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INTRODUCTION: A FAITHFUL TAPESTRY IN THE HEART OF THE NEW WORLD

The story of the New York Colony is often told through the lens of commerce, trade, and its strategic
harbor.  Yet,  woven deeply into the fabric  of  its  society was a complex and evolving religious
landscape. Unlike the religiously homogenous settlements of New England, the Religion of New
York Colony was a mosaic of competing faiths, a direct reflection of its unique origins as a Dutch
trading post and its later transformation into a fiercely pluralistic English colony. From the pews of
the  Dutch  Reformed  Church  to  the  quiet  gatherings  of  Quakers  and  the  first  synagogue  in  North
America, religious life in colonial New York was a dynamic, and sometimes contentious, force that
shaped its laws, its culture, and its identity as a melting pot.
To understand the religion of New York Colony is to understand its foundational principle of
pragmatic tolerance, a necessity born from a diverse population of merchants, artisans, and farmers
who valued profit over piety. This article delves into the rich and often surprising history of faith in
early  New York,  exploring  how different  denominations  coexisted,  clashed,  and  ultimately  laid  the
groundwork for the religious freedoms enshrined in the American experiment.

THE DUTCH REFORMED CHURCH: THE CORNERSTONE OF NEW AMSTERDAM

The Official Faith of the West India
Company
Before it was New York, it was New Amsterdam, a colony of the Dutch West India Company (WIC).
The  official  and  privileged  religion  of  the  colony  was  the  Dutch  Reformed  Church,  a  Calvinist
denomination  that  was  the  state  church  of  the  Netherlands.  The  WIC  financed  the  salaries  of
ministers  (called  "predikanten")  and  built  the  first  churches,  including  the  iconic  St.  Nicholas
Church (later renamed St. Mark's Church in-the-Bowery). For the early settlers, the religion of
New York Colony in its formative years was almost synonymous with Dutch Calvinism.
Church attendance was not strictly mandatory, but the social pressure to conform was immense.
The colonial  government  saw the church as  a  pillar  of  social  order  and moral  authority.  The
consistory,  or  church council,  worked hand-in-hand with the civil  authorities to regulate public
behavior  and  enforce  religious  orthodoxy.  However,  the  WIC  was  first  and  foremost  a  commercial
enterprise.  Its  directors  in  Amsterdam were far  more interested in  filling ships with furs  and trade

goods than in policing the consciences of every settler. This commercial pragmatism created a
unique environment where religious diversity was tolerated, even if it was not officially endorsed.

Strict Doctrine in a Diverse World
The Dutch Reformed Church in New Amsterdam held fast to the doctrines of the Synod of Dort
(1618–1619), emphasizing predestination, the sovereignty of God, and the authority of the Bible.
The first minister, Reverend Jonas Michaelius, arrived in 1628 and organized the first congregation.
Services were long, severe, and conducted exclusively in Dutch. Yet, the reality of daily life in a
bustling port city like New Amsterdam meant that the church's influence had limits. The population
included  not  just  Dutch  Calvinists,  but  also  French  Huguenots,  Lutherans  from Germany  and
Scandinavia, Jews, Puritans from New England, and a significant population of enslaved Africans who
brought their own spiritual traditions.
This  spiritual  diversity  was  a  constant  source  of  tension.  The  Reformed  ministers  frequently
complained to the Amsterdam Classis (the governing body of  the church) about the "godless"
behavior of the populace and the spread of "heretical" sects. However, the WIC's directors often
sided with tolerance.  Their  famous response to  Director-General  Peter  Stuyvesant's  request  to
banish Quakers and Jews was a clear statement of policy: the religion of New York Colony would
be managed with a light hand to ensure the prosperity of the colony.

