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Johann Samuel Schwerdtfeger 

 

His life story is an example of how failures and disappointment can be transforming for the best. 

A life of purpose through faith. 

New Jerusalem's first minister, Johann Samuel Schwerdtfeger, the son of a 

pharmaceutical chemist, was born June 4th, 1734 in Burgbernheim, in northern Bavaria, and 

studied theology at the Friedrich-Alexander University at Erlangen, near Nuernberg. Apparently 

he was an indifferent student and broke off his studies before earning a diploma. He entered the 

University of Erlangen to study theology but in 

1753 he discontinued his studies and left for 

America. 

After wandering Europe, he became 

prey of redemptioners who recruited and 

transported him to the America. In exchange 

for his "free" passage he was bought for five 

years' service by Evangelical Lutheran Church 

in York, Pennsylvania, which was interested in 

a man lettered in Divinity and Law. He 

received ordination and became their pastor. 

He eventually fell into disfavor with 

some of the church hierarchy primarily because 

of a letter in which he divided all the Lutherans 

in York into Sadducees, Pharisees, Halle 



Pietists, and Old Lutherans—counting himself an Old Lutheran. In 1758 he served the Palatine 

Lutherans at Earltown (New Holland) in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania and married Dorothea 

Schwabe, the daughter of a parish elder. 

It was here that he learned to know Reverend Henry M. Muhlenberg and relaxed his 

criticism of Pietism. In 1762 he petitioned for and received admission as a qualified Lutheran 

minister from the Pennsylvania Ministerium. His credentials were enhanced by formal 

testimonials in Latin from the university authorities in Germany and from the German court 

preacher in London.  

 

His certification with the Ministerium gave him standing that made it possible for an 

Evangelical Lutheran church in Frederick, Maryland to extend a call for him to be their pastor in 

1763. He arrived in Frederick with his wife and two children and assumed the charge of the 

widespread Congregation of Monacacy. This charge included among its members settlers in 

Loudoun County, Virginia. By 1765 he had organized the "Evangelical Lutheran Church in the 

Short Hill Community," our New Jerusalem congregation, church, and school.  

In 1768 pastor Schwerdtfeger returned to Germany for a year. Upon his return in 1769 he 

tried to reinstate himself in Frederick, whose members clearly did not want him back. Several 

other congregations were also not interested in him. The Ministerium in 1770 recommended a 

change on the Berks-Lehigh, Pennsylvania county border where he served two years. In 1773, 

according to Henry Muhlenberg's journal, the Ministerium took up "the necessary provision for 

Pastor Schwerdtfeger, who has no position, has a wife and five children, and lacks the 

wherewithal for a living." Pastor Schwerdtfeger finally found his "wherewithal" in New York 

where he served congregations in Albany (1771-1784) and Hoosik (Feilstown) (1777-1788). 

In 1786 he assisted John Christian Kunze and Heinrich Moller in organizing the New 

York Ministerium, the second Lutheran synod in the United States. 

During the American Revolution he remained a loyalist and urged his parishioners to 

remain loyal as well. He was summoned several times to appear before the Commissioners for 

Detecting and Defeating Conspiracies. He was accused of "inculcating Doctrines tending to 

disaffect the minds of well-disposed Persons." Imprisoned, reprimanded, and later confined to 

the Albany district and forced to place in bond—a sum of 100 pounds—to ensure his good 

behavior, Pastor Schwerdtfeger continued to serve his charges. 



After the Rev. Schwerdtfeger was released from prison he continued to serve the Gilead 

Church near Albany, New York as before. After faithfully serving the Lutheran Church in 

America for some thirty-six years, in 1791 he accepted a call to become pastor of Zion Church in 

Williamsburg Township, Dundas County, on the St. Lawrence River, where many of his former 

loyalist parishioners from New York had fled. He petitioned for land in that area. He was granted 

400 acres of land in the third concession of Williamsburg Township on the St. Lawrence River in 

Upper Canada, the first Lutheran pastor to serve in Upper Canada. Pastor Schwerdtfeger served 

the Lutherans in Dundas County until his death in 1803. He was the father of sixteen children, 

and many of his numerous descendants are active in the church to this day. In addition to his 

work in the Williamsburg church, he organized congregations at Aultsville and Iroquois. He was 

highly respected and the congregation flourished during his pastorate. He was buried in the 

churchyard of the Williamsburg Township church, which is currently under water as part of the 

St. Lawrence Seaway. In recognition of his suffering the note "much persecuted" designates his 

place on the list of Canada's United Empire Loyalists. And, among Canadian Lutherans to this 

day Samuel Johann Scwerdtfeger is known as the "Saint of the St. Lawrence." 

 

 


