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As an historian, historiographer and fourth generation New Jerseyan, I take great pride and pleasure over many of the 
quaint and curious pieces of unique local lore, forgotten or not. 

From the first European settlements, New Jersey was a place divided. First it was between the Dutch and the Swedes 
(east and west), later the Quakers and the Anglicans (west and east). Then ‘the Jerseys’ were united by the crown with 
New York under the (alleged) crossdressing Governor Lord Cornbury, yet maintained two state capitals at Burlington 
and Perth Amboy. And that is all by 1702! So, if this founding history is any guide, all quirky subsequent events in our 
long history can be appreciated. 

Of course, the life of our church and its oversight cannot be seen without that lens.  

The Swedes and the Dutch brought their own churches with them, but their times of governance were short. Nonethe-
less, evidence of their existence still remains, with Trinity / Old Swedes in Swedesboro, and the brownstone Dutch 
churches in Bergen and Essex Counties. 

The Quakers in West Jersey were opposed to an establishment of religion, but the close connections with William 
Penn’s work in Pennsylvania did give the Society of Friends an advantage. In East Jersey, an attempt in 1690 to estab-
lish the Church of England was made, but filibustering by the two ‘non-conformists’ in the legislature, one Quaker, one 
an Anabaptist, put an end to that attempt. Thus ‘the Jerseys’ unlike most of the 13 colonies, had no established religion 
in the same way was found in New England (Congregational), or New York and the South (Anglican). As a result, there 
was no governmental support for the planting of Church of England congregations in our state, and there was but one 
parish, St. Peter’s Perth Amboy (the capital of East Jersey) as the 18th century dawned. 

Fortunately, help soon came from Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG). The SPG was 
founded in England by Thomas Bray in 1701 with the intention of spreading the Good News to those colonies without 
an establishment. Thus by 1703 missionaries began the work of starting churches in what is now the Diocese of New 
Jersey. They began with the other colonial capital, Burlington, founding St. Mary’s, and moved along the coastlines and 
rivers founding new congregations. By 1775 there were 24 churches and 2,000 communicants. 

But there was no Bishop. The Bishop of London was the official overseer of the colonial church, but certainly never 
visited these shores. The SPG provided some supervision as the missionaries were their paid employees. John Talbot, 
the first Rector of St. Mary’s appears to have received episcopal ordination from an English nonjuring bishop, but nev-
er exercised that office when he returned to New Jersey. With the American War of Independence, all English support 
ended, and any connection with higher ecclesiastical organizations were cut. 

In 1784 the Corporation for the Relief of the Widows and Children of Clergy in the Communion of the Church of 
England in America (an early Church Pension Fund for Clergy survivors in New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania) 
met in New Brunswick and called for a general meeting of Episcopalians throughout the new United States. This call 
became the genesis of the first General Convention of the Church, beginning our organization into a national entity (for 
further details, see Convention Resolution 2017-1). In 1785, New Jersey organized itself into a proto-diocese called ‘the 
Church in the State of New Jersey’. But still no Bishop. 

The Revd Uzal Ogden of Trinity Church Newark was elected to serve as Bishop in 1798, but was rejected on by a tech-
nicality by the General Conventions of 1799 and 1801. It seems, however, that the actual reason was the suspicion that 
he held ‘Methodistical Tendencies’, a charge refuted by my predecessor, the Revd Canon Laurence D. Fish. And so, 
there continued to be no Bishop. 

During this long interregnum, Bishops from New York and Philadelphia would cross their respective river offering 
their services, but it was only after Bishop William White crossed the Delaware in 1809 to confirm over 251 souls in 
Swedesboro that a call for a Bishop of our own took on some momentum. Finally, the Revd John Croes (pronounced 



crews) was elected our first diocesan Bishop in 1815, ending a 130 year drought for New Jersey Angli-
cans/Episcopalians. We had endured without resident episcopal authority for 130 years! 

That, of course, was not the end of the story. Bishop Croes remained the Rector of Christ Church New Brunswick after 
his election. He squeezed in visitations during the week and some Sundays with the assistance of curates at Christ 
Church. In an age where transportation was either by boat or horse, it was a punishing schedule. 

When his successor, the Rt. Revd George Washington Doane was elected our second Bishop in 1832, Bishop Doane 
set up temporary residence Burlington City. In 1833, the Revd Dr. Charles H. Wharton, the Episcopal Church’s senior 
priest and Rector of St. Mary’s for 37 years died at the age of 86, which led Bishop Doane to take on those duties as 
well. As with Bishop Croes, Bishop Doane had clergy to assist him when he made his visitations, and with the dawn of 
railroads, transportation was easier and faster.  

After Bishop Doane’s death in 1859, the odds on favorite of the electing Convention the Revd. Milo Mahan, a profes-
sor at General Theological Seminary. In fact, he was such a shoe-in, that he was invited to preach to the Convention 
before the election! Evidently, the bats in the belfry of Christ Church New Brunswick had other ideas and while Profes-
sor Mahan was preaching he was attacked by one. He was unable to fight it off, and apparently some of the laity saw 
this as an ill omen. When balloting began, he led for the first 12 ballots, and while he received the necessary majority in 
the clerical order for seven, he never led in the lay order. This prepared the way for a dark horse candidate, the Revd 
William Odenheimer of St. Peter’s Philadelphia who was elected on the 13th ballot. Thanks to the Holy Spirit and the 
talents and treasure of Bishop Doane, the Diocese could afford its first full-time bishop 45 years after its first.  

Under Bishop Odenheimer, the church grew to such an extent that the northern third of the state was set aside to from 
the Diocese of Newark in 1875. Offered the choice, Bishop Odenheimer decided to lead the new diocese and the Revd 
John Scarborough was elected to serve the now geographically smaller Diocese of New Jersey. 

Yet the Diocese had no physical center. There was no permanent Cathedral until 1931 (the biggest donor to which was 
Bishop Matthews). The Diocesan office was in the Bishop’s residence until 808 West State Street was purchased in 1943.  

Thus it is only during the second half of our common life together that we have had a full-time Bishop. The existence 
of a permanent spiritual and business center is a 20th century creation. And this structure has served the Church and the 
Gospel well.  

As I mentioned at the onset, I appreciate many aspects of New Jersey life and history. Then there are those I do not. 
We were the last northern state to abolish slavery, for example. The 1776 state constitution gave single women the right 
to vote, until it was repealed in 1807. The reason the Garden State is divided into 566 municipalities was caused by bor-
oughs breaking away from townships to avoid paying off their share of the school debt the townships incurred.  

Diocesan history mirrors that of our state in that we prefer for others to pay, be it the SPG, or the parishes of Christ 
Church and St. Mary’s sharing their Rectors, or when Bishops Doane and Matthews spent their own resources to pro-
vide for our collective ministry. In a state where home rule is a sacred tenet, the resentment of sending money to Tren-
ton a frequent topic of negative conversation, and a state population increasingly non-Christian due to immigration and 
abandonment, perhaps the traditions that have been handed down by the saints might be considered in a new light.  

The 2018 proposed budget this year is historic in the vast cuts to the programs of our Diocese. Most of these items are 
programs that individual congregations cannot afford on their own. The ministries to youth and our immigrant com-
munities, which are necessary for the continued vitality of our church, will also suffer. We have seen the ill effects of 
low commitment and poor stewardship throughout the history of the church. This history should leave us all to wonder 
whether the bad practices of the past, in this age of instant world-wide communication, of global interdependence, 
where all faith communities are battling the twin idols of consumerism bears repeating. 