THE CHALLENGE OF RELIGIOUS PLURALISM UNDER DUTCH RULE

Lutherans and the Struggle for a Church
One of the first major challenges to the exclusive position of the Dutch Reformed Church came from
the Lutherans. Many settlers were German or Swedish Lutherans, and they petitioned repeatedly for
the right to call their own minister and form a congregation. The Dutch Reformed ministers were
vehemently opposed, seeing them as a threat to religious unity. Stuyvesant, a devout and stubborn
Calvinist, sided with the ministers and refused permission.
However, the Lutherans had powerful allies in Amsterdam. The Dutch directors, ever mindful of the
need to attract settlers and keep the peace, overruled Stuyvesant and granted the Lutherans the
right to hold private worship services, though they were still forbidden from building a public church.
This was a landmark moment in the history of the religion of New York Colony, demonstrating
that the authorities in Amsterdam valued commercial stability over strict religious conformity. It set
a precedent that would be expanded upon under English rule. The Lutherans eventually built their

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Religion Of New York Colony 2025-09-02

first church in 1671, a sign of their permanent integration into the colony's religious life.

The Arrival of the Jewish Community
Perhaps the most  significant  test  of  religious tolerance came in 1654 with the arrival  of  23 Jewish
refugees  from  Recife,  Brazil.  They  had  fled  the  Portuguese  reconquest  of  that  Dutch  colony  and
sought shelter in New Amsterdam. Stuyvesant was deeply unhappy. He wrote to the WIC, asking
permission to expel this "deceitful race" who were "blasphemers of the name of Christ." He feared
they would become a burden on the colony and a threat to the dominance of the Reformed Church.
Again, the WIC directors in Amsterdam overruled their governor. Jewish investors were important to
the company, and the directors argued that the new arrivals should be allowed to live and trade in
the colony, provided they took care of their own poor. This decision was a powerful statement about
the nature of the religion of New York Colony. While Jews were not granted full political rights or
the right to worship in public, they were permitted to hold private services in their homes. This
small, persecuted community included Asser Levy, who became a prominent citizen, butcher, and
landowner.  In  the  late  1600s,  they  established  Congregation  Shearith  Israel,  the  first  Jewish
congregation  in  North  America,  a  direct  legacy  of  this  early  fight  for  religious  space.

THE ENGLISH TAKEOVER: A NEW KING, A NEW RELIGIOUS ORDER

The Duke's Laws and the Anglican
Establishment
When  the  English  fleet  conquered  New  Amsterdam  in  1664,  the  religion  of  New  York  Colony
underwent a profound transformation. King Charles II granted the colony to his brother, James, the
Duke of York (later King James II). James was a Catholic in a predominantly Protestant nation, and his
personal  religious  views  shaped  the  colony's  early  legal  framework.  The  first  set  of  English  laws,
known as the Duke's Laws (1665), were surprisingly liberal for their time. They stated that no one
could be disturbed in their religious worship as long as it was not "inconsistent with the peace of the
government."
This  might  sound  like  full  religious  freedom,  but  there  was  a  catch.  The  Duke's  Laws  also
established the Church of England (the Anglican Church) as the official, state-supported church. This
meant that while other denominations were tolerated, they were all placed on a legally inferior
footing. Baptists, Quakers, and Presbyterians were allowed to build their own meeting houses and
conduct their  own services,  but they were still  required to pay taxes that helped support  the
Anglican clergy. This system of "formal tolerance with an established church" became the central
tension in the religious life of the colony for the next 100 years.

The Rise of Anglican Influence
For the first few decades of English rule, the Anglican Church was weak in New York. The colony was
still  overwhelmingly  Dutch  Reformed,  and English  Anglican  ministers  were  scarce.  The first  Trinity
Church in Manhattan was built in 1698, a simple stone structure that grew to become one of the
wealthiest and most powerful parishes in the colonies. The Anglican Church was linked to the royal
governor and the colonial elite, giving it a social and political power that its numbers alone did not
warrant.
By  the  mid-18th  century,  the  religion  of  New  York  Colony  was  increasingly  defined  by  the
Anglican establishment. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG), an
Anglican  missionary  organization,  sent  missionaries  to  New  York  to  convert  not  only  Native
Americans and enslaved Africans but  also to  minister  to  white settlers  and to strengthen the
Anglican presence. They established churches in rural areas like Westchester and on Long Island,
trying to bring the "true faith" to the frontier. The SPG was a conservative force, often clashing with
the  more  democratic  and  evangelical  denominations  that  were  beginning  to  grow  in  the
backcountry.

