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And Joshua . . . took a great stone, and set it
up there under an oak, that was by the sanctu-
ary of the Lord. And Joshua said unto all the
people, Behold, this stone shall be a witness
unto us; for it hath heard all the words of the
Lord which he spake unto us: it shall therefore
be a witness unto you, lest ye deny your God
1oshua 24:26.2'l).

f,, tong ago as Biblical times,
II rt was a custom to erect a

l- -L stone tocommemorate spe-
cial events and places. We follow the
same practices today as evidenced
by tombstones in our cemeteries,
markers on our battle sites, and
statues of famous men.

Fol lowing this same pract ice,
Seventh- day Adventists erected such
a stone in Bucks Bridge, New York,
in 1978. The monument is not sig-
nificant to church members alone. It
stands as a witness to all the events
that occurred there more than a cen-
tury before, and the people who
made them happen. John Byington
was one of these.

He was born in Hinesburg, Ver-
mont, in 1798, the sixth of 10 chil-
dren. His father, Justus Byington,
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was a Revolutionary War veteran
and a prominent traveling Methodist
preacher who pastored several con-
gregations in Vermont and northern
New York state. He also served as a
delegate to the convention that orga-
nized the American Methodist
Church.

John traveled with his family dur-
ing his early childhood and received
little, if any, formal education. He
was converted during a camp meet-
ing at the age of 18, after which he
conducted family worship during his
father's absence. However, at the
age of 2 I , John fell into deep depres-

sion and was in poor health for more
than three years. After much prayer,
his health was restored and he left
home, spending some time working
on a fishing boat. No doubt this
change of environment also helped
improve his health.

John was wed to Mary Priscilla
Ferris in 1827. Shortly after the birth
of their first child, Mary passed
away leaving John to care for his
infant daughter, Caroline.

In 1828, John, along with parents
and family, moved to Bucks Bridge,
New York, a prosperous mill town
along the Grasse River. John lived
and worked on a small farm while
his father, now semiretired, lived
nearby. John remarried in 1830 to
Catherine Newton.

A majority of the Bucks Bridge
population were Methodists. They
had to attend church services else-
where because they had no local
meetinghouse. Therefore in 1834,
the people banded together and
gathered stones from their pastures
to build a foundation for a new

I Methodist Episcopal church and par-

] sonage. John Byington, respected in
the community for his diligence, was
placed in charge of construction.
Three years later the neat white
structure was completed. John
occasionally preached in the new

I church, as he was a licensed exhor-
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ter. (An exhorter was a layman who
conducted prayer meetings and en-
couraged the lai ty in spir i tual
matters.)

In 1841, slavery became a con-
troversial issue in the area. John was
sympathetic with the Negro slaves,
and some sources state that his home
was a station on the underground
railroad to Canada.r The fact that he
named one of his sons after William
Wilberforce, a great English eman-
cipationist, shows his support for
abolition.2 Members of the Method-
ist church felt that his participation
in this activity was wrong. So rather
than cause a division in the congre-
gat ion, John and several  of  his
friends left the Methodist Church to
worship in the village of Morley, two
miles up the Grasse River. In 1843,
the First Wesleyan Methodist Soci-
ety was incorporated in Morley, a
denomination that strongly sup-
ported the antislavery movement.
John Byington then began building
his second church, where he served
as a licensed minister for two years.

During one revival service John
was reproached about his tea drink-
ing and use of tobacco. He gave the
matter serious consideration and
entered into strict health reform. It is
reported that he noticed an imme-
diate improvement in his health.3

ln 1852, a copy of The Advent
Revew and Sabbath Herald was
given to him by H. W. Lawrence, an
Adventist layman. Having been a
devout Wesleyan for almost ten
years, John received it with opposi-
tion. After reviewing the scripture
texts presented in the article, how-
ever, he became convinced that Sat-
urday, rather than Sunday, was the
Sabbath. This threw him into deep
perplexity. How could he keep the
seventh day as the Sabbath when he
h a d  a l r e a d y  e s t a b l i s h e d  t w o
churches that upheld Sunday? His
Wesleyan Methodist  fol lowers
would be confused if he ioined the

Adventists, an unpopular offshoot of
the Millerites. John made no imme-
diate decision on the subject, but
prayed for God's guidance.

