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John Jay II: Antislavery Conscience 

of the Episcopal Church 

by Robert TrendeP 

prior to about 1840, the American church had taken pride in its role 
as a bulwark of freedom, benevolence and humanitarianism. But in 
the two decades before the Civil War the issue of slavery increas-

ingly consumed the interests and passions of the nation, and the American 
church became, in the opinion of Judge William Jay, son of the first chief 
justice, a leading abolitionist and father of John Jay II, "the bulwark of 
slavery." The Garrisonian abolitionist, Stephen S. Foster, used stronger 
language and called it "the brotherhood of thieves." And the orthodox 
Presbyterian and later free thinker, Gerrit Smith, confessed in 1849 that he 
had for years refused to enter a "House of Worship" where slavery and 
caste were not openly condemned, and that he considered such places 
"more odious than brothels and grog-shops." 

The sensitive antislavery Christian could choose one of several alterna-
tives. He could "come-out" of the established church and become an ag-
nostic, free thinker or member of a more liberal or slavepower-proof de-
nomination, such as the Unitarian, Congregational or Quaker. Others led 
factions from their denomination into new sectionally based structures. Most 
intersectional denominations split into northern and southern bodies in the 
decades prior to, and at the inception of the Civil War. Among them were 
the Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist and Lutheran Churches. Some chose to 
work from within their denomination, abhorring the thought of "coming-out" 

*Pastor Trendel is the pastor of Zion Lutheran Church, Deer Field, Illinois. 
—Editor's Note. 

'William Jay to James G. Birney, March 28, 1840, John Jay Papers, Columbia 
University; Stephen S. Foster, The Brotherhood of Thieves, or a True Picture of 
the American Church and Clergy, excerpt in William H. Pease and Jane H. Pease, 
eds., The Antislavery Argument (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1965), 135- 
142; Gerrit Smith to William Jay, February 23, 1849, Gerrit Smith Miller Collec-
tion, Syracuse University. 
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or of creating a schism. This was the approach of William Jay and John 
Jay II, members of the Episcopal Church, the only major intersectional de-
nomination that did not split on the issue of slavery. This was not because 
the church had strong antislavery sentiments, not because of a real neutral-
ity—if anything the church showed a proslavery "neutrality," and there were 
so few ardent antislavery Episcopalians that an effective Northern Episco-
pal Church would have had little chance of surviving. In essence, the 
church wanted to keep hands off of an issue that was of this world and not 
of the Spirit. 

Sadly, William Jay wrote in regard to slavery; "Of this system the Epis-
copal Church is a mighty buttress, and certain of her bishops its reckless 
and unblushing champions."2  There were no clergy or laymen in that 
church whose uncompromising and intense antislavery faith and hatred of 
racial prejudice could compare with that of William Jay and John jay II. 
Episcopalians Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln's Secretary of the Treasury, and 
William H. Seward, Lincoln's Secretary of State, grew in their antislavery 
sentiments, and the Reverend E. M. P. Wells of Boston served as a vice-
president of the American Anti-Slavery Society, but they remained a notch 
below the Jays. William Jay's struggle with the practices and principles of 
the Episcopal Church in relation to slavery is described elsewhere. 3  At least 
equal, and probably more courage and commitment was demanded of John 
Jay II during the 1840s and 1850s, and into the war years. 

John Jay II was prepared for college by an outstanding Episcopal minis- 
ter, Dr. William Muhlenberg, a critic of slavery who assisted fugitive slaves 
and later supported the Republican party. In 1834, while still a student at 
Columbia College, Jay was chosen manager of the New York Young Men's 
Anti-Slavery Society. In a speech to that Society in 1839, he probably did 
not endear himself to his fellow Episcopal lawyers and their commercial 
friends of that same faith. His Thoughts on the Duty of the Episcopal 
Church in Relation to Slavery called his fellow churchmen to task, and was 
widely read on both sides of the Atlantic. Of his church he declared; 

She has not merely remained a mute and careless spectator of this 
great conflict of truth and justice with hypocrisy and cruelty, but her 
very priests and deacons may be seen ministering at the altar of slav- 
ery. . .. Her Northern (free state) clergy, with rare exceptions, what- 
ever they may feel on the subject, rebuke it neither in public nor in 
private, and her periodicals, far from advancing the progress of aboli- 
tion, at times oppose our societies, impliedly defending slavery, as not 

2William Jay, Introductory Remarks to the Reproof of the American Church 
Contained in the Recent "History of the Protestant Episcopal Church in America," 
By the Bishop of Oxford, reprinted in William Jay, Miscellaneous Writings on 
Slavery (New York: Negro Universities Press, 1968), 430. 

