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Preface

This book has been a long time in the making. At one point I had to

take an eight- or nine-month break from writing. When I returned to

the manuscript, I jumped into a chapter that seemed to compose

itself, as if I had already written it. In fact I had, as I discovered soon

afterward. Fortunately, the two versions pretty much agreed with each

other, but at that point I realized that it was time to wrap things up.

Along the way I have been helped by a great many people and

organizations. I am grateful to the Research Board and the Research

Council of the University of Missouri for several years of summer

support and travel funding. I also benefitted from a summer stipend

from the National Endowment for the Humanities in 1998 and a

Mellon Research Fellowship from the Virginia Historical Society in

2000. A research fellowship from the Pew Evangelical Scholars Pro-

gram, a program of the Pew Charitable Trusts, allowed me to begin

research and writing during 1998 and 1999.

I am also grateful to a great many archivists and librarians who

have directed me to collections related to Asbury. These include Chris

Anderson, Dale Patterson, Ken Rowe, Mark Shenise, and Charles

Yrigoyen at the United Methodist Archives Center and the General

Commission on Archives and History at Drew University, Peter

Nockles and Gareth Lloyd at the John Rylands Library, Deansgate,

University of Manchester, Edwin Schell at the Lovely Lane Museum

and Archives, Baltimore, Elaine Caldbeck at the Garrett-Evangelical

Theological Seminary library, and the late F. Garner Ranney of the



Episcopal Diocese of Maryland archives. I would also like to thank the staffs at

Barratt’s Chapel, Frederica, Delaware, the Birmingham Public Library, Bir-

mingham, England, the Special Collections Library at Duke University, the

McGraw-Page Library, Randolph-Macon College (particularly Nancy Newins),

the Southern Historical Collection at the Wilson Library, University of North

Carolina at Chapel Hill, St. George’s United Methodist Church, Philadelphia,

the Staffordshire Records Office, Stafford, England, the Stockport Central

Library, Stockport, England, the Library of Virginia, Richmond, and the Vir-

ginia Historical Society.

Portions of several chapters of this book appear in “Francis Asbury and

American Methodism” in The Oxford Handbook of Methodist Studies, edited by

William J. Abraham and James E. Kirby (2009), and are used with Oxford

University Press’s permission.

I owe a profound debt to a number of people who generously shared their

knowledge of matters connected to Asbury’s life. My sincere thanks to David

Hallam for taking me on a tour of “Asburyland” in the West Midlands in June

2003 and offering helpful comments on drafts of the first two chapters, and to

Harry Clarke, curator of the Asbury cottage, who kindly shared his knowledge

of the cottage and the Asbury family. I am also grateful to Jane Donovan for

generously sharing her knowledge of the Foxall family and to Tom Rightmyer

for helping me sort out the Episcopal clergy whom Asbury interacted with.

Marilyn James-Kracke, who teaches pharmacology, and Louise Thai, who

teaches microbiology and immunology, both at the University of Missouri,

helped me evaluate Asbury’s medical conditions. Paul Treece drew the maps of

Asbury’s 1793 and 1811 tours. This would be a much less interesting book

without their help.

I am also deeply grateful to friends who have read drafts along the way.

George Marsden generously read the first (and much longer) draft, and it is a

better book for it. John Vickers reviewed some of the chapters dealing with

Thomas Coke and Russ Richey offered helpful advice on the early chapters.

T. J. Tomlin, now at the University of Northern Colorado, and Josh McMullen,

one of my current graduate students, each read the manuscript twice, offering

insightful suggestions both times. T. J. also dug up some Asbury letters for me

at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. Angela Bell, John Deken, Homer

Page, Becky Showmaker, and Steve Smith read drafts while graduate students

at Mizzou, collectively improving the style and content of the book. My col-

league Steve Watts offered good advice on how to frame a big biography. I am

also grateful to my editors at Oxford, Cynthia Read, Mariana Templin, and

Joellyn Ausanka, for skillfully guiding this project through.

x PREFACE



My greatest debt is, as always, to my family. Hannah, Allison, Natalie, and

Emma are simply wonderful, the best daughters I could imagine. Having them

around during this project gave it so much more meaning. My wife, Melodie,

has read successive chapter drafts over the years, offering keen observations

along the way. I could not have done this without her. Far more important, she

remains my truest friend.
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Introduction

Francis Asbury was worried about the future of Methodism in

America as he rode south into Powhatan County, Virginia, in early May

1780. Since emigrating from England in 1771, he had seen the

movement gain a foothold in the colonies, only to be thrown into

disarray by the American Revolution. Asbury had spent most of the past

two years lying low at a friend’s in Delaware, fearing for his life because

of his association with John Wesley, the founder of Methodism in

England and no friend of the revolution. Meanwhile, southern

Methodists had decided to ordain themselves, outside of any episcopal

oversight, and begin offering the sacraments of baptism and the

Lord’s Supper, a clear break from the movement’s Wesleyan roots in

England. Asbury had one last chance to bring them back into the fold at

a conference scheduled to meet in Manakintown, Virginia, that May.

