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Beloved Brethren: The General Assembly in session at Vicksburg, Miss., May, 1884, in virtue 
of its episcopal function, feels constrained, in the discharge of its duty as your highest court, to address 
you on a matter of vital concern to the Church, as to which it is charged with a pastoral oversight.  

From the Narratives of the Presbyteries, either by explicit statement or through a silence as 
significant, it appears that family worship as a duty has greatly declined, and as a privilege has lost that 
hold on the affections of our people which once gave it such power over the habits of our households, 
that it became a distinguishing mark of our Presbyterian ancestry.  

And we are the more urged “to stir you up by putting you in remembrance,” because we find 
the same humiliating confession made with a mournful unanimity in the Narratives of preceding 
Assemblies. And in the reiterated admonitions of the Church in the past, wee find abundant precedent 
for addressing you as to the importance and immanence of fidelity in this sphere of Christian practice. 
We quote from these.  

In 1752, the Synod of New York records that one of its ministers “is to be commended for 
insisting on persons praying in their families who present their children to baptism.” 

In 1799, the Assembly exhorts, saying: “Let the heads of families be careful to instruct their 
children and those committed to their care in the great principles of our holy religion. Let their 
morning and evening sacrifices be daily offered up in their families to God.” 

In 1804, it admonishes, saying: “Parents, train your children in the nurture and admonition of 
the Lord: your houses should be temples of the living God, in which should ascend to his mercy-seat 
the continual incense of your daily sacrifices. Pious parents can most effectually preach to the hearts 
of their children by their affectionate precepts and their holy example. Your instructions will best 
prepare them to receive benefit from the public ordinances of religion.” 

In 1808, it reproves and rebukes, saying: “We have observed with pain that, in some Presbyteries, 
the duties of family religion and catechetical instruction are neglected. Truly, it is shameful in men 
who call themselves by the name of Christ, not to honor him before their families, by worshipping 
him statedly. Every head of a family is responsible for all its members to God and his country. How 
can he expect to fulfil his duty, if he does not pray for and with them, and instruct them from the 
word of God? If he does not honor God, it cannot be expected his family will. And a Christian family 
living without family religion is a contradiction. It argues on the part of such professors an awful 
declension and a criminal dereliction of duty.” 

Thus speak our American fathers; showing at how early a day, in this new land, the people 
had lapsed, forsaking the old paths of their Scottish ancestry: 

“Whose big ha’ Bible 
The sire turned o’er wi’ patriarchal grace, 

As, ‘Let us worship God,’ he said, with solemn air. 
Chanting their artless notes in simple guise, 
Ere kneeling down to heaven’s eternal King, 

The saint, the father, and the husband prayed.” 
And our own Assembly, through its score of years, in a witness-bearing of earnest protest and 

affectionate appeal, has uttered no uncertain sound: declaring “the neglect of family worship a general 
cause of sorrow in all parts of our Church.” “Heads of families,” it says, “do not realize their 
obligations, as priests of their households, to offer the morning and evening sacrifices of praise and 
prayer upon the domestic altar. This is indeed a most grievous dereliction on the part of our people, 
and the Assembly would affectionately repeat the injunction so often given before to all our Christian 



parents, to live no longer in the neglect of this, which is no less a duty than a precious privilege. We 
beseech you to remember the warning given to Israel: ‘I will pour out my fury on the families that call 
not on my name.’” 

Again, in noting the neglect of family religion, it says: “Prayer in the household, and the faithful 
instruction of the children of our church-members in the Scriptures, are sadly disregarded. It becomes 
all to remember the immeasurable value of domestic piety and training; the intimate relation between 
the Christian family and the organized church, and the hopelessness of the effort to preserve the piety 
and vigor of the Church, if parental instruction, piety, and prayer are banished from our homes.” 

We beseech you, brethren, to give earnest heed to these voices of the past and the present, 
which come with cumulative force, declaring a declension, or rather, a defection, as lamentable in the 
confession of our shortcomings, as it is ominous in its suggestion of peril in the present and loss for 
the future. For what heart can view without alarm the growth of a neglect that portends the 
perpetuation of an indifference as unscriptural in spirit as it is unpresbyterian in practice? For, while 
the breach may have attained the proportions and covered the period that marks the existence of a 
custom, it yet springs from the non-observance, or rather from the dishonoring breach of a far older 
custom—a custom that has Scripture as its sanction, the Church as its example, and the Church of 
our Presbyterian forefathers as its acknowledged advocate and accepted exponent. 

