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The Reverend John Irving Forbes, 1869-1870 

While the Reverend John Irving Forbes is considered the 
first rector of Trinity Episcopal Church, the church he 

named, he did not live long enough to see the church 
building. Forbes was born in 1840 in Sharon Springs, 

New York. He studied at Princeton Theological 
Seminary from 1863 to 1864 and subsequently 
graduated from the Episcopal Divinity School in 
Philadelphia in 1868. He was ordained to the 
priesthood on February 21, 1869, at St. Peter’s 
Church, Albany, NY by the Right Reverend 
William Croswell Doane, Bishop of Albany. 
Soon after, he was called to be the acting rector 
at the Church of the Nativity, temporarily taking 
over for Rev. Robert J. Nevin, who had been 

called to establish an Episcopal Church in Rome, 
Italy.  

During his time in Bethlehem, Forbes was highly 
regarded for his scholarship and energy. He authored 

an article on “The Christian Commission,” about the 
organization that served the Union soldiers during the Civil 

War, that was published in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine. He 
organized evening services at the YMCA, which would lay the 

groundwork for what would become Trinity Episcopal Church. He wrote a Christmas carol, “Ring 
Out the Bells for Christmas,” which was sung at Nativity for many years.  

Despite his remarkable potential, Forbes struggled with poor health throughout his adult life. 
Contracting tuberculosis (then known as consumption), his health deteriorated rapidly. He was 
replaced by Rev. Cortland Whitehead on November 1, 1870. Forbes passed away at the Episcopal 
Hospital in Philadelphia on June 26, 1871, at the age of 29, widely mourned by his parishioners and 
the wider clergy. 

By the time of the Rev. Mr. Forbes' death in June,1871, the subject of a church building to house the 
North Side congregation had been decided upon and it was agreed that the Church should be in part 
a memorial to him and should be called by the name which he had favored − Trinity Church. The 
Altar and the original chancel windows bear the inscription, “John Irving Forbes, Priest and 
Founder.” 