Most observers predicted he would fail. Southern Methodists had

experienced a sustained revival over the past two years, and most of the

young preachers hardly knew Asbury. “At that time there was very

little room to hope that they would ever recede from their new plan, in

which they were so well established,” wrote Jesse Lee, who became a

Methodist during this revival. Remarkably, Asbury succeeded, with the

southern preachers agreeing to suspend administering the sacraments

and acknowledge him as the leader of American Methodism.1

This much is familiar to historians of early American Methodism,

but what Asbury did next was just as important. Rather than return

north, he set out on a grueling five-month tour of Virginia and North



Carolina, crisscrossing the region to meet as many people as possible. One of the

people hewasdetermined towin overwas JohnDickins.Dickins hadbeen a leader

of the separatist party, and his ties to the South were strong. In April 1779 he had

married Elizabeth Yancey, whose family owned a large plantation in Halifax

County, North Carolina, and staunchly supported the revolution. At Manakin-

town, Dickins was the “chief speaker” for the southern preachers in opposition to

Asbury, according to one of the southern preachers who witnessed the debate.

Following the reconciliation between the two sides, Dickins was chosen to write a

letter toWesley seeking his advice onhow to handle the issue of ordination and the

sacraments. No one believed more firmly in the southern position or enjoyed

greater confidence among the southern preachers than Dickins.2

Their differences at Manakintown only a few weeks before notwithstanding,

when Asbury reached North Carolina in mid-June, he made a point of finding

Dickins. Asbury could have been vindictive toward Dickins, but instead he drew

him in through the common bonds of their faith. The two preached together to

five hundred people near Dickins’s home on June 18, 1780, and the next day they

discussed the possibility of opening a school modeled after Wesley’s Kingswood

school. They talked late into the night, and Dickins was never quite the same.

“I hope John Dickins will ever after this be a friend to me and Methodism,”

Asbury wrote in his journal. Dickins came away from their brief time together

with the same hope, his opinion of Asbury having completely changed now that

he had seen him up close.WhenDickins’s son was born that July, he named him

Asbury Dickins, completing a transition from adversary to namesake in the

space of a few weeks. John Dickins remained one of Asbury’s staunchest

supporters, later writing pamphlets defending Asbury’s reputation against

critics. Asbury won over most of the southern preachers and thousands of

ordinary people who turned out to see him in much the same way. His ability

to inspire deep and lasting loyalty in others is not easy to define from a distance.

He wasn’t a persuasive public speaker. Yet in close conversation and small

groups he had the ability to draw others to him, to dispel their fears about his

motives and inspire them with his sense of purpose. Here was someone worth

following, someone whose integrity and piety were above reproach, someone

whose vision seemed truly inspired by God.3

Francis Asbury lived one of the most remarkable lives in American history,

a life that many have admired but few have envied. The son of an English

gardener, he became one of America’s leading religious voices and the person

most responsible for shaping American Methodism. Through sheer persever-

ance and dedication to a single goal, he changed American popular religion—

and by extension American culture—as much as anyone ever has. America is

one of the most religious nations on earth, and Asbury is an important reason
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why. Yet his dedication to the ministry cost him dearly, requiring that he set

aside more worldly desires and ambitions. During his 45-year career in Ameri-

ca (he died in 1816), he never married or owned much more than he could

carry on horseback. He led a wanderer’s life of voluntary poverty and intense

introspection. The church and the nation ultimately disappointed him, but his

faith never did. Asbury embodies Methodism’s greatest successes and its most

wrenching failures.

Contrary to this book’s title, some might argue that Asbury was neither an

American nor a saint. He was born and raised in a small village outside of

Birmingham, England, and didn’t come to America until the age of 26. Yet he

adapted to the landscape and culture of America with surprising speed. Of

John Wesley’s licensed missionaries to the colonies, Asbury was the only one

who stayed through the American Revolution as a Methodist preacher. He

developed a remarkably keen sense of what Americans were looking for and

how to reach them with the Methodist message of salvation. He traveled at

least 130,000 miles by horse and crossed the Allegheny Mountains some sixty

times. For many years he visited nearly every state once a year, and traveled

more extensively across the American landscape than probably any other

American of his day. He preached more than ten thousand sermons and

probably ordained from two thousand to three thousand preachers. He was

more widely recognized face to face than any person of his generation, includ-

ing such national figures as Thomas Jefferson and George Washington. Land-

lords and tavern keepers knew him on sight in every region, and parents

named more than a thousand children after him. People called out his name

as he passed by on the road. Asbury wasn’t born in America, but he came to

understand ordinary Americans as well as anyone of his generation.4

Asbury’s saintliness also requires some explaining. He never claimed that

he was especially holy or pure, though he diligently tried to be. Like any good

eighteenth- or early nineteenth-century evangelical, Asbury was never satisfied

with his own piety or labors. Yet people saw in him an example of single-minded

dedication to the gospel that they themselves had never managed to attain, but

to which, on their better days, they aspired. In their eyes he was indeed a saint.

