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Conflict in the Middle Colonies
The leaders of the Great Awakening in the middle colonies caused much division within their denominations. Men like Gilbert Tennent, Theodorus Jacobus Frelinghuysen and John Henry Goetchius did much to further their cause. Their strong beliefs in the necessity of a regeneration or conversion experience motivated them to campaign amongst their ranks for more pious church leaders, and only genuine Christians in their churches. They believed that in order to truly know God and to be a true Christian, one had to be prepared by the ministry to have an experience within which one’s eyes would be opened to God and one’s faith and mission in life would be realized. Their hard-line methods, however, did not please many within their religious organizations and presbyteries, and not long after they became outspoken, much resistance to such beliefs was organized. Many within the churches of the middle colonies felt that such beliefs were contradictory to the established order, and that they would alienate their parishioners, but these were not concessions with which men like Tennent were willing to compromise. The conflict between these “Old Light” established order thinkers and the new, generally younger campaigners of faith, the “New Light” thinkers would separate churches of many denominations, and split members of colonial communities. Slanderous newspaper articles and published sermons would rule colonial newspapers and the conflict that ensued even spurred violence in some communities. The men that so firmly believed in their concept of faith brought new practices, ideas and enthusiasm for religion everywhere but did so at the cost of unity in their own churches and organizations. 


Gilbert Tennent, perhaps the most influential of these men in the middle colonies during the Great Awakening was heavily influenced by both Frelinghuysen and his father, and had great affect on many in New Brunswick, New Jersey where he preached as well. When George Whitefield came to the colonies in 1740, Tennent traveled with him to New York and northern New Jersey to preach and help spread their beliefs of conversion. Tennent soon after preached a sermon entitled “The Dangers Of and Unconverted Ministry” that would spark much conflict in New York and New Jersey. His influence on other ministers and the strong sentiments of parishioners attracted much attention from his local presbytery and preachers of his Presbyterian faith. Tennent still, however inspired many, and had great affect on congregations throughout the middle colonies. His published sermons were also very affective and attracted many towards his beliefs. Men like John Henry Goetchius would adopt similar beliefs based upon those developed by Tennent and Frelinghuysen. Goetchius also published a document with a strikingly similar objective to Tennent’s “Dangers of an Unconverted Ministry.” Before any of the conflict of the Awakening however, men like Frelinghuysen pioneered such beliefs and created smaller conflicts that were echoed and magnified later by Tennent and Goetchius.


Theodorus Jacobus Frelinghuysen was ordained as a Minster in the Dutch Reformed Church in Westphalia in 1715, and his somewhat radical beliefs were noticed right away. He preached with others in his native Holland until he was given the opportunity to preach to his own perish. In 1719, believing that it was located somewhere in the Netherlands, Frelinghuysen agreed to take up a post in the Raritan Valley, actually located in New Jersey.  Amidst rumors that he was being shipped of because of his conflicting beliefs with the established church in which he was ordained, he gave little protest to his new assignment and in late 1719, set sail for America. He arrived in New York where the first of his troubles made clear that his stay in America would not be a smooth one. The captain of the ship upon which Frelinghuysen arrived in the new world was the first there to criticize Frelinghuysen for his strong beliefs. Captain Jacob Goetlet explained to Dominie Henricus Boel, an established minister in New York that “Reverend Frelinghuysen condemned most of the preachers in Holland as not regenerated men” and warned him that Frelinghuysen planned to secure a pietist following in the Americas in opposition to such ministers.
  Soon after, Frelinghuysen made his intentions and firm beliefs directly apparent to the ministry. An old light thinker Dominie Dubois invited Frelinghuysen to his own home in New York to welcome him to the colonies. During their dinner, Frelinghuysen remarked at a wall mirror of Dubois’s on the wall was too extravagant for a truly enlightened Christian, remarking that even “by the most far fetched necessity” such a mirror could not be justified.
  He did not stop there, further chiding Dubois in his own home,

From my heart, I wish that the all sufficient god will make you faithful in that weighty pastoral office by which so many eternal precious souls hang between salvation and damnation and that he will fortify you with is life giving Spirit, so that you, preaching the truth, might be unburdened, warmed and made free by that same truth.
 
