
  

Christian Feast Days - or - Days of Commemoration

A review of art.53 C.O.
(Nov. 1999)

The Church Order of Dort, revised and adopted by the Canadian Reformed Churches states:
“Each  year  the  churches  shall,  in  the  manner  decided  upon  by  the  consistory,  
commemorate the  birth, death, resurrection and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ, as  
well as his outpouring of the Holy Spirit.” (article 53).

Following the examples of the Apostles and the early Christian Church, the Sunday or the Lord's
Day became the primary Christian Feast Day and Day of Commemoration of Christ's resurrection
(Decently and in Good Order by G. van Rongen and K. Deddens, Premier Printing, Winnipeg,
1986, page 82).

During the Great  Reformation,  there was a strong  opposition to conducting worship services
outside the Sundays. As in the Netherlands, the Church Order no longer requires of the churches
to conduct services on week days for commemorating the birth, death, resurrection and ascension
of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ.  After  all,  these  subjects  are  annually  or  regularly  addressed  as
summarized in the Heidelberg Catechism ( art. 52 C.O.).

Farel and Viret in Geneva abolished worship services on week days for special festivals and so
did Bucer in Straszbourg, as well as John Knox in Scotland. The reasons were, that such days
were not by divine but by human ordinance and that those days tended to push aside the Lord's
Day. Moreover, such days gave rise to licentiousness and pagan festivities. Calvin fully agreed.
(compare  his  Institutes,  Book II,  chapter  8,  articles  28-34.  The  Synod  of  1574  discouraged
special days and declared that one ought to be satisfied with the Sunday. Christ's birth could
rather  be  commemorated  on  the  Sunday  before Christmas.  Also  His  resurrection  and  the
outpouring of the Spirit can be dealt with on the Sundays of Easter and Pentecost. Ascension was
not mentioned (Korte Verklaring van Kerkorde, page 287, Ds. Joh. Jansen).

The Synod of 1578 gave in a little more (art.75) by stating, “It is preferable that only the Sunday
is kept”', but the Synod sanctioned Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, and in some places also New
Year's Day and Ascension Day, because,

1) the government had instituted them, and
2) the ministers should preach on those days to prevent idleness and licentiousness”.

Therefore, having the churches call a worship service appeared to be the government's way to
police the populace.
Synod 1581 (art.50) decided to  add Ascension Day as a required feast  day,  even though the
churches  should  urge  the  government  to  abolish  special  days  of  commemoration,  except
Christmas and Ascension Day.
Synod 1586 (art.60) decided that in addition to the Sunday, also the first and the 'second' day of
Christmas,  Easter  and  Pentecost  were  to  be  kept,  as  well  as  the  days  commanded  by  the
government, such as Christ's Circumcision (New Year's Day) and Ascension Day (still a holiday
in the Netherlands). The church ministers were expected to preach in order to prevent idleness
and to make these days Christian Days of Commemoration. However, Ascension Day and New 
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Year's Day were left to the freedom of the churches. Nevertheless, Synod 1618-1619 made these
days  also  mandatory.  The churches  opposed feast  days,  but  the  government  (also  ruling  the
churches) used them to appease the people. The Rev. Jansen concluded (id p.289), that

“the churches did therefore 'allow' the feast days, but they did in no way approve them”

In the mid 19th century, the apostate Neth. Ref. Church (Ned. Herv.) also introduced a worship
service on New Year's Eve, 

     “to lead us to serious contemplation of ourselves”(page 492 Gereformeerd Kerkrecht II,.
Ref.Ecclesiastical. Polity, by Dr. H. Bouwman).

At  present,  the  Dutch  sister  churches  maintain  beside  the  Sunday,  also  Christmas,  Easter,
Pentecost and Ascension Day. The latter is a national holiday, which has generally been used by
the Young Women Societies as their annual League Day. The Can. Reformed Churches continued
in the line of the Secession as per Synod 1836, which states,

     “that no one bind the consciences of the people to the observance of feast days, which have
been determined by man and return regularly every year:- in this respect the consciences shall be

left completely free. *

Since 'special' days are not prescribed in God's Word, the Church Order of 1837 provides that,
-“no one shall ever be burdened with the need to observe them:- much less shall they be put on
the same level with the day of rest”. But on such state holidays, one ought to “pass them in an
edifying manner”, that is, of course, no idleness or licentiousness.

Therefore, as shown in art.53 C.O., the Canadian Reformed Churches do not bind each other to
such observance. Only the 'main' and 'outstanding moments' in the Saviour's life and work are to
be commemorated and in whatever manner the consistory decides (Rev. W.W.J. VanOene, p.253
in  Common  Consent).  These  'moments'  are,  however,  already  regularly  addressed  in  the
catechism sermons on Sundays, when the 'full counsel of God' is to be proclaimed.

