CHAPTER 4




The Holmdel Reformed Church

4.1 Early History of the Middletown Congregation 

The influx of Dutch settlers to New York, or New Netherlands as it was then called, began in 1624. Their predominant religion was that of the "Reformed Church of the Netherlands which had become a national church there in the late 1500's. The first Dutch Reformed Church in America was organized in Manhattan; today this church is represented by the congregations of the Collegiate Reformed Dutch Church in New York City. Many more churches ware established in New York, and in 1660 the first Dutch Reformed Church in New Jersey was organized at Bergen. Other early New Jersey churches were founded at Hackensack in 1636, in Passaic Acquackanonk) in 1693, and in Somerville (Raritan) in 1699. 

The first group of Dutch settlers in Monmouth County arrived in the period from 1690-1720, several years after the first English settlements had been started. The Dutchmen cae chiefly from Nw York and the western towns of Long Island. Ater the Dutch surrender to the English in 1664, the Dutch colonists in Now York, even though promised freedom of religion in the articles of surrender, were subjected to many annoynnces and petty harrassments by the Church of England. Many attempts were made to secure the Dutch churches on Long Island for the Church of England. Consequently, many Dutchmen came to New Jersey where religious freedom was more of a reality. Also, many of these original Dutch settlers were younger sons who had left crowded homesteads on Long Island in order to make new homes for themselves here. Agriculture was their chief occupation, and their greatest desire was to own a large farm with well-filled barns and good stock. Many of the newcomers became large land holders with numerous slaves to work their farms. 

The first mention of a Dutch settler here is in a deed conveying a small house and lot in Middletown to a Deireck Teunison in 1672; however, one cannot really speak of a Dutch settlement until about 1695. The earliest information concerning the organization of a Reformed Church in this area is that in 1699 the Dutch families1 were sufficient in number to have “started preaching”. This Dutch congregation was at first known as the Reformed Church of the Navesink and later was officially called the Dutch Reformed Church of Freehold and Middletown. What until 1968 had been the Refomed Church of Holmdel was then the Middletown part; “Old Brick" Reformed Church of Marlboro was the Freehold part. There was actually only one congregation, with families residing in the two townships; the present townships of Marlboro and Holmdel were then included in Freehold and Middletown, respectively. This church until 1966 was not only the oldest Reformed Church in this section but it also was among the oldest of its denomination in the state of New Jersey. 

For ten years the congregation received stated preaching supplied by the pastors of the Collegiate Churches of Kings County, Long Island. Wilhelmus Lupardus preached to the Dutch settlers here until his death in 1702. The Kings County churches were without a pastor for a while and then found themselves with two, Bernardus Freenan and Vincentius Antonides. A controversy between the two led to a division of the field between them. They took turns in preaching to the Dutch congregation here but found it very difficult because of the distance they were compelled to travel and the danger of crossing the great bay in small boats. 

In 1709, the Reformed Church of Freehold and Middletown installed its first pastor, Reverend Joseph Morgan. The church records2 also begin in that year, with the following recorded in the Low Dutch language: "In the year of our Lord, 1709, on the 19th of October, the Reverend Joseph Morgan, a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ, was installed as pastor of the Reformed congregation of Freehold and Middletown, in the presence of Reverend Bernardus Freeman of Kings County." There were forty-nine adult members of that church. The consistory was composed of Peter Van Deventer and John Wyckoff, elders; and Jacob Van Dorn and Garret Schenck, deacons. For over one hundred years this was the only Dutch Reformed Church in the county; today there are several, all of which either directly or indirectly are offspring of this mother church. 

When Joseph Morgan was installed as pastor of the Dutch Reformed Church, he was at that time also pastor of a group of Scotch Presbyterians who were the predecessors of the Old Tennent Church. John Boyd, the young minister of this group, had died in the previous year, and Joseph Morgan had been secured early in 1709 as a replacement. Because these presbyterians were a small group, they were willing to share their pastor with the Dutch congregation. The fact that Joseph Morgan could speak the Dutch language was another reason for this arrangement. He continued to serve the Presbyterians for about twenty years, at which time a disagreement resulted in the severing of pastoral ties. He was succeeded there by John and then by William Tennent. 

