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The Middle Colonies of British North America—comprised of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware—became a stage for the experience with religious pluralism. The mid-Atlantic region, unlike either New England or the South, drew many of its initial settlers from European states that had been deeply disrupted by the Protestant Reformation and the religious wars that followed in its wake. Small congregations of Dutch Mennonites, French Huguenot, German Baptists, and Portuguese Jews joined larger communions of Dutch Reformed, Lutherans, Quakers, and Anglicans to create a uniquely diverse religious society. African Americans and the Indians, with religious traditions of their own, added further variety to the Middle Colonies.

Historians note that early New England’s religious character was shaped primarily by English Puritans, and the religious character of the South by English Anglicans. But there was no mold for Middle Colony religious culture. To see why this is so, we must look a little closer.

New York

The Dutch were the first Europeans to claim and settle lands between the Connecticut and Delaware Rivers, a region they named New Netherland. Yet half of the inhabitants attracted to the new colony were not Dutch at all but people cast out by religious conflicts in Europe—including Walloons, Scandinavians, Germans, French, and a few English. In 1664 New Netherland was conquered by England. The colony, renamed New York, only slowly acquired an English character, keeping most of its diverse religious and ethnic flavor.

Religious patterns in New York followed the ethnic make-up of the colony. Wherever the Dutch settled, as in the Hudson River Valley, the Dutch Reformed Church predominated.   German Reformed and Lutherans spread out along the Mohawk River west of Albany.  Long Island was settled by migrating New Englanders, was the stronghold of Congregationalists. French Huguenots, fleeing religious persecution settled in upper New York

New York City’s religious scene was quite another matter. From its earliest years a port of entry for assorted newcomers, the city increasingly came to reflect its polyglot heritage. A woodblock of 1771 shows a skyline etched by church spires—eighteen houses of worship to serve a population of at most 22,000
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New York City skyline with many different churches

New Jersey

New Jersey, if slower to develop, also embraced a variety of religious groups. By 1701 the colony had forty-five distinct congregations; unable to afford churches, most met in houses or barns. All denominations in New Jersey expanded rapidly over the eighteenth century. A church survey in 1765 lists the active congregations as follows:

	Presbyterian
	55

	Quaker
	39

	Church of England
	21

	Dutch Reformed
	21

	Baptist
	19

	Dutch Lutheran
	4

	Seventh Day Baptist
	2

	German Reformed
	2


Pennsylvania

William Penn, a member of the Society of Friends, founded the colony of Pennsylvania in the early 1680s as a haven for fellow Quakers. But Penn’s conviction that in religion “force makes hypocrites; ’tis persuasion only that makes converts” led him to institute a policy of religious tolerance that drew other persecuted sects to Pennsylvania. 

Such groups as the Amish and Mennonites, and many others made small additions to the colony. The most influential religious bodies beside the Quakers were the large congregations of German Reformed, Lutherans, Anglicans, and Presbyterians. Pennsylvania’s religious spectrum also included small communities of Roman Catholics and Jews.
Delaware

Delaware, first settled by Scandinavian Lutherans and Dutch Reformed, with later English Quakers and Welsh Baptists, had perhaps the most diverse beginnings of any middle colony. Yet over the eighteenth century Delaware became increasingly British, with the Church of England becoming dominant.

African Americans and Native Americans

Adding further diversity to the region were inhabitants some missionaries considered ripe for conversion to Christianity—African Americans, who may have comprised 15 to 20 percent of the population of New York City and parts of New Jersey, and the native Indians. 

African Americans appear on the roles of almost every religious denomination, if usually in small numbers. Pennsylvania’s Germantown Quaker Meeting in 1688 issued the first American antislavery proclamation, though it was not until the 1750s that leading Friends endorsed their reform wing’s campaign to end the traffic in human property.

Religious Pluralism in the Middle Colonies 

1. What caused so many non-English religion groups to come to the Middle Colonies?

2.  What were some examples of these groups?

3.  Half the people who settled in New Amsterdam were Dutch. Where did the other half come from?

4.  What church did the Dutch bring with them to New Netherland?

5.  What church did the Germans bring with them to New Netherland?

6.  What church did the French bring with them to New Netherland?

7.  What were the top 5 religions which settled in New Jersey?

8.  Which religious groups settled in Delaware?

9.  Did the African-Americans (slaves) gravitate towards any particular religion?

10. Which religion was the first to oppose slavery?