3See Robert Trendel, "William Jay: Churchman, Public Servant and Reformer, 
Ph.D. dissertation, Southern Illinois University, 1972. 
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incompatible with Christianity, and occasionally withholding informa-
tion useful to the cause of freedom. 4  

In his opinion, the American church had drastically deviated from the 
mother church in England where clergymen and laymen exerted great anti-
slavery influence that contributed to the passing of the West Indian Eman-
cipation Act of 1833. The duty of Episcopalians in this land, he believed, 
was no less, and the church must awaken from its slumber. 5  

Just how did the Episcopal Church serve as a buttress to slavery in both 
North and South? Northern Bishop John Henry Hopkins of Vermont was 
one of several who preached biblical justification of slavery, while several 
southern bishops, such as Levi Ives of North Carolina and George Free-
man of Texas, authoritatively echoed the divine sanction of slavery. Bishop 
Leonidas Polk was a Louisiana slaveholder who served as a Confederate 
general and was killed during the Civil War. 6  The Negro upper class of 
New York and Pennsylvania gravitated to the Episcopal Church in spite of 
numerous disabilities. Blacks usually had separate congregations and the 
church related to them as a colonial power dealing with natives. The 
Church of the Crucifixion in Philadelphia was a black congregation but had 
a white vestry and pastor. In 1852 the congregation wanted to send white 
delegates to the diocesan convention, but the application was rejected be-
cause blacks might be able to exert some small, indirect influence even 
through white delegates. In New York only delegates from white congre-
gations participated in church government until the 1850s and the triumph 
of John Jay II's persistence. 7  

In the few integrated congregations that existed, the blacks rarely owned 
a pew or helped choose a minister, and they usually sat is a remote part of 
the church. Those few blacks allowed to be ordained were kept at a dis-
tance by their white brethren and rarely entered a white minister's pulpit. 
The bread and wine of Holy Communion were not received by the blacks 
until the last white communicant had been served. Educational restrictions 
prevented blacks in North and South from using the Bible fully, and sem-
inary policies retarded the training of black ministers. 5  

4William Goodell, Slavery and Anti-Slavery; A History of the Great Struggle in 
Both Hemispheres; with a view of the Slavery Question in the United States 
( New York: Negro Universities Press, 1968), 191; John Jay II, Thoughts on the 
Duty of the Episcopal Church in Relation to Slavery: Being a Speech Delivered 
in the New York Anti-Slavery Society Convention, February 12, 1839 (New York: 
Pierce and Reed, 1839), 1-11. 

5Jay, Thoughts on the Duty of the Episcopal Church, passim. 
6A.B. [William Jay], "A Cotton Bishop," October, 1852, clipping in the William 

Jay Scrapbook located at the John Jay Homestead, Katonah, New York; William 
Jay, A Letter to the Right Rev. L. Silliman Ives, Bishop of the Protestant Episco-
pal Church in the State of North Carolina, reprinted in Miscellaneous Writings, 
453-489. 

7August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, From Plantation to Ghetto ( New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1970), 88-89. 

8William Jay, On the Condition of the Free People of Color in the United 
States, reprinted in Miscellaneous Writings, 386-387. 
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John Jay II recognized that his own diocese of New York, the wealthiest 
and most powerful in the nation, was buttressing slavery and discrimina-
tion as much as any southern diocese, although with more subtle practices 
covered by the cloak of neutrality. Jay fought for several decades to open 
the seminary, conventions and even cemeteries to black Episcopalians. It 
was a long and usually lonesome struggle against the leaders of the Epis-
copal Church—its bishops, businessmen and professional men were often 
arrayed against him. Only the strongest of moral commitment and trust in 
the correctness of his cause enabled him to oppose men of his same faith, 
same profession, same elite social class and of similar prestigious family 
traditions. 

The risks of strong moral commitment had several dramatic expressions. 
It was customary for members of the important New York Historical So-
ciety to give votes of thanks to those who presented papers. Needless to 
say, they were shocked in 1844 when Jay cast a vote opposing the value 
and fitness of a paper by Dr. Beakley on "The Progress of the Caucasian 
Race in Science and Civilization." Jay believed that the author's purpose 
had been to show black moral and intellectual inferiority resulting from 
skin color. He compared it to stepping on someone's neck and then con-
demning him for not rising. In 1851, Jay was blackballed from the pres-
tigious Union Club in New York City primarily, he believed, because he 
defended fugitive slaves and had fought to seat black congregations at the 
conventions of the diocese. When the pastor of aristocratic Trinity Church 
began to eulogize Daniel Webster, an advocate of the Compromise of 1850 
with its strong fugitive slave clause, after his death, Jay was "on the point 
of leaving church," according to conservative Episcopal lawyer, George 
Templeton Strong. Strong reported in his diary entry for April 4, 1852, 
"Jay's last nigger case decided against him, after a very stormy session, in 
which Jay's head was punched by Busteed, of counsel for the claimant." 9  
Slavery and prejudice, in Jay's opinion, were sins with which one could 
not in good conscience compromise. Their influence was as strong in New 
York as anywhere else in the land. 