Based  on  the  above  considerations,  historical  growth  and  practices,  we  might  wish  to  also
commemorate Christ's birth on the Sunday closest to Dec. 25 th;  Christ's death on the Sunday
before Easter, His resurrection on Easter Sunday, that is the first Sunday after the first full moon
in the spring (after March 21), as well as His ascension on the 6 th Sunday after Easter and the
outpouring of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost Sunday (the 7th).

What about  Good Friday? Rome called it a half-a-feast-day, allowing people to work. Luther
called  all  special  days  in  addition  to  the  Sunday  human institutions, but he regarded it
praiseworthy to keep the main ones, such as Christ's death and resurrection. So, Good Friday
became a day for the Lord's Supper celebration in the Lutheran church. Synod 1589 called the
nightly sermons in some places on Good Friday unedifying, and Synod judged that it should be
stopped. In the 17th and 18th century, Good Friday was commemorated in only very few Dutch
provinces.  However,  in  the  19th century  it  became  an  ecclesiastical  feast  day  in  the  Dutch
Reformed  Church  (Ned.  Herv.  Genootschap).  Repeated  requests  resulted  in  Synod  1853
encouraging the Lord's  Supper  celebration on Good Friday.  In this  way,  it  was declared and
hailed  to  be  more  important  than  the  Sunday!!  The  Reformed  Churches  in  the  Netherlands
declared in art.67 C.O. that the 'second' feast days were left in the freedom of the churches (that is
Boxing Day, Easter Monday and Pentecost Monday). Many churches viewed Good Friday in the
same way.

With respect  to other  special  days,  is it actually scriptural to  call  to worship on government
declared holidays, like Good Friday, Thanksgiving Day, Reformation Day or Remembrance Day?
Many  references indicate that such a call to worship should never be put on the same level as the
call on Sundays. A New Year's Eve worship service is redundant. It had been instituted in the 19th 
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century  for  pious,  sentimental  reasons  (see  above).  The  event  of  the  New  Year  can  be
commemorated on the first Sunday of the year. Is calling to worship on civic holidays acting “on
behalf of Christ”?*

A special day of prayer may be proclaimed as per art.54 of the Church Order, “in times of war,
general calamities or other great afflictions...” because it is the LORD who may send these upon
us. This is an old custom and a Synod appointed a church in each of the two regions in Canada to
call for such a day. It is also customary to hold a prayer service for a fruitful crop usually on the
last Sunday of April.  The Reformation maintained “days of fasting and prayer” (art.  54), but
Synod 1905 deleted the term 'fasting'. In our churches, it has become customary that the calling
church for a Synod holds a prayer service on the evening before the constitution of a Synod. The
minister who chaired the previous Synod is usually invited to lead that service.

In the Netherlands, other customary days developed over time, such as a day of prayer in the
spring and a day of thanksgiving in the fall for a fruitful crop or income. Country churches held
worship services on these civic holidays, but in the cities the service on the Sunday before or
after those days would give attention to the blessing of crop or income. The Church Order does
not address such worship services.

In Canada, the government declared Good Friday as a holiday, but not Ascension Day. A Monday
holiday was declared for the Queen's birthday (Pentecost), Labour Day, Thanksgiving Day etc.,
but not a day of prayer in the spring for a blessing of the crop. A worship service on the Sunday
can usually pay special attention to these matters. Dr. H. Bouwman concluded chapter III, par.95
with these words, 

“.… it is objectionable, if the church would still add other days than the generally
recognized christian holidays”. ….“On Sundays, the believers gather at set times for the

administration of the Word and as a rule on that day, all congregational interests and needs
are commemorated, so that in the Sunday worship service, the believers can together

plead for God's grace and mercy for specific needs and thank or praise His Name for His
favourable deeds “(page 498, Gereformeerd Kerkrecht II).

In summary, a reformatory approach appears to be not to increase but to decrease the observance
of special days. Commemorating special events should occur on Sundays, the Day of the Lord,
the special day for God's people, His church. Apostate churches have shown that special services
on other days than the Sunday, resulted in a decline of Sunday observance.

What  about  civic holidays? Wise uses of such days  can foster  fellowship by holding church
picnics, pancake breakfasts, concerts, recitals, seminars, dinners, outings etc. Let's honour the
Sabbath and use civic holidays for edifying activities other than worship services.

D.T.

* With respect to the consistory's authority, refer also to page 74 of Bound yet Free, ed. J. de Jong
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