
The Christian Sunday

This page was generated automatically upon download from the Globethics Library.
More information on Globethics see https://www.globethics.net. Data and content
policy of Globethics Library repository see https://repository.globethics.net/
pages/policy

Item Type Article

Authors Askew, J.C.

Publisher Baptist Ministers Fellowship

Rights With permission of the license/copyright holder

Download date 23/05/2023 20:07:50

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12424/156784

https://www.globethics.net
https://repository.globethics.net/pages/policy
https://repository.globethics.net/pages/policy
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12424/156784


THE FRATERNAL 5 

Finally we were reminded of Christian outreach in the work of 
evangelism. Of course Christian Education and Association life 
are. related to evangelism, but we were advised to make sure that 
each minister and church thinks through the basic questions as to 
what it is we have to communicate, to.whom we have to communicate 
it and by what method we are most likely to succeed in this task. 
Certainly the Holy Spirit works with us, but He does ask of us an 
intelligent appraisal of the message, the field and the means. It could 
be that we have failed to take sufficient care on these points. 

THE CHRISTIAN SUNDAY 
II. IN ENGLISH PROTESTANT HISTORY 

THE SUNDAY QUESTION .has been a troubled concern ever since the 
Reformation. What does the Lord require of His people? How can 
they be helped to render it? What ought to be done to discipline 
the unspiritual and bind the unruly? 

The reformers inherited a Sunday in which attendance at Mass 
was virtually compulsory, and the church courts exacted penance 
or fine for work on Sundays and holy days. Otherwise it was a day 
of recreation. Too much could not be expected of people ill~taught 
in their faith. 

Henry VIII's The King's Book declared that temporal rest on the 
Sabbath was ceremonial, not binding on Christians, whereas spiritual 
rest was moral and incumbent on all. Sunday was to be spent in 
attending worship, in visiting the sick, and. in giving instruction 
in virtue to the family. Necessary work was allowed; indeed, work 
was better than 'to lose their time in leaping and dancing, and other 
idle wantonness'. The reformers agreed, though not unanimously. 

Whatever the theory, the practice remained much the· same. 
Church attendance declined, but was made compulsory in the Act 
of Uniformity of 1552. 

Elizabeth liked the people to have their sports. She held Council 
meetings on Sundays, and attended plays and jousts. She would 
check abuses, but ·would not approve a bill for better Sunday 
observance, though many wanted it. 

A preacher at St Paul's Cross cried: 'Will not a filthy play, with the 
blast of a trumpet, sooner call thither a thousand, than an hour's 
tolling of a bell bring to the sermon a hundred?' The people would 
have their fun whatever local auth6rities might do to stop them .. 

Nicholas .Bound's The True Doctrine of the Sabbath gave divine 
authority to those who demanded that Sunday should be virtually a 
Jewish Sabbath, contrary to the early reformers; including Luther 
and Calvin. Some deemed it. the recovery of neglected truth, others 
thought it expedient though not Scriptural, · whilst yet others 
denounced it as a return to Judaism. The Archbishop of Canterbury 
and the Lord Chief Justice tried to suppress the book, but it provoked 
extensive controversy. Those who agreed with it were suspected 
of being adversaries of the State Church. 
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Observance had not greatly changed when James I issued his 
Declaration of Sports in 1618. It issued from a petition to him the 
previous year against Lancashire magistrates who forbade Sunday 
sports. The Declaration followed tradition over against the rising 
conscience, and allowed those who had attended church but not 
others, to enjoy any lawful recreation. Such sports as bull and bear 
baiting were unlawful in any case. 

In 1625
1 
an Act of Charles I's Parliament differed little from the 

Declaration, but forbade roaming from parish to parish for sports. 
Two years fa.ter, for the first time an Act prohibited some Sunday 
work, in this instance that of waggoners and of butchers, who 
disturbed the Sunday peace. 

Wakes and church-ales on Sundays often occasioned disorders~ 
At Somerset Assizes the Lord Chief Justice at the magistrates' 
request ordered that revels, church-ales and the like should be 
utterly suppressed. Archbishop Laud asked the Bishop of Bath and 
Wells whether the order was justifiable. The bishop consulted 
seventy-two clergy, who all replied that they had never seen or heard 
of disorders! Next year the order was revoked under Laud's pressure. 
When twenty-five magistrates then petitioned the king, he re-issuec;i 
his father's Declaration of Sports. 