General Theological Seminary in New York trained young Episcopalians 
from all the nation, including many from the South, for the ministry. John 
Jay II fought its policies that buttressed slavery and prejudice. Forced to 
use other educational channels than the seminary, Peter Williams of New 
York was ordained as the first black priest of the Episcopal Church in 
America in 1826. As pastor of the Negro St. Philip's Church in New York 

lohn Jay II to the Editor of the Republic, May 9, 1844, clipping in the Wil-
liam Jay Scrapbook; Printed circular of correspondence in regard to the blackball-
ing of John Jay H from the Union Club, January, 1851, in the John Jay II Scrap-
book, Jay Homestead; Allan Nevins and Milton Thomas, eds., The Diary of 
George Templeton Strong, 4 vols. (New York: The MacMillan Co., 1852), II, 89 
and 107; New York Tribune, April 2, 1852, clipping in the John Jay II Papers in 
the possession of Mrs. Arthur Iselin, Nelson, New Hampshire; William Jay to Jo-
seph Hornblower, July 17, 1850, John Jay Papers. 
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City, he was denied a seat in the church conventions. However, he was 
chosen to the Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society 
and served until 1834 when he was "advised" by Bishop Benjamin Onder-
donk to resign. With a heavy heart he obeyed the request. At Williams' 
pompous funeral in 1840, two bishops were in attendance, the trustees and 
professors of the seminary held the pall over the casket, and Bishop Onder-
donk preached, "praising him to the skies and placing him in heaven." 0  

The same bishop, seminary trustees and professors did not, however, 
treat living Negro men of piety with the same respect shown a dead one 
With good credentials, Isaiah DeGrasse was admitted to the all-white sem-
inary, moved into a room and became settled as an "inmate." His complex-
ion, features and hair did not lead one to suspect his "African descent" at 
first, but soon this fact became known and the bishop earnestly and strenu-
ously "recommended" his immediate withdrawal. There were fears of his 
presence as a "regular inmate," his eating in common with the "p'ous stu-
dents," the withdrawal of students and financial support &mho the South, 
and the feeling that the safety of the buildings might be endangered by an 
enraged public. DeGrasse refused to sacrifice his principles by taking pri-
vate training from some of the professors, and withdrew to study else-
where. He was finally ordained a deacon by the bishop in St. Philip's 
Church in 1838." 

A similar dilemma faced the seminary in 1839 when Alexander Crum-
mell, a member of St. Philip's Church, applied for admission. Unlike the 
cases of Williams and DeGrasse, this confrontation received great publicity 
from John Jay II, and Jay became Crummell's most ardent advocate. Crum-
mell, one of the outstanding black scholars of the Nineteenth Century, had 
the necessary credentials for admission, yet his application was submitted 
to a special committee of trustees for study. Without giving any specific 
reason, Crummell was refused admission, and a dissenting protest was not 
allowed in the minutes. Crummell refused to withdraw his application, 
which would have saved the trustees some embarrassment, and he refused 
to accept the offer of private instruction whereby his name would not be 
included on the books of the seminary.' 2  The case was not allowed to die, 
for John Jay II publicized the proceedings through a lengthy letter pub-
Lished in the New York American signed "An Episcopalian." Bishop Onder-
donk accused Crummell of writing the letter, and even though Crummell 

loBenjamin Quarles, Black Abolitionists (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1969), 70-71; John Jay II, "Funeral of Rev. Peter Williams," manuscript in the 
Jay Family Papers, Columbia University; William Jay to Lewis Tappan, Novem-
ber 6, 1840, Lewis Tappan Papers, Library of Congress. 

"George F. Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group of the Episcopal 
Church (Baltimore: Church Advocate Press, 1922), 187; Isaiah G. DeGrasse to 
Theodore Weld, September, 1837, in Gilbert H. Barnes and Dwight L. Dumond, 
eds., Letters of Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Grimke Weld and Sarah 
Grimko, 1822-1844, 2 vols. (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1965), I, 445-446. 

12An Episcopalian [John Jay II] to the Editor of the New York American, Aug-
ust 26, 1839, in the Emancipator, October 3, 1839. 
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would not deny writing it, Jay, visiting soon after with Crummell for the 
first time, sent a subsequent letter to the American relieving Crummell of 
any blame. As Crummell was an active abolitionist and attended antislavery 
meetings, the bishop had reason for his suspicions, as he had reason for his 
fear of community and southern reaction if Crummell was admitted." 

John Jay and his father William provided moral and financial support in 
Crummell's quest to become a minister. He spent some time at the Divinity 
School of Yale College, followed by schooling at the seminary in Boston. 
He was ordained to the diaconate in 1842 and to the priesthood in 1844. 
Crummell hoped to organize a Negro congregation in Philadelphia but was 
told he would be received by that diocese only if he never made applica-
tion for a seat at a convention. He refused to make that pledge, and in-
stead organized the Church of the Messiah in New York which was recog-
nized by the 1846 convention over the protests of the rector and vestry of 
Trinity Church. In 1848, Crummell went to England to raise money for 
his mission while he also pursued further education receiving a degree from 
Queens College, Cambridge, in 1855. 14  Messiah congregation was meeting 
in a hired room, and even though Jay was a generous contributor, it would 
take additional funds from antislavery friends in England to build a church 
edifice. Jay acted as an intermediary between Crummell's friends in Eng-
land and friends in the U.S. Crummell was quite successful in raising mon-
ies, but problems resulted when he resigned as rector of Messiah Church 
in 1851, an act frowned on by John and William Jay. The congregation 
was in desperate financial straits and needed money for current expenses 
more than for a new building. There were questions about how much 
Crummell should be paid for his work, and where the funds were to come 
from. Members of Messiah Church feared they would never see any of the 
funds.' 5  

