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Holy Neighborliness 
April 28, 2019 – Rogation Sunday 

 Please pray with me. Loving Creator God, grant that we may listen to your 

Word and better comprehend how it relates to our lives today, both in being 

stewards of your creation and in the mission of your church. Amen. 

 This is our third year celebrating Rogation Sunday and I am so pleased that 

Ramona suggested it, actually back in the Summer or Fall of 2016 because she 

remembered it from her childhood days. This sent me searching for information. At 

the time Father David Robinson, the retired priest at Trinity Episcopal Church in 

Saco was my spiritual advisor and he gave me a Book of Common Prayer to use for 

the prayers and liturgies. As I was doing more research for today’s message, I was 

very surprised to come across an article by an Episcopal theologian who stated the 

following. “As the countries, including our own, became more industrialized and 

less agrarian, we have seen a lessening of the celebration of Rogation—and we are 

the worse for it.  Our “new” Episcopal Book of Common Prayer of 1979 sneakily 

de-emphasized Rogation Days and Rogation Sunday, as they were annotated in the 

1928 Book of Common Prayer.  They are privileged times to celebrate stewardship, 

to remind ourselves of our roles, not as masters or owners, but as stewards.” I 

checked and my copy of the Book of Common Prayer is dated 1979. I suppose this 

all makes sense and it does explain why few people know what Rogation Days are 

all about. I thought we would look at a bit of the history behind Rogation, not only 

for our visitors, but also to refresh our own knowledge. 

 Rogation Days are an ancient custom which has been being observed since the 

5th century. The term Rogation is from the Latin verb rogare, meaning “to ask” or 

the request to God to appease his anger and protect the people from calamities. 

Major Rogation Day in 2019 is April 25th to coincide with St. Mark’s Day and 
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three Minor Rogation Days are the Monday through Wednesday (May 27th -29th) 

preceding Ascension Thursday. Rogation—to ask, as in “interrogate”—we ask 

God’s blessing of the harvest, of the earth and sea.  We remind ourselves that we 

are the stewards of Creation, neither the authors nor the owners of it.  Originally an 

agricultural observance, it has been broadened and made more inclusive—the crops, 

the catch of the sea, the fruits of our labors in all their aspects. 

An ancient pagan custom was “beating the bounds”, with a procession 

walking the boundary lines of the village and marking the bounds with stakes.  

Sticks of willow and birch were used to strike the stakes; hence, “beating the 

bounds”.  The processions stopped at boundary marks and other significant parish 

landmarks for prayers, reading of the Gospel, affixing the cross and marking said 

boundaries with long sticks. They also took the time to say hello and check in with 

the neighbors. Checking in with the neighbors – we will come back to that later. 

Subsequently the custom became incorporated into Rogation Days 

celebration, particularly in England, in which the parishes are clearly defined, 

contiguous with adjacent parishes.  Rogation Day was celebrated by walking the 

boundaries of the parish and acknowledging in this way our tangible stewardship 

with the earth and all that abounds on the earth. 

 Rogationtide has a fascinating history that dates all the way back to 470 AD 

when France was in turmoil – the Goths were invading, so the threat of war was 

constantly looming; communities were experiencing all manner of disasters – 

disease, fires, earthquakes and even wild animal attacks. It is during this time that 

the Bishop of Vienne, Mamertus turned to prayer and procession, starting the 

official Christian version of Rogationtide.  The perfect storm of uncertainty existing 
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at the inception of this celebration can feel all too familiar in our current day and 

age. 

 I found some interesting facts concerning Rogationtide. In Montier-en-Der, a 

former commune in north-eastern France, processions were said to be events when 

miracles occurred. These miracles included a blind woman being healed and lame 

being made able to walk. In Germany it was traditional for the local schoolmaster, 

rather than the priest to lead the procession. 

 The earliest report of Rogation Days in England occurs around 1173 to 1220. 

In celebrations in the south of England, processions were led by members of the 

congregation carrying banners which represented various biblical characters. At the 

head of the procession was the dragon, representing Pontius Pilate, which would be 

followed by a lion, representing Christ. After this there would be images of saints 

carried by the rest of the congregation and many torches were present at each 

procession, each weighing between 42lb and 27lb. At some point later in time, the 

lion was moved to the front of the procession and the dragon to the end of the 

procession. 

 It is interesting that Rogation Days were banned at different times depending 

on the reigning monarch in England and also had challenges depending on which 

pope was in residence at the Vatican. Apparently at one time the celebrations got a 

little raucous because I found where in England at one point it was officially 

ordered that the entire congregation attend, but then bishops began urging their 

priests to invite only older and more pious men because they felt this would stop the 

drunken revelry in those dioceses where Protestantism had yet to take a firm hold. I 

couldn’t find anything more on this, but it sort of implied that Protestants were 

better behaved. Notice that women are not mentioned. 
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 Certainly Rogation Days have not been observed on a continuing basis and it 

does seem that as our country becomes more industrialized and less agrarian the 

celebration of and prayers for crops, animals, fishing, conservation and everything 

related to the food we eat and how we take care of the earth have fallen by the 

wayside. And thus, my title, “Holy Neighborliness.” Remember back a bit I said 

that at one point the processions “beating the bounds” checked in with neighbors? 

 It is interesting that Earth Day, a tradition begun in 1970 to clean up roadsides 

and coastlines, plant trees, and raise awareness of our environment, always falls on 

a date close to Rogation Day. This year it was last Monday, the day after Easter. I 

remember the first years we celebrated Earth Day – it used to be on a Saturday and 

school children, supervised by adults, helped to clean up the winter debris and litter. 

There was definitely an air of neighborliness involved. Now in some places there is 

an effort to enlist young people to help the elderly and those needing assistance to 

clean up different areas.  

 I know this year on Earth Day there were a large number of high school 

youngsters who went to the State House in Augusta where they spoke and talked 

with legislators about climate change and what they, and we, could do to alleviate 

it. One of my colleague’s teen aged son gave actually spoke. I missed hearing it on 

Monday night, but I am told it was moving and spot on. At the South Portland high 

school students planted trees, learning along the way that it takes many hands to do 

that.  

 Each year the United Way offers workers time off with pay to help with clean 

up efforts in public places, to tutor children and other volunteer activities. Many 

folks volunteer as Big Brothers and Big Sisters to mentor and provide 

companionship to youngsters who need a helping hand.  
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 All of these things I have mentioned I believe are a modern-day version of 

celebrating Rogation Day and this service today is just one more way of celebrating 

the Earth and giving God thanks for the bounties we receive as well as asking Him 

for a successful harvest in the coming year. And – don’t forget – every time you 

check in on a neighbor, take someone a meal or give someone a ride to an 

appointment, call it Holy Neighborliness – a take off on Rogation Day. Amen. 

  

 