Though he spent his life traveling, he insisted on riding inexpensive horses and

using cheap saddles and riding gear.He ate sparingly and usually got up at 4 or 5

a.m. to pray for an hour in the stillness before dawn. No one believed that

Asbury was perfect, and even hismost ardent supporters admitted that hemade

mistakes in running the church. He jealously guarded his episcopal authority,

the one issue on which his critics gained traction. Yet his piety and underlying

motivations seemed genuine to almost everyone. This is crucial for understand-

ing not only Asbury, but all of evangelical culture in this period. Though they
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often fell short of their own expectations, evangelicals admired nothing so

much as a heart yearning to be poured out in service to God.5

Asbury is seldom remembered as an important American religious leader

because he didn’t exert influence in ways that we expect. Key figures in

American religious history are generally lumped into three camps: charismatic

communicators, such as George Whitefield, Charles Finney, or Billy Graham;

intellectuals, such as Jonathan Edwards or Reinhold Niebuhr; and domineer-

ing autocrats—the way in which Joseph Smith, founder of the Mormons, is

often depicted.6 Asbury was certainly neither of the first two. He was known for

preaching disjointed sermons that were almost impossible to follow, and he

never published a book or sermon of any note. “It seems strange, that some-

times, after much premeditation and devotion, I cannot express my thoughts

with readiness and perspicuity,” he wrote early in his career, in 1774. This

remained true even as he matured and became famous. Relatively late in his

career, when his reputation was well established, he still sometimes had

difficulty preaching before large audiences. “This excessive delicacy of feeling,

which shuts my mouth so often, may appear strange to those who do not know

me,” he wrote in August 1806. “There are some houses in which I am not sure

that I could speak to my father, were he alive, and I to meet him there.” He

hated face-to-face conflict and rarely took a public role in debates at the church’s

major conferences. “I am not fond of hurting the feelings of people,” he wrote

in January 1807.7

Scholars usually portray Asbury as falling into the third category, the rigid

autocrat. In his massive study of early Methodism in Britain and America,

Edward Drinkhouse, historian of the Methodist Protestant Church, concludes

that Asbury followed John Wesley in instituting a rigid form of “ecclesiastical

Paternalism,” designed to stamp out any hint of real democracy in the Meth-

odist movement. Together they created what Drinkhouse called “the Episcopal

anaconda,” that “bastard thing.” More recently, a number of scholars have

puzzled over the supposed paradox of a movement that appealed to democra-

tically minded masses while maintaining a rigidly hierarchical structure. One

prominent historian writes that during this period American Methodism was

“almost ostentatiously hierarchical,” with authority continuing “to flow down

from the top, not rise up from the bottom.”8

But Asbury wasn’t a distant autocrat. He remained closely connected to the

people he led. His legacy is not in books and sermons, but in the thousands of

preachers whose careers he shaped one conversation at a time, and in the tens

of thousands of ordinary believers who saw him up close and took him (in

however limited a way) as their guide. He was the people’s saint, an ordinary

person who chose to do extraordinary things.

4 AMERICAN SAINT



Asbury communicated his vision for Methodism in four enduring ways

that came to define much of evangelical culture in America. The first was

through his legendary piety and perseverance, rooted in a classically evangeli-

cal conversion experience. Piety isn’t a word we use much anymore. It simply

refers to devotion to God and serving others, to a desire to “love the Lord thy

God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind,” and “thy

neighbour as thyself.” Where most Methodists, even most preachers, settled

for a serviceable faith, Asbury strove for a life of extraordinary devotion. During

his forty-five years in America he essentially lived as a houseguest in thousands

of other people’s homes across the land. This manner of life “exposed him,

continually, to public or private observation and inspection, and subjected him

to a constant and critical review; and that from day to day, and from year to

year,” wrote Ezekiel Cooper, who knew Asbury for more than thirty years. He

lived one of the most transparent lives imaginable, with no private life beyond

the confines of his mind. It is all the more revealing, then, that the closer

people got to him, the more they tended to respect the integrity of his faith.9

Asbury’s spiritual purity produced a “confidence in the uprightness of his

intentions and wisdom of his plans, which gave him such a control over both

preachers and people as enabled him to discharge the high trusts confided to

him, with so much facility and to such general satisfaction,” one contemporary

observed. Perseverance counted for much among evangelicals, and on this

score Asbury had few equals. He relentlessly pushed himself to the breaking

point of his health, seldom asking more of other Methodists than he was

willing to do. From 1793 on, he suffered from progressively worsening con-

gestive heart failure, probably brought on by bouts of streptococcal pharyngitis

(strep throat) and rheumatic fever that damaged his heart valves. As a result, he

suffered from edema in his feet made worse by endless hours on horseback

with his feet dangling until they were too swollen to fit in the stirrups. Toward

the end of his life, he sometimes had to be carried from his horse to his

preaching appointments because he couldn’t stand the pain of walking,

which must have been an inspiring, if bizarre, sight. It left one observer who

saw him preach in this condition in “breathless awe and silent astonishment.”

Asbury’s piety brought him respect, even renown, based on sacrifice rather

than accumulation of buildings, money or other trappings of power. “It was

almost impossible to approach, and converse with him, without feeling the

strong influence of his spirit and presence . . .There was something, in the

remarkable fact, almost inexplicable, and indescribable,” Ezekiel Cooper wrote

shortly after Asbury’s death. Even James O’Kelly, who, in 1792, led the most

bitter schism from the Methodist church in Asbury’s lifetime, acknowledged

his “cogent zeal, and unwearied diligence, in spite of every disappointment.”10
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The second way that Asbury communicated his vision was through his