13Ibid.; William Jay, Reproof of the American Church, 442-443; An Episcopal-
ian [John Jay II] to the Editor of the New York American, September 27, 1839, 
in the Emancipator, October 9, 1839; John Jay II to William Jay, September 27, 
1839, and William Jay to John Jay II, October 1, 1839, John Jay Papers; A 
Churchman [John Jay II], Caste and Slavery in the American Church (New York: 
Wiley and Putnam, 1843), passim; John Jay to Alexander Crummell, December 
12, 1842, Iselin Collection. 

14William Jay to Gerrit Smith, October 1, 1839, and William Jay to John Jay II, 
October 19, 1839, John jay Papers; William Jay, Reproof of the American Church, 
443-445; William Jay to the Reverend George Boyd, November 30, 1846, Conar-
roe Collection, William Jay to Salmon Chase, May 24, 1849, Chase Collection, 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania; Kathleen O'Mara Wahle, "Alexander Crum-
mell: Black Evangelist and Pan-Negro Nationalist," Phylon, XXIX (October, 
1968), 389; Alexander Crummell, 1844-1894, Shades and Light of a 50 Year Min-
istry ( Washington, D.C., 1895), 8-10; John Jay II to Charles Sumner, May 23, 
1843, Jay Family Papers; Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group, 188. 

15"Appeal to the British Churchmen and the British Public," ca. 1838, printed 
circular in the John Jay Papers, New York Historical Society; Contribution Rec-
ord Book of John Jay II, "African Episcopal Church," 1853, printed circular, and 
Alexander Crummell to John Jay II, November 3, 1852, Iselin Collection; William 
Jay to John Jay II, October 22, 1851, John Jay Papers; John Jay II to the Bever- 
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Crummell departed in 1853 to serve as a missionary in Liberia while Jay 
sought to unravel financial matters in regard to the Church of the Messiah. 
He had no objection to a merger of Messiah with St. Philip's Church with 
funds raised in England being used to provide free use of a certain num-
ber of pews at St. Philip's for people coming from Messiah. Yet, as late as 
1857, Crummell had still not been paid and 1861 found the Church of the 
Messiah still worshipping in a rented room but asking Jay for financial ad-
vice on investing money they had loaned to the state at a higher interest 
rate so better quarters might be rented. The church convention of that 
year still rejected seating the delegates of the congregation, which was 
painful to Jay who attended as a delegate of his home parish, St. Matthew's 
Episcopal Church, Bedford." 

While Crummell's conflict with the seminary was still hot in 1839, John 
Jay II looked to English friends and clergy of the Anglican Church as al-
lies in publicizing this case of discrimination and in putting pressure on 
hesitant American churchmen. He informed the Reverend Thomas Pine, 
"The influence of slavery upon our church is becoming every day more 
evident," and included in his letter a list of English magazines and news- 
papers that might publish an account of the seminary's actions. He hoped 
for an English outcry against the oppression, and expressions of sympathy 
for the oppressed." Soon afterward, when the abolitionist James Birney 
left New York to attend the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention in Lon-
don, he carried a letter from William Jay describing Crummell's case and 
suggesting supportive actions English churchmen might give to American 
antislavery Episcopalians. A copy of the letter was given to the Archbishop 
of Canterbury but he declined becoming involved since the issue was out- 
side of his jurisdiction. The letter was, however, read to the antislavery 
convention." 

Jay's lengthy pamphlet, Caste and Slavery in the American Church, dis-
cussed in detail the plight of black Episcopal clergy and congregations, and 
was warmly received by the English antislavery community. He still hoped 

end Edward Auriol, February, 1852, Jay Family Papers; John Jay II to Alexander 
Crummell, December 9, 1852, John Jay II Letterbook, Jay Homestead. 

18John Jay II to William Tyson, December 16, 1856, Jay Family Papers; John 
Jay II to ? , May 21, 1857, John Jay H Letterbook; William Tyson to John Jay 
II, March 13, 1861, Iselin Collection; "Episcopal Convention of the Diocese of 
New York," ca. September, 1861, clipping in the John Jay II Scrapbook; Entry 
for September 22, 1861 in the Minutes of the Vestry of St. Matthew's Episcopal 
Church, Bedford Village, New York. 

"John Jay H to the Reverend Thomas Pine, September 20, 1839, Jay Family 
Papers. 

