First Congregational Church of Boylston

By Vicky Triolo

The First Congregational Church of Boylston is celebrating 100 years of the “new”
church building in November 2027. Over the next year, there will be a series of
articles about the origins of church and the rebuilding of church after the 1924 fire.
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In the beginning... the residents of the current town of Boylston were citizens of Shrewsbury
and in some cases Lancaster. To get to church, they had to walk along cart roads or bridle paths
through the woods or use their horses. Therefore, a petition to the General Court was submitted
to incorporate the north section of Shrewsbury as a separate precinct. The grant was requested
and on 17 December 1742, the grant was read and accepted by the General Court and House
of Representatives. On 19 January 1743, at the First Precinct Meeting, the first officers chosen
were: Deacon John Keyes as Moderator and John Bush as Clerk. The rest of the precinct
committee selected was comprised of Joseph Biglo, Deacon Cyprian Keyes, Joshua Houghton
and Abner Sawyer. The area we know as Boylston had become the Second Precinct of
Shrewsbury. It would not become a separate town until 1786.

First, the committee voted to build a meeting house and then to hire a minister. On 23 February
1743, (the 16" year of his majesty’s reign, George II), the church agreed to hire Mr. Ebeneezer
Morse, a graduate of Harvard University to be the pastor. There was quite a bit of negotiation
on his salary. It appears that he accepted £100 for settlement and £160 a year for the first two
years. By 1744, the new church had twenty male members and sixteen females, including the
nineteen males who has signed the Covenant on 6 October 1743. Reverend Morse was ordained
as the first pastor of the church on 26 October 1743. Six neighboring churches were invited to
participate.

The services took place in the new meeting house. “Meeting House” was a loose term for the
unfinished building that had been erected on the common in front of the cemetery that we now
know as the Old Burying Ground. It had no door, pews, windows or even a pulpit. The floor
had not been laid. However, by the next year, the meeting house was finished.

In early New England, there was no separation of Church and State. A New England meeting
house was a structure that was the center of community in a town. Being an efficient and
practical people, the one structure was used for church on the Sabbath, and town meetings and
social gatherings during the rest of the week. It was also the place for the town to congregate
in times of emergency.

In next month’s article, the history of the four buildings that have served the First
Congregational Church of Boylston will be explored.
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