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To ordinary men and women...religion was primarily experienced as a function of their parish church.  This is not to say that everyone took to religion either as a passionate emotion or as an intellectual preoccupation.  For many people, church observances were automatic gestures, hardly noticed perhaps, and performed less often than the authorities would have liked.  and although most parishes were small enough for the inhabitants to walk to church quite easily,
 there were exceptions in the thinly populated north, where parishes covered a great deal of ground, and getting oneself to the nearest church might become a major expedition.

But for most of the population, the church was always there, in sight of one’s door in a typical village, and part of the environment.  Attendance at church services was required by law, as was payment of tithes [10% of one’s income]; to be remiss in either
 could subject one to a fine.  The church registers recorded the parishioners’ baptisms, marriages, and burials.  The church festivals marked the turning year: Easter, Whitsunday, Midsummer Eve, Michaelmas—a late Septemeber feast—and Christmas, followed by Twelfth Night or the Feast of the Epiphany.  There were many others.  The calendar of saints was thinned out from time to time by the Protestant authorities, but numerous special celebrations remained.  England could hardly forget her patron
 Saint George, for example; his traditional day, April 23, is also celebrated as Shakespeare’s birthday...

Church occasions were not always solemn in mood.  The “Whitsunale,” a kind of community fair held by the parish church to raise money for various good causes, centered on the sale of that beverage.  Another odd and ancient custom was the annual “beating of the bounds,”  when the whole parish, including the children, walked around the boundary stones which marked the limitations of the parish [community]. As the procession reached each stone, the children were beaten so that they would remember where it was.  One assumes this beating was done in a ritualistic, nonviolent manner, but as contemporary educational theory sometimes ascribed a mnemonic function to physical punishment, one cannot be sure.

Many literary references to the parish church are still self-explanatory for present day readers, but a review of some of the terms might be useful.  [Note that the definitions here are abridged from Jo McMurty to provide clarity for students]:
· A parishioner – a person who lives in a particular parish

· A living – a general word describing the job that a parish priest had, it usually included a place for the parish priest and his family to live, a parcel of land for him to farm, and the legal right to the tithes of the parishioners

· Tithe –a calculated ten percent of the “increase of the earth” (for example, the rye harvest or the newborn lambs).  Tithes COULD be paid with actual rye or lambs, for example, but most of the time the tithes were translated into money payments. 

· A Rector or a Parson –describes a priest who received all of the tithes in the parish

· A vicar –describes a priest whose tithes were handed over to the church hierarchy or government and then got some of it back as a salary.

· A minister –did not have any religious meaning at all; it was a governmental title

· A preacher –anyone who preached a sermon, but might not be employed by the church

· A sexton –cared for the church building and dug graves, got a stipend (payment) for his services

· A beadle –kept order during services, got a stipend (payment) for his services

· A churchwarden –kept the records of the congregation (birth, death, burial)

� walk to church quite easily –in other words, a “parish” is a neighborhood church.  There was only one denomination in England at this time—Anglican.  So people did not have to travel to find a church in their denomination and they did not travel to other churches for better music or better sermons.  That was unthinkable at the time.


� To be remiss in either...fine –in other words, people who didn’t attend church or pay their tithes got an additional fine that they legally had to pay!


� patron –the special saint who watches over a particular country or problem


� one assumes...one cannot be sure –in other words, we might hope they didn’t really hurt the children, but it was a popular belief that hurting a child would help him/her remember a lesson, so it’s possible they did actually hurt the children.





