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1780 - 1791 

Beginnings 

 Glassboro was founded as a glass making center in the late 1700s while the American 

Revolution was still being fought. The area had the necessary raw materials: fine grade sand, a 

forest of trees to provide fuel for the furnaces, water and good proximity to the markets of what 

was at the time the second largest city in the world, Philadelphia. (The largest city was London, 

England.) The early settlers were mostly of German heritage and included families whose names 

are still familiar: Stanger, Focer, Lutz, Simmerman, Shafer, Clinker and Whitney. Most of these 

families appear in the baptismal records for 1790 and on gravestones in the old church burial 

grounds on North Main Street. These early families had worked at the Wistar Glass Works near 

Alloway and many had been members of the Friesburg Lutheran Church before moving to the 

Glassboro.  

The earliest mention of religious gatherings in the area is in 1780. It is recorded in the 

personal diary of the Rev. Dr. Nicholas Collin. Pastor Collin was then serving Trinity Swedish 

Lutheran Church in Swedesboro, NJ just twelve miles east of Glassboro. (After the American 

Revolution, Trinity Church and all the Swedish Lutheran Churches in the greater Philadelphia 

region would become part of the newly formed Protestant Episcopal Church.) In his diary Pastor 

Collin mentions that the Stanger family persuaded him to come and lead worship for the local 

people of Glassboro. He recorded the following: “Year 1780: Thereupon I visited these German 

Lutherans one Sunday each month from June to October. German Divine services were first 

held, then English services. Several children were baptized and the Germans paid me honorable. 

Year 1782: In the month of May I preached at the glassworks and baptized several children.” 

The then current Lutheran Book of Worship and Hymnal were probably used for worship. 

The Treaty of Paris was finally signed by representatives of the new American nation and 

England in 1783. This formally ended the civil war between the two related peoples until 

hostilities broke out again in 1812. Peace resulting from war often does not last very long. The 

original thirteen colonies were finally an independent nation. Representatives of the thirteen 

colonies produced the Constitution of the United States. It was ratified in 1789. This was an 

experiment in republican democracy modeled on ancient Rome and Greece. What is not so well 

known is that the sophisticated democracy of the Indian Five Nations of the Great Lakes region 

and the government of the new Protestant Episcopal Church also influenced the American 

Constitution.  

As a result of the revolutionary war, the Church of England churches throughout the 

colonies were disestablished and cut off from the support of the English church and government.  

These congregations eventually became the Episcopal Church, the first daughter church of the 

Church of England. It is something of a small miracle that the Episcopal Church even survived. 

It would take several decades to revive and reorganize.  

Some of the founding fathers of our country had also been devout members of the Church 

of England. They helped form the new Episcopal Church and our church’s Constitution, which 

was approved in 1789, the same year as the ratification of the American Constitution. Church 

governance also includes the separation of the three branches of government: the Executive 

Branch, embodied by the Presiding and Diocesan Bishops; the Legislative Branch, embodied by 
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the House of Bishops (Senate) and the Lay and Clergy Representatives (Congress); and the 

Judicial Branch, embodied in our Church Courts. Lay participation in church governance as 

Legislative Representatives was new to the American Episcopal Church and reflects the 

American ethos. The first Book of Common Prayer of the Episcopal Church was also published 

in 1789. It incorporated much of the English Prayer Book as well as materials from the Prayer 

Book of the Scottish Episcopal Church and other ancient Christian liturgical sources.   

 

1791 – 1846 

A New Episcopal Church 

St. Thomas’ Church in Glassboro was a new congregation formed in the early years of 

the new Protestant Episcopal Church of America. It was formed sometime during the eleven 

years between the first religious services conducted by Swedish Lutheran Pastor Collin in 1780 

and the construction of the first house of worship in Glassboro in 1791. We know very little 

about the early congregation other than the names of a few members who were also prominent in 

establishing the town and first glassworks. In those early years, the new congregation probably 

met together for worship and fellowship in the homes of prominent members. Because the first 

Episcopal Book of Common Prayer would not be published until 1789, the 1662 English Book of 

Common Prayer was probably used for worship. Of course the prayers for the King and Queen 

of England would have been changed to prayers for the President and government of the new 

United States of America. 

The first church building was built in 1791 and located on North Main Street about two 

blocks north of the present location of St. Thomas’ Church buildings. The original building was 

a plain, log cabin with one un-plastered room. It included a window and a bell hung in a tree to 

call the townspeople to worship. It was the earliest house of worship in Glassboro and also used 

as a schoolhouse. Morning Prayer with preaching would most likely have been the form of 

worship on Sundays in those days. Holy Communion may have been celebrated as often as one 

Sunday a month. Scriptures were read from the 1611 King James Version of the Bible. (The KJV 

would continue to be used by Episcopalians well into the 20
th
 Century.) It was the Methodists 

and other English Evangelicals of the early 1700s and thereafter who really developed hymn 

singing as we now know it. But Anglicans and Episcopalians mostly sang metrical versions of 

the psalms in worship. (Hymnal 1982 # 666 “Out of the depths I call” and 680 “O God, our help 

in ages past” are good examples of metrical psalm tunes.) It was not until the 19
th

 Century that 

hymn singing became an important part of Episcopal worship. (Hymnal 1982 # 493 “O for a 

thousand tongues to sing” and # 685 “Rock of ages” are excellent examples of popular 

evangelical hymns.) There was no organ or piano in the early St. Thomas’ Church. Singing 

would probably have been acapelo and lined out a phrase at a time by a soloist or choir, then 

repeated by the whole congregation. This was common practice. The log church was used for 

fifty plus years. All that is now left at the original church location is a cemetery that contains the 

graves of several of the founding members. 

