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Popout One: 
Giving as cohesion: 

‘Hospital Sundays’, religion, 
and medical philanthropy 
in fin-de-siècle Bendigo

It is Sunday, typically a day of rest in Christian goldfields time.1 In the 
Bendigo Hospital, patients continue to be treated for illness, injury and 
disease. In the benevolent asylum, persons deemed ‘insane’ and ‘unfit’ 
face another day in basic, prison-like conditions.2 Blocks away from these 
resource-pressured spaces, able-bodied people gather in the door-less church 
of Rosalind Park. The air is fresh. The atmosphere, festive. Today is not 
just any Sunday. It is Hospital Sunday, and the first to be held in Australia. 
The sky stretches above the elm trees planted decades earlier in Djaara 
Country. An estimated 10,000 people of various faiths and Christian 
denominations gather for the open-air universal church service to listen as 
Protestant priests and ministers take the stage. Multi-ethnic residents of 
Bendigo worship God and place money in collection bags. The carnival 
atmosphere and public display encourage their voluntary contributions. 
Organisers will in turn divide these funds between the hospital (given, this 
year, two thirds of the revenue) and the asylum (given one third) – much 
needed funds to supplement the settler state’s thin budget for health and 

1	  For discussion of the ‘diverse, but common, practice of rest on the Sabbath’, see Timothy Jones and 
Clare Wright, ‘The Goldfields’ Sabbath: A Postsecular Analysis of Social Cohesion and Social Control on 
the Ballarat Goldfields, 1854,’ Journal of Religious History 43, no. 4 (2019): 447–459, doi.org/​10.1111/​
1467-9809.12626.
2	  Valerie Lovejoy, ‘The Things That Unite: Inquests into Chinese Deaths on the Bendigo Goldfields 
1854–65,’ Provenance: The Journal of Public Record Office Victoria 7 (2007): 17–29.
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welfare.3 Who donates, and how much, will be noted and published in local 
newspapers. This rewards donors with moral-religious capital and boosts 
communal views of benevolence and care in society.

‘Hospital Sundays’ began in England as once-a-year events where Christian 
churches and chapels collected funds at a charity service and donated them 
to hospitals.4 The first was reportedly held in 1870 in Manchester, and 
variations were replicated in cities across England. The history of organised 
medical philanthropy in the Antipodean colony of Victoria, however, began 
earlier than this, with a distinct religious lineage. In November 1848, the 
Melbourne Jewish philanthropic society formed and held its inaugural 
meeting at the Rainbow Tavern, on Swanston Street.5 This would be 
followed by a range of hospitals, orphanages, female rescue homes, aged 
care institutions, ladies’ benevolent societies and services for people with 
disabilities, which together formed the basis for the colony’s voluntarist 
approach to social provision. Historian Shurlee Swain tells how the colony 
of Victoria always relied on voluntary donations to deliver its medical 
services, with the government ‘left to provide only for prisoners, psychiatric 
patients and some categories of neglected children’.6

Hospital Sundays emerged in a context where philanthropy was motivated by 
plural religious philosophies converging around the goodness of giving. These 
days became a thriving settler cultural institution, performed in Melbourne, 
Bendigo and other regional cities from the 1870s into the 1930s. Hospital 
Sundays were popular, growing bigger than their metropolitan counterparts. 
‘[T]he large Australian cities’, reported London-published Hospital journal 
in 1894, ‘seem to show greater enthusiasm and collect larger sums than 
those yet realised in America or in any British cities.’7 Bendigo led the way 
in this effort. In October 1873, the Bendigo Hospital Sunday committee 
declared that a great ₤1,004 has been raised at ‘the first Australian Hospital 
Sunday’.8 By the late nineteenth century, Hospital Sundays were considered 