The Long Parliament from the commencement was concerned 
about Sunday. When the civil war began an ordinance forbade the 
public crying of goods for sale, all travelling and carrying of burdens, 
wrestling, ringing of bells for pleasure masques, wakes and the like. 
Legislation against 'idle sitting openly at gates or doors or elsewhere' 
or 'walking in churchyards' was avoided by only two votes. The 
Quarter Sessions showed that strict enforcement was necessary for 
Puritan Sunday observance, even in the Commonwealth. 

'Yet even at the Restoration, when the very name of Puritanism 
was a hissing and a reproach ... the Puritan idea of Sunday, as a 
day strictly set aside for rest and religious meditation, continued to 
hold the allegiance of the English people' (G. M. Trevelyan). Work, 
buying and selling, and travel were forbidden in the Act of 1677, 
and public recreation was confined to one's parish. 

Observance became slacker as the years passed, as Samuel Pepys 
showed, but Sunday was a day of rest and many worshipped. In 
1685, James II directed the two archbishops to take steps 'for the 
better observing of the Lord's Day, too much neglected of late'. 
The clergy were to persuade people to worship, and the authorities 
were to apply the law. The Toleration Act of 1689 still required 
church attendance, but it made the law more difficult to apply. 

William and Mary were zealous in this matter. Mary tried con
fiscating puddings on the way from the bakers. William called on 
magistrates, ministers, and judges, to stop the profanation, and asked 
citizens to inform against their neighbours. This stimulated the 
formation of Societies for the Reformation of Manners, which 
effected local improvements, often by informing. 
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Queen Anne went further than the 1677 Act in prohibiting dice, 
cards, and other games in private houses. The upper classes commonly 
failed to keep the Sunday in spirit. The English Lady's Catechism 
(1703) showed the fashionable lady spending Sundays in chit-chat, 
going to church to display new clothes and. to laugh at 'scurvy 
creatures' who went there for worship. 

Among the poorer people, charity schools for children sprang up 
in which among other things they learned the catechism and became 
familiar with church services. Near the end of the century, Sunday 
schools did even more effective work for those who had no time 
on working days for school. 

The religious condition of poor people varied from place to place. 
Viscount Percival in 1733 came to Sandy Lane. Some colliers were 
asked whether they went to church. 'No', they replied. 'Then I 
believe you know nothing of the Commandments.' They all answered 
they knew a family living in their parts, but not personally! 

Matters certainly worsened in the early years of George I. The 
annual sermons to the London Societies for the Reformation of 
Manners referred to more drunkenness, immorality, and violenc,e 
on Sundays than on any other day. People went into the country 
for pleasure, leaving meagre congregations in the churches. 

The tide turned with John Wesley and his mission. Epworth was a 
favourable example. Wesley wrote: 'The society here is not large; 
but God hath wrought upon the whole place. Sabbath-breaking 
and drunkenness are no more seen in these streets; cursing and 
swearing are rarely heard.' The Methodists expelled members for 
working or forbuying and selling on Sundays, and later would not 
permit them to take part in military exercises on that day. They 
thus strengthened the hands of the Nonconformists and the Low 
Churchmen, who had always been strict about Sunday. 

In 1781 the Bishop of London secured an.. Act which ainied at 
two kinds of Sunday entertainment recently opened in London. 
One was the Promenade at Carlisle House, which tended to draw 
the dissolute together. The other was the use of rooms for public 
discussion, often sceptical, of religious subjects. By the Act any 
place which on Sundays charged admission for public entertainment 
or debate was deemed a disorderly house. 

The French Revolution is credited with shaking the upper classes 
into greater respect for Sunday, making them roll lip in their car
riages for worship. Some think this was no more than a flash in the 
pan. Certainly from the end ·Of the Napoleonic Wars concern for 
Sunday became more manifest. Sunday newspapers came under 
fire again. The paying of labourers late on Saturdays was attacked as 
causing heavy drinking and Sunday opening of shops. The Methodist 
Conference in 1824 required its members to pay their servants on 
Fridays or early on Saturdays. In 1830 an Act closed public houses 
within specified times on Sundays. In 1831 the Lord's Day Observance. 
Society came into being. 
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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 


