
16. Anglicanism Comes to America 
 
This is not the easiest of topics to discuss because there were a lot of actors involved in the 
drama.  At the time when Christianity came to North America there was a lot going on in 
Europe (i.e. The Reformation) a lot going on in North America (The Spanish, The French, 

The Portuguese and, of course, The English establishing colonies) and there was also a group of people that 
already lived in North America who had not asked to be discovered in the first place.  What follows is an attempt 
to look at the world into which the Church of England arrived and how exactly it came to be the Protestant 
Episcopal Church in the United States of America.   
 
In 1492 when Columbus sailed the ocean blue he discovered, among other things, a large untapped world to 
evangelize.  “In 1493, when Columbus returned from his first voyage of discovery, Pope Alexander VI granted 
Ferdinand and Isabella control of the lands he had explored and charged them with the task of converting the 
native inhabitants to Christianity.”1  And in 1493 it all may have looked pretty straightforward – a Roman 
Catholic Europe sailing west to convert the natives.  However, on October 31st, 1517 Martin Luther nailed his 95 
Theses to the door of All Saints Church in Wittenberg, Germany and the uniformity would cease and 
evangelization of the New World would become something of a free for all.  “During the first half of the 
seventeenth century, as Europe was torn apart by the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), various forms of Christianity 
secured a foothold in a number of North American colonies.  Jesuits, Franciscan Recollets, and Sulpicians were at 
work among French settlers and at Indian missions in modern Canada.  Jesuits joined Augustinians, Franciscans, 
and Dominicans in Mexico.  New Amsterdam (later New York) was a Dutch colony served by a few ministers of 
the Dutch Reformed Church.  To the English colonies came still other churches.  The Protestant Church of 
England was established as the official religion of Virginia.  In New England five separate colonies were formed 
by precise Calvinists who had been frustrated in their efforts to complete the Reformation at home: Plymouth 
(1620) and Massachusetts Bay (1630), which were united as one colony (the Commonwealth of Massachusetts) in 
1691; Connecticut (1636) and New Haven (1638), which was consolidated as the colony of Connecticut in 1662; 
and New Hampshire, which separated off as a separate government from Massachusetts in 1680.  These five were 
the ‘Puritan’ colonies.  From the other end of the spectrum of Christian churches, Maryland was settled in 1634 
as a refuge for English Catholics”2  
 
So where does all of this leave the Church of England in the United States.  Besides Virginia, Anglicanism also 
was the established church in “the Carolinas (founded in 1663 with Anglicanism established in 1706): Maryland 
after 1691; and after 1693 parts of New York City (where the colony had been taken over from the Dutch in 
1664).”3  In addition to colonies where Anglicanism was the state religion, two societies were founded in England 
to help the home team.  The first, founded in 1698, was the Society for Promoting Christians Knowledge (SPCK 
for short) and it worked to provide books for ministers in the colonies.  The second, founded in 1701 was the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, promoting missionary work among Native Americans.  “Despite the 
commendable work of these two societies, colonial Anglicanism was never able to overcome a debilitating series of 
obstacles.  The immense size of the New World parishes posed problems for which parish life in England offered 
no guidance.  The colonial American South was also dominated by a culture of personal honor, including dueling 
and exalted notions of patriarchal prerogative, that undermined Anglican ideals.  The practice of slavery 
complicated all interpersonal relationships, including those of church and people.  And through a combination of 
imperial unconcern and American complications, it was never possible to secure an Anglican bishop for the 
colonies.  These circumstances prevented colonial Anglicanism from exerting the kind of general influence that 
eventually radiated from Puritan New England.”4   
 

																																																								
1 Noll, Mark A. The Old Religion in a New World: The History of North American Christianity. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2007, 28. 
2 Ibid., 29-30. 
3 Ibid., 31. 
4 Ibid.	