Mr. Morgan remained as pastor of the Dutch Church for several years after his severance with the presbyterian group. It has been written that he was persecuted in his ministry because of his use of notes in preaching and also because of the manner of his ordination. He had been ordained to the gospel ministry by the Presbyterians in Connecticut. At that time the Dutch churches in this country were under the jurisdiction of the Classis of Amsterdam, Holland. To be ordained into the Dutch church, one had to go to Holland for education and ordination. Barnardus Freeman, in whose presence Joseph Morgan was installed and who had supplied the pulpit here, was one of the early advocates of an independent Classis in this country. However, his motives were questioned by his Dutch brothers because he was thought to be too friendly with the Anglican Church. 

Like their Baptist neighbors, these Dutchmen almost from the beginning had two places of worship. The site of the first church building which served the congregation of Freehold township is not exactly known, but nost likely it was on what was called Hendrickson's Hill in what is now the vil1age of Marlboro; the date of the building is also uncertain. The property on which "Old Brick" Reformed Church now stands was bought for the use of the church in 1709. Joseph Morgan and the succeeding pastors lived in a parsonage on this property and also famed the land. A meeting house was built on the site in 1732, and the present “Old.Brick" building was erected in l826. 

The first house of worship for the congregation in Middletown township was constructed between 1719 and 1721 about a mile from Holmdel Village on the Middletown Road.3 A burying ground was adjacent to the church property. The deed for this property was obtained on April 12, 1723, at which time the meeting house was already in use. It is likely that the building was first used in 1721 when a permanent increase in the number composing the consistory was recorded. The meeting house contained 12 square pews each of which had 8 numbered seats individually assigned. There was a gallery on three sides, and the main entrance was a door on the north side. This building was used until 1764. 

The pastor preached in Freehold and Middletown on alternate Sabbaths, and the two meeting houses were describad as being “about an hour and a half’s travel apart.” It is said that during his ministry, Joseph Morgan attracted attention by riding through the county in a two-wheeled cart - the first of its kind in the area. 

Mr. Morgan was also an innovator in another realm. In "New Jersey Colonial Documents" (series 1, vol. iv, page 190) is a letter dated August 5, 1714., from "Rev. Joseph Morgan, of Freehold, New Jersey, to the Lords of Trade, --relating to some improvements in modes of navigation.” In this letter he describes his inventions which foreshadowed the later system of propelling vessels by mechanical power. Concerning this invention, he wrote, "In this Work it being as easy to weald Oars for ye greatest Ship on ye Ocean, as for ye smallest Boat, and one nan's strength equalizing so many, ye benefit must be exceeding great for ships ye lye becalmed or Wind Bound, &c.” There is nothing to indicate, however, that the Lords ever took any action concerning his inventions. 

In 1728 several charges were brought against Joseph Morgan, including “practising astrology, countenancing promiscuous dancing, and transgressing in drink”; but these were not sustained. A few years later, however, intemperance was proved against him, and he was suspended from the ministry. It was the custom of the day that wine and rum wore used quite freely; in fact, it was considered to be a breach of etiquette not to offer a guest some sort of liquor. Perhaps Joseph Morgan made many pastoral calls! It appears that he overcame his intemperance and was fully recovered by 1733. In 1740, ho was stimulated by the preaching of George Whitfield to go out as an evangelist, preaching around the seacoasts of New Jersey and in other areas. He died at this task at the age of 66. 

Morgan had been succeeded in the pastorate here in 1731 by the Reverend Gerardus Haeghoort, who came from Holland in answer to the call sent to the Classis of Amsterdarn when Mr. Morgan had vacated the pulpit. Mr. Haeghoort left after four years to accept another position in Schoharie, New York. He was followed in the pulpit by Reverend Reynhard Erickzon, a Swede who had been educated in Holland. 

4.2
The Church and Its Members 

As was previously noted, the Dutch people were primarily farmers; they even provided a farm with the parsonage for their pastor. The request from the consistory to the Classis of Amsterdam for a pastor included the assurance that if the minister sent was not accustomed to faming "he could let the farm for two-thirds of its yield, or hire a farmer for fifteen pounds, or by the assistance and instruction of friends he would be able in a few years to manage the farm." There is also an interesting description of what type of minister would be acceptable to the people. He was to be a person of competent abilities, not more than 35 years of age, sound in the faith of the Reformed Church, well educated, exemplary, and prudent. He could be either married or single. The area was described as "five-quarter of an hour's travel in breadth in the middle, and full three Dutch (or 12 English) miles in length.”6 

The worship services of these Dutch people were somewhat different from those of their English Baptist neighbors. As was the custom of most of the Dutch churches in this country, the church here observed “New Year's Day, Pass, Pinxter, Ascension, and Christmas Days.” The Lord's Supper was celebrated quarterly and alternately in either church, with a preparatory service on the preceding Thursday. 