Having so disrespectfully expressed his beliefs to Dubois quickly won Frelinghuysen a strong opposition as the old light Dutch Reformed ministers began to keep an eye on their newest of peers. Frelinghuysen had disrespected Dubois in his own home and even implied that the older established minister wasn’t even a Christian. Such actions were not directly against the rules of the established order, but were rash enough and harsh enough to offend and attract attention.  


Upon his arrival in the Raritan Valley, Frelinghuysen again made his intent to strongly support his beliefs within the church clear to all around him. He chided those in his parish that had not had a “regeneration” experience and forbade them from taking communion, separating them from who Frelinghuysen believed to be the true Christians of the parish. He remarked on the topic of discipline “The Church has become in this respect exceedingly corrupt and greatly departed from its pristim purity.” Some members of the church were even excommunicated “to exclude the scandelous and ungodly from Christian communion.”
 In very little time such radical actions were met with opposition within the parish which had never experienced such intolerance within its ranks. On March 12, 1723 three parishioners traveled to New York and complained to Dominie Bernardus Freeman about Frelinghuysen’s actions. Freeman, likely unbeknownst to the parishioners, shared Frelinghuysen’s radical beliefs, and more importantly, respected the authority of his ordination. Defending Frelinghuysen and explaining that he was out of Frelinghuysen’s jurisdiction, Freeman sent the three back to New Jersey. Upon hearing the parishioners’ complaints, the local consistatory also explained that Frelinghuysen retained the authority to conduct his service in a manor of his choosing. Frustrated and determined, the parishioners finally caught the ear of Henricus Boel. 


Having knowledge of Frelinghuysen’s conduct concerning Dubois and then hearing of his actions concerning his own parish, Boel drew up a long list of complaints, some of his own and of Dubois, and some of the Parishioners. In all, five established old light thinkers contributed to the work which Boel entitled Complaint of Certain Members of the Dutch Reformed Church.  The work perhaps most shockingly introduced that Frelinghuysen had possibly been having homosexual relations with a school teacher named Schuurman with whom he had been seen publicly embracing, and was known to invite for overnight stays. Schuurman was already a suspected homosexual, but despite all of this and in spite of all the other ungodly parishioners, Frelinghuysen permitted him to remain amongst those allowed to receive communion in his church. Addressing  Frelinghuysen’s right to restrict the unregenerated from communion, the Kligate explained

The reformed church, by condemning Labatists has rejected the doctrine of the perceptibility of one’s regeneration and denied the ability to form a judgement on this subject... [Frelinghuysen] introduces dangerous innovations and pretends that parents do wrong who teach their children the ordinary morning and evening prayers, and the prayers before and after meals. 


The Kligate was read by many as it was circulated in the colonies and amongst the churchgoers, and eventually made its way all the way back to the Classis of Amsterdam. Though deeply concerned at the split in the church and at the accusation of Frelinghuysen’s activities, the classis made no official ruling and asked only “Have you not quarreled long enough?”
 The classis did ask Frelinghuysen to restore those whom he had excommunicated back to the parish of his church and to allow all parishioners to receive communion, but Frelinghuysen refused. Little more disturbances occurred in the Raritan, and in 1734 the Classis passed resolutions to officially restore his parishioners and to resolve the dispute once and for all. All of these actions however did not stop Frelinghuysen from his fiery methods of preaching or enforcing his beliefs that those who were not regenerated were not truly Christian. His beliefs and his persistence in supporting them forced the watchful eye of the Dutch Reformed church, especially old light preachers like Boel and Dubois who considered themselves aligned and separate from Frelinghuysen and his ways within the Church. 


