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A Seal for the Diocese of New Jersey 

 
Signed, sealed and delivered is an idiom for having something satisfactorily completed.  It speaks to the pro-
cedure that makes documents legal and binding.  So when you get married or buy a house the validity of the 
event is certified by virtue of the signatures of the parties involved, marked with the seal of the validating 
authority and copies distributed to the persons involved.  This procedure is one that in some fashion been 
carried out throughout the world for thousands of years.   

The Christian church is one of the many entities that has used seals to validate its actions.  Weddings, bap-
tisms and ordinations are among the functions where a seal is used.  There are also business transactions 
where a seal would be used in place of having a document notarized.  Thus there remain multiple layers of 
the church’s hierarchies that have seals specific to their areas of responsibility. 

Thus it should come as no surprise that one of the more obscure collections in our Diocesan Archives con-
sists of several dozen sets of embossing seals. These include those of organizations that have been super-
seded or no longer exist, along with those of extinct congregations.  They are all identified with tags, alt-
hough not indexed.  These seals contain only text, no images, either because there was no coat of arms or 
other image associated with the group, or simply because text alone was much cheaper to purchase. 

However until recent times, a seal was expected to bear some image.  We see examples of this on the Great 
Seal of the United States (just check your one dollar bill) and the Great Seal of the State of New Jersey (look 
at a state flag).  Both include images that are specific to the entity they represent.  Historically any govern-
mental and ecclesiastical authority would have its own seal, along with individuals over a certain rank. 

The Diocese of New Jersey was founded in 1785, making us the second oldest diocese in the Episcopal 
Church.  However, we did not have a Bishop until 1815 and official actions were taken by the annual Dioce-
san Convention and the Standing Committee between Conventions.  But it was not until the Convention of 
1824 that the subject of a diocesan seal was raised, 

On motion Resolved that as by the report of the Standing Committee to whom was referred the office of making 
an application to the Legislature of this State for an act of incorporating this Convention it is stated that such act 
was granted the President of this Body be therefore authorized and requested to procure a common seal with a 
suitable inscription for the use of the Convention. 
Journal of the Diocese of New Jersey, 1824, p 24. 
 

The reason seems to be the fact that the Diocese of New Jersey was recognized as a corporation by the state 
legislature making such a seal a cost of doing business.   

Further church codification under state law continued apace. In 1827, Convention passed a further set of 
corporate rules that included the incorporation of parishes, which, “shall and may have and a common seal with 
such device or devices as they shall proper and the same to break renew or alter at pleasure” (Journal of the Diocese of 
New Jersey, 1827, p 37).  On May 26, 1834, the diocesan treasurer records that Bishop Croes paid $4.00 for 
a seal.  We do not know whether this purchase was for the diocese or a personal seal, but a few years later 
we get a hint, when Convention instructs under a new administration, “that the seal of the said Bishop Doane be 
taken to be for this purpose the corporate seal of this Convention and that he be authorized to affix the same thereto”  (Dioce-
san Journal, 1848, p.14).   
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That is the last mention of a seal for diocesan use until 1887.  In that year, the Secretary of Convention, 
Elvin K. Smith, reported, “The Secretary would call the attention of the Convention to the fact that the corporate seal does 
not properly set forth the present construction of the Diocese its inscription being Convention of the Prot Epis Church in New 
Jersey. He suggests the propriety of appointing a committee or otherwise taking measures for having a suitable made” (Dioce-
san Journal, 1887, p.30).  Clearly at some point before 1874 that a diocesan seal was made, but when the di-
ocese was divided in 1875, no new seal was commissioned and the old one did not reflect that there were 
now two dioceses in New Jersey.  A committee was appointed to look into the matter. 

However, as has been known to happen from time to time, nothing happened.  So, by 1894 we find,  

“The Secretary calls attention to the fact that the seal of the Convention does not properly set forth the present 
construction of the Diocese, its legend being Convention of the Prot Epis Church in New Jersey. In 1888 a com-
mittee of three was appointed to report to the next Convention a suitable design and inscription for a new seal. 
The following year the Rev Mr. Knauff reported verbally for the Committee on the Corporate Seal and the com-
mittee was continued. There has been no later action on the subject.” (Diocesan Journal, 1894, p 33). 

So a new committee was appointed by Bishop Scarborough.  This was a much more diligent group of men, 
and in 1895 they reported back, 

REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON DIOCESAN SEAL 
The undersigned appointed at the last Convention to devise a Seal for the Diocese of New Jer-

sey beg leave to report.  
Your Committee have felt averse to bringing in an entirely new seal but have rather sought to 

devise one that shall have some historical interest attaching to it.  
It will be remembered that New Jersey is named after the Island of Jersey belonging to Eng-

land and was originally a colony given by Charles II then at Elizabeth Castle in Jersey to Sir 
George de Carteret in 1664 in reward for holding the Island against the Parliamentarians.  