18William Jay to James Birney, March 28, 1840, John Jay Papers; James Birney 
to the Archbishop of Canterbury, October 12, 1840, and F. B. Wells to James 
Birney, November 2, 1840, in Dwight L. Dumond, ed., Letters of James Gillespie 
Birney, 1831-1857, 2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1938), II, 611- 
612. 
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that words of rebuke might be pronounced against "cottonized" American 
bishops and clergy. 19  A great deal of information from Caste and Slavery 

was used by the Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, in his History of 

the Protestant Episcopal Church in America, published in 1844. Wilber-
force was the son of the great English reformer, William Wilberforce. The 
book was not reprinted in America until several years later, and as Jay 
feared, had sections unfavorable to slavery mutilated because of the pres-
sure of proslavery clergy. These mutilations and proslavery pressures were 
described by William Jay in his Introductory Remarks to the Reproof of the 
American Church Contained in the Recent "History of the Protestant Epis-
copal Church in America," by the Bishop of Oxford. 2° Both father and son 
courageously called their own beloved church to task and denounced the 
proslavery influences within its ranks and discrimination against black 
clergy and congregations of the Episcopal community. 

If blacks were unwelcome in the seminary within the Diocese of New 
York, they were also unwelcome and unrepresented within its conventions. 
John Jay II attended his first church convention in 1839 as a twenty-one 
year old man, representing St. Matthew's Church. At the same time, with 
the Crummell affair on his mind, he could not help but note that there 
were no black delegates, not even from St. Philip's Church. That congrega-
tion had been founded more than twenty years earlier, in 1818, and was 
sustained with guidance and financial assistance from affluent Trinity 
Church, but the rectors and delegates of that great church fought persist-
ently, as Jay discovered, to prevent the seating of black delegates. George 
Templeton Strong, reacting to young Jay's antislavery writings and activ-
ity in his diary, confessed, "Well, if a man has a penchant for niggers, he 
has a perfect right to indulge in it." 21  And Jay did indulge, even within 
the sacred precincts of the church's conventions, beginning almost as a mi-
nority of one but triumphing nine years later with the seating of black 
delegates. 

The struggle to seat delegates from St. Philip's and, later, the Church of 
the Messiah, began in earnest at the 1844 convention. John Jay II attended 
as alternate delegate from St. Matthew's Church, but he had also been 
elected as the representative of St. Philip's Church and answered the roll 
call for that congregation, the only voice it was allowed at the convention. 
Jay declared that St. Philip's was in a state of schism from the rest of the 
church because of its lack of representation, and that it was dangerous and 

19JoIm Jay II to the Reverend James Bandinel, January 30, 1844, Jay Family 
Papers; John Jay II to the Reverend B. P. Aydeclott, February 1, 1844, John Jay 
II Letterbook; Jay, Caste and Slavery, passim. 

"John Jay II to Alexander Crummell, December 6, 1844, John Jay II Letter-
book; Robert Trendel, "The Expurgation of Antislavery Materials by American 
Presses," Journal of Negro History, LVIII ( July, 1973), 271 -290. 

2IEntry for September 22, 1839 In the Minutes of the Vestry of St. Matthew's 
Episcopal Church; Nevins and Thomas, eds., Strong Diary, I, 200; Bragg, History 
of the Afro-American Group, 81. 
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a violation of the canons of the church to allow a congregation to remain 
outside. This would enable any unhappy congregation to withdraw from 
the convention with the resulting confusion. His resolution to seat dele-
gates from the black congregation was ruled out of order, and a milder one 
laid on the table. The conservative Episcopal newspaper, Churchman, with 
Jay in mind, editorialized a plea for better qualified lay delegates at future 
conventions." 

When a pamphlet appeared attempting to drive a wedge between the 
black Episcopalians and Jay, George DeGrasse, a member of the vestry of 
St. Philip's Church, assured Jay, "We do honor your exertions for the free-
dom and enfranchisement of our people. . . . You closed your ears to en-
ticements of popularity and calmly chose the almost deserted pathway of 
philanthropy and freedom." Jay called upon them to hold fast to their 
privileges, to cling to the church, not mistaking the voice of men for the 
voice of God. Elected again in 1845 as a delegate from St. Philip's, Jay 
declined the honor." 

Although he was not a delegate to the next few conventions, Jay saw to 
it that his resolution to• seat black delegates was introduced each year. In 
1846, delegates from twelve white congregations were admitted, but St. 
Philip's case was referred to a committee that recommended against admis-
sion on the grounds that the Negro race was socially degraded and could 
not be regarded as proper associates for the class of people who attended 
the conventions. When they did become more acceptable, the blacks could 
have their own_ council with their own peculiar church government. 24  Re-
newed agitation by Jay at the end of the decade of the 1840s served to 
upset many who thought the question had been settled, and the majority 
reports of the conventions affirmed this desire not to have to deal with the 
subject. 25  

Jay's resolution gradually attracted new friends, which caused opponents 
to view the resolution no longer as a joke and intrusion in the proceedings, 
but to see it as a threat. In 1852, there was strong objection to even receiv-
ing the resolution, discussing it, and including it in the minutes. With many, 
including Jay, signalling to speak, the president of the convention put the 
question and a large majority ruled that the resolution was out of order. 
Jay then proposed an amendment to the canon defining admission of a 
church and its delegates, declaring that refusal would not be based on "the 
race, lineage, color or complexion of the congregation, . . . nor on account 
of any social or political disqualification." At a sparsely attended session 

22Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group, 85-86; John Jay II to the Editor 
of the Churchman, October 28, 1844, draft in the Iselin Collection. 

