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Signs & Symbols: Tick tock, church clocks 
There is a story about a man who was responsible for winding up 
the church clock and making sure that it was set to the correct time. 
On his way to the church every morning he passed a shop which 
had a clock in its window, so he would check his watch against that. 
One day he went into the shop to buy something and whilst there 
commented to the shop owner about the reliability of his clock. 
“That's because I set it by the church clock every evening,” said the 
shop keeper. 
 

In these days of automation and battery watches we often forget that church tower clocks 
need either winding up regularly or being on the main electrics. In many churches it's 
powered by electricity, which is all well and good until you have a power failure, and then it 
can all go badly wrong! 
 
Originally when mechanical clocks were first used in churches in the twelfth century they did 
not have 'faces', they just chimed out the hours and often the quarter hours also. This was 
partly because people could not read the time, but also because they were not so obsessed 
with every passing minute and keeping to such tight schedules as we are today. Clock faces 
were introduced in the fourteenth century in towns and up to the seventeenth century in the 
country, and even then some of them only had the hour hand. 
 
There are still a number of those working today, and often instead of numbers at five-minute 
intervals they have texts, such as 'Glory be to God', and another reads, 'Watch and Pray'. 
 
Most clocks use a direct strike to the bells, but there are some that work by moving a figure 
which then strikes the bells. These are called Clock Jacks, and are usually in the shape of 
people, who chime the time on the bells by striking them with a hammer or one of its feet. 
They are often painted particularly colourfully. 
  
There is a point to note here about the church clock – that it is often the most used part of the 
church. Whilst people might not take much notice of what goes on in the building, or even 
come inside at all, they do look at the time and, if it's known to be reliable, will go by it. 
 
This month 
Have a look at some church clocks and see their style and way of telling you the time. Then 
have a think about what you set your life by, what guides you, what do you think is reliable 
enough to accept as a way of life? 
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����Do what you can, for who you can, 

with what you have, and where you are. 
anon 