3	  ‘The Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 9, 1873, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article88268868.
4	  ‘The Early History of the Hospital Sunday at Saturday Funds,’ The Hospital 16, no. 414 (1894), 
451, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5263633/?page=1.
5	 ‘Neither the government nor the philanthropic individuals on which it was dependent were prepared 
to admit that any citizen had a right to relief.’ Shurlee Swain, ‘Philanthropy,’ eMelbourne (blog) July 2008, 
www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01139b.htm.
6	  Swain, ‘Philanthropy.’
7	  ‘The Early History of the Hospital Sunday,’ 451.
8	  ‘The Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 9, 1873, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article88268868.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88268868
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88268868
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5263633/?page=1
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM01139b.htm
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a tradition, and Bendigonians were particularly enthusiastic partakers. These 
‘Demonstrations’ were celebrated as both ‘noble’ and entertaining, drawing 
crowds from hundreds into the tens of thousands.9

A festival of charity: Religious feelings 
beyond walls
Hospital Sundays were usually performed in Bendigo’s central, grassy, tree- 
and flower-filled Rosalind Park. This open-air location enabled people 
of various faiths and Christian denominations to gather outside of the 
confines of church walls. The contributing churches included St Andrew’s 
(Presbyterian), St Paul’s (Church of England), All Saints’ (Church of 
England), Forest-street (Wesleyan) and German Lutheran churches.10 
Members of St Kilian’s (Roman Catholic) are present on the day. Although 
canon law prevented St Kilian’s from participating in non-Catholic services, 
their support for Hospital Sunday indicates the ‘social duty or honor’ 
associated with the event.11 Newspapers reported the sizeable Bendigo 
Hospital Sunday crowds. In 1881, for instance, on a day that ‘threatened 
a heavy downpour’, an estimated four to five thousand people attended 
in the adjoining Camp Reserve.12 The following year, on a day when ‘the 
weather was most beautiful indeed’, an estimated ten to fifteen thousand 
people gathered.13 It evidently felt good to give for the causes of health, 
and even better, to do so outside in sunlight with live music playing. The 
open-air location did make attendees vulnerable to the weather. In 1901, for 
instance ‘the weather interfered with the collection’, so that while there was 
‘a large attendance [once] a thunderstorm began the crowd had to disperse’.14

9	  ‘The Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ Bendigo Advertiser, November 10, 1890, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article88646668; At the time Hospital Sundays came to an end, England-born businessman, 
politician, and member of the Protestant Congregational Church, J. H. Abbott would be memorialised 
as initiating the movement: ‘[T]he late Mr. J. H. Abbott began this [Hospital Sunday] movement in 
Bendigo’, see ‘Hospital Sunday’, Shepparton Advertiser, November 20, 1933, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article168646437.
10	  The total raised was 334 pounds. ‘Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ The Argus, October 12, 1896, p. 6, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article9181878.
11	  Can 1258, see Charles Augustine Bachofen, A Commentary on the New Code of the Canon Law 
(B. Herder Book Co., 1918), 92.
12	  ‘Bendigo Hospital Sunday: The Open Air Service,’ October 17, 1881, Bendigo Advertiser, Victoria, 
p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88619342.
13	  ‘Bendigo Hospital Sunday’ October 16, 1882, Bendigo Advertiser, Victoria, p. 2, trove.nla.gov.au/
newspaper/article/88577131/9077168
14	  ‘Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ The Argus, October 21, 1901, p. 5, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article9613001.
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Among rain and sunshine, church leaders leveraged biblical ideas of giving 
to the needy, encouraging those gathered to open their purses wide. During 
the Hospital Sunday of November 1890, one Reverend A. S. James preached 
from Deuteronomy; ‘Thou shalt open his hand wide unto his brother, so thy 
poor, and so thy needy, in thy land.’15 And during the Hospital Sunday of 
1883, one Revered John Garlick delivered a lengthy sermon, reminding 
those gathered that ‘God is always giving’, linking God’s generosity with the 
virtues of colonial institutions:

now I trust that I need not ask your indulgence for inviting you 
to make a collection for the Bendigo Hospital and the Benevolent 
Asylum … The worth of these admirable institutions needs no 
comment of mine. There they stand before you, and you may look 
upon them with no small degree of pride. They are noble in their 
structure, noble in their object, and noble in their end.