23George De Grasse et al. to John Jay II, March 8, 1845, and John Jay II to 
George DeGrasse et al., April, 1845, clipping in the William Jay Scrapbook; 
Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group, 85-86. 

New York Evening Post, October 20, 1859, clipping in the John Jay II Scrap-
book; Clipping, 1847, in Iselin Collection. 

25New York Herald, September 27, 1850. 
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early the next morning, with Jay out of town, it was voted to remove any 
record of Jay's amendment from the minutes since he might not be a dele- 
gate the next year when the amendment would be voted upon. 26  

With increasing public opinion favoring Jay's resolution, the leaders of 
the 1853 convention withdrew their opposition. As Episcopalian Strong 
noted in his diary, "Another revolution. John Jay's annual motion carried 
at last, and the nigger delegation admitted into the Diocesan Convention. 
John Jay must be an unhappy, aching void, as when one's stomach, liver 
and other innards have been dexterously taken out." In spite of Strong's 
bitter feelings, a member of the Negro St. Thomas Episcopal Church in 
Philadelphia enthusiastically sought advice from Jay on how his congre-
gation might go about getting its delegates seated at its diocesan conven-
tion.27  It is no wonder that the members of St. Philip's during and after 
the nine-year struggle, considered John Jay II their "foremost friend and 
advocate."28  

Conventions of the New York Diocese had not heard the last from John 
Jay II on -the subject of slavery and caste. During the 1850s there were 
increasing cries to reopen the slave trade and the laws prohibiting it were 
openly violated. The commercial interests of New York City had, in Jay's 
opinion, made it the great slave trading mart of the world. Jay submitted 
a memorial to the 1859 convention condemning the prosecution of that 
trade from New York and calling upon the church of his own diocese to 
make its voice and influence heard. Amidst laughing and hissing, the ma-
jority decided not to receive and discuss the petition. In fact, no one would 
even second it. 29  Jay was attacked from all sides in the press. He was told 
that the Episcopal church did not need any new commandments from John 
Jay II, since it already had "the law of love." He was reminded of how 
such questions had disrupted other denominations and that the Episcopal 
Church should stay aloof of those difficulties. A Republican rector wrote 
that the commotion could be understood only if one knew that Jay had for 
some twenty years in the convention been a most "pertinacious and per-
sistent friend of the negro and has always been good-humoredly treated." 
He had laughed at Jay, not disrespectfully, but because Jay "always seemed 
to pick the wrong time to appear with the inevitable negro." The church, 

26john jay II, "The Admission of Colored Churches to the Convention of the 
Diocese of New York," November, 1852, manuscript, and John Jay II to the Rev-
erend Benjamin Haight, November, 1852, Jay Family Papers; Thirteenth Annual 
Report of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (New York: American 
and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, 1853), 90-92. 

"New York Evening Post, October 20, 1859, clipping in the John Jay II Scrap-
book; Nevins and Thomas, eds., Strong Diary, II, 131; Franklin Turner to John 
Jay II, February 4, 1854, Isekn Collection. 

28Bragg, History of the Afro-American Group, 85. 
29John Jay II, "Memorial to the Diocesan Convention," 1859, draft in Iselin 

Collection; New York Evening Post, September 30, 1859, clipping in John Jay II 
Scrapbook. 
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the writer believed, had no power to legislate on the slave trade. And a 
high church abolitionist agreed that the resolution was out of order since 
the convention could do nothing except denounce the trade. He disagreed 
with Jay who seemed to like the "bunkum of paper resolutions and paper 
prodamations."30  Jay was, however, applauded by the London Christian 

Observer for attempting to throw the weight of the church against the hated 
curse of the slave trade. 3 ' 

With confidence and courage gained from the St. Philip's struggle, Jay 
returned to the podium in 1860 with a resolution and lengthy speech con-
demning the slave trade centered in his own diocese. He called upon the 
bishop to write a pastoral letter abhorring the trade, urging the clergy of 
the diocese to periodically preach against it, and recommending that the 
laity use their influence to stop the prosecution of the traffic in human be-
ings. The resolution was seconded by Dr. James McCune Smith, a leading 
black figure and member of St. Philip's Church. One delegate echoed the 
feelings of many in wishing Jay long life but hoping he would never bring 
the question up again as long as he lived. The resolution was overwhelm-
ingly tabled, with only seven clergy and the six lay delegates of St. Philip's, 
Jay's Bedford church and the neighboring Somers church supporting the 
resolution. Another speech condemning slavery as a sin and further reso-
lutions denouncing the trade were frequently interrupted in chaotic ses-
sions. Only adjournment allowed the assemblage the escape from voting 
yes or no on the issues. 32  Even George Templeton Strong noted the able 
nature of Jay's speech in his diary, and in its printed form the speech re-
ceived commendation from both sides of the Atlantic. 33  