On this account it was thought it would be historically interesting to connect the Seal of the 
Diocese of New Jersey Nova Caesarea with the Ecclesiastical and Civil Seals of the Island of Jer-
sey.  

For this purpose your Committee have procured from the Dean of Jersey representing the ecclesiastical authority 
the arms of the Deanery and from the Chief Magistrate representing the civil authority the arms of the Island. These 
have been combined to form the seal of the Diocese of New Jersey placing the arms of the Deanery consisting of three 
bendlets in the right or dexter half of the shield and the arms of the Island three leopards in the left or sinister half. 
The general design is that of the Seal of the Deanery being vesica in shape with the Pastoral Staff dividing the shield 
as in the Dean’s Seal  

The Seal also contains the date of the founding of the Diocese A. D., MDCCLXXXV and the Latin words 
Sigillum Diæcesis Novae Cæsariensis. An enlarged design of the seal proposed is herewith presented.  

All of which is respectfully submitted,  
C H HIBBARD Chairman  
CHARLES EWAN MERRITT  
WILLIAM D’OLIER 
 

Diocesan Journal, 1895, pp 63-64. 

This is the Diocesan Seal that is in use to this day.  In reference to a question I received wearing my Archi-
vist’s hat, I located what I believe to be the original drawing of the seal as presented in 1895, which I have 
reproduced above.  So end of story, right? 
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Well, in the course of my researching the question on our seal, I found something I was not expecting.  
There was serious criticism of the efforts of Messrs. Hibbard, Merritt and D’Olier. In the very first number 
of the magazine Christian Art, (May 1907) there was an article entitled “Ecclesiastical heraldry in America” 
by Pierre Chaignon la Rose.  There he states, “Four [Episcopal dioceses] have arms so ungrammatically composed in 
utter ignorance of heraldic precedent that they may serve as horrible examples of American heraldry at its very worst, these are 
New Jersey…”  Mr. Chaignon la Rose, a Harvard graduate, was considered one of the most expert heraldic 
scholars in the United States.  He was so widely influential that 30 years later he was commissioned by the 
Episcopal Church to devise a seal and flag.  The product was the very seal and flag so beloved and well used 
to this day.  So this discovery caused me to look into the matter further. 

Six years earlier, New Jersey’s heraldry was given the good seal of approval from the well-known turn of the 
20th century architect Ralph Adams Cram.  Cram’s effect upon architecture in the Episcopal Church was so 
great that he is commemorated in Cloud of Witnesses, his feast observed on December 16th.  He was in-
volved in designing the Princeton University Chapel, and a big three of New York City churches: St. 
Thomas, 5th Avenue, St. James’ Madison Avenue, and last and most impressively the Cathedral of St. John 
the Divine.   

Cram took some time out of his busy architectural career to look at the heraldry of Episcopal Dioceses in 
the United States.  He wrote a long article in The Churchman (June 29, 1901) entitled, “The Heraldry of the 
American Church”.  In his analysis he wrote, “[three other dioceses and] New Jersey are all good from a 
decorative standpoint” (p 814).  In his summery he concluded “New Jersey.  Absolutely good, except that 
the pastoral staff should be behind the shield” and “To sum up the results of our analysis, we find that of 
the seventy-six dioceses, thirty-two use diocesan symbols of some kind: …  Of the coats of arms, those of 
Georgia, Indiana, Long Island, Louisiana, New Jersey, Pittsburgh and Washington, seven in all, are noble 
examples of heraldry; symbolical, beautiful and correct” (p 817). 

What more could be said?  But this was in a periodical read by turn of the twentieth century Episcopalians.  
Within a week, there was a letter from a Virginia priest critical of one of Cram’s suggestions and there were 
three others printed before the end of August.  Perhaps the most interesting is written by the Revd Dr C. 
Ellis Stevens, the Rector of historic Christ Church in Philadelphia and a scholar of Constitutional Law.  
Writing from his summer home at Lake George, NY Stevens states, 

“Mr. Cram seems practically to gauge American ecclesiastical seals by the rules of English pri-
vate heraldry—as some others have done. He gives many valuable points which belong to all 
heraldry. But may I venture to suggest, with cordial deference to the learned gentleman, that it 
really does seem reasonable that American ecclesiastical seals should be judged, not by this 
private heraldry, but rather by the usages which govern the ecclesiastical seals of the Anglican 
Communion? (the Churchman, August 10, 1901, p. 172).   

New Jersey’s seal becomes an illustration of Dr. Stevens’ point.  He points out that the seal is “impaled, i.e. 
divided in half by a line running down the centre. Impalement is properly a way of saying in the language of 
heraldry, that a man is married.”   

There is no response from Cram that I have been able to find and sadly, Dr. Stevens died only a few years 
later, at the age of 53. 