 St. Thomas’ Episcopal Church was first mentioned in the “Journal of the Convention” of 

the Episcopal Diocese of New Jersey in 1799. The Reverend John Croes had been the Rector of 

Trinity Church in Swedesboro before becoming the 1
st
 Episcopal Bishop of New Jersey. He 

stated that he had preached several times at St. Thomas’ and had baptized several children.  

St. Thomas’ Church was formally admitted into the Episcopal Diocese of New Jersey in 

1809. Their representative then was Captain Joseph Catham (Had he been an American Officer 

in the Revolution?), a Lay Reader who lived in Mullica Hill. He served as Delegate to 

Convention for several years. In 1813 in the midst of the War of 1812 with the British, twenty-

eight communicants were reported. The young church reported a missionary collection of $8.03 
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in 1814, a sign that it was flourishing. Bishop Croes mentions his first visitation as bishop in 

1816. This is remarkable growth for a new Episcopal congregation considering that the early 

Episcopal Church almost did not survive. 

The parish was incorporated in 1841 and the congregation decided to move to a new 

location in order to accommodate its growing membership. Mrs. Bathsheba T. Whitney (what a 

name) donated a block of land on Focer and North Main Streets. The Philadelphia architect, John 

Notman, designed the church building which is an early example of American Gothic Revival. It 

was constructed of local sandstone at a cost of $6,000, a veritable fortune in those days. The 

cornerstone was laid for the completed building by the 2
nd

 Bishop of New Jersey, the Right 

Reverend George W. Doane, on April 18, 1846. There is a stained glass window to the memory 

of Bishop Doane in the front of the church.  

 

1847 - 1953 

The Middle Years 

 The new church building did not include the chancel or sacristy when first built. These 

were added fifteen years later in 1861, the year the tragic, American Civil War began. The 

addition cost was $5,000, another small fortune for the day. It is unclear whether the bell tower 

was a part of the original building or added on later, a common practice in the 19
th
 Century.  

The current Victorian rectory was built during the tenure of the Rev. Henry M.G. Huff, 

who was rector for six years from 1887 – 1893. The church grounds were improved, the church 

decorated and an organ was installed during his tenure as well. Offerings totaled $15,500. These 

were all signs of a thriving congregation.  

In 1892 the American Prayer Book of 1789 was revised for the first time. It would be 

revised again in 1928. There were several editions of an Episcopal Hymnal as well. St. Thomas’ 

Church probably used all of these Prayer Books and Hymnals for its worship. The King James 

Version of the Bible was also revised during this time.  

In 1899 electric lights were installed replacing gas lights. The stone altar was a gift from 

St. James’ Church King Sessing in Southwest Pennsylvania in 1905. A bell was installed in the 

tower in 1911. St. Thomas’ first Parish House was located on Academy Street.  

 

1954 – 2017 

Recent Years 

 Like most churches during the post WW II years, St. Thomas’ was benefitting from the 

dramatic growth of the Baby Boom. More space was needed for fellowship, Christian Education 

and other programs. So, a Parish Hall was constructed by parishioners in 1954. The Right 

Reverend Alfred L. Banyard, Bishop of New Jersey and the Rev. William J. Barnett, then Rector 

of St. Thomas’ Church laid the cornerstone at the dedication ceremony held that year. The new 

Parish Hall was used for the first time for a Christmas party for the Church School children on 

December 18, 1954.  

 The second half of the 20
th

 Century was a time of major changes in church and society. 

The first women were ordained priests in the Episcopal Church in the late 1970s. The Episcopal 

Book of Common Prayer was revised in 1979 and the Hymnal in 1982. In 1986 the present pipe 

organ was installed. It was a used instrument when installed. A black woman, Barbara Harris, 

was elected the first woman bishop in the Episcopal Church in 1989. A free standing altar was 

installed in 1995 and the choir pews oriented towards the congregation. Gene Robinson, the first 

openly gay man in a committed life long relationship with another man, was elected bishop in 

the Episcopal Church in 2003. In recent years Gay Marriage has become legal throughout the 

United States and in the Episcopal Church. 
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 About ten years ago, a parish Long Range Planning Committee helped the congregation 

to develop ideas and goals for future growth. These goals included constructing a future church 

on the lot at the corner of Delsea Drive and Focer Street to accommodate growth. The historic 

church building would continue to be used as a chapel. The possibility of offering a new Rector a 

housing allowance to purchase their own home was also a part of planning. The present rectory 

would then be used for church offices, classrooms and/or other ministries.  