In 1726, Frelinghuysen met perhaps the most important person he would come to influence throughout his entire life. Gilbert Tennent, after rejecting a clergy position in New Castle, Pennsylvania, moved to the presbytery in New Brunswick, New Jersey just near Frelinghuysen’s church. Tennent’s father, sharing many of the same beliefs as Frelinghuysen but without direct influence, had taught him at their home in Pennsylvania at his makeshift “Log College.” Tennent’s two brothers studied at the same school which by that time, though not an official school of the presbytery, was recognized as legitimate. 


Tennent’s father believed strongly that in order to be a Christian, one must have a strong precise conversion experience, and that there were many in the church that had not. In the mind of the whole Tennent family, if you were a “Christian” that had not been converted, you were just as un-Christian as a Muslim or a Jew. They felt that even those that lived with wholly Christian ideals, and even those who preached the word of the bible were not Christians at all until they had a wholly experience that allowed them to fully welcome Christ into their lives. This was not to say, however that they believed in extemporaneous or even enthusiastic methods of delivering the sermon. Though their beliefs were somewhat new light, their methods were still orthodox with the Presbyterian Church to which they belonged. 


 Throughout the 1730’s Gilbert Tennent seemed to find himself brushing against the authority of the presbytery but, with little consequence. In 1737, Tennent preached a sermon to a church outside of his jurisdiction on his way to the Synod. In Maidenhead where he preached, his sermon was well received, but the Synod became concerned. He had delivered a sermon with no permission from a local minister which immediately created worries in the presbytery. Though there were no rules against such actions, the practice bothered the Synod enough to pass a regulation discouraging such actions. Tennent, however, ignored the gesture and later again delivered a sermon outside of his jurisdiction. In response to this second action, the presbytery passed a firm restriction from such actions. 

 
By 1739, the rising attitude of religious descent would be sparked by George Whitefield’s arrival, causing divisions to deepen and further conflicts to emerge.  Shortly after Whitefield arrived, Tennent’s father paid him a visit and made such an impression on him that Whitefield made New Brunswick his second stop. When Gilbert Tennent realized how similar their beliefs about conversion were, he asked to accompany Whitefield to New York, and the two set about to spread the word of God. Their work was so successful that some were even inspired to write praising poems that were published and distributed. “A Poem Occasioned by Mr. Gilbert Tennent by Lads Affected Thereby” praised him as though he brought the first sermon to their churches. “A word to souls, in season, he doth bring, from his most high and mighty Lord and king... Poor Negros do you hear his powerful voice, That your poor souls hereafter may rejoice.”


After a very successful preaching tour in New York, Tennent’s experience with an Anglican minister by the name of John Dickinson combined with a sense of strength and the fuel of Whitefield’s revival emboldened Tennent to openly and firmly express his views on the necessary of conversion to Christianity. Though he did not outright accuse Dickenson of not being a Christian, he gave a sermon on the subject as a guest at a dinner hosted by Dickinson, questioning his Christianity just as Frelinghuysen had done to Dubois, again fueling opposition to his cause. After his success of preaching in New York with Whitefield and his address at this dinner, Tennent felt further strengthened. 


Anxious to spread his concern about the unconverted members of the church, he gave a fiery sermon when he returned to New Jersey. The sermon both stated the great importance that everyone in the church be converted and accused many ministers indirectly of being non-Christians by lack of conversion. This “Danger of an Unconverted Ministry” sent shockwaves throughout the Presbyterian Church and throughout the entirety of the colony as well. The published version of this sermon was widely distributed. It was plainly written and easily comprehensible and its goals were to

Enquire into the Characters of the Old Pharasee-Teachers... Shew why the Case of Such People, who have no better [teachers], should be pittied... Shew how pity should be expressed upon this mourful Occasion! ...the Pharisees did not proceed to violent Measures with our Savior and his disciples just at first; but that was not owing to their good nature but their policy; for they feared the people. 


