How many of us can look back to a time when we were children and recognize that God was working in our lives? Perhaps it was a Sunday School teacher; the time we went to church with a neighbor because our own family didn’t attend church. Or perhaps we were invited to a Vacation Bible School and we became aware that God loved us and sent His Son to die for our sins. It is both wonderful and amazing to have that remembrance of those years gone by, knowing that even then God was doing a work in our lives.

The beginning of “Sunday School” has an interesting history as documented in the following article:
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DL Moody (centor, back​ground) rounded up Chicago's urchins to participate in Sunday school classes.

SUNDAY SCHOOL'S 

WILD BEGINNING
These street youth were destined for prison. What could Robert Raikes do?

by DIANA LYNN SEVERANCE

During the late 1700s, many communities in England dreaded Sundays. It was the only day the children working in the factories had off, and not surprisingly they let out all their rowdi​ness and mischief on that day.

Robert Raikes, owner and printer of the Gloucester Journal, pondered the fate of the young ruffians disturb​ing the peace on Sunday. He had visited prisons and seen how easy it was for children to slip into crime. Raikes knew the parents of the poor children were "totally abandoned them​selves, having no idea of instilling into the minds of their children principles to which they themselves were entire strangers." Some other means of teaching these youngsters must be found, or many more would end up in prisons.

Since the children worked in fac​tories all week, they could not go to school and had no education. Raikes decided to establish schools for these children to attend on Sundays. He hired four women in the neighborhood to teach the children to read. With the help of Reverend Thomas Stock, Raikes was soon able to enroll 100 children, from ages 6 to 12, in these Sunday schools.

Tuning tigers into men. Some of the children were reluctant to come because their clothes were so ragged, but Raikes assured them that all they needed was a clean face and combed hair. Reading lessons were from 10:00 to 2:00, with an hour break for lunch. Children then were taken to church, after which they were in​structed in the catechism until 5:30. Small rewards were given to those who had mastered their lesson or whose behavior had shown a noted improvement.

The character of many of the youngsters was transformed by their Sunday school attendance. Their swearing, rudeness, and unruliness on Sunday were replaced by a sense of duty and a desire to improve their minds. One of the manufacturers of hemp and flax who employed many of the children, a Mr. Church, com​mented on the transformation of the children: "The change could not have been more extraordinary, in my opin​ion, had they been transformed from the shape of wolves and tigers to that of men."

The crime rate dropped sharply in Raikes's city and county after the es​tablishment of the schools. In 1786, the magistrates passed a unanimous vote of thanks for the benefits of Sun​day schools to the morals of the young. In 1792, not one criminal de​fendant appeared before the judge; ten years earlier there would have been anywhere between 10 and 100 cases.

Raikes pondered the fate of the young ruffians disturbing the peace on Sunday. He saw how easy it was for them to slip into crime.

Spreading the word. Raikes saw the Sunday schools as simply a re​sponse to Jesus' instruction to "Feed my lambs." Ministering to poor chil​dren would have important effects on society at large: "If the glory of God be promoted in any, even the smallest degree, society must reap some bene​fit. If the good seed be sown in the mind at an early period of human life though it shows itself not again for many years, it may please God, at some future period, to cause it to spring up, and to bring forth a plentiful harvest."

There had been charity schools and Sunday schools before, but Raikes publicized the schools and gathered support for them. By 1785, a Sunday School Society had been formed in London to distribute Bibles and spell​ing books. Being a publisher by trade, Raikes was able to publish, import, and distribute the primers, readers, spelling books, catechisms, and copies of Scriptures so important to the movement.

In 1788 John Wesley wrote to a friend, "I verily think these Sunday schools are one of the noblest speci​mens of charity which have been set on foot in England since William the Conqueror."

Raikes gave all the glory to God for the work which had been accom​plished: "Providence was pleased to make me the instrument of introduc​ing Sunday school and regulations in prisons. Not unto us, 0 Lord, but unto thy name be glory."


May we have the same conviction as did Mr. Robert Raikes as he responded to Jesus’ instruction to “Feed My Lambs.” 

God bless you as you continue to be that vessel in ministering to His children.