ability to connect with ordinary people. Connection was an important word for

early Methodists, and Asbury embodied its meaning better than anyone. As he

crisscrossed the nation from year to year, he conversed with countless

thousands, demonstrating a gift for building relationships face to face or in

small groups. It is remarkable how many of those he met became permanent

friends, even after a single conversation. They loved to have him in their

homes. Asbury often chided himself for talking too much and too freely,

especially late at night. He considered this love of close, often lighthearted,

conversation a drain on his piety. In reality it was one of his greatest strengths,

allowing him to build deep and lasting relationships and to feel closely the

pulse of the church and the nation. Henry Boehm, who traveled some 25,000

miles with Asbury from 1808 to 1813, recalled that “in private circles he would

unbend, and relate amusing incidents and laugh most heartily. He said ‘if he

was as grave as Bishop M’Kendree he should live but a short time.’ He would

often indulge in a vein of innocent pleasantry.” Asbury once remarked to John

Wesley Bond, who traveled with him during the last two years of his life, that

his spirits always rose when he got “into a retired situation, in a quiet, plain and

pious family.” In these settings Asbury felt most at home. “His conversational

powers were great. He was full of interesting anecdotes, and could entertain

people for hours,” Boehm remembered. “As a road-companion, no man could

be more agreeable; he was cheerful almost to gaiety; his conversation was

sprightly, and sufficiently seasoned with wit and anecdote,” wrote Nicholas

Snethen, who was Asbury’s traveling companion for several years beginning in

1800. George Roberts remembered that at times Asbury would simply “break

out” in song.11

He could also be funny, which enhanced his appeal. Methodists didn’t

generally consider joking and laughter compatible with religion, so the num-

ber of stories relating Asbury’s humor, often at his own expense, is surprising.

Once, when Asbury was near sixty and had been a bishop for nearly two

decades, he and the “venerable, portly” preacher Benjamin Bidlack came to

the home of a “respectable Methodist” in the Genesee District of upstate New

York. Seeing Asbury riding in front, the man mistook him for an assistant and

ordered him to dismount and open the gate for the bishop. Bidlack played

along, and as he passed by, Asbury bowed low, offering to see to the bishop’s

horse and bags. When their host realized his mistake, he was “mortified” until

he saw how much Asbury enjoyed the joke.12

Many recognized Asbury’s ability to connect with people on a personal

level, though few found it easy to explain. The dissident Methodist preacher

Jeremiah Minter concluded that Asbury must have been a “sorcerer,” “in
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league with the devil,” to have “enchanted [and] deceived” so many who

“thought him a good man.”Asbury’s only equal in this regard, Minter believed,

was the famous evangelist Lorenzo Dow. “With their sorcery and enchant-

ments,” Asbury and Dow had “bewitched multitudes, who take them to be,

as it were, the great power of God,” Minter wrote in 1814, two years before

Asbury’s death. Few would have agreed with Minter’s analysis, but many

recognized what it was about Asbury that so annoyed Minter. Even James

O’Kelly confessed a “disagreeable jealousy” over Asbury’s ability to influence

those closest to him. Nicholas Snethen came much closer to understanding

Asbury in this regard when he wrote that “he was charitable, almost to excess,

of the experience of others.” People found Asbury approachable and willing to

listen to their concerns more than they found him full of inspiring ideas.13

The third conduit of Asbury’s vision was the way that he understood and

used popular culture. John Wesley and Asbury were alike in their willingness

to negotiate between competing religious and cultural worlds. In his biography

of Wesley, Henry Rack argues persuasively that Wesley acted as a “cultural

middleman” betweenMethodists on the one hand and clergymen and educated

gentlemen in England on the other.14 If so, then Asbury acted as a mediator

between Wesley and common Americans. Wesley and Asbury came from

significantly different backgrounds, but they shared a realization that the

dominant religious institutions of their day were failing to reach most people.

The great question they both addressed was how to make the gospel relevant in

their time and place. The audience was never far from their minds. This led

Asbury to do things in America that he wouldn’t have done in England, some of

which Wesley disapproved. Asbury, for example, accepted the emotionalism of

southern worship in the 1770s, promoted camp meetings in the early 1800s,

and reluctantly acquiesced to southern Methodists holding slaves. This med-

iating impulse, transmitted fromWesley through Asbury, became a trademark

of American Methodism.

All religious movements interact with the prevailing culture of their

adherents. Popular religious movements like early American Methodism

exist in a tension between religious values and the values of the dominant

culture, alternately challenging and embracing the larger culture around them.

To either completely accept or reject the larger culture is to cease to be either

religious on the one hand, or popular on the other. Leaders like Asbury

understand this tension and work within it. At times, they call their move-

ments to reject the dominant culture and society. But this rejection can never

be complete. Indeed, in ways that these leaders and their followers may never

completely acknowledge or even understand, the success of their movements

hinge on maintaining contact with the culture around them.

INTRODUCTION 7



Asbury didn’t accept American culture indiscriminately or without reser-

vation. He was deeply suspicious of much of it, and never simply identified the

mission of Methodism with that of America. Yet cultural accommodation

exacted a price, the clearest example of which was the presence of slavery in

the church, a reality that he tacitly accepted, but which haunted him for the last

thirty years of his life. Cultural adaptation is also never static, since both the

church and the broader culture are constantly changing. Asbury was remark-

ably well-informed (the product of his travels and love of conversation) and

flexible in keeping up with these changes, but everyone has their limits.

