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HISTORIOGRAPHERS REPORT 

“How did we get here, where have we been” 

Benjamin Franklin famously said of New Jersey that it was a barrel tapped at both ends.  For, acute observer that he was, 
this colony between the Hudson and Delaware Rivers found itself on the opposite shores of the two metropolises of North 
America: New York and Philadelphia.  As a young man he crossed ‘the Jerseys’ while escaping indenture in Boston before 
starting a new life in William Penn’s city of brotherly love.  Later, first to his pride and then to his chagrin, his son William 
was our last colonial governor.  

Early New Jersey was not fertile soil for the Church of England, for unlike most of the eastern seaboard it was not initially 
colonized by Great Britain.  The Dutch with their Reformed Church ruled the colony of New Netherlands in the north, the 
Lutheran Swedes held sway in the south.  When England captured the land between the rivers in 1664, the new colony was 
divided West and East.  Pennsylvania Quakers gravitated to the former, and Scots and Scots-Irish Presbyterians found the 
company of their fellow Calvinists compatible in the latter.  

Yet, New Jersey’s advantageous location would draw English settlers as well, as this barrel between the metropolises had 
much to offer.  There was lumber for building and fuel, fertile land for crops and cattle, iron from mines and bogs, fish from 
the Atlantic coast and shellfish from the Delaware Bayshore, and rushing rivers and streams to run the mills of nascent 
manufacturing industries.  The colony also became a major transportation link, since to go between New York and Philadel-
phia, be it by water or land; you had to go through or around New Jersey.  

It was along these routes that the English would settle, and the Anglican Church would put down its first roots.  Elizabeth 
and Burlington, Perth Amboy and Salem, New Brunswick, Shrewsbury and Middletown would all be places where missionar-
ies found townspeople eager for the familiar and formal worship they had known in the old country.  Congregations thrived 
and churches were built.  

Yet this association with Britain became problematic as dissatisfaction with royal rule grew.  Like Governor William Franklin, 
many Anglicans were loyal to the crown, and a church which required prayers for King George in its liturgy was looked upon 
as traitorous to patriots.  New Jersey’s key location for transportation became a burden as armies crisscrossed her fields 
and forests, engaging in over 200 battles and skirmishes during the war of independence.  Churches closed, clergy fled and 
congregations scattered.  By the time the Episcopal Church was constituted from the remains of the Church of England in 
1785, the 20 churches in the new state of New Jersey were in poor condition physically, numerically and spiritually.    

Yet, almost miraculously, there were sufficient faithful to constitute a Diocese of New Jersey in that same year, and while 
there was no resident bishop until 1815, the proximity of the cities across the river meant there was some pastoral assis-
tance from Bishops Samuel Provoost of New York and William White of Pennsylvania, the second and third bishops of the 
brand-new Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America.  

Growth was slow and hard even after the election and consecration of our first Bishop, John Croes (a student of Bishop 
White), who wrote of his despair over the future of the Church.  Yet as New Jersey grew and prospered as a result of its 
location, so did the Episcopal Church.  Under his successors George Washington Doane and John Henry Odenheimer the 
church grew to such an extent that the Diocese of Northern New Jersey (later Newark), covering the northern third of the 
state was set aside in 1875.  The Diocese though reduced in size, hardly skipped a beat and her ministries expanded to in-
clude schools and colleges, camps and retreat houses, along with associations of men and women, boys and girls, acolytes 
and choristers.  The church continued to grow for the next 100 years, through World Wars and worldwide depressions, 
reaching its peak membership in 1971.  

With the decline of interest in organized religion and increasing ethnic diversity, the Diocese of New Jersey is struggling to 
meet the challenges of 21

st
 century in the nation’s most densely populated state.   But we are a church that has reached out 

to the people of this wonderful land between the Hudson and Delaware Rivers for over 300 years.  Whether they are colo-
nial Swedes or newly arrived Latinos, former slaves or former slaveholders, Pineys or city folk, field workers or college stu-
dents, the church still takes her call from Bishop Doane’s inspiring hymn, 

Fling out the banner! 
Let it float 
Skyward and seaward, high and wide: 

The sun that lights its shining folds, 
The cross, on which the Saviour died. 

 Fling out the banner! 



Wide and high, 
Seaward and skyward, let it shine: 

Nor skill, nor might, nor merit ours; 
We conquer only in that sign.

 