 In 2012 there was a new addition to the parish hall. This addition included handicapped 

access and elevator, a unisex bathroom, meeting/classroom and office space for the Recotr and 

Church Secretary.   

St. Thomas’ Church has been a part of Family Promise since 2003. It was the second 

church to sign up for this ministry. Family Promise is a cooperative ministry between several 

churches in the Gloucester County area. Through this ministry, St. Thomas’ houses several 

homeless families in the parish hall for one week every quarter.   

 Deacon Lou DeSheplo came on staff part-time in 2007 and stayed until he retired in 

2015. Deacon John Hanson began a part-time ministry at St. Thomas’ Church in 2010. In 2011 

he helped to start the Kitchen of Hope. That first year they distributed food to about fifty hungry 

families in the Glassboro area. The Kitchen of Hope is now serving 150 hungry families once a 

month.  

 In the fall of 2017 St. Thomas’ Church will serve its 90
th
 annual Ham & Oyster Dinner.  

 St. Thomas’ Church has had black members for several decades. It was during Rev. 

Idalia Craig’s tenure that the black membership significantly increased, making St. Thomas’ 

Episcopal Church a strong, integrated Episcopal congregation. The black membership includes 

African Americans, and Anglicans from the Caribean Islands, Ghana and West Africa. St. 

Thomas’ Church also has active LGBTQ membership.   

 During a storm in 2014, a large, old tree fell on the front of the rectory. It destroyed the 

master bedroom and made the rectory unliveable. Rev. Craig was moved into another resident 

while major renovations were done to the rectory. These were finally completed in September 

2016, several months after she had retired.   

 St. Thomas’ Episcopal Church has been listed on the National Register of Historic Sites 

in the Library of Congress.  

 Twenty-nine Rectors have served the church since 1799.  

 

Important Dates 

1780 First Recorded Religious Services in Glassboro 

1791 First Church Structure & Burial Grounds on North Main Street 

1799 First Mention in the Convention Journal of the Diocese of New Jersey 

1809  Parish Admitted to the Diocesan Convention 

1841 Church Incorporated 

1846 Present Church Building Completed at 212 North Main Street 

1861 Chancel & Sacristy Added 

1888 Original Organ Installed 

1890? Rectory Built (May have been built in 1881) 

1899 Electric Lights Replace Gas Lights 

1905 Large Stone Altar Gift from St. James Church in PA 

1911 Bell Installed 

1954 Parish Hall Built 

1986 Present Pipe Organ Installed (Used) 

1991 Bicentennial Celebration 
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1995 Free Standing Altar Installed and Choir Pews turned to face congregation 

2003  Risen Christ and Stations of the Cross added 

2012 New addition to parish hall  

2014 Tree Fell on Rectory leading to major renovations completed in 2016 

   

Pastors, Deacons and Priests 

1780 The Rev. Dr. Nicholas Collin, Lutheran Pastor of Trinity Swedish Lutheran 

Church in Swedesboro, NJ   

1781 – 1847 Unknown 

1848 – 1854 The Rev. Andrew Mackie, Rector 

1855 -   The Rev. Joseph P. Myers, Rector 

1856 – 1873 The Rev. William Herbert Norris, Rector 

1874 – 1882 The Rev. Edwin G. Nock, Rector 

1883 –  The Rev. Joseph Taylor, Rector 

1883 – 1886 The Rev. Thomas Milby, Rector 

1887 – 1893  The Rev. Henry M.G. Huff          

1916?  The Rev. Hawke, Rector? 

1934?  The Rev. Paul Newell, Rector 

? -    The Rev. Stiffler, Rector 

? –   The Rev. Horace Perret, Rector 

? –   The Rev. Morgan 

? –  1942 The Rev. Timothy Woodward 

1942 -  1943 The Rev. F.E. Lightbourn 

1943 -  1952  The Rev. John L. Stiffler 

1953 – 1978 The Rev. William J. Barnett, Rector 

1979 – 1999 The Rev. Otto W. Immel, Rector 

2000 – 2002 The Rev. Joseph Moore, Interim Rector 

2003 - 2006 The Rev. Muriel (Hubert) deBussy, Rector (1
st
 Woman Priest) 

2007 - 2016  The Rev. Idalia Craig, Rector (1
st
 African American Priest) 

2007 – 2015 The Rev. Lou DeSheplo, Deacon 

2010 –  The Rev. Dr. John Hanson, Deacon  

2016 –  The Rev. Daniel W. Hinkle, Interim Rector   

 

 

Sources:  

1. Leaflet for the 200
th
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2. Parish Profile written for the call of the Rev. Muriel (Hubert) deBussy 

3. Parish Profile written for the call of the Rev. Idalia Craig 
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5. “Reflections of St. Thomas Episcopal Church” written by Esther L. DeEugenio  

 