Though the American Revolution led to a good deal of persecution of Ameri-

can Methodists, Asbury fretted that its end would produce too much prosperity

and thereby dampen Methodist zeal. Later he worried that the availability of

cheap land in the West would have the same effect, drawing people’s attention

from spiritual concerns to the cares of this world. As long as they were poor,

most Methodists agreed with Asbury that wealth was a snare. But as Metho-

dists became generally more prosperous, they became less concerned about the

dangers of wealth, much to Asbury’s dismay. By the end of his career he was

largely out of step with the church that he was so instrumental in creating.

This, in the end, seemed to him a great tragedy.

The fourth way that Asbury communicated his message was through his

organization of the Methodist church. He was a brilliant administrator and a

keen judge of human motivations. He had a “superior talent to read men,” as

Peter Cartwright put it. As Asbury crisscrossed the nation year in and year out,

he attended to countless administrative details. Yet he never lost sight of the

people involved. “I have always taken a pleasure as far as it was in my power, to

bring men of merit & standing forward,” he wrote to the preacher Daniel Hitt

in 1801. The system Asbury crafted made it possible to keep tabs on thousands

of preachers and lay workers. Under his leadership, American Methodists

anticipated the development of modern managerial styles. No merchant of

the early nineteenth century could match Asbury’s nationwide network of class

leaders, circuit stewards, book stewards, exhorters, local preachers, circuit

riders, and presiding elders, or the movement’s system of class meetings,

circuit preaching, quarterly meetings, annual conferences, and quadrennial

general conferences, all churning out detailed statistical reports to be consoli-

dated and published on a regular basis.15

At the center of Asbury’s system was the itinerant connection. He learned

the itinerant system in England under John Wesley, bringing it to America,

where it worked even better than it had in England. Methodist itinerant preach-

ers, or circuit riders, didn’t serve a single congregation or parish, but rather

ministered to a number of congregations spread out along a circuit they
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continually traveled. Under Asbury, the typical American itinerant rode a

predominantly rural circuit 200 to 500 miles in circumference, typically with

twenty-five to thirty preaching appointments per round. He completed the

circuit every two to six weeks, with the standard being a four weeks’ circuit of

400 miles. This meant that circuit riders had to travel and preach nearly every

day, with only a few days for rest each month. Often they were assigned a

partner, but even so, they usually started at opposite ends of the circuit instead

of traveling together. The itinerant system worked well for reaching post-

revolutionary America’s rapidly expanding population. In 1795, 95 percent of

Americans lived in places with fewer than 2,500 inhabitants; by 1830 this

proportion was 91 percent. While Methodism retained a stronghold in the

seaports of the middle states, Asbury hammered its organization into one that

had a distinctly rural orientation adept at expanding into newly populated areas.

“We must draw resources from center to circumference,” he wrote in 1797.16

Despite its success, keeping the itinerant system intact proved the greatest

challenge of Asbury’s career. From the beginning he faced opposition from

those unhappy with its demands and constraints. Some, like Joseph Pilmore,

wanted to focusMethodist resourcesmore on the cities of the Atlantic seaboard,

where they believed it was important forMethodism to build a base of influence

and social respectability. Others, like James O’Kelly, wanted to make Method-

ismmore congregational, allowing preachers who had built up a local following

to remain on the same circuit indefinitely. Asbury believed that all such propo-

sals would ultimately limit themovement’s ability to reach themost people with

the gospel. He maintained that sending preachers where they would have the

most telling impact, rather than leaving them where they were most comfort-

able, was crucial to the success of the Methodist system. For the most part, he

succeeded in defending the itinerant system until the last decade of his life. By

then a new generation of Methodists, who were accustomed to a higher social

status than their parents had enjoyed, began chipping away at his cherished

itinerant connection. For all of its usefulness, the itinerant systemwas rooted in

a particular place and time, something that Asbury couldn’t really see.

There was another less obvious, but equally important, component of

Asbury’s system that went to the heart of what it meant to be a Methodist, to

practice a method: the necessity of a culture of discipline. As individuals and

communities, believers had to take it upon themselves to regulate their spiri-

tual lives, to maintain their own spiritual focus. Neither Asbury nor his preach-

ers could be everywhere at once. This is why, from his first days in America, he

insisted on upholding the requirement that all members attend class meetings

and that love feasts be limited to active members, creating an atmosphere of

mutual trust and support. He delegated authority to others, recognizing that a
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voluntary system wouldn’t work if it relied on coercion from above. It needed to

become a central component of people’s world view. Though there were plenty

of disagreements along the way, Methodists succeeded where other religious

groups failed largely because they were more disciplined. Yet this culture of

discipline changed over time, much to Asbury’s chagrin, as the church itself

became more respectable and less countercultural.17

Still, the system worked remarkably well during Asbury’s lifetime. The

Methodist church grew at an unprecedented rate, rising from a few hundred

members in 1771, the year he came to America, to more than two hundred

thousand in 1816, the year of his death. Methodism was the largest and most

dynamic popular religious movement in America between the Revolution and

the Civil War. In 1775, fewer than one out of every eight hundred Americans

was a Methodist; by 1812, Methodists numbered one out of every thirty-six

Americans. These figures are even more impressive given the movement’s

wider influence. Many more Americans attended Methodist meetings than

actually joined the church, particularly in the movement’s early, most volatile

years. Methodism’s theology, worship style, and system of discipline worked

their ways deep into the fabric of American life, influencing nearly all other

mass religious movements that would follow, as well as many facets of Ameri-

can life not directly connected to the church.