Garlick concluded his multifaceted rationale to give by calling on a sense 
of loyalty to Bendigo, ‘They are an honor to your city. Therefore I ask you 
to give largely to keep up its funds … Be Christ-like, He gave Himself 
for you.’16

Such self-sacrificial fusions of public health with Christian ceremony 
promoted civic goodness. Through the late nineteenth century, many 
states ‘democratized ceremonial and celebratory events’.17 Hospital Sundays 
emerged as what historian Ben Roberts calls a ‘civic ritual’: they entailed 
a physical expression of values that involves the ‘embracement of recreation 
and public festivity’.18 Here, the values centred around giving.19 These days 
‘blurred the boundary between the sacred and the secular’, between spaces 
of worship and religious learning and those of pleasure.20

15	  ‘Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ Bendigo Advertiser, November 10, 1890, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
88646668.
16	  ‘Bendigo Hospital Sunday,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 15, 1883, p. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
88521722.
17	  Ben Roberts, ‘Entertaining the Community: The Evolution of Civic Ritual and Public Celebration, 
1860–1953,’ Urban History 44, no. 3 (2017): 444–63, doi.org/10.1017/S0963926816000511.
18	  Ibid.
19	  Ibid.
20	  Roger Ottewill, ‘“Alleviating the Sum of Human Suffering”: The Origins, Attributes and Appeal 
of Hospital Sunday, 1859–1914,’ Studies in Church History, 58 (2022): 352–371, doi.org/10.1017/stc.​
2022.17.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88646668
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88646668
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88521722
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88521722
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926816000511
http://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2022.17
http://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2022.17
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Faith-based philanthropy as a spectacle 
of belonging
Forms of social and religious capital were spectacularly bound together 
when it came to funding Bendigo’s hospital and asylum. Givers watched 
how much others gave, and newspapers reported in detail the pounds 
donated at Hospital Sunday events, amplifying the idea of the Christian 
church’s benevolence and care for society, for workers and for the poor.21 
The act of giving translated easily across faiths, notably, across Christian 
denominations and Confucianism. Medical philanthropy was intelligible as 
a God-like virtue, if not a godly one: a goodness at once religious and extra-
religious. On these Sundays, giving was itself a form of faith, a trust that 
handing money to the hospital would benefit one’s ‘brother’, implicitly, to 
the settlers’ common benefit. The moral capital available through medical 
philanthropy and performances thereof was, however, racially variegated. 
For Europeans, it was a way to perform a social-religious belonging, but 
for people of Chinese descent, who donated variously as Confucians, 
Christians, church members, and citizens, it had distinct meanings.

Historians John Fitzgerald and Mei-fen Kuo have documented that for 
Chinese people living in diasporic contexts such as Bendigo, charity had 
dense functions, serving as ‘an entrée into elite social and political circles and 
as a medium for cross-cultural negotiations’.22 Chinese residents in Bendigo 
and across the colony were publicly shamed for, and expected to pay for the 
treatment of, their illness and diseases in a way that contemporary Europeans 
were not.23 In a context where not all bodies and lives were treated as equal, 

21	  ‘Hospital Sunday,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 21, 1878, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88219733.
22	  John Fitzgerald and Mei-fen Kuo, ‘Diaspora Charity and Welfare Sovereignty in the Chinese 
Republic: Shanghai Charity Innovator William Yinson Lee (Li Yuanxin, 1884–1965),’ Twentieth-Century 
China, 42, no. 1 (2017): 72–96, doi.org/10.1353/tcc.2017.0008; for more on the Confucian virtue of 
charity see Vivienne Shue, ‘The Quality of Mercy: Confucian Charity and the Mixed Metaphors of 
Modernity in Tianjin,’ Modern China 32, no. 4 (2006): 411–52, doi.org/10.1177/0097700406291788.
23	  For a discussion of some of the structural and cultural barriers Chinese people faced in accessing 
European-run hospitals, see Lovejoy, ‘The Things that Unite: Inquests into Chinese Deaths on the 
Bendigo Goldfields 1854-6.’ For an instance of the racist medical neglect of a Chinese Bendigonian 
child, see ‘1881/1364 Edith Ah Quin: Inquest,’ VPRS 24/P0000, 1881/1364, Public Record Office 
of Victoria, prov.vic.gov.au/archive/A134ABF1-F1BC-11E9-AE98-771848B5989B?image=1. With 
thanks to Natasha Joyce for sharing this source. The pressures for Chinese residents to prove they were 
not a burden on the medical system were enduring and compelled ongoing negotiations. In 1896, 
a decision was made by the Chinese community in Bendigo to circulate subscription books and thus 
to pay their own way to medical access and entitlement. ‘Chinese Charity Subscription at Bendigo,’ 
The Age, August 17, 1896, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article190606051.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88219733
http://doi.org/10.1353/tcc.2017.0008
http://doi.org/10.1177/0097700406291788
http://prov.vic.gov.au/archive/A134ABF1-F1BC-11E9-AE98-771848B5989B?image=1
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Chinese leaders and communities – as well as contemporary South Asian 
communities – leveraged diplomatic and political power through medical 
charity and its performances.24