Ralph Cram continued from strength to strength.  In 1907 the magazine which I mentioned above, Chris-
tian Art.  Quarterly published and lavishly illustrated for the time, it sold for a princely $5 per issue.  To in-
augurate its publication, the first two issues, July and October, contained the monumental article entitled, 
“Ecclesiastical heraldry in America” written by the aforementioned Pierre Chaignon la Rose (his Harvard 
classmates suggested that his real name was Peter Ross).  Chaignon la Rose was already considered one of 
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the most learned among the small fraternity of heraldic experts.  He was already designing many of the per-
sonal arms of Roman Catholic bishops.   

The July article dealt with more general principles.  He gets down to the details in October.  Chaignon la 
Rose reiterates, “And now I should like first to dispose of the arms of four American sees which, because of 
the ignorance displayed in them of heraldic grammar, I consider the very worst examples of ecclesiastical 
heraldry known to me. They are the arms of New Jersey, Pittsburgh, Washington, and Vermont” (p. 61).  
Among the very worst?  He then spends the next 310 words describing why.  Clearly what Dr. Stevens had 
hinted upon in 1901, Chaignon la Rose spells out in excruciating detail which I will spare the reader. 

While my New Jersey hackles were raised by his criticism, I cannot be too angry. Not 
only does his argument make sense, but unlike the vast majority of modern critics, he 
actually offers a solution and draws out an alternative that follows heraldic rules.  “A 
good “simple” coat might readily be made from the two arms in question (from the 
Dean and Bailiff of the Isle of Jersey) and some distinctively New Jersey charge might 
advantageously be introduced. I give one of several possible designs.”  Here is a short-
ened description of his work,  

“I have placed a single lion of England — a sufficient symbol [of our historic 
connection with England] — between the two distinctively American ears of 
maize which appear on the “Seal of the Province of East Jersey in America,” in 
use before 1701. Thus in our new composition is clearly indicated in a “simple” 
rather than in an illegitimate “compound” coat, all that the committee wished to express, 
and to this is added an American symbol with an historical New Jersey significance.” 

I have been unable to find if his offer was ever considered, or if indeed anyone was 
aware of this critique.  However, there is one tantalizing clue that someone knew about 
it.   Chaignon la Rose concludes his suggestion thus, “Finally, the seal of the diocese 
should … add at least a mitre to the design.”  At some point in the mid-1950s, our VII 
Bishop, the Rt. Revd Alfred L. Banyard added a mitre and some other decorative ele-
ments to the official seal.  My esteemed predecessor, the Revd Canon Laurence Fish, 
told me Bishop Banyard did this because, “he didn’t think it was fancy enough.’  But 
was it due to his knowing about the Chaignon la Rose recommendation?  Likely we will 
never know, but these arms certainly contain a mitre! 

All right.  So what? We have had and used and appreciated our Diocesan seal for 125 years and it was devel-
oped by sincere men with only the best intentions.  They got the job done after a delay of six years.  This 
seal is engraved in pews and cathedras, enshrined in stained glass, embroidered in kneelers and on tippets 
and has been on all our bishop’s rings since the Rt. Revd John Scarborough was in office. I would not rec-
ommend a change at this point. 

Nonetheless, there are however three arguments I encountered that I find compelling reasons to revise of 
our seal.  First, Dr. Stevens points out that given the world-wide reach of the Anglican Communion, should 
not every diocese want arms and a seal that conforms with the norms of our sister churches?  Putting mod-
ern irony aside, this indeed might be one place where we actually could conform.  Secondly, I have been re-
minded that heraldry is an art, a science and a language.  And while those who can ‘read’ this arcane form of 
communication are not numerous, might not we want to offer something that was not gibberish to the very 
people who understand the symbolism?  Finally, a point made by Pierre Chaignon la Rose, who despite his 
French name was very much an American and sought to use local imagery in his designs. A look at the arms 
of the Episcopal Church shows that he used both British and American symbolism to make a very pleasing 
and harmonious whole.  In the argument for his New Jersey seal revision, he stated that “to this is added an 
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American symbol with an historical New Jersey significance” because our present seal is Jersey – both bailiff 
and dean, but not NEW Jersey. Indeed. With the exception of our name, our beloved state has had no con-
nection to that small channel island since the 17th century.  Certainly, there are plenty of symbols that would 
be recognizable to folks from our state: the ocean, the Delaware and Raritan Rivers, the Pinelands, the Bat-
tles of Trenton, Princeton and Monmouth, our cathedral, blueberries, cranberries, the Jersey tomato and 
peach, our millions of immigrant settlers – the list goes on and on.  For the second oldest diocese in the 
Episcopal Church, maybe it is time to break with our colonial past and embrace what and who we have be-
come – and mark it with a seal. 

 

       Respectfully submitted, 

 

       The Revd Canon Richard C. Wrede 
       Archivist and Historiographer 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


