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The First Lutherans in North America 

 

The European colonies in North American colonies reflected the religious diversity and the 

conflicts of Europe, and Lutherans have been part of that for almost 400 years.  

 The first Lutherans in North America were in the Dutch and Swedish colonies. But even 

before them there were Danes: In 1619, two Danish ships—containing Danish and other 

Scandinavian Lutheran sailors—with a Lutheran chaplain aboard the ship, sailed into Hudson 

Bay in what is now Canada. 

 Dutch Lutherans (from the Netherlands) first arrived in the 1630s in New Netherland 

(New York), and by 1649 they were numerous enough to request a pastor. A Lutheran minister 

(Gutwasser) arrived in 1657, but he was forbidden to preach by the Dutch (Reformed Church) 

authorities, and he was in fact deported by the Dutch.  

 In 1638, Swedish and Finnish Lutherans began settling on the Delaware River, and 

settled what is now Pennsylvania and Delaware, and spread out into New Jersey and Maryland. 

(John Hanson of Maryland, president of the Continental Congress—sometimes called the 

nation's first president—was of Swedish Lutheran descent.) Indeed, Swedish Lutherans founded 

Pennsylvania, and laid out the city of Philadelphia. 

 The first organized group of German settlers in the colonies came to what is now 

Germantown, in the city of Philadelphia, in 1683—but these were mostly from the dissenting 

churches, and not Lutherans.  

 Pennsylvania played a leading role in religious tolerance, and became the center of 

American Lutheranism. Indicative is this: In 1704, in the first regular ordination of a Lutheran 



pastor in America, a Swedish Lutheran minister, ordained a German Lutheran to serve the Dutch 

Lutherans in New York. (The service was high church, in Latin, with a choir, and conducted on 

the authority of the Bishop of Uppsala, in accordance with the apostolic succession.) 

 Virginia was the sixth of the colonies in which the Lutheran church was planted. 

Although there had been a handful of Germans in the Jamestown settlement as early as 1608, the 

first organized group of Germans were miners and iron workers who settled around the area 

known as Germanna, on the Rapidan River near Madison, Va. in 1714. The first arrivals were of 

the Reformed faith, but there were enough Lutherans by 1717 to ask for Lutheran pastor, which 

they did not get until 1733 when John Caspar Stoever, Sr. arrived, after having been ordained at 

The Trappe in Pennsylvania.  

 In 1740, the Lutherans built the Hebron Lutheran Church building—which is now the 

oldest Lutheran church building used continuously by Lutherans in the country—and you can 

still see it today in Madison, Va., a little south of Culpeper. (The large wave of Germans and 

Lutherans on the other side of the Blue Ridge, into the Shenandoah Valley—of which we here, 

were part—was yet to come. The great migration into the Valley, starting in 1731-32, was led by 

Jiost Hite, a Lutheran who had been part of the 1710 emigration to New York State, who then 

removed to Falckner's Swamp, Pa. before going to the Valley.) 

 According to some accounts, John Caspar Stoever, Sr. visited the Lutherans in this area 

(now Lovettsville) around 1733 or 1734—some thirty years before the date we regard as our 

founding. 