After the house of worship was built on the site of Old Brick Church in 1732 for the Freehold part of the congregation, worship was held there alternately with that in Middletown, or what today we know as Holmdel. The families rode to church either on horseback or in springless farm wagons. The buildings were not heated, and often the ladies brought small foot-stoves with them. Dutch was the language of the people, and the use of English was rejected for several more years to come. In the early days the minister was expected to preach for at least two hours. However, by the early 1700’s, the younger generation in some instances requested their pastors to keep the sermon to one hour. One pastor said that he would “so far as it was possible.” 

4.3
Revolt Against the Classis of Amsterdam 

There were as yet no ecclesiastical organizations in this country except the individual consistories, and therefore, there was no power to ordain a minister. The number of churches in this country was increasing, but not the number of ministers because of the great inconvenience of journeying to Holland for ordination. By 1705, there were over thirty Reformed Churches in America with only six Reformed ministers; some churches were able to have preaching only a few times a year. Thus we see another reason for the acceptance of Joseph Morgan, a Presbyterian, as the first pastor here in 1709. This situation induced many of the various congregations to wish that the American churches could become independent of the Mother church in Holland and that they could educate and ordain their own ministers. No decisive steps, however, were taken for some years. 

In the meantime, what came to be known as the “Great Awakening” began in the churches of this country This was a period of spiritual rebirth characterized by new growth and evangelistic zeal. One of the leaders of the movement was Theodorus Jacobus Fralinghuysen of the Reformed Church in Raritan, who has been classed with Gilbert Tennent, George Whitfield, and Jonathan Edwards. This evangelical fervor and its accompanying departures from the more strict formalities further emphasized the need for ministers and for less dependence on the Classis of Amsterdam. The ministers of the church here were leaders in the movement to secure an independent American church. 
Shortly after leaving the pastorate here, Mr. Haeghoort conceived the idea of organizing a “Coetus," or body of ministers and elders similar to a Classis and with the same privileges and rights. An organizational meeting of the representatives of the churches was held in 1737. The articles of organization of the Coetus party were subscribed to by Mr. Erickson and his elder, Mr. J. Sutphin. Mr. Erickson 29 

assumed considerable leadership in this movement and, at the first meeting of the Coetus in 1747, was chosen president. The plans which this group submitted to the Classis of Amsterdam were all approved except for the right to ordain in America. But since this was the very power which the churches here needed, the Coetus proposed in 1753 to assume the full power of a Classis. The opposition, who came to be known as the "Conferentia,” voiced a desire to remain under the care of the Classis of Amsterdam. There was a long and bitter controversy between the two parties. Many congregations, including those of Freehold and Middletown, were divided on the matter. 

In 1764 the pulpits at Freehold and Middletown were vacated by Mr. Erickson. He was succeeded by Reverend Benjamin DuBois, a young man, just licensed by the young American Classis. Mr. DuBois began his ministry at the height of the “Coetus" and “Conferentia" difficulties. In the latter years of his pastorate, Mr. Erickson had joined the Conferentia party because of some personal offense, but he had not been very active on their behalf. Also in his latter years, Mr. Erickson like Mr. Morgan became a victim of the drinking customs, The Consistory made out charges against him, withheld his salary, and excluded him from the pulpit. However, Mr. Erickson continued to live in the parsonage for six years after Mr. DuBois came to fill the pulpit. It is said that one of Mr. DuBois’ first sermons greatly displeased Mr. Erickson. The controversy between the two opposing parties was intensified, and the division of the congregation became more apparent. The Conferentia party became particularly incensed and refused to attend the services conducted by Mr. BuBois. 

It would appear that the Con£erentia party was stronger in the Middlatown (Holmdel) congregation. This group even called on a neighboring minister of their party, the Rev. Isaac Rysdyck, to perform pastoral services for then. In the church records, it is entered on Septernber 16, 1770 that Mr. Rysdyck baptized five children at Middletown. Since the church was closed to Mr. Rysdyck, he preached and administered the sacraments to the Conferentia party members in a barn in Middletown (Holmdel). 

In 1764 a new house of worship, known as the Red Meeting House, was erected at the same location as the old church. The Confcrentia principles are evident in the wording of the subscription: "The Church for which we subscribe is to be the National Church of the High Synod of Dort, established in the years 1618 and 1619." However, Mr. Dubois was present at the first meeting of the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America in 1777 and signed the articles of agreement. 