If the ministers to whom Tennent was referring were good and righteous, he implied that they are not so because they have faith in the lord, but simply because it is what their job requires. Their kindness was a necessity and was insincere. This tied in directly with the personal attacks Tennent and Frelinghuysen made upon those who owned luxurious possessions and held formal ceremonies which seemed to lesson the importance of religion and affairs and focus solely on the material nature of existence.

Christ tells us, That He is the Door; and that if any Man entering by him, he shall be saved, by him... [Matthew 23,27,28] Does not Lord Jesus inform us [John 10] that he who entereth not by the Door into the Sheep-fold, but climbeth up Some other Way the Same as a Thief and a Robber? 


Again simply stated, Tennent explained that a minister who was a good man or taught well of the works of Christ and the bible was not simply a Christian due to his actions. The door, the conversion which Tennent felt was so necessary for Christianity was not opened in such cases, therefore these men were truly unholy and were leading the masses astray. Referring such ministers as “a Thief and a Robber” as well as Tennent’s plain denial that they were Christians at all would inflame many preachers in many Churches. Continuing with his grievances against such ministers, they

do not distinguish, as they ought, between Law and Gospel in their discourses to others... They Love Unbelievers that are kind to them, better than Christians and choose them for companions... isn’t an unconverted Minister like a Man who would learn others to Swim, before he has learned it himself, and so is drowned in the Act, and dies like a fool?...
 


Tennent plainly insults the ministry using words like “thief” and “fool.” More than making his point, he almost seems to bait ministers to challenge him, which very soon after they would. This division would hurt the church greatly as ministers within the presbytery aligned themselves behind their old light and new light beliefs. Though no official separation was made, their differences seemed irresolvable and neither side was willing to compromise. 

Such as confine opposition and Division as following upon living Godliness and Successful Preaching, to be the first ages of Christianity; it is much to be fear’d  neither know themselves, nor the Gospel of Christ. For surely the nature of true Religion as well as of Men and Devils is the same in every Age.


Tennent’s work was one of the first controversial publishings within the awakening, and received much criticism, published and not. The general public, not only ministers were quick to point out Tennent’s judging nature and his creation of division amongst the religious peoples of New Jersey and New York especially. A John Hancock published a work entitled “the Dangerous Sermon of Mr. Tennent” directly criticizing him for creating such a fiery and dividing speech and complaining of his lack of respect for the ministry. Perhaps the lengthiest retort was a fairly lengthy pamphlet entitled “Gilbert Against Tennent,” which pointed out many of Tennent’s injustices and chastised his persona.

He came in the spirit of Mr. Whitfield when he treated the Body of the Ministry in this province with so much Neglect and contempt as he did, not only in not suffering himself to hear any of them, no not in Boston itself except once or twice; but also in cruelly censuring them in general and releasing Jelousies in the Minds of the people of their Faithful Ministers even to that Degree, as hath ended in a Spirit of dreadful Seperation in many Places.
 


Complaining that Tennent did not take the time to talk with other ministers about the problems he felt existed was a very legitimate complaint. Tennent, as well as others, seemed to feel taking their arguments directly to the congregations without expressing their grievances amongst the church behind closed doors was more appropriate. Perhaps this was due to the fact that such messages were inspirational and helped people witness for themselves just how dire the need for being immediately saved was. This also, however could be and is more likely because the times that the concerns of men such as Frelinghuysen and Tennent seemed only to anger other members of their churches and create serious division and factions, as Frelinghuysen so quickly discovered. Appealing to the masses provided the security of public support; rather than seeking alliances amongst small numbers of preachers, they could simply create a new church if they fully lost the support of their own. 

Mr. Whitfield planted and Mr. Tennent Watered; as if the gospel had never been planted and watered in this Wilderness before these Reverened Messirs introduced the Practice of itenerary Preaching... What good do the Itenerants do by their Traveling unless it be good to sow Tares to corrupt and divide religious people.
 

