
Julian Onderdonk: A Pioneering Bishop in the
Anglican Communion

The history of the Anglican Communion is replete with notable individuals
who have shaped its doctrines, practices, and missionary endeavors.
Among them, Julian Onderdonk holds a significant place as a pioneering
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bishop in the United States. His life and ministry were characterized by
tireless zeal, unwavering faith, and a profound impact on the growth and
development of the Episcopal Church in the early 19th century.
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Early Life and Calling

Julian Onderdonk was born on February 1, 1788, in Manhasset, Long
Island, New York. His parents, Andrew and Sarah Onderdonk, were
members of the Dutch Reformed Church, but Julian's upbringing was
influenced by the teachings of the Anglican tradition. As a young man, he
studied at Columbia College and pursued a legal education. However, his
heart was drawn to the ministry, and he was ordained a deacon in the
Episcopal Church in 1810 and a priest two years later.

Ministry in Manhattan and Philadelphia

Onderdonk's early ministry was spent as rector of churches in Manhattan
and Philadelphia. In these urban settings, he became known for his
eloquent sermons, his pastoral care for the sick and marginalized, and his
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commitment to education. He founded the Protestant Episcopal Sunday
School Union in 1817 and served as its first president, recognizing the
importance of spiritual formation for the young.

Election as Bishop of New York

In 1827, Onderdonk was elected as the second bishop of the Diocese of
New York. This appointment marked a pivotal moment in his career and in
the history of the diocese. The diocese, which had been struggling with
financial and organizational challenges, found in Onderdonk a gifted leader
who brought stability and growth.

Episcopal Leadership

As bishop, Onderdonk established a theological seminary for the diocese,
the General Theological Seminary (GTS),which became a renowned center
of Anglican scholarship and formation. He also played a key role in the
revision of the Episcopal Church's Book of Common Prayer, published in
1832, which standardized liturgical practices and brought greater uniformity
to the church.

Onderdonk's episcopacy was characterized by a strong emphasis on
apostolic succession and the importance of church order. He believed that
the bishop was the successor of the apostles and had oversight of the
diocese in a direct line of authority from Christ. This view was influential in
shaping the ecclesiastical structure of the Episcopal Church and aligned
with the growing Oxford Movement in England.

Controversy and Trial

Despite his accomplishments, Onderdonk's episcopacy was not without
controversy. In 1844, he was accused of improper financial dealings and



excessive drinking. A church trial was convened, and after a lengthy and
highly publicized process, he was acquitted of the financial charges but
found guilty of drunkenness. He was suspended from office for two years
but later reinstated after expressing remorse.

Later Ministry

After his reinstatement, Onderdonk continued to serve as bishop of New
York until his death in 1861. He participated in the consecration of several
other bishops and helped to further the expansion of the Episcopal Church
in the United States. He also became a vocal opponent of slavery and
advocated for the abolitionist movement.

Legacy and Impact

Julian Onderdonk's legacy is one of dedication, leadership, and enduring
influence on the Anglican Communion. He was a pioneer in the
establishment of theological education, played a key role in shaping the
Episcopal Church's liturgy and structure, and remained a steadfast
advocate for social justice. His episcopacy transformed the Episcopal
Church in New York and left a lasting impact on the wider Anglican
tradition.

Additional Resources

* [Diocese of New York: Julian Onderdonk]
(https://www.dioceseny.org/about/history/bishops/julian-onderdonk) *
[General Theological Seminary: Julian Onderdonk]
(https://www.gts.edu/about-gts/history/the-bishops-of-new-york/julian-
onderdonk) * [Encyclopedia Britannica: Julian Onderdonk]
(https://www.britannica.com/biography/Benjamin-Tredwell-Onderdonk)
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