When residents of Middletown Village organized a new church there in 1836, Mr. Beekman became their pastor. Rev. Frederick B. Thomson and Rev. James Otterson served from 1836 to 1839 as supply ministers to the mother congregation, which decided in 1838 to erect a new church building in the growing village of Baptisttown (now Holmdel). A cornerstone on the building called it “The First Reformed Church of Middletown.” The structure with its subsequent modifications is the present edifice in the center of Holmdel Village. The lot on which the church stands was purchased from Garrett Wyckoff, Sr. for $625. The original building was 62 feet long and 42 feet wide, contained 62 pews, and cost $5,500. 

William Reily was installed on May 26, 1839 as the regular pastor at a salary of $550. per year. Upon his coming, the parsonage was remodeled and extensively repaired at a cost of $1400. Mr. Reily continued in the active pastorate of the church until 1887, when his growing infirmities led to his resignation. Classis released him and declared him pastor emeritus, and he continued so until the day of his death, July 14, 1894. His total pastorate covered a period of 55 years and his active pastorate 48 years. A fine monument, which the congregation erected in the Holmdel Cemetery upon the brow of the hill overlooking the village, serves as an abiding testimony to their appreciation. Fittingly inscribed upon it are his last words: 'I hope that my grave will go on preaching to those whose souls I have desired." 

Dr. Reily fostered a spirit of benevolence in the church, and he was instrumental in organizing the Reformed Churches of Freehold, Colts Neck, Keyport, and Long Branch. He was the originator of the now-extinct Classis of Monmouth. Always an active member of the Monmouth County Bible Society, he raised large amounts of money from his church for this cause. Rutgers recognized his scholarly attainments by conferring upon him the honorary degree of Doctor of Divinity in 1857. 

According to the records7 of the Reformed Church, Dr. Reily's pastorate was an active period with regard to improvements and innovations. A chapel was built in 1850 for which $650. had been raised; in 1855, a steeple and a 1,000-lb bell were added to the church at a cost of $2222. A communion service was donated by Miss Sarah Elizabeth Cooke in 1865 in memory of her father, Dr. R. W. Cooke; in 1884 pulpit furniture was donated by Mrs. Isaac Smock in memory of her daughter Margaret Van Deventer; and the same year Mrs. Eleanor Holmes contributed $1,000., and her daughter Huldah gave the remainder necessary to enclose the churchyard with an iron fence and to put down the necessary flagging and walks. On January 1, 1867, through a new act of incorporation, the name of the church was changed to the “Reformed Protestant Dutch Church of Holmdel.” But later in the same year, the General Synod voted to change the name to the "Reformed Church in America”. 

During the pastorate of Mr. DuBois, a change-over from the Dutch to the English language took place. The Freehold congregation readily accepted the new language, but opposition was voiced by the Middletown group. In l785 the Middletown congregation still had preaching in both languages, with the amount of each proportionate to the financial aid contributed by the individual supporting group. However, within a few years, almost all of the services were conducted in English. The Reformed Church account book was first written in English on November 16, 1786. 

Communion Sabbaths were called "Great Meeting Days" at this time and drew large congregations for the long services which included both morning and afternoon sessions. The custom of bringing lunches, which were eaten on the church grounds between the two sessions, provided a social event for the members of the congregation. Non-communicants would leave after the sermon and before the communion service, have lunch and refresh themselves, and return for the afternoon session. It was not unusual at this time to see a peddler's wagon supplying beer and cakes. 

In spite of all the troubles and discords, Mr. DuBois continued as pastor for 63 years. In l818 he was relieved from the active duties of the ministry by Samuel Van Vranken, but the pastoral relationship was dissolved only by Mr. DuBois’ death in 1827. A parsonage was purchased for Mr. Van Vranken in Baptisttown, at the present intersection of Route 520 and Middletown road. He lived there until the separation of the two congregations occurred in 1825. 

4.4
Holmdel Church as a Separate Congregation 
The separation of the Middletown and Freehold congregations resulted from a disagreement over plans for a new church building. Some members favored one central house of worship but many others preferred separate buildings. After much discussion the matter was put to a vote, and the advocates of one central location won. However, they could not agree on a suitable site because of "Extravagant prices for land." The Classis was called in to arbitrate, and a decision was finally reached to divide the congregation. It was hoped that each would then grow in membership. The separation occurred on November 28, 1825, and the separate organization at Holmdel was known as the United Reformed Congregation of Middletown. 

