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To the Editor, Catholic Times, Credo, for Easter III (A)  18.4.99


From Fr Francis Marsden





	Every Sunday in history, starting from that first Easter Day with its empty tomb, Christians have met for prayer and the Eucharist. This began with the two disciples on the Emmaus Road, in today's Gospel, who encountered the Risen Lord in the "breaking of bread."


	"Sunday is the day of the Resurrection, it is the day of Christians, it is our day," wrote St Jerome. "It is Easter which returns week by week, celebrating Christ's victory over sin and death, the fulfilment in Him of the first creation, and the dawn of the 'new creation'." (Dies Domini 1)  The Lord's day is the lord of days.


	Our European languages show this by their names for Sunday -  domingo in Spanish, domenica in Italian, kyriake in Greek, all literally meaning "the Lord's day." In Russian even more directly it is voskresenye, that is, "resurrection". And in Polish simply niedziela, "no work".


	In God's providence the Christian "day of the Lord" grew alongside and gradually superseded the Jewish sabbath. 


	In Hebrew the verb shabbat means "to rest." The sabbath begins at sunset on Friday. In the main west Jerusalem market you can watch the Hasidic rabbis come round to make sure the stallholders have ceased trading. They don't mince their words with any who are slow to pack away before the sun sets. Strong arm men accompany them with big sticks and bang threateningly on the stalls until the last unsold boxes of fruit and vegetables have disappeared onto the trucks.


	The Jewish sabbath marks the seventh day when God "rested" (Gen.2:2) from his work of creation, to contemplate joyfully its beauty. "God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,"  thus endowing time itself with a kind of "sacred architecture." The sabbath interrupts the often oppressive rhythm of work and expresses the dependence of man and the cosmos upon God. The seventh day consecrated to God is a constant reminder that the universe and history belong not to man but to his Maker. Unless we remember this, we cannot properly serve in the world as co-workers with the Creator.


	Orthodox Judaism today continues the tradition derived from the Pharisees: no use of motor vehicles or electricity switches, no carrying loads from house to house, unless the entire area is fenced in by wire as a single dwelling.


	One of our parishioners sometimes has Jewish students for B&B over the weekend. He has to tape up the door-operated light button inside the fridge, to prevent the light switching on when they open the fridge door. Otherwise opening the fridge is breaking the sabbath, and if they are orthodox Jews they won't get anything to eat!


	After Jesus' resurrection, the dies Domini became for Christians the dies Christi. Besides the Resurrection appearances to Mary Magdalene and the Apostles, the Emmaus meal, the appearance to Thomas one week later, and the giving of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, all fell on Sundays. 


	So Christians gathered "on the first day of the week" (1 Cor 16:2) for the breaking of bread. Pliny the Younger (d.113), Governor of Bithynia, writes to Emperor Trajan about the Christians: 	"They affirmed that this was the height of their guilt or error: that they were accustomed to gather together on a set day before sunrise, and to sing among themselves a hymn to Christ as God, and to bind themselves by an oath not to any crime, but to avoid theft, robbery or adultery, lest they might fall from their faith and deny their calling. Having done all this, they used to disperse, and then congregated later to take food, albeit of a common and harmless sort.."


	This day was evidently "the Lord's day", a term which was in use by the end of the 1st century (Didache 14; Ign. Ant. Magnesians 9:1). The festive days of the Roman and Greek calendars did not coincide with the Christian "day of the resurrection". Believers had to work, so they assembled either "before sunrise" or later on after work. It was difficult to maintain fidelity to this pattern, but they risked persecution and sometimes death in order to participate in the Eucharist. The Martyrs of of Abitina cried under interrogation : "Yes, we have celebrated the Lord's supper, for without the Eucharist we cannot live!"


	Jewish Christians probably still kept the shabbat at the synagogue, then joined their Gentile fellow believers for Christian worship after the close of the sabbath at sundown, either on Saturday evening or early Sunday morning. When the church became mostly Gentile, Sunday remained as the customary day of worship.	


	The Didaskalia (3rd century) teaches: "Leave everything on the Lord's Day and run diligently to your assembly, because it is your praise of God. Otherwise, what excuse will they make to God, those who do not come together on the Lord's day to hear the word of life and feed on the divine nourishment which lasts for ever?"


	Some writers referred to the sabbath as the rest promised to the people of God at the end of time and to Sunday as "the eighth day," or beginning of a new world (Hebrews 4:4-11; Barnabas 15).  St Basil (d.379) describes Sunday as a symbol of "the day without end which will know neither evening nor morning, the imperishable age which will never grow old. Sunday is the ceaseless foretelling of life without end which renews the hope of Christians and encourages them on their way."  It is the day of Christ-light, the day of the sun which never sets.


	The early Christian practice of Sunday Eucharist gradually became a general norm for believers. The Council of Elvira (306) introduced sanctions against those who missed three consecutive Sunday liturgies.


	In 321 the Roman emperor Constantine declared Sunday a legal holiday and forbade all trade and work other than necessary agricultural labour. Later emperors extended the prohibition to include public amusements, the theatre and circus.  In the Eastern churches Eucharistic assemblies were common on Saturdays  instead of on Sundays, until the 5th century.,	


	The synod of Laodicea (c. 381) urged Christians not to "Judaize" but to work on the sabbath and rest, if possible, on the Lord's Day. The Third Synod of Orleans (538) forbade Sunday work in the fields. By 700 AD church councils and  the civil laws of the Frankish kingdoms. demanded abstinence from manual work and profane activities on Sundays.


	In 789 the Council of Aachen adopted Charlemagne's prohibition of Sunday labour throughout the Holy Roman Empire. Medieval legislation repeatedly sought to enforce the "holiday" of Sunday, as also of many other holy days, for the benefit of serfs and labourers. 	


	The Protestant Reformers continued the medieval laws about Sunday rest. The Acts of Uniformity of Edward VI in 1552 and of Elizabeth I in 1559 required all persons to attend the State Church on Sunday, the latter imposing a fine for neglect to do so. Those Papists and dissenters who refused to attend were delated as "recusants" and punished with severe fines or prison. The Anglican Canons of 1604  make similar provisions. Many Puritans were strongly sabbatarian in sentiment - the children's swings in Stornoway in the outer Hebrides are chained up on the sabbath, a few years ago at least. Good Calvinist children are not permitted to waste the sabbath in idle play!


	The principal purpose of the Sabbath rest is to allow time for celebration of Mass. However Christians are called upon to sanctify the whole day, not merely to go to Mass. 


	When the Tories allowed Sunday Trading and abandoned the special nature of Sunday, they reversed  legislation going back to Constantine in 321 AD, to the very foundations of Christian Europe. In doing this they arguably broke any surviving national Covenant with God. Implicitly our Parliament declared "We will not worship God, we will worship at Sainsbury's and Tesco's. We will worship what our own hands have made. Our workers will have no day of rest. We want no resurrection." 


	Whoever wishes to share in the Resurrection of the just, must make the effort to celebrate the weekly Easter with Christ's Body, the Church. In his apostolic letter Dies Domini the Pope urges us to rediscover Sunday, when "every seven days, the Church celebrates the Easter mystery."