The big takeaway from all of this is that even though the colonies were under English control there was no 
particular advantage that the Church of England held.  There were places where it was stronger, but the 
pluralism that would be a hallmark of American religious life was already firmly under way by the time of the 
Revolutionary War.  With the Constitution and the first amendment preventing Congress from making any law 
respecting an establishment of religion, Anglicanism would continue as one church in a sea of many.  However, it 
would also have some unique challenges, chiefly among these was how could you be the Church of England when 
you do not acknowledge the supreme governor of the Church (i.e. King George III).  So things were a little up in 
the air after Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown.  A lot of Anglicans were loyalists, that is they had sided with the 
British in the Revolutionary War.  Some of these fled to Canada after the war and others after some awkward 
family reunions worked on figuring out how the church would work without the king.  One of the first things that 
needed to be done in a hierarchical church was to get a bishop.  As previously stated there had never been a 
bishop in the United States and now with the whole war business going to England to get one consecrated created 
a bit of a headache.  On March 25, 1783, ten Connecticut clergy met in Woodbury, Connecticut and elected 
Samuel Seabury as their prospective bishop.  THis was fine and dandy but he had to figure out a way to get 
consecrated.  He went to England but because of the Oath of Supremacy, which required any person taking a 
church office to swear allegiance to the monarch as Supreme Governor of the Church of England, no one would 
lay hands on him.  So as is always the case when you can’t get the English to cooperate you go to Scotland.  The 
Scottish bishops were non-jurors, which meant they thought George III was not the real king (they thought the 
crown belonged to the Stewarts) and so they were happy to consecrate Seabury.  They did have one request and 
that was for him to make the American Prayer Book look more like the Scottish Prayer Book.  Seabury stayed 
true to his word and when he returned to the United States he went to work on creating a new church and he 
started by ordaining priests.   
 
In 1785 the Anglican Churches (now called the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America) 
gathered to try and figure out a structure and a Prayer Book for this “new” church, but it would take a while.  In 
1786 in England Parliament passed the Consecration of Bishops Abroad Act, which did pretty much what the 
name advertised.  As a result William White of Pennsylvania and Samuel Provoost of New York were consecrated 
in England as bishops by the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Archbishop of York, and the Bishop of Bath and 
Wells.  With this in place the Nine Original Dioceses of the Episcopal Church (Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
Pennsylvania, Virginia, New York, Maryland, New Jersey, Delaware and South Carolina) had a meeting in 1789 
in Philadelphia to ratify the church’s initial constitution.  The two big things to come out of that meeting were 
that the United States Church was officially separated from the Church of England (i.e. they did not have to 
accept the monarch as supreme head of the church) and a new Prayer Book was produced which had the very 
exciting name of the Prayer Book of 1789.  In the preface we read, “The CHURCH OF ENGLAND, to which 
the Protestant Episcopal Church in these States is indebted, under GOD, for her firm foundation and along 
continuance of nursing care and protection, hath, in the preface of her book of common prayer laid it down as a 
rule, that — ‘The particular forms of divine worship, and the rites and ceremonies appointed to be used therein, 
being things in their own nature indifferent and alterable, and so acknowledged, it is but reasonable that, upon 
weighty and important considerations , according to the various exigencies of times and occasions, such changes 
and alterations should be made the rein, as to those who are in places of authority should, from time to time, seem 
either necessary or expedient.’”  In other word we are part of the Church of England but are not beholden to 
them.  From this beginning the Episcopal Church would go on to establish Dioceses in all 50 states and produce 
the most Presidents of the United States (13 if you count Jefferson and George W. Bush).   
 
Questions 
 
1.  How do you think the United States would look if it had an established Church? 
2.  It has been said that the United States is the only country where the Reformation was fought on level ground.  
Do you think that this is ultimately a good thing? 
3.  Do you think the issue of how to be a church without allegiance to the King or Queen of England has been 
solved? 
4.  How much influence do you think the Episcopal Church has today? 
5.  Is there a church which you would consider to be a national church in the United States? 