With the election of Lincoln in 1860, the beginnings of secession and 
the movement toward war, the Episcopal Church in New York had to seri-
ously confront the relationship between the pulpit and politics. Jay was ex-
ceedingly pleased that his own bishop, Horatio Potter, had issued a pas-
toral letter denouncing secession as rebellion and a crime against God and 
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man, and inviting sermons on the issues surrounding good citizenship. Jay 
was even accused of being the author of the bishop's letter. 34  Jays own 
pastor, the Reverend Edward B. Boggs, dealt with the pastoral letter and 
the whole issue in a sermon later reprinted as a pamphlet. Boggs ques-
tioned the extent to which the bishop could dictate his preaching. He did 
not see as his duty the preaching of political subjects, as over against moral 
and spiritual subjects. The church, he declared, should deal only with 
general rules and principles, and avoid partisanship. 35  

The Civil War was in its early stages as the New York convention gath-
ered during the fall of 1861. John Jay II offered a resolution calling upon 
the bishop to revise the homily against rebellion in the Common Prayer 
Book so it might be read as a witness to loyalty in the congregations of the 
diocese in the face of the "great national calamity." But the majority did 
not want to disturb the "holy calm" of the church, so the resolution was 
not even received and discussed. The Churchman was pleased that the "in-
sane" efforts of Jay had been put down as he tried to excite the convention 
on the subject of slavery. "His negrophilism overcomes his judgement and 
vision."35  

On the eve of the 1862 diocesan convention John Jay II was shocked to 
see that his name was not on the list of delegates from his home parish. Im-
mediately he accused Reverend Boggs of interfering with the vestry in its 
choice of delegates. He argued that his leadership on several committees 
demanded his presence at the convention since important decisions would 
be made in areas not even touching slavery. Boggs hastily called an infor-
mal meeting of the wardens and vestry of St. Matthew's Church and read 
Jay's letter of disappointment over his pastor's withholding of information 
from the vestry in regard to Jay's required tasks at the convention. Boggs 
defended his silence as necessary to prevent his being blamed for Jay's 
non-election. A delegate offered his resignation, but the vestry voted unani-
mously to reject it. The vestry reaffirmed its action in a resolution stating 
that Jay "has for several years misrepresented this parish by introducing 
the slavery question to the injury thereof." 37  In an accompanying letter 
Boggs answered another of Jay's charges by stating that he had forgotten 
to read the bishop's pastoral letter on the rebellion at the right place in the 

34John jay II, "The Episcopal Church and National Politics," ca. 1861, manu-
script in Jay Family Papers; "The Pulpit and Politics," New York Tribune, Janu-
ary 4, 1861, clipping in John jay II Scrapbook; C. Henry to John Jay II, March 
18, 1861, Iselin Collection. 
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service and decided to postpone doing it until the next Sunday because of 
its length and the fact that he had two full services to conduct while suf-
fering from a cold. Again he refused to accept any blame for the vestry's 
action.38  

Jay remained disgruntled at the rejection of his name as a delegate and 
the delay in his discovery of this, but primarily with the fact that he was 
rebuked for his anti-slave trade action rather than northern sympathizers of 
the institution of slavery being rebuked for disloyalty. He pointed to Demo-
crat politicians in the congregation as leading the fight against him. The 
vestry vigorously denied this charge, suggesting that Jay's resignation as a 
warden earlier in the year might have hurt him as much as any political 
maneuvering. In addition, his inferences about "sham republicans and Se-
cession sympathizers" did not help his desire for re-election. They would 
still refuse to select someone who in the past had delighted in agitating 
and embroiling the conventions, and whose conduct on the floor had been 
attacked as "indecent."38  Jay had regularly paid pew rent at St. Philip's 
Church, and was chosen unanimously by its vestry to sit at the convention 
as one of its delegates.° Jay's courageous stand before the vestry and pas-
tor of St. Matthew's received the hearty approval of abolitionists, such as 
Gerrit Smith, and antislavery politicians, such as Charles Sumner of Massa-
chusetts. 41  

Jay accepted Boggs' reason for not reading the bishop's letter, and de-
tailed the strong support he had given his pastor from the time of his call 
until the present. While still accusing him of submitting to an anti-Jay 
faction, he hoped that harmony might be restored in the parish.° Jay was 
undoubtedly pleased that the 1862 General Convention of the Episcopal 
Church, meeting in New York, had adopted a resolution and pastoral letter 
calling secession an evil, approving any special prayers on the subject 
of the war bishops thought appropriate, and recommending a day of fast-
ing, humiliation and prayer for the ills of the nation.° 

Jay, however, was still not pleased with the unpatriotic condition of the 
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Episcopal Church in his own Westchester County, just north of New York 
City. The St. Matthew's vestry wanted to forgive and forget the past, but 
local issues, such as the post office and post master, kept politically moti-
vated factionalism alive in the congregation. Boggs continued to deny that 
this influenced him, although he did frankly confess that he had hoped 
for several years that Jay would not be chosen a delegate to the convention 
because of the slave trade resolution" Both sides continued to print their 
correspondence for public distribution, and Boggs actually stepped down 
from the pulpit during a service to defend his loyalty in the face of Jay's 
charges. Jay was distressed by this for it created sympathy for Boggs and 
hatred for him, and it would have been improper for Jay to answer at that 
time and place. Consistent with his views some twenty-five years earlier, 
Jay reiterated, "I regard the recognition of the humanity of the slaves as 
first and foremost among the duties of the church." Jay's uncle, Dr. John 
McVickar, a professor at General Theological Seminary, assured him that 
his letters were painfully necessitated, but were "somewhat overstrained 
in the punishment inflicted." The northern victories at Gettysburg an 
Vicksburg helped to settle some of the frayed nerves at St. Matthew's, anc 
Jay was pleased to once again be elected a delegate from the parish tc 
the annual convention in 1863. 45  