For all of his focus on a single goal, Asbury remained a complex figure. At

the core of his personality was a fear of rejection that at times made him seem

aloof or severe in settings he found intimidating. He tended to hold others at

arms length until he could be sure of their intentions. John Wesley Bond

remembered that Asbury himself believed “that by nature he was suspicious.”

Henry Boehm recalled that at a distance Asbury often seemed “rough, unfeel-

ing, harsh, and stoical.” While rarely mean spirited, he feared being taken for a

fool. “I grant he had a rather rough exterior, that he was sometimes stern; but

under that roughness and sternness of manner beat a heart as feeling as ever

dwelt in human bosom,” Boehm asserted. Nicholas Snethen, who often op-

posed Asbury’s policies after 1812 and later left the Methodist Episcopal

Church, wasn’t as forgiving. Snethen believed that Asbury’s “suspicious dispo-

sition” stemmed “from his well known irritability, his faculty of obtaining the

most secret information, and the quickness and penetration of his genius.” Yet

even Snethen didn’t believe that Asbury’s “ambition” flowed from “a criminal

nature.” Like nearly everyone who knew Asbury well, Snethen acknowledged

his ability to assess human motivations, or as he said, to judge “human

nature.” “In what related to ecclesiastical men, and things, he was all eye,

and ear; and what he saw and heard he never forgot. The tenacity of his

memory was surprising. His knowledge of human nature was penetrating
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and extensive,” Snethen wrote in 1816. Asbury was a keen observer of the

human heart, and it often left him melancholy.18

Asbury’s inability to speak clearly in front of authority figures led him to

work through proxies. He was the quintessential backroom negotiator, perhaps

his least admirable trait. “In a judicial or legislative capacity he seemed not to

excel, and hence he did not often appear to the best advantage in the chair of

conferences,” recalled Snethen, who observed Asbury at many conferences

from 1794 to 1814. “He knew also the art of governing, and seldom trusted to

the naked force of authority. Indeed, the majesty of command, was almost

wholly concealed, or superceded by that wonderful faculty, which belongs to

this class of human geniuses, and which enables them to inspire their own

disposition for action, into the breasts of others,” Snethen concluded.19

Wesleyan perfectionism—Wesley’s belief that it was the duty of all believ-

ers to seek perfection in this life—also colored Asbury’s personality. It height-

ened his resolve but also his insecurities. His failings instilled in him a

genuine humility. By the end of his life any number of churches had been

named for him, but “he did not approve of this, and called it folly,” according to

Boehm. He didn’t expect great rewards in this life because he didn’t believe he

deserved them.20

Yet Wesleyan perfectionism wasn’t a theology of despair. With diligence,

holiness was attainable in this life, if only for brief periods. Ultimately, believ-

ers could be confident of God’s grace if they held steady. Guiding the church

toward this goal became an all-consuming passion for Asbury. “His patience in

bearing disappointments was equal if not superior to that of any man I ever

knew,” remembered Bond. According to Bond, Asbury rarely allowed himself

to “repine” or “brood” over past difficulties; instead he turned them over in his

mind, thinking “How shall I mend it:—How can things be made better.” In

fact, Asbury did brood and fret, but it didn’t define him. He could sink deep

within himself when concentrating on a problem, but this wasn’t the same

thing. “At times he appeared unsociable, for his mind was engrossed with his

work,” recalled Boehm. Or, as Bond put it, Asbury “thrust himself into every

part of his charge; lest somethingmight be wrong,—lest some part of the cause

of God might suffer.” Asbury had a thorough and even subtle mind, but he

wasn’t a quick study or good on his feet. He could work his way through thorny

problems, but it took time. The long hours he spent on horseback gave him the

space for reflection, prayer, and meditation that he needed. Those who didn’t

know him sometimes mistook his preoccupation for severity.21

Coupled with Asbury’s fear of rejection was a genuine compassion for

others, especially the downtrodden. He believed that true religion embraced

the suffering of the poor and did all that was possible to alleviate it. Resources
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should be channeled to those most in need, not squandered on luxuries, he