THE GREAT AWAKENING: A RELIGIOUS EARTHQUAKE IN NEW YORK

Revivalism and the Challenge to Authority
The  first  half  of  the  18th  century  saw  a  wave  of  religious  revivalism  sweep  through  the  British
colonies, known as the Great Awakening. This movement had a profound impact on the religion
of New York Colony, particularly in the Hudson Valley and on Long Island. It was characterized by
powerful, emotional preaching, a focus on personal conversion and a "new birth," and a challenge to
the established, hierarchical churches.
The  most  famous  figure  of  the  Awakening  in  New  York  was  the  English  evangelist  George
Whitefield.  He preached to massive open-air crowds in New York City in 1739 and 1740, drawing
thousands of people who had never before set foot in a church. His sermons were simple, direct, and
deeply  emotional,  and  he  attacked  the  complacency  and  formalism  of  established  ministers.
Whitefield's  success  paved  the  way  for  a  new  generation  of  native-born  revivalists,  including  the
Presbyterian Gilbert Tennent and the Dutch Reformed minister Theodorus Frelinghuysen.

Division and Democracy in the Pews
The Great Awakening was deeply divisive. It split congregations into two camps: the "New Lights"
who supported the revival and the "Old Lights" who opposed its emotionalism and disregard for
traditional church order. In the Dutch Reformed Church, this split was particularly severe, eventually
leading to a formal schism known as the "Coetus" (pro-revival)  and "Conferentie" (anti-revival)
factions.  This  internal  conflict  within  the religion of New York Colony  had a surprising effect:  it
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democratized religion. By giving ordinary people the right to choose their minister based on his piety
and  preaching  ability,  rather  than  his  credentials  from a  European  university,  the  Awakening
empowered the laity and weakened the authority of the clergy.
This had major political implications. The same spirit of independence and suspicion of authority that
fueled religious revivalism also fueled colonial political opposition to the British Crown. The colleges
founded during this period, such as what would become Columbia University (founded as King's
College in 1754, an Anglican institution), were seen as bastions of the establishment. In response,
the "New Lights" founded the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University) to train their own
ministers. This religious education rivalry was a microcosm of the larger struggle for the soul of the
colony.

FAITH, RACE, AND THE ENSLAVED POPULATION

No discussion of the religion of New York Colony would be complete without acknowledging the
role of  faith in  the lives of  enslaved Africans.  New York had the second-largest  population of
enslaved  people  in  the  colonies,  after  South  Carolina.  The  colonial  government  was  deeply
ambivalent about converting them to Christianity. Some slaveholders feared that baptism would
lead to a claim for freedom, a belief the colonial government explicitly denied by passing a law in
1706 stating that baptism did not alter a person's status as property.

Despite this, enslaved and free Black New Yorkers participated actively in the colony's religious life.
Some were members of the Dutch Reformed Church, and later the Anglican Church, where they
were often segregated to  the balconies or  back pews.  But  the most  significant  expression of  their
faith was the creation of their own independent religious space. The African Burial Ground in
Lower Manhattan, discovered in 1991, provides powerful archaeological evidence of a unique blend
of African spiritual traditions and Christian symbolism. The funerary goods included beads, coins,
and  shells  placed  in  the  graves,  reflecting  African  burial  practices.  This  demonstrates  that  the
religion of New York Colony was not simply a story of European denominations, but also a story
of survival, adaptation, and resistance, where African peoples forged new spiritual identities under
the brutal conditions of enslavement.

LEGACY: THE BLUEPRINT FOR AMERICAN RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

The Charter of Liberties and the Rise of
Dissent
The final  decades of  the colonial  period saw the religion of New York Colony  become a central
political issue. The established


