. DAVIES. 