In February of 1852, tragedy
struck the Byington family. A deadly
epidemic surged through the area.
Within six weeks, two of his beloved
daughters, Laura, who was 21, and
Theresa, 15, had died. They were
buried in the tiny Bucks Bridge
cemetery beneath a stone with the
inscription: "They were lovely and
pleasant in their lives, and in their
deaths they were not divided."a

At their Sabbath day burial, it
seemed to John that he heard a voice
saying, "The seventh day is the Sab-
bath of the Lord thy God." John
responded in prayer, "O God, if I live
until next Saturday, I will keep it!"
And he did.s

Records show that John Bying-
ton's name was soon dropped from
the Wesleyan Methodist church's
roll. He, his wife, and two older
children were baptized in the Grasse
River in July, 1752. He then began
an in-depth study of the doctrine of
his new faith, leading others to
accept Adventism because of his
persuasion.

Services began to be held in the
homes of the believers. The small
congregation soon decided that their
children should receive a special
education in their own school. In the
following account, John Byington
addressed his partners in the faith,
Aaron and Henry Hilliard, about the
matter.

John said, "l'll give my daughter Martha to
teach such a home-school. What will you
give, Brother Hilliard?"

The strong-minded Irishman didn't flinch
as he gave his reply-one that didn't seem in
the least to tax /ris holiness. "Brother Bying-
ton, I'll give the parlor of my home for such a
school."

"And I'll make the necessary seats and the
benches," added Henry, Aaron's older
brother.o

So began the first Seventh-day
Adventist school in America in the

year 1853. Martha Byington's school
register read as lollows:

Cynthia, Seymour, Sydney, Eddie Hil l iard
(Aaron's)

Clark, Cyprus, Parmelia Hilliard (Henry's)
John, Orange, Ellen, Ruth Penoyer
Isabella, Samuel, Catherine, Julia, Henry

Crosbie
Frank Humphrey PeckT

The ob jec t ives  o f  the  Advent is t

home-school were different from

those of regular schools. The build-
ing of character was of foremost
concern. The Bible was the basis of
the curriculum. Emphasis was placed
on labor skills and missionary work.

The effects of that first Adventist
home-school were felt throughout
the world. Out of the 17 pupils
enrolled, two became overseas mis-
sionaries. Eddie Hilliard worked for
l5 years in Australia and eight years
in India before he died. Parmelia
Hilliard worked with her husband
in the British Isles, where they
established Seventh-day Adventist
churches.

John Byington pastored the believ-
ers in various homes for three years.
In 1855, however, the congregation
grew too large for home accommo-
dations. The construction of John
Byington's third church began in the
fall of I 855, directly across the road
from the Methodist church that he
had also helped to build. It was
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ests or planning for a specific occu-
pation. Rather they should expand
their concepts, explore different
work tasks, and ask many questions
of themselves and others. Such activ-
ities can help students develop posi-
t ive att i tudes toward work and
assure that they will have pleasant
work experiences in later life. tr
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called the "House of Prayer" and
was to be the f i rst  Seventh-day
Advent ist  church bui lding to be
erected by the denomination.s

John preached ro a congregation
of 50 or more fol lowers unt i l  1858.
At the request of his close friend,
James White, he moved to Michisan
with his family. For l5 years, he t;v-
eled throughour the state in a self-
support ing ministry to boost the
Adventist cause. In 1863, he became
the f i rst  president of the newly
fo rmed Seventh-day  Advent is t
Church's General Conference after
James White declined to accept the
position. John held the post for two
years.

John Byington retired in Battle
Creek, Michigan. In his later years,
followers referred to him as Father

Byington. He was buried in Battle
Creek in 1887, at the age of 89.

The home where Martha Bying-
ton taught school no longer exists,
but her influence lives on. Martha,
who outlived all of her students by
reaching the age of 103, started
what now constitutes the largest
parochial  school system in the
world. lo

On September 17 , l9 '78,a dedica-
tory service was held to commemo-
rate Seventh-day Adventist roots in
Bucks Bridge. Many people-some
wi th  re l ig ious  connect ions  and
others with histor ical  interest-
attended the ceremony. Of course,
the highlight was the unveiling of
the new granite monument placed
on the site where the foundation
stones of the old structure remain.

The Bucks Bridge monument
stands for more than just a church

and a small home school. It signifies
a tiny, unknown community making
its mark on the world, and the influ-
ence of a man who stood by his con-
victions in spite of the opinions of
others. n
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