





HISTORY

FIRST CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH

United Church of Christ
HARWICH, MASSACHUSETTS

1747 — 1997







FIRST CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH
United Church of Christ

Harwich, Massachusetts

Sketch by Donald D. Benson — 1972




HISTORY

N prologue to an understanding of the origin of our
church, we must go back to a group of Englishmen
who, granted a charter in 1641, began to lay out a
plantation or a settlement in 1653 in a general area of
Cape Cod centered near Cape Cod Bay that was to be

¥ known first as Harwich and later as Brewster (and
variously also as Old Harwich and the North Precinct.) At first they
had to travel to Eastham to a meetinghouse where they could both
worship God and conduct all affairs of mutual concern. There was
but one church for a community, and all adults belonged to it, for
one could not even establish a home in a given place unless he passed
examination as fit for church society, which he was then obliged to
attend. For in the beginning, eariy New England was a theocracy, not

a democracy, so that the same people covenanted together in all sacred

and secular endeavors.

The population of old comers prospered and grew with new-
comers arriving from both the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay Colo-
nies, as well as others from old England, people settling also in the area
nearer the Cape’s south shore as well. This latter area of course we
know today as the Town of Harwich. Then in 1694, it was determined
by the General Court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony (Plymouth Colo-
ny having joined together with it two years before) that there were now
enough persons to support a minister, a prime requirement for a new
town. And so a charter was granted to form a new town, Harwich,
independent of Eastham. The town was now responsible for the erec-
tion and maintenance of a meetinghouse through self-taxation. This
church-town relationship was to continue until the disestablishment of
the church in Massachusetts in 1834.

These early churches of New England had no name by which
to distinguish themselves other than by the name of the town, viz., the
Church, or Church of Christ, in Harwich. They were all of ‘“the Con-
gregational Way”’ in thought and practice. The use of the word, Con-

gregational, in a title was not to come until much later, and well after
churches of other denominations had come into being.
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Harwich’s growth continued and, as happens with the influx of
new people anywhere, a variety of points of view began inevitably to
come as well. The rigidity of the orthodox thinking of the early settlers
imposed on the first churches began to be challenged and modified.
Another development was beginning within more than one Cape town,
and that was a split into two geographical parishes. Usually the reason
givén was that it was a long, tiring journey for outlying members to
travel, as they were required to, to attend worship on the Sabbath in
the meetinghouse. Oftentimes this reason was at least a partial covering
for a dislike of the preaching and teaching of the “settled’ minister.
For whatever reason, restlessness was rising in the southern part of Har-
wich, divided from the earliest part of the town by a number of large
ponds and divided also, apparently, on questions of taxation and
other matters.

In 1744, the people of the south side asked the town meeting
that a separate precinct be set off for them. Two men had already
offered a tract of land for a meetinghouse here. However, the majority
of the meeting voted against the proposal. Several succeeding attempts
were made and failed, but enthusiasm amongst the south-siders increased,
many having been stimulated for fresh religious duties by an eloquent
Newlight preacher from Connecticut traveling about this area. Meetings
on the matter were held in various homes. Finally, a large group of men
of this area directly petitioned the General Court, and despite the con-
tinuing opposition of the people of the North, the Council and the
House concurred, and with the approval of Governor Shirley, the south
side became a “distinct and separate precinct”, on January 16, 1747.

The first officers were: Joseph Doane, Samuel Burge, ]Jr.,
Gershom Hall, Edward Hall, Benjamin Nickerson and Edward Nickerson.
April 8 the precinct meeting voted “to carry on and finish the meeting-
house” which had been begun by Capt. Jonathan Smalley even before
the Incorporation of the precinct. The deed to the land read as follows:

“Samuel Nickerson and Benjamin Smalley, both of Harwich,
in the County of Barnstable and in the province of Massachu-
setts Bay i New England...in consideration of the great need
there is in this south part of Harwich of a piece of land to lay
Jor publick uses, viz to set a meetinghouse on and also any
other publick use that may be thought convenient for that
neighbourhood or precinct in general..and the good will we
have for suid precinct and the mind to promote the publick
good therewn, have given, granted, enfeoffed and confirmed and
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A page jrom the original deed to the land
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