believed. This is why he allowed himself few comforts. His clothes were cheap

and plain, though he took some care to appear presentable. He once told

Boehm “that the equipment of a Methodist minister consisted of a horse,

saddle and bridle, one suit of clothes, a watch, a pocket Bible, and a hymn

book. Anything else would be an encumbrance.” Indeed, Asbury rarely owned

much more than this. At the same time, he gave away nearly all the money that

came his way. Both Boehm and Bond kept track of Asbury’s funds while

traveling with him as assistants. “He would divide his last dollar with a

Methodist preacher,” Boehm recalled. “He was restless till it was gone, so

anxious was he to do good with it.” Once, in Ohio, Asbury and Boehm came

across a widow whose only cow was about to be sold for debt. Determining that

“It must not be,” Asbury gave what he had and solicited enough from bystan-

ders to pay the woman’s bills. “His charity knew no bounds but the limits of its

resources; nor did I ever know him let an object of charity pass without

contributing something for their relief,” Bond wrote. He recalled that Asbury

often gave money to strangers he met on the road whose circumstances

seemed dire, especially widows. He had his share of failings, but the love of

money wasn’t one of them. This won him a great deal of respect from almost

everyone who knew him.22

Asbury used poverty to keep himself honest. The preacher George Roberts

believed that Asbury often “carryed his deadness to the world too far . . . by a

kind of negligence all most peculiar to himself.” When he traveled, according

to Roberts, “he did not in common make any calculation of the probability of

his expenses or whether he had soficient to supply his wants.” To prove the

point, Roberts recounts that in 1805 Asbury set out from New York for Boston

with only three dollars in his pocket, refusing to take more. This incident

proved to be one of Roberts’ strongest memories of Asbury.23 It also illustrates

Asbury’s deliberate use of his poverty to influence others. Notice that in the

story of the widow’s cow, people gave in Asbury’s presence when they presum-

ably would not have otherwise. Particularly later in his career, whenMethodists

were becoming more affluent, he knew that his reputation for charity and

asceticism could be used as a shield against all kinds of criticism. If money is

power, then Asbury was powerless. But of course money is not the only source

of power in a religious movement.

If viewed in isolation, Asbury’s adult life appears one-dimensional. Much

of what makes human life so interesting—family, sexual romance, creating an

intellectual legacy—were largely absent from Asbury’s life after his arrival in

America as a missionary (in the case of sexual romance, completely absent).

Perhaps this is why so little has been written about him. Even John Wesley and
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George Whitefield married (both unhappily, which makes for a better story).

But Asbury’s life wasn’t flat, revolving as it did around the relationships he

formed with other Methodists. Asbury lived his life in public, and the commu-

nity of Methodist believers spread across the country became his vast extended

family. He must be understood in this context or not at all. Like a rock thrown

into a pond, his life sent ripples through the Methodist movement to its most

distant reaches. Hence, this book has two parallel threads. The first is the story

of Asbury’s life in its more immediate setting. The second is more or less a

collective biography of those Asbury knew best, mostly the itinerant preachers

under his charge. Their lives form the human connections through which

Asbury’s ideas were shaped and through which he transmitted his vision

outward. For this reason I have relied not only on his journal and letters, but

also on the journals, letters, andmemoirs of dozens of others who knew him or

had contact with the early Methodist movement.

Asbury was a transitional figure in the development of American religion,

promoting the separation of religious leadership from wealth and formal

education. The system of religious economy that Asbury and the Methodists

were largely responsible for creating—churches unaided and not coerced by

government intervention, operating outside the control of social elites—was

far different from what had existed in colonial America. Most religious leaders

in colonial America were relatively wealthy college educated elites. Lay people

occasionally gained public notoriety (Anne Hutchinson, for example), but they

rarely held positions of official leadership for very long. Even George White-

field, the famous evangelist of the Great Awakening, was a graduate of Oxford

University. Such clearly wasn’t the case with Asbury, who grew up in a small

cottage and had only a few years of common school to his credit. But most of

the leaders of large religious movements who followed Asbury looked more

like him than the religious leaders of colonial America.

The religious pattern that Asbury was so instrumental in establishing is

still with us today. While Methodists themselves are declining in numbers in

the United States, other groups that derive from the Wesleyan heritage, includ-

ing much of Pentecostalism, are thriving, as is evangelical culture in general,

which Methodism did much to create. One of the most significant changes in

recent decades has been the growth of non-Christian religions in the United

States, yet even many of these have been to some degree “methodized.”Asbury

wasn’t an intellectual, charismatic performer or autocrat, but his understand-

ing of what it meant to be pious, connected, culturally aware, and effectively

organized redefined religious leadership in America.
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1

The Apprentice

It was hot and dusty as Francis Asbury made his way north through

New Jersey headed for New York City in July 1792. He had been this

way many times before, but the summer heat still surprised him. How

could some place so cold in winter be so hot a few months later?

England had never been like this.

He was on his way to Lynn, Massachusetts, where the Methodist

Church’s New England conference would meet during the first week

of August. With time to spare, Asbury decided to remain a week in

New York City. He spent his time in familiar activities—reading,

preaching, writing in his journal, meeting with small devotional

groups—the kinds of pursuits that had made up his life for the 20 odd

years he had been in America. But he also did something unusual. He

recorded a short autobiographical account in his journal. Though

Asbury had kept a journal since 1771, he rarely wrote about his early

life. Why he chose to do so now isn’t clear. Perhaps it was because he

had just finished reading a biography of John Wesley, who died the

year before.1 Perhaps it was the city itself, triggering memories of his

first days in America and himself as a younger man. Whatever the

reason, Asbury now paused to reflect on his life as leader of the

Methodist movement in America.

Francis Asbury was born at the foot of Hamstead Bridge in a

cottage in the parish of Handsworth, about four miles outside of

Birmingham, England. Birmingham is located about 110 miles

northwest of London in the West Midlands. His parents, Joseph and



Elizabeth (Eliza) Rogers Asbury, were married on May 30, 1742, when he was

about twenty-nine and she about twenty-seven. Joseph was a farm laborer and

gardener employed, according to most accounts, by two wealthy families in the

parish, theWyrley Birch family ofHamsteadHall and theGoughs of PerryHall.