Tensions about the park
The undeniably grave imperatives of health and welfare gave license for 
the Sabbath to verge into a day of enjoyment; however, these gatherings 
were not without tensions. The performance of non-Christian music, albeit 
usually military songs, added to the sensorial and social pleasures of Hospital 
Sundays. The crowd’s palpable enjoyment was fuel for those concerned 
that these days were at odds with the Christian religious ideal that Sunday 
should be a time for sober learning and reverence. Christian Ministers 
intermittently threatened to discontinue their involvement in what the press 
described favourably as ‘pleasant Sunday afternoon gatherings’.25 The Argus 
reported in 1905:

there seemed to be a tendency in Bendigo and elsewhere in 
connection with the Hospital Sunday movement to utterly destroy 
a great deal of work of the churches … The movement had been 
begun on a religious basis, but was now the means of disintegrating 
the work of ministers.26

In the 1930s, Hospital Sunday crowds across Victoria began to decline as 
new media such as radio became to compete with sermons as alternative 
forms of Sunday afternoon entertainment.27 Bendigo crowds evidently 
remained convivial and generous in comparison to other centres. In 1933, 
the Shepparton Advertiser reported that the Bendigo gardens ‘in the Lower 
Reserve were fragrant and gay in their spring dressing and perfumes and 
around the band rotunda there were shady promenades under elms and 
oaks’.28 The Bendigo Base Hospital Board decided in 1934 to discontinue 

24	  For discussion of contemporary South Asian leaders leveraging the moral capital of medical 
philanthropy, see also Nadia Rhook, ‘Affective Counter Networks: Healing, Trade, and Indian Strategies 
of In/dependence in Early “White Melbourne”,’ Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History 19, no. 2 
(2018), doi.org/10.1353/cch.2018.0012.
25	  ‘Hospital Sunday: Bendigo Clergy Object,’ The Argus, July 4, 1905, p. 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
9909469.
26	  Ibid.
27	  ‘Hospital Sunday,’ Shepparton Advertiser, November 20, 1933, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
168646437.
28	  Ibid.

http://doi.org/10.1353/cch.2018.0012
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Hospital Sundays. Growing critiques suggested that these days undercut 
traditional indoor church services, where numbers were already believed to 
be threatened by the popularity of home entertainments, including radio.29 
By the mid-twentieth century, the organisation of religious-based donation 
would shift toward an expectation of state-provided welfare and medical 
care, and the Bendigo Hospital began to seek secular funding.30 In 1936, the 
hospital began an industrial fundraising tack. They appealed for farmers to 
donate wheat to help raise funds.31 The life and death stakes of health and 
welfare, along with a blurring of demarcations between relaxed pleasure 
and strict reverence, had underwritten the success of Hospital Sundays as 
being celebrated as enduringly multi-faith, multi-denominational events.

29	  ‘Bendigo,’ The Age, April 18, 1934, p. 16, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article203836819.
30	  ‘The Charities Board of Victoria, established in 1923 under the Hospitals and Charities Act 1922, 
was empowered to control the registration of all charitable institutions, including hospitals, and regulate 
their access to government support from the Hospitals and Charities Fund.’ Brett Wright, ‘Surgical 
Practice and Honorary Control at Bendigo Hospital 1892–98’, Health and History 21, no. 2 (2019): 43, 
doi.org/10.5401/healthhist.21.2.0023.
31	  See ‘Bendigo and District: Novel Hospital Appeal,’ The Argus, January 4, 1936, p. 14, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article11870524.
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