EARLY CHURCHES IN AMERICA

INTRODUCTION

Even a superfluous view of the scriptures shows that the Bible places a special emphasis on history. Church history is actually HIS STORY of HIS PEOPLE. A major portion of God’s Word is church history.  
I was raised in southern New Jersey. My grandfather Harvey married Edna Van Meter, whose brother married my grandfather’s sister. So all my father’s cousins were doubly related and like uncles and aunts to me. I was named after my father’s cousin, Dr. Ralph Van Meter. The Van Meter families settled a large area of South Jersey in 1716. John and Isaac Van Meter eventually owned 6,000 acres in and around Daretown and in 1730, they received a land grant of 40,000 acres in the Shenandoah and Potomac River Valleys of Virginia. 

That "ancient" history failed to impress me until after we had served several years as missionaries in Europe. One church that we served met in the historic section of Steyr, Austria. Our meeting place was built prior to the year 1000 as a horse stable for nobility that lived in a nearby castle. Across the street from us was the historic "Bummlerhaus," where Anabaptists had met between 1527 and 1600. 

Many Christians have little knowledge of history.  They have little knowledge of world history or American history and are not familiar with the history of the Christian church, nor with that of their own church or denomination. This is unfortunate. I hope that this brief article will encourage readers to spend more time studying history, especially church history. 
AMERICAN CHURCH HISTORY

Church history in America can be divided into six periods: 
1) The early period 1565 – 1680: Christians of differing backgrounds, languages and cultures came over from Europe, bringing their "religious baggage" with them.
2) The American revival period 1681 – 1750: This period breathed fresh life into the colonies. 
3) The post-revival period from 1751 – 1940: Second generation Christians assumed leadership of churches. Millions more immigrants poured into the country during the 1800s and early 1900s. Churches grew numerically, spreading out to new areas. Education became very important and schools and seminaries were founded. Sunday Schools and camp meetings became popular. 
This period was also marked by a sharp increase in affluence with the invention of electricity and discovery of oil. Industries flourished and people began to enjoy unprecedented wealth and comforts of life. People became world conscious and Christians began to recognize and assume responsibility for world missions. 
4) The "establishment" era from 1940 – 1970: The Bible was accepted by nearly all Americans as the basis for society rules and most citizens were members of a Christian church. Numerous religious sects began to appear, claiming to be the genuine or pure Christian church. Inter-denominational missions, camps, evangelistic campaigns, radio programs and publications became popular.  
5) The period of Christian decline 1970 – 2000: This period is characterized by a growing disinterest in spiritual matters. "Christian" became a generic term for anyone who wanted to claim it. The distinctive lifestyles of believers and non-believers became less apparent and also less important. The Bible took a back seat to social engagement; church and Christian involvement was relegated to Sundays. 

6) The post Christian era 2000 – to present: Churches have largely become mere social centers which provide fellowship, entertainment and a good feeling, so it doesn't really matter what people believe. The moniker "Christian" is neither desirable nor important. Christian symbols such as crosses have become increasingly rare; political correctness and social agendas have replaced biblical truth. 

REMARKABLE PARALLELS 
Church history in America has interesting parallels with the story of God's people in the New Testament.

PRE-PENTECOST BELIEVERS 
Pentecost is rightfully considered the birthday of the church, but there were true believers from the beginning of time. Old Testament believers looked forward to the coming of the Messiah while we look back on his coming and forward to his return. But true believers have always recognized God as author of their salvation and worshipped him together with fellow believers. 
Most Jews at the time of Christ's birth were traditionalists. Some were devout and faithful to their religion, but most were simply Jews by inheritance. Religion and nationality were one and the same. Jews were divided into factions and always quarreling. There were Sadducees (the liberals), Pharisees (orthodox), Essenes (fundamentalist), Herodians (state church – Episcopal), Samaritans (worldly), Galileans (southern gospel) and Greek (cultural) Jews. Paul said that many had “uncircumcised hearts.”

