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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Mount Bethel Baptist Meeting House is a plain 2 1/2 story
height frame building, not unlike dwellings typically constructed
in the region in the latter part of the 18th century. This style
of construction was typical of Meetinghouses built during the
colonial period, particularly in regions just being settled.

Constructed around 1761, the bu11d1ng was moved in 1785-~86
to its present location, on a ‘plateau in the 2nd Watchung Mountain
Range. It was apparently moved to this site to provide easier
access for the sparsely populated area.

. Measuring 40 feet by 30 feet the Meetinghouse has two front
entrances, both protected by small hooded porches. The doorways
and framing appear 19th century. The windows are presently 2/2
replacements. One gable end facade has a circular air vent just
below the roof peak.

The framing of the structure is massive hand-hewn beams with
brick fill between the walls.

The interior of the church has a simple floor plan complementing
the simplicity of the exterior. The pews face the long north wall,
but originally faced the south wall where a small pulpit hung in
the middle of the wall. In 1887 the church pews were turned to
face a new pulpit on a small platform on the floor.

There are two galleries on the second story on the shorter
walls, supported by simple round wooden columns.

The Meetinghouse has had few major alterations since its
inception in 1761. Changes include the aforementioned geographic
turnabout and repairs to the church in 1818 and 1835. In 1950
electricity was first installed in the building and the galleries
were curtained off for Sunday School classes. ‘
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Mount Bethel Baptist Meetinghouse was Somerset County's first
Baptist congregation and is one of the oldest extant Baptist
churches in New Jersey.

Religion/Culture -

Formed out of the Scotch Plains Baptist Church in 1767 it
appears that the Mount Bethel Meeting House itself predates the
congregation by several years, being constructed in 1761.

Genealogically associated with Scotch Plains and Piscataway,
the early settlers of the Mount Bethel area (then Bernards Town-
ship) are clearly affiliated with New England culture and traditions.

The Mount Bethel Baptist Church is a concrete link to that
culture.

The Meetinghouse was disassembled and relocated from the
valley to its present location on a plateau of the Watchung
Mountain in 1785-1786. Apparently the move was calculated to be
a more convenient location for the parishioners. Gradually the
congregation grew, being influenced in its growth by the numerous
revivals of the era. In 1801 nine members were dismissed from
Mount Bethel to form a church at Black River.

At that time the Mount Bethel Church had over two hundred
members; its largest ever. The Millington Baptist Church, however,
was formed in 1851 and relieved the overcrowding at Mount Bethel.

Mount Bethel met with gradual decline following the Civil War
and in 1882 the congregation totalled only 60 members.

Mount Bethel's isolation from any major thoroughfares in the
19th and early 20th centuries probably dissuaded further settlement,
except by dedicated farmers. These factors, which were not
favorable to the Baptist religion, probably prevented the rehabili-
tation or destruction of the Meetinghouse at that time.
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8. SIGNIFICANCE (cont.)

The late 20th century, however, is not bypassing Warren
Township and although still rural, suburban development is changing
that character. The Mount Bethel Baptist congregation grew so
rapidly that a new church was constructed in 1960 and the old one
abandoned.

ARCHITECTURE

Mount Bethel Baptist Meetinghouse is a representative
example of the simple church structures erected throughout the
North American colonies in the 18th century. Purely a functional
building, Mount Bethel reflects the austerity and frugality
practiced by the congregation at this time. In addition, being
basically unaltered through modern lives the church is one of
New Jersey's few concrete cultural links with Religion in the
18th century.
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