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Early Evangelical  
Lutheranism 

in Pennsylvania

The Augustus Evangelical Lutheran Church in Trappe, 
Pennsylvania (ten miles north-northwest of Valley 
Forge) is the oldest unaltered Lutheran church build-

ing in the United States. It is often referred to as the Old Trappe Church.
     Dedicated in 1745, the building illustrates Pennsylvania’s mid-eighteenth-century German 
traditions of design and construction. The interior features heavy, oaken beams and a pulpit 
made of native Black Walnut. The roof is made of cedar shingles, and the outer walls were 

fashioned out of rock, later covered with stucco.
     Not only does the building represent the Commonwealth’s German heritage, but it also symbolizes the 
roots of Pietist Lutheranism in America. One of its earliest pastors, Henry Melchior Muhlenberg, was 
instrumental, even crucial, in the development and growth of Protestant pietism in the United States. 

     The settlement of Trappe, initially named Providence, was founded in 1717. It was located along the Manatawny 
Great Road, which followed the Perkiomen Creek. The community was first settled by Englishmen. By the 1730s, 
though, hundreds of Germans and dozens of Welsh had put down their stakes there, too. From 1717 to 1745, Trappe 
(Providence) did not have a physical Lutheran church. Until then, the community’s first Lutheran congregation 
worshiped in a barn, where congregants sat on the earthen floor to hear itinerant or “circuit” pastors. The first circuit 
pastors were not committed and didn’t last long. The congregation luffed in the wind for several years prior to Henry 
Muhlenberg’s arrival.
     The underdeveloped condition of Lutheranism in Trappe was emblematic of its condition throughout much of 
“Penn’s Woods” at the time. Lutherans in Philadelphia, Germantown, New Hanover, Trappe and elsewhere came togeth-
er and sent urgent messages to church fathers in Europe for a trustworthy pastor to answer their needs. Finally, after 
some eight or nine years in the waiting, their pleas were met.

The Pastor’s Work
     According to Rev. E. T. Kretschmann’s book, The old Trappe Church, 
1743-1893, a sesquicentennial… (1912), Henry Muhlenberg came to America as a 
missionary in October of 1742 and had found his way to the Trappe area by 
December. After Muhlenberg had led just a few services in the barn, the parish-
ioners felt the time had arrived to build a church.
     By early 1743, men began hauling stones to the site for the building’s 
construction. The first service was held in an unfurnished interior September 
12, 1743, but the finished church was not dedicated until October 6, 1745. It was 
named in honor of August Hermann Francke, founder of the Francke Founda-
tions in Halle, Germany, where Rev. Muhlenberg had studied.
     Still, extant records indicate Lutheran burials and baptisms were occurring 
as early as the 1730s. The earliest entry in the church’s records is a baptism dated 
March 8, 1730. The oldest legible headstone today in the church’s cemetery 

bears the date September 9, 1736.
     After stepping off the ship in the autumn of 1742, Muhlenberg soon ascertained that evangelical Lutheranism in 
Pennsylvania was in dire straits. “So sad, so degraded is the condition of our poor Lutheran people,” wrote Muhlenberg, 
“that you could hardly bewail it enough with tears of blood. The children are growing up without baptism, without 
instruction, without training, and so they sink into heathenism itself. 
      “Such was the state of affairs when I first came to Philadelphia. [The congregants] were as sheep not having a shep
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     When the Rivingtons came back to America, James returned with 
vengeance in his typecast. Upon establishing a home and office again, 
with a new printer brought from Europe, he picked up the volume and 
issue numbering of his newspaper from where it had been interrupted. 
Yet he changed the name of his paper by October 1777 to Rivington’s 
New York Loyal Gazette. By December, he changed it again to The Royal 
Gazette. 
      Under the latter nameplate, he featured the new legend, “Printer 
to the King's Most Excellent Majesty.” As the King’s Printer, he was 
paid a salary of £100 annually. His premise was also given protection 
by the Royal Guard. Under such circumstances, and from within 
occupied New York, he felt at liberty to ramp up his campaign 
against Washington and the Sons of Liberty.
     A prime example of that was featured in the Aug. 11, 1779 
edition: “[Washington’s] abilities are that of mediocrity which 

creates no jealousy, his natural temper makes him reserved, [and] 
his want of education renders him diffident… It has been a matter of surprise 

that he could so long have made head against the King’s forces; but, the circumstances of 
the country all favor the want of skill in the General and discipline in the troops.”  

     As the war progressed and British victory had still not manifested, he began alluding to the generous but 
hidden offers of peace King George III had supposedly made. A sampling of the propaganda he was capable of came in 
mid-1779 when he directly addressed the ‘deluded countrymen’ of the Thirteen Colonies:
     “The truth is that your leaders are conscious they have sinned so enormously that they think it not in the power of an 
offended King and nation to forgive them, and even if it was, they still would fear the resentment of a deceived, misled, 
and ruined people…”  
     Many years after the Revolution, Isaiah Thomas, the staunch Patriot and publisher of The Massachusetts Spy, 
published a history of printing. In it, he comes to a defense of some of Rivington’s earlier manifests. He wrote:
     “The visit made to [Rivington] by a party of men from Connecticut, who destroyed his press and home, doubtless 
tended to prejudice his mind against the American cause, and prompted him, after he was appointed printer to the King, 
and placed under the protection of the royal army, boldly, and without disguise, to carry his resentment beyond the 
bounds of truth and justice.”

A Double-Agent?
     Fast-forward to the end of the war and British evacuation from New York. When the Continental Army paraded into 
that city, the public sensed for the first time the true nature of James Rivington. The Massachusetts Gazette covered the 
events and concluded the news with this paragraph:
     “…  Mr. JAMES RIVINGTON, Printer at New-York, was, as 
soon as our troops entered the city, protected in person and 
property, by a guard, and that he will be allowed to reside in the 
country, for reasons best known to the great men at helm.” 
     That information was quickly picked up by other newspapers 
throughout the Colonies. Assigning an army guard to protect 
Rivington during Washington’s parade into New York could have 
only come from the Commander-in-Chief himself. 
     The next public revelation came when supporters of the 
British government were ordered to leave the country. It was 
assumed Rivington would be among the first to go. About 
60,000 persons made an exodus, but Rivington (surprisingly) 
was not among them. He was allowed to make a home in Ameri-
ca, if he so chose.
     As years passed and previously unrevealed facts began to 
surface, new thoughts emerged about Rivington. Writers began indicating he had supported Washington’s Culper Ring 
and had passed on intelligence of British naval signals to Admiral de Grasse just prior to the Battle of the Chesapeake.
     In fact, a written account left by Col. Allen McLane indicates that he himself was chosen in late August 1781 to pass 
the Signals Book to the Admiral. Washington first learned of Rivington’s apparent about-face via a letter from Judge 
Richard Peters, Secretary of the Board of War. Immediately following the Battle of Yorktown, Peters informed the 
General that he had obtained through “an Intelligence channel” in Rivington’s Printing Office a copy of the enemy’s 
Signal Book, which he immediately entrusted to McLane to present to de Grasse at the first opportunity.
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