CHRISTIANS IN COLONIAL AMERICA
Three major groups of European immigrants came to America and all were religiously motivated. 
1) "Church State Christians”: For centuries, the Catholic Church ruled much of Europe in coalition with secular government. Absolute loyalty to the government and the church were mandated and no other religion was tolerated. This became known as the “Holy Roman Empire”. 
In countries where Islam is the predominant religion, it usually controls the government. No other government or religion is tolerated by faithful Muslims. This is also called a “Church State.” Other lesser known State Churches existed in the far East, Africa and South America. Many tribal religions also controlled the local government according to this model.
There were attempts to establish a Church State in the new world, mostly in the South & Southwest. The first permanent settlement in North America was St. Augustine, Florida. The Spanish Admiral, Pedro Menéndez de Avilés founded St. Augustine in 1565. What many Americans do not know, however, is that there was a special urgency in his mission. Just one year earlier, a group of French Huguenots, followers of John Calvin, landed in Florida and founded Ft. Caroline. The first Thanksgiving service was not celebrated in New England, but by this group on June 30, 1564. They hoped to establish a safe haven for other Huguenots to follow, but the Spaniards under Avilés attacked and slaughtered the Huguenots in a great massacre, establishing St. Augustine instead. 
2) "State Church Christians”: Today, Catholicism usually takes the form of a "State Church”. These were different from Church States in that the church and government were separate entities, but they cooperated and recognized each other. A State Church receives special privileges and recognition, but does not have the political power.  Swedish Lutherans, for example, were sent to found a Lutheran colony in New Jersey, but were chased across the Delaware by the mosquitoes! The Colony of Virginia was established in 1607 by England and was intended to become “a great Anglican nation.” The Dutch, Scottish & Irish Reformed Churches also sought to plant colonies with State Churches in the "New World." 
Both state churches (official privileged churches of the parent nation) and the Roman Catholic Church State were strongly traditional and citizens were Christian by inheritance and nationality.  
3) The third major group of settlers in America were the “dissenters or separatists.” These were composed of many loosely organized groups such as the Puritans, Quakers (Shakers), Huegenots and Anabaptists (Mennonite, Amish, Hutterite, Brethren were more organized). These were the purists or fundamentalists of the period. They had experienced the brunt of persecution from the Catholic, Lutheran and Anglican "church states" and "state churches" in Europe. It was these groups which, although of diverse theological persuasions, were desperately determined that their new home should be free of religious suppression. The first amendment prohibits the making of any law respecting an establishment of religion and impeding the free exercise of religion. It was to assure that our nation would never become a "Church State," and would not recognize or give special privileges to any particular religion.
Some separatists showed radical tendencies, such as witch hunts, quaking, severe church discipline etc., but most of them simply sought to live by the Bible without government interference or suppression. 
CENTURIES OF UNCERTAINTY AND TROUBLE

Pentecost was preceded by a 400-year silent period in Israel. The people experienced extreme hardships, endured conflicts between various Jewish sects and suffered under the political oppression of foreign governments. Jesus was born in one of the nation's darkest hours with a cruel and heartless King Herod on the throne. Thirty years later, the multitudes who had followed Jesus, heard his teaching, witnessed his miracles and cheered him as the Messiah when he entered Jerusalem. A few days later, some of the same people demanded his crucifixion. 
Similarly, the settlement of America was at first painfully slow. Every child knows that Columbus discovered America in 1492, but Columbus didn’t know it even after his third voyage! He thought he had reached India and that is why we talk about the “West Indies” and why native Americans were called Indians. 
The first true colony in America was Virginia, established a century later in 1607. By 1616, 1,600 colonists had arrived from Europe in Virginia, but due to prevailing hardships, the population of the colony was only 350.
In 1620, England advertised for more settlers who would live in the Virginia Colony, but news of hardships and deaths discouraged many adventurers. A group of Baptists (sometimes called Anabaptists) under the leadership of Roger Williams felt that they had nothing to lose and everything to gain, so they volunteered. The King encouraged these religious dissenters, believing that it would do no harm to rid his kingdom of such troublesome people. On September 16, 1620, the settlers set sail for Virginia aboard the now famous Mayflower. Due to inclement weather, the ship got far off course and landed in Plymouth Harbor on November 19, 1620. Roger Williams and his followers founded the Colony of Rhode Island and nineteen years later, in 1639, the first Baptist Church in America was founded. 
By 1670, British trading companies had established 12 colonies along the eastern seaboard, but they were not paying large dividends to investors. The total population of the colonies was no more than 150,000. Pennsylvania and New Jersey had only around 10,000 colonists each. There was a lot of bickering and little hope for unity in the new world.
HOLY SPIRIT REVIVAL