The Middletown congregation called as their first pastor Jacob Ten Broeck Beekrnan, who served from 1826 to 1836. This was his first charge, and he brought to it all the vim and ardor of youth. In one year (1832) of his pastorate, 42 members wore added to the church, and a total 0£ 118 wore added during his pastorate. 

Throughout Dr. Reily’s 48 years of active service there was a growth in benevolences from $208. in 1852 to $308. in 1879; the membership had increased to 339 of which 278 were by confession of faith and 61 by letter; and 237 marriages were performed. 

When Andrew Hageman replaced Dr. Reily in 1887, he brought to the church a magnetic personality which resulted in 104 new memberships. During his stay, the chapel was enlarged, refurbished, and beautified, and Prof. John Smock contributed new hymnbooks. It is said that Mr. Hageman “brought to the church a ripe experience, mature judgment, and expedient methods, and that his preaching was with power and in demonstration of the spirit.” He left in 1894 to the great regret of the Holmdel congregation. 

The Rev. Garrett Wyckoff, son of Garrett Wyckoff, Sr., came to the Holmdel Church in 1894 from the Reformed Church of Metuchen, New Jersey. It was during his pastorate that the church building, in 1897, experienced a major remodeling. The building was enlarged by adding 12 feet at the rear, a new steel ceiling was instn11ed, slate was put on the roof, and a complete painting was done both inside and out. The pulpit 

was changed from the front to the rear and was surmounted by an alcove, new pews were installed, and the stoves were replaced by a central furnace in the basement. The addition of a pipe organ, stained-glass windows, and Brussels carpeting completed the renovations. The total cost was $10,000. After a temporary shut-down, the church reopened on February 14. 1897. 

Dr. Wyckoff has been described as a man of sympathetic nature and strong personal affection, and his loyalty and devotion were reciprocated by his friends. His interest in the work of the church and in particular the Foreign Missionary work was constant and intense. He strove to enlist the church he served in the world-wide program of the Kingdom of God. He remained at Holmdel until 1909. After that time he had no permanent pastorate but served several other churches as Stated Supply. 

In 1910 Frederick Nelson Baeder came to the pulpit of the Reformed Church. He was a warm-hearted Christian minister who was thoroughly devoted to the work of God, and his influence was strongly felt by the young people of the church. However, in 1915 he left Holmdel to go to the Reformed Church at Peapack, New Jersey, and he was replaced by Wilmer McNair for the years between 1915 and 1922. 

Loss of membership and financial problems began to set in by 1916. The pastor’s salary, which from 1915 to 1922 had been $83.33 a month, was reduced in 1923 to $75.36 a month. The benevolences, however, in 1922 amounted to $617.97. Unfortunately, because of the financial situation, it became necessary to sell the parsonage in 1925. During the years between 1923 and 1930, the church did not have a regular minister, and the pulpit was supplied by Charles Edward Corwin and C. Alex Terhune, respectively. 

Then in 1931 William H. Vandenneer, who was a student at the New Brunswick Theological Seminary, came to assist at the church in Ho1mdel. Upon his graduation, he. continued as pastor here until 1935. 

NOTES 

1. These early Dutch families include the following names: 

Teunison, Von Schenck, Hoffmire, Van Dorn, Schenck, Folhemus, Cowenhoven, Hendrickson, Van Kirk, Wyckoff, Van Kleef, Booraem, Van Brackel, Smock, Van Mater) Sutphen, Brower, and Van Der Veer. 

2.
Church records in Historical Society. 

3.
Harding property. 

4.
Ellis, Franklin, A History of Monmouth County, New Jersey. (R.. T. Peck and Co. Philadelphia 1885) p. 820.
5.
Church Records. 

6.
Church Records. 

7.
From Consistory records of 1840: 

Example of Discipline  A report was made at a Consistory meeting that someone was charged with breaking the Sabbath by selling fish from his house on Sunday. A committee went to the person, who admitted to the act. A Consistory meeting was called at which the person was to defend himself. Bad weather cancelled the meeting; another was scheduled, but the defendant did not show and there was no trial. 

Consistory Meeting Wednesday January 22 1840. "The Consistory convened at the parsonage according to the 

previous notice. Present - Rev. Wm.Rei1y; Elders: G. Smock,  J. B. Crane, and R. Eyer. The meeting was opened by prayer by the President. A report was presented by the committee for the examination of the. Minutes of the General and Particular Synod. A motion made: 'Resolved that said report be laid on the table.’ Meeting was adjourned." 