The pamphlet implied that Whitefield and Tennent had no right to simply assume that their new beliefs were righteous and that all the old were wrong. It is certain that there were a great many that felt this way, simply due to the forward nature of Tennent’s preaching and the confidence with which he asserted his message.


He still however managed to greatly affect parishioners throughout the colonies. One trip to Boston after his publishing inspired yet another published poem of praise.

There’s few like him that we have ever seen since the lovely Whitefield ----- OH! How sharp and keen!...

Since GOD has Sent his lovely Whitefield here, and blessed Tennent, oh do not dare,

To fight the Tenders of his wonderous Grace

Who saves poor souls in wise and wonderous ways...

Follow your shepards, they’ll land you safe ashore

On Emmanual’s land, though men and devils roar.
 


Though still successful in his preaching, his success only made worse the division between the old lights and the new lights. Those who believed he was genuinely saving them from hell or that were persuaded into the belief that a regeneration experience was necessary to be Christian only increased the desire of the opposition to stop Tennent from spreading what they perceived as intolerance and incorrect unorthodox Christian principles. 


Tennent left no room for compromise in his arguments and assured all that opposed him they were going to hell. This behavior forced those who disagreed with him in the slightest to position themselves in his opposition. The last line of the pamphlet directly confronted the issue of division amongst the church bodies and the colonists, and implied that the only effect of Tennent and his followers was to divide the peoples according to their beliefs. Indeed Tennent would not be the only one to affect the middle colonies, as one of his more famous students, John Henry Goetchius soon after demonstrated. 


John Henry Goetchius arrived in Philadelphia in 1735 seeking a new life with his family. His father was a minister in Germany, but had to leave his own town due to his suspected involvement in the impregnating of a young girl. Goetchius did not receive help from his father in creating a new life however, because he became ill and died just days after arriving in the new world. With seven younger siblings and his mother to provide for, Goetchius was forced to improvise a living. His only experience was a limited term at a seminary in Germany, but he had no documents or people to vouch for his ability to interpret the bible. He lost no time in securing a living for his family however, and began to preach in the city of Philadelphia and its surrounding areas.


In 1737, Goetchius felt his first conflict with the established churches of the colonies. After having preached illegitimately in Pennsylvania for some time, he applied to Philadelphia presbytery in order to facilitate his ordination and gain a steady occupation as a preacher. The presbytery however rejected his application. They found his enthusiasm and method to be of the standards required for the ministry, but his sermons reflected that he was “altogether ignorant in College Learning and but poorly read in divinity.” Goetchius did not let this stop him however and contained away from Philadelphia to Long Island, where he found something of a new home.


Goetchius was able to make a living preaching itinerantly in New York, and did so for a long period of time. It wasn’t long however that his conduct caught up with him. Like his father, Goetchius had taken to womanizing, and roumers spread about him making advances on prominent wives in more than one community on the Island. His drinking was also above an average level, as one parishioner noted, “His conduct has been improper in each place. At present he is stopping at Fishkill, above New York, where he has been allowed to preach on his promise to abstain from drink.” 


During his time on Long Island, Goetchius found his way to Dorsius’s Log College where he studied intermittently during his preaching on Long Island. After a few years, he was finally ordained, and on April 7, 1741 he was giving a ceremony at which Frelinghuysen himself delivered a sermon. Tennent and Dorsius were also in attendance, and gave him their support. Bernardus Freeman installed Goetchius at his own perish at Jamaica, Long Island. Once there, Goetchius set about removing the consistatories that preceded him and installed his own overseeing body for the area, gaining him much support within his church. Much like Frelinghuysen, he heavily enforced his similar beliefs on conversion and openly challenged those who opposed them.