Just as Jews gathered in Jerusalem from all over the world for the feast of Pentecost (Acts 2:5-11), many nations, languages and cultures gathered in colonial America. In both situations, all claimed to be of the same faith even though they disagreed with each other. The Pilgrims in Jerusalem celebrating Pentecost were all Jews, but had many differences. The colonists in America were all professing Christians. All sought God’s direction, protection and blessing, but they entertained stark differences on how these were to be obtained. They all brought their religious and political baggage with them and conditions were hardly conducive for establishing unity! 
Yet the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost led to unprecedented unity in Jerusalem. Jews were selling their personal property and sharing with the needy. 
While Spanish conquistadors were in South America confiscating Inca gold, forcefully converting natives to Christianity and claiming their lands for Spain, America experienced a great revival. Thousands of settlers were converted and their lives radically changed during “The Great Awakening” of 1681 – 1745. At the darkest hour in colonial times, God sent revival. It didn’t come like it did at Pentecost, but was nonetheless a special outpouring of God’s Spirit on colonial America. It would not have been possible to write our Constitution and form a government like ours if God had not manifested his glory and power in such a wonderful way.
The first seeds of revival were sown in 1679, when eleven Quakers under the leadership of William Penn, purchased the proprietorship of New Jersey from Fenwick, Byllinge and Carteret's heirs. In 1681, Penn also received a land grant from King Charles II of England in payment for a debt that the king owed his father, a famous admiral. The grant measured 600,000 square miles west of the Delaware (present day Pennsylvania is only 46,058 square miles)! Penn promised settlers a safe haven where not just Quakers, but all other Christians could live in “love and brotherly kindness” (Philadelphia means "brotherly love"). 
Many or most of the earlier settlers came for gain and fame, both for their sending nation and church, and personally. Settlers who arrived after 1681, however, were primarily religious refugees seeking freedom of worship. They were Quakers from Scotch, Irish and English backgrounds, Dutch reformists and Mennonites, French Huguenots, Tyrolean Hutterites, Bohemian and Moravian Brethren, German Anabaptists, Swiss Amish and others. These settlers brought very little baggage and were thankful to God for freedom to worship and the ability to live in peace. 
The groundwork having been laid, a number of gifted preachers began to travel though the colonies, preaching the gospel and calling people to repentance. One of the first was Theodore Freylinghuysen, who arrived in New Jersey in 1720. He was an ordained Dutch Reformed minister, but much influenced by the Puritans. William Tennant and his four sons were effective preachers in the Presbyterian and Reformed Churches of New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Jonathan Edwards brought revival to the Congregationalist Churches of New England and, perhaps the greatest preacher of them all, George Whitefield, was effective in igniting revival fires in the 1740s. 

POST-PENTECOST CHRISTIANITY
The immediate effects of Pentecost are remarkable. At Pentecost, 3,000 were saved and baptized and in the following days and months, membership of the young church multiplied. Christians that were in hiding suddenly went public. “It was noised abroad.” Devout pilgrims from all over the world were drawn in and the apostles "spoke of the mighty, wonderful works of God!" Language and cultural barriers were overcome. People began to fear the Lord and believers sold their possessions, sharing not just with each other, but “with all men“ (Acts 2:44-45). There was great unity and joy, and what was most unusual, was the fact that the general public liked what was happening! Acts 17:6 says that the disciples of Christ had "turned the world upside down."
The Christians continued steadfastly in fellowship, teaching of the Word, prayer and "breaking bread daily from house to house” (Acts 2:41-42).  All the first converts of Pentecost were apparently Jews. Some lived in Palestine but Jews from all parts of the then-known world were present (Acts 2:5-11). These returned home to their own cultures, cities and families, sharing their faith. “And the Lord added to the church daily” (Acts 2:47); “many of them which heard the word believed; and the number of the men was about 5,000” (Acts 4:4); “And believers were the more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women” (Acts 5:14).  
AMERICA IN THE POST REVIVAL PERIOD

Displaced persons are more open to the gospel. People of different cultural backgrounds tend to be less apprehensive of each other and are more inclined to friendliness and generosity. 
Emergency situations lend to openness. Animals react differently in a flood or forest fire. Immediately following the attacks of 9-11, Democrats and Republicans displayed an unusual solidarity by joining hands and repeating the Lord’s Prayer together! The colonists endured extreme hardship and many died from disease. People of differing religious backgrounds were forced to work together and help each other for their very existence. To their complete surprise, colonists discovered that they had much in common, particularly their personal faith in Jesus Christ and God's Word.
Change can also open doors. When the Iron Curtain and Berlin Wall disintegrated in 1989, people from East and West Germany showed great excitement and unity. West Germans were handing out large denomination bills to the East Germans who crossed the open borders into their country, so they could do some shopping. Austrians displayed the same friendliness and generosity towards Czechoslovakians and Hungarians who came to see what it was like in the West. A junk yard owner near where we lived put up a large sign inviting Easterners to help themselves to any parts they needed to fix their cars! 

Following the great revival period, churches were filled and everyone was excited about his or her salvation. 

