
 

 

 
 
 
The Victorians may have been intrepid explorers and wonderful engineers, but when it came to church I 
think they made big mistakes.  
 
Church services in the pre-Victorian age were often poorly performed. Often led by the (lay) Parish 
Clerk, the music was accompanied by the village band. These ragbag of musicians were paid for playing 
and as their fee for the morning service might well be spent in the local pub at lunch time, the music for 
the evening service was often even more unpredictable! But, as Anthony Russell observes in The 
Country Parson, the worship was ‘the offering of the whole community, many of whom participated in 
different ways’.1 

 
Faced with the poor quality, Victorian clergy ‘improved’ services. Parish Clerks were sacked. Village 
bands were dispensed with and replaced with organs, often played by the (supposedly) more 
controllable vicar’s wife or daughter. Pews were put in to keep the congregation in nice orderly rows. 
Services were modelled on cathedrals and lecture halls.  Organised and performed by the vicar, worship, 
as Russell observes, became ‘a professional service offered to the village by a qualified practitioner’.  
 
With this change in worship came an additional, more subtle, change. Churchgoers were no longer 
participants in worship but, as Russell puts it, ‘merely [...] “consumers” of a service provided by 
professional personnel’. 
 
This shift continues to shape the Church today and is entirely consistent with broader contemporary 
consumer society. That is not simply to say that we consume lots of ‘stuff’. Rather it is to say that our 
culture encourages us to make choices. Our culture assumes that by making choices about what goods 
and services to consume we improve society. If, the unwritten assumption goes, we choose the best 
foods / clothes / cars /education / healthcare then the best flourishes, the second rate improves (or 
goes out of business) and society gets ever better. 
 
Applied to the Church – and probably beyond it – this kind of thinking is destructive. As Christians we 
consume: in the Eucharist we eat bread and drink wine; in worship we feed on God. But God sets limits 
to our consumption and our Christian calling is to service. In being part of a church it's not a question of 
whether a church is providing what we like. What matters is whether we can be part of a community in 
which we contribute. Can we, as the pre-Victorians did, have worship which is the offering of the whole 
community to God? If it's occasionally a bit scruffy I don't suppose God will mind. 
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1 All quotes from Russell, Anthony, The Country Parson, (London SPCK, 1993). 
This article first appeared in Country Way 74: Developing Lay Leaders, January 2017.  

I blame the Victorians!  