John Jay II wrote to Bishop Potter urging the use of a special prayer in 
the churches of the New York Diocese for the decisive victories at Gettys. 
burg and Vicksburg "with which heaven has crowned our cause." This 
would implement action already taken by the national church and force 
the hand of some pastors who had withheld prayer for the president, the 
Union cause and its soldiers. He urged the diocesan convention of 1863 to 
affirm the action of the national church as a display of loyalty so, when the 
rebellion was crushed, the cause of the church would not be hurt." 

During the war years Jay was a watchdog for disloyalty within the 
churches of Westchester County. We have examined the confrontation at 
St. Matthew's Church. A branch of the Jay family belonged to the Episco-
pal parish in Rye. Because of a rumor, Jay asked several cousins if the rec-
tor, the Reverend John White, a native of Maryland, had twice omitted 
prayer for the president in the liturgy, and what the nature of the sermon 
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was that drove several loyal families from the church. Jay did discover that 
White had omitted prayer for the president and had attacked the go4ern-
ment from the pulpit for, among other things, depriving him of an inheri-
tance from his home state. White confessed that he probably felt a higher 
loyalty to Great Britain than to the U.S. 47  Equally offensive to Jay was an 
"infamous" clause in the deed of the cemetery of the Rye parish which 
forbade the burial of blacks in any section. Every burial lot deed included 
the clause which in essence said that "Jews, Turks, Infidels and Heretics" 
would be welcomed for the right price, but should a Negro minister be 
buried there, the land would revert to the donor.° 

jay was also disturbed by the Reverend W. Murphy of the neighboring 
Somers parish. Murphy was also from Maryland, with a brother serving as 
a surgeon in the Confederate army. He was remembered by his Maryland 
postmaster as strongly sympathetic to the South, and in the process he had 
lost almost all of his congregation in that state. In June, 1863, Murphy par-
ticipated in a confirmation service with Bishop Potter at St. Matthew's 
Church. He had already been accused of favoring secession and the rebel-
lion because he refused to read the bishop's pastoral prayer on the subject. 
At Bedford he declined to read the prayers for the country and its defend-
ers, clairni4 a sore throat, but he did read the scripture lessons. Murphy 
wrote an impassioned letter to Jay, not denying his charges, but question-
ing Jay's right to judge him and his ministry. He was supported by his ves-
try which first denied the refusal to offer the prayers, but then defended the 
decision. They believed that their rector was not subject to punishment by 
any court of church or state. Jay cynically showed concern for this peculiar 
throat that could read the scripture but not the patriotic prayers, and 
hoped that this chronic soreness would, not be allowed to reach epidemic 
proportions.° The debate continued in the press and through pamphlets, 
but diminished as the Union swept closer to victory. 

The Episcopal Church in New York during the decades before and into 
the Civil War feared schism, feared involvement in a divisive and sectional 
issue, feared offending influential members who were linked economically, 
socially or through family ties to the slavery interests. The easiest tack was 
to ignore the existence of slavery, the slave trade and discrimination based 
on skin color, and focus on the more comfortable things of the Spirit. John 
Jay II forced confrontations between the church he loved and human be- 

47John jay II to the Reverend John White, 1861, Jay Family Papers; John Jay 
H to Peter A. Jay, Jr., September 2, 1863, and John Jay H to Eliza Jay, Septem-
ber 3, 1863, John Jay II Letterbook; John jay II to the Reverend John White, Oc-
tober 1, 1863, Iselin Collection. 

ownam Jay to William flamed, September 4, 1851, American Missionary 
Association Papers, Amistad Research Center, Dillard University; Goodell, Slavery 
and Anti-Slavery, 200. 

495. H. Hopper to James Silkman, October 28, 1863, printed letter, and the 
Reverend W. Murphy to John Jay II, August 24, 1863, Iselin Collection; John 
Jay II, The Church and the Rebellion, passim; New York Tribune, November 26, 
1863, and February 13, 1864, clippings in John Jay II Scrapbook. 



252 	 HISTORICAL MAGAZINE 

ings he loved, without regard to the costs to his profession, his personal 
image, his friendships, his status in the community, and the public image 
of the Episcopal Church in New York. Slavery and its related evils were 
not merely political issues but moral issues, sins. The church had to con-
demn this sin, heal itself, reject human bondage and caste if it was going to 
be faithful and strong. Persistent, courageous and morally committed, John 
Jay II forced his church, sometimes uncomfortably, to live in the light of 
truth and justice. 