As for the Scripture words and instances, they are everywhere. Said Joshua: “As for me and 
my house, we will serve the Lord.” Said God, of the father of the faithful: “I know Abraham that he 
will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the Lord.” 
And wherever he and his son and his son’s son sojourned, they raised altars and worshipped. David, 
after he had placed the ark in its tabernacle, with rejoicings and offerings, “returned to bless his 
household.” And on the covenanted families of the New Testament, as with that of Timothy, '”taught 
the Scriptures from a child,” the faith blessing descended through their generations.  

And, in later days, what sweet and holy places were God’s covenant-keeping homes! Hear 
Philip Doddridge tell of those early object lessons, given in a mother’s teachings, drawn from the tiles 
stamped with Scripture stories, set in the chimney face above the household hearth.  

And let Matthew Henry give, in his father’s words, the habit of that godly house. Said he: 
“Those do well that pray morning and evening in their families; those do better that pray and read the 
Scriptures; but those do best of all that pray and read and sing psalms. Christians should covet earnestly 
the best gifts; and the voice of rejoicing should be heard in the tabernacles of the righteous.” 

Are not such features the lines that discriminate a Christian from an unchristian house? and 
might not a stranger sojourning in a home where these do not appear, where the word, and  prayer, 
and praise are not heard, of right say, with Abraham, “Surely the fear of God is not in this place”? 

In contrast with these pleasant pictures, is it not to be feared, in a day when catechetical 
instruction has become to so great a degree a delegated trust, so that to the school on the Sabbath has 
been remitted the teaching once esteemed peculiarly the prerogative of the parent in the house, that 
this loosening of obligation in one quarter has insensibly affected its binding and observance in 
another? That father, or mother, seeking to discharge habitually a trust so sacred as the child’s 
instruction in the form of sound words set in our standards, would, inevitably, be led to seek for him 
and his, divine direction, and would bring himself and his together before the Lord, in common and 
conscious need, asking for help on his part in the teaching, and grace on the child’s part in the learning, 
so that the training might thus become “the nurture and admonition of the Lord.”  

Is it not, then, a day, brethren, for the watchmen upon the wall to sound the alarm, and to cry 
aloud with the apostle, “Awake thou that sleepest, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee 
light”? 

And, surely, when we contrast our goodly heritage, and the pleasant places in which “the lines 
have fallen to us,” with the hardness endured by the generations which “resisted unto blood,” battling 



for that freedom of worship that is our rich inheritance, is it a great matter that we should be called to 
put forth some denial of self, to preserve, impart, and transmit so precious an heirloom—faith, 
working by love in the heart, expressed through worship in the house, acting in that sphere in which 
covenant fidelity, discharging its trust in the Abrahamic spirit, may expect the Abrahamic blessing? 
for well does Watts write:  

 
“His mercy visits every house 

That pay their night and morning vows.” 
 

Surely it is a small matter in the comparison with them “who wrought righteousness” in the 
olden time, that some denial of self (if such it need to be) should be exercised in the time given, and 
the preparation made, to make these offerings of worship edifying and refreshing seasons of daily 
communion, whereby the household shall renew its strength in waiting upon the Lord. It may be, at 
the first, a cross, but habit will make “the yoke easy and the burden light,” so that, as “out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh,” use opening the door of utterance, you will be enabled 
to “render the calves of your lips.”  

And if religion be the great concern, and the service of God the highest service, and if to 
glorify God and enjoy him be man’s chief end, then, as it is written, “Whoso offereth praise glorifieth 
me;” the time given is the choicest appropriation of man’s hours, and the care applied the highest 
endeavor of man’s nature, and such a season, in its consecration, should precede all else as the freshest 
offering of man’s heart, all minor engagements giving it place, as the foremost service of man’s life.  

And remembering that, in parental nurture and admonition, it is personal influence, the 
influence of example, that most forms character ; and that that influence which acts as does the daily 
shining of the sun, or like the nightly falling of the dew, is the surest, strongest, and safest; what 
Christian heart will dare deny to them of its own blood, to them it loves and nurtures, these daily 
ministrations, so benign and blessed in their effect upon these forming natures in that plastic period, 
when mind and heart and will, soft “as wax to receive,”' are set “as marble to retain”? 