In one incident at Oyster Bay, Goetchius burst into a church during a sermon to confront a preacher he believed to be unconverted. He openly chastised the preacher and warned the parishioners of the dangers of non conversion. In another incident, Goetchius broke into a church and gained the support of Frelinghuysen to give a sermon there. They set up their own consistatory at Newton without the authority to do so. Such incidents attracted much attention and were highly controversial. It wasn’t until Goetchius directly followed Tennent’s footsteps however, that the Classis of Amsterdam became involved. 


Just as Tennent, Goetchius published a long article declaring his beliefs. “The Unknown God” used scripture from the Old Testament to argue that those who had not experienced a convergence experience could not truly claim knowledge of God because they were not truly Christian. The introduction, written by Frelinghuysen, attempted to clear Goetchius’s name and explained the premise behind the work. The document explicitly told opponents “you will experience your religion in hell and not in heaven as you had hoped.”
 The classis of Amsterdam immediately responded and appointed local ministers in New York to see to the situation. The very same Dubois whom Frelinghuysen had insulted years earlier now headed an investigation into the questionable conduct and controversial beliefs of one of his students. Like Frelinghuysen, Goetchius had demanded that all who attend his sermons and took communion must have been regenerated, that no unregenerated member of the church could recite the Lord’s Prayer, and that all those who claimed to be regenerated must know the time and hour of the incident. Goetchius had also again made advances to a parishioner’s wife, sinking him further into trouble. Dubois found Goetchius even more offensive in person, after finding that “Mr. Goetchius continues in and increases perversities” and called those who charged him “Plainly godless people.” He was recorded as saying that if it were not for the classis of Amsterdam “this country had long ago been filled with pious ministers.”
 Needless to say this was a controversial thing to say within itself, let alone in the face of an investigation. The classis of Amsterdam was unsuccessful in completely quieting Goetchius, for as Frelinghuysen and Tennent before him, he hadn’t broken any hard-line rules of the church, though many of his alleged acts were questionably outside them. To find some compromise and settle the local unrest on Long Island, the Classis determined it would be best to sent Goetchius to Hackensack, New Jersey to continue his ministerial work;  even there, miles away from Long Island and separated from his reputation Goetchius found his way into trouble and controversy.  Goetchius would devise means

in order to discover whether or not some people could not be inveigled into opposition to their own minister. Such people, then, he would attach unto himself, indeed, whole families of our congregation sometimes, who had been supporters of the church at Paramus. Then in houses and barns, he preached to them and even administered the sacraments.
 


The legacy of division that Goetchius brought with him to New Jersey did not leave Long Island however. Goetchius had left the communities there deeply divided amongst themselves, as one observer noted 

I soon found to my great sorrow that a extensive dispute and division had arisin in the Dutch Reformed churches here. It does not exist much in the city, where, since my stay, everything has gone in a fairly quiet way; but it rages principally in the country districts, especially on Long Island.


The division amongst the religious townspeople of the Middle colonies was not caused by them or their civic leaders, but by the ministers of their faith, their spiritual leaders that ran the churches and held a great voice in their communities. Men like Frelinghuysen, Tennent and Goetchius used that position to act on what they saw as a wrong within their own church organizations. In doing so, the three created inter-denominational alliances amongst their supporters and their opposes, creating new enthusiasm and interest in aspects of religion that many had previously feared were fading away. They also however created deep seeded divides within their religious organizations and communities. Their hard line beliefs allowed for little to no compromise and alienated and condemned all who opposed them. 


Though these men caused such division, they must have felt that such a divide was a necessary evil. The need to reform the church and separate true Christians from those who had not yet been converted was going to require a lack of tolerance. Their beliefs and lack of compromise were essential for them in their goals of reforming their churches and making the world and their parishioners more pious. They were genuinely concerned with the state of the churches in the colonies and did all they could to bring about reform and change. Though they made nearly as many enemies as they did friends, they never compromised their cause and always fought for what they perceived to be right in their religions. Frelinghuysen, Tennent and Goetchius, though causing much conflict and division in the colonies fought for what they believed in as best they could, and completely changed the religious atmosphere of the middle colonies.
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