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Organizational History

The Evangelical Congregational Church was founded in 1834, when members of the first
Congregational Church of Westborough split to form two separate church societies. A
division in beliefs revolving around Trinitarian and Unitarian theories among the original
congregation became severe when the church began to consider building a new
meetinghouse for the growing church population. The division between belief systems
prompted a call for an ecclesiastical council to consider the dispute, which was held on



January 7, 1834. The council recommended that members holding Trinitarian views
should form a new religious society, so on January 29, 1834, fifty-six members officially
separated from the First Society to create the Evangelical Society.

Even though Rev. Elisha Rockwood, who was the pastor of the church when the break up
took place, held views more in line with the Evangelical Society, the First Society
continued to be the organization that officially employed him. After it became clear that
the theological differences between the pastor and the congregation could not be worked
out, the First Society dismissed Rockwood that same tumultuous year. Even though
Rockwood continued to serve as the Evangelical Society’s virtual pastor, the emotional
split of the church made it difficult for him to continue in that role, so he was dismissed
on March 11, 1835.

As part of the separation agreement, the First Society, which became the Unitarian
Church, retained the meetinghouse and other ecclesiastical property, while the
Evangelical Society received the records of the original church and the communion
service plate. The Evangelical Society also built a new meetinghouse, which was
completed on December 17, 1834. A more detailed account of the early life of the
Evangelical Society can be found in the Manual of the Evangelical Congregational
Church (1875) (Folder 1.03).

Scope and Content Note

The records in this collection document the administrative, financial, and regular
activities of the early history of the Evangelical Congregational Church, and to a lesser
degree the first Congregational Church. Genealogists will especially be interested in the
financial records (Series 2), which include property assessments of church members, and
membership records (Series 5), which provide valuable information about the movement
of church members into and out of Westborough.

“Series 3: Ministers” mostly contains records relating to the hiring and resignations of
ministers. Documents relating to disciplinary action against Rev. Barnabas Phinney
(adultery) and Rev. William Mitchell (theft/mental stability) are also included. “The Case
of R. G. Holmes, 1858-1859” (Folder OS.03) provides detailed disciplinary action taken
by the Church against R. G. Holmes for behaviors perceived to be “derogatory to the
Christian character.”

Records of regular church activity start with “Church Records, [Volume 2], 1808-1835”
(Folder 4.11). The first volume (“Volume 1”), which covers the years that Rev. Ebenezer
Parkman served as Westborough’s first minister and up to 1808, is in the Historical
Records of the Evangelical Congregational Church (LH.071).

Related Collection

e Historical Records of the Evangelical Congregational Church (LH.082)



e Historical Records of the Town of Westborough: Administrative Documents,
1724-1929 (OD.001): Relations of Belief and Confession, 1763-1785. Online:
https://www.digitalcommonwealth.org/search/commonwealth:z316s983p.
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Requests for Dismissions and Recommendations to Other Churches, 1860-
1867

Requests for Dismissions and Recommendations to Other Churches, 1883-
1898, n.d.
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Notices from Other Churches of Acceptance of Former Members, 1860-
1869
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