Like believers of Pentecost, early Christians were intent on sharing God’s blessings with others -  not just with each other, but “with all men.“ Settlers sought to make friendships with native tribes and with settlers of other religious persuasions. Many schools, colleges, hospitals and churches were established during this period. Word got back to Europe of God’s mighty working in America -- “it was noised abroad” -- motivating thousands more immigrants to set sail for the "new world."
Like Pentecost in Jerusalem, revival helped settlers overcome language and cultural barriers. Young people began to marry into other groups. By 1776, they could agree on English as the nation’s official language even though German was more prevalent. Even German-speaking signers of the Declaration of Independence voted for English. Bible truth became the basis of faith and for founding the new nation. Denominationalism became secondary as colonists of different religious faiths sat down in Philadelphia to draw up a Constitution for the United States of America! 
TROUBLES AND PROBLEMS IN THE YOUNG CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Growth continued in the newly founded church of Pentecost, but the great unity and spirit of sharing which was at first prevalent didn’t last long (Acts 6:1).  
Two centuries before Christ, Alexander the Great conquered much of the then-known world. Jewish merchants were attracted to regions where commerce flourished. These Jews became “Hellenized.” As the Romans gained power, Greek influence waned, and along with it, Greek affluence. Many Jews who had been attracted to Greek settlements lost their shirts and returned to Israel in hopes of making a new beginning. Hellenistic Jews and native Jews lived together in Israel, but they didn’t always get along. An apparent cultural bias which existed in Jewish society carried over into the young church. Jewish Christians with Greek backgrounds complained that believers with Hebrew backgrounds were given preferential treatment.
A similar situation existed in Europe after World War II. During the middle ages, some German and Austrian citizens moved east to seek their fortunes in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Romania, which were known as the “breadbaskets of Europe.” During the reformation and counter-reformation, many persecuted Anabaptists and other groups fled East to escape persecution, settling in these same German-speaking areas.  
Many of these German-speaking people were driven out during World War II because nationals didn’t trust the Germans and feared they would side with Hitler. After the war, Communists confiscated the rich agricultural areas and created agricultural communes, causing even more Germans to leave. When these Germans returned to the land of their ancestors, however, they were not always welcomed with open arms. In fact, there was a lot of animosity. 

The apostles asked the believers to choose 7 capable and spiritual men to handle the work of providing aid to needy Christians (Acts 6:2-7) while they devoted themselves to teaching ministries. At least two of the new deacons, Stephen and Phillip, also started teaching and preaching with God’s blessings. Christians continued to multiply, and even many Jewish priests were joining the Christians! Persecution was inevitable. 
Before long, there was false accusation, slander and persecution from Jewish leaders. Stephen's defense was basically an overview of Jewish history, but when he openly accused the Jewish leaders of crucifying Jesus, it was too much for them to tolerate! Persecution began in earnest, and Christians fled to Rome, Alexandria, Greece and especially Asia Minor (Turkey). Wherever they went, the gospel went with them!
Saul of Tarsus was converted and became Paul the Apostle, taking the gospel to all the world.

TROUBLES AND PROBLEMS IN THE NEW WORLD
As with the Christian Church after Pentecost, so it was after the Great Awakening in America. Christian unity led to growth and growth led to discord. In my studies of Church history, I have noted that there are always many who claim credit and honors for setting revival fires, but very few who could predict them.  And there are many who would like to reap the benefits of growth: power, profit and prominence, yet it is those who humbly and generously sacrifice their time, money and influence to people who don't have them, who begin to stand out in the crowd. 
As the churches grew, so did problems. Denominationalism set in. Churches soon lost their first love. Political and financial interests began to take precedent over the Holy Spirit’s leading. Relations with the Indians soured. Alcohol became a growing problem even among Christians. Some churches joined the temperance movement while others defended their freedom to consume. Slavery was another factor that divided Christians. Between 1750 and 1850, sects and cults began to multiply. Books became popular and both false and biblical teachings began to fill the book shelves of Christians, sometimes replacing the Bible. Mysticism was another big problem among Christians. 

CONCLUSION

When God sent revival at Pentecost, 120 Christians were gathered in that upper room, praying in obedience to Christ. In 1679, William Penn and a few Quakers were praying and obeying Christ. God sent Holy Spirit revival! If we yearn for revival today, we need to devote ourselves to prayer and obey the Lord’s command to preach the gospel and make disciples. 
Another factor that played a key role in both of these situations is often overlooked. Those who experienced Holy Spirit revival didn't take credit for what God did and they shared their blessings with all people. 
I began this article with a personal anecdote and I will conclude with another. 

Around 1750, towards the end of the "Great Awakening," many colleges were founded to train ministers. The Dutch Reformed Church built two colleges in New Jersey. One of them was in Daretown, where I grew up. On October 20, 1819, two men were licensed to preach in Daretown. One of them became America’s greatest theologian, Charles Hodge, who also served as President of Princeton. The other man was Samuel Cornish, the first recorded ordination of a black minister in America! 
The flames of the "Great Awakening" soon died down. Fewer young men sought to train for ministry and financial problems forced the Dutch Reformed Church (now Presbyterians) to close one of its schools. Daretown was closed, but Princeton remained. Princeton University is anything but a citadel of faith today! 

Daretown, on the other hand, has no Post Office, store or school! There may be a hundred residents in the town, but thousands are buried in the town's four cemeteries.