And as the family is the root from which in expansion spring society and the community, the 
Church and the State, are they not wise who, at this initial stage, sow those seeds of influence, 
authority, and obedience, which give largest promise of a healthy and continuous yield? For then, 
when the recognition of authority acts as an instinct, when obedience is accepted as the normal state, 
rebellion lacking head and heart, as against inclination and antagonized by the affections when the 
voices of those who bear rule in the house are as absolute as the voice of the Lord to a believer; surely 
then is the set time for forming those habits of homage, dependence, and submission, whose 
symmetrical development is loyalty; a loyalty whose watchword will be obedience—obedience 
constitutional, complete, and cheerful to a divine Father, a sovereign Savior, and a supreme Spirit.  

And in no sphere of service will devotion to duty more surely or amply return the blessing 
into your own bosom, the promise finding precious and present fulfilment, that “he that watereth 
shall himself also be watered.” As you lead their daily devotions, as you pray with and for them, that 
they may grow in grace and in the knowledge of their Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, you will be impelled 
to see to it that your own lives in the sight of these “little ones” shall appear in accord with your 
petitions, that your own conduct shall be consistent with your prayers, your own examples adorn the 
doctrine taught them from the Scriptures that you read, and your own speech enforce the spirit sought 
in your supplications. So that thus, in a double sense, as to both them and you, “while your work is 
before you, your reward shall be with you.” 

And these house worshippers in childhood will be the church worshippers in youth. For that 
which is the scandal and the sorrow of the Church of to-day, the absence of the children from the 
sanctuary, is not the sin lying at the door of the homes that offer daily incense on their household 



altars. The vacant places are rather in those pews from whose households daily services of Scripture, 
prayer, and praise do not ascend. Parents who gather their children around the mercy seat at home, 
when they worship in the church, are wont to come as came the worshippers of old, of whom it is 
written, that “all Judah stood before the Lord, with their little ones, their wives, and their children.” 

And, brethren, bear in mind the honor put by God himself upon the family. When the Son 
became incarnate, it was the family he entered, and in the family he abode through childhood, youth, 
and early manhood; dwelling in subjection to his parents, increasing in wisdom and stature, and in 
favor with God and man. And as your child may grow up to “be about his father’s business,” will you 
not, mindful of the possibilities of the after life of your boy or girl, keep their highest interests warm 
in your heart, so guarding, guiding, and nurturing them that in “that day” no reproaching look shall 
meet your eye, or no upbraiding word enter your ear, filling your soul with unavailing sorrow for the 
sin and shame and woe that are the sad offspring of your indifference, the bitter fruitage of your 
neglect? Remember the woe pronounced upon him who shall offend one of these little ones of whom 
the Master said, “Suffer them to come unto me.”  

May you rather, bearing in mind their baptismal consecration, in vows solemnly spoken on 
earth, and as solemnly registered in heaven, so keep these, that “all your children shall be taught of 
the Lord.” We know there are parents who do. For it is our comfort, that amid this dread declension, 
so signalized through these years by Presbyteries, Synods, and Assemblies, there has ever been “a 
remnant according to the election of grace,” in number far exceeding the seven thousand of Elijah’s 
day, so true to the covenant, that the prophet’s after words express the blessing resting on their 
consecrated homes: “Great shall be the peace of thy children.” Christian fathers and mothers, each of 
whom will be able to say in that day, “Here am I and the children which God hath given me.” 

Finally, brethren, we send you our greeting, as Paul sent his to Aquila and Priscilla, with the 
church that is in their house. We salute you and your household, as did Paul Nymphas of Collosse 
and the church which is in his house; saying to each of you, as he and Timothy said to Philemon, 
“their dearly beloved and fellow-laborer,” and to the church in his house: “Grace be to you and peace 
from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” And as we are of “them that have the rule over you, 
and watch for your souls as they that must give account,” we pray you, “that we may do it with joy 
and not with grief,” to be admonished and to bear in mind that, as the Church of God was founded 
in the family, in this matter of family worship a fearful responsibility rests upon Christian households.  

Brethren, the time is short, the interests weighty, the issue momentous, the call urgent, the 
peril imminent, and the reward great. May you be found faithful! 

THOS. R. MARKHAM, 
J. R. BURGETT, 
W. F. OGDEN, 
 Committee. 