Joseph likely tended the large garden at Hamstead Hall, and the Asburys

probably ate fairly well. Eliza’s family was Welsh, though little else is known

of her background. The Asburys had two children born in the cottage near

Hamstead Bridge: Sarah, born on May 3, 1743, and Francis, born on August 20

or 21, 1745, though he was never exactly sure of the date.2

For much of Francis’s childhood, Joseph and Eliza weren’t particularly

religious people. Francis, or Frank as the family called him, may never have

been baptized. His name doesn’t appear in the parish register or the Bishop’s

Transcript for St. Mary’s, the parish church of Handsworth, though Sarah’s

does. Nor does Francis’s name show up in any of the records from nearby

parishes. He apparently suspected that there was something irregular about

his baptism, or lack thereof. He wrote to his parents in October 1795 that he

“should be glad [if ] you would take the time of my Baptism from the Church

register, that I may know it perfectly.” They evidently failed to respond, perhaps

because they knew no such record existed.3

While Francis was still quite young, the family moved to a cottage in the

hamlet of Newton, Great Barr, near Wednesbury and West Bromwich. In all

likelihood they rented the cottage, which at the time was attached to a brewery,

the Malt House. Joseph Asbury probably worked at the Malt House or the

nearby brewery farm, and use of the cottage was likely part of his compensa-

tion. It is unlikely that the cottage would have been rented to someone not

connected with the brewery. The brewery also ran a public house, the Malt

Shovel Inn, serving drovers taking trains of packhorses to Birmingham and

town dwellers looking for a break in the country. The brewery was later torn

down, but the Asburys’ home is still standing. Soundly built, the cottage was

lived in until the 1950s. It consists of two bedrooms upstairs, two rooms

downstairs and a cellar. Much of the family’s life together would have been

centered in the kitchen and larger downstairs room, with an inglenook fire-

place that dominates one wall. This was a modest but comfortable home for the

family of an eighteenth-century laborer. Reflecting on this period, Asbury

recalled that his parents “were people in common life; were remarkable for

honesty and industry, and had all things needful to enjoy.”4

But he also adds that “had my father been as saving as laborious, he might

have been wealthy.” Did Joseph Asbury gamble or drink their money away, as

proximity to the brewery might suggest? There is some indication of Joseph’s

failings in his relationship to his wealthy employers. At some point he lost his
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The area of the West Midlands where Asbury grew up, from an 1836 map. Great

Barr is in the top center, four miles north northwest of Birmingham. Wednesbury is

two and a half miles west of Great Barr, and West Bromwich is two and a half miles

southwest of Great Barr. Hamstead Hall and Perry Hall are south of Great Barr, on

the road to Birmingham. (Detail from map entitled “The Mining and Manufacturing

District of South Staffordshire, Warwickshire, &c.” in William Hawkes Smith,

Birmingham and Its Vicinity, As a Manufacturing & Commercial District [London:

Charles Tilt, 1836].)



position at Hamstead Hall under strained circumstances. In June 1784, Francis

wrote to his parents discussing the possibility of them joining him in America.

One obstacle was finding work for his father. “I have one Friend, a great man,

who would, may be employ my father, in the way he would chuse; but it is too

much like Hampstead Hall,” Francis wrote. About 1796, two years before

Joseph’s death, the American preacher Jeremiah Minter asked Asbury: “Mr.

Asbury, I have often heard you mention your Mother, but never heard you

mention your Father, is he living or is he dead?” When Asbury didn’t reply,

another preacher answered for him: “it may be that he has no Father.” At least

not that he cared to discuss.5

Relations with the family of Lord Dartmouth, whose estate at Sandwell

was located about two miles from the Asburys’ cottage, also suggest that the

Asburys didn’t enjoy a spotless reputation. Dartmouth (1731–1801) was known

for his deep religious convictions and close ties to the Wesleys, George White-

field, and the countess of Huntingdon. Dartmouth served as secretary of state

for the North American colonies from 1772 to 1775, but still insisted that the

Wednesbury Methodists call him simply “brother Dartmouth.” After they

became Methodists, Eliza and Frank probably knew Dartmouth and rubbed

shoulders with him at local Methodist meetings. When he served as secretary

of state, Methodists of humble background, even some who weren’t from the

The Asbury cottage, Great Barr, as it looks today. (Photo by the author.)
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West Midlands, wrote to him describing their experiences in America. But

Asbury never did. Moreover, Asbury’s friends and associates in America never

mentioned him in their letters to Dartmouth. Why? Perhaps it had something

to do with Asbury’s father. Francis never felt comfortable around people of

wealth and political power, and it is tempting to see this as a product of his

family’s experience with the local landed gentry of his youth.6

Their questionable reputation and limited resources notwithstanding, As-

bury’s parents were determined that their son would do better, beginning with

a decent education. By age five his mother had taught him to read the Bible,

and he remained “remarkably fond of reading” during his youth. He later

recalled that “my father having but one son, greatly desired to keep me at

school, he cared not how long.” They sent Frank to the only school in the area at

Sneal’s Green, a free school about a quarter of a mile from the family cottage.

Little is known of the school’s master, Arthur Taylor, so it is difficult to tell what

his qualifications for teaching school were or what his lessons consisted of.

Other Birmingham schoolmasters of this period claimed to offer a wide range

of subjects—reading, writing, arithmetic, English, French, Latin, Greek, the

use of globes and maps, geography, algebra, geometry, bookkeeping, history,

drawing, and natural and moral philosophy—in response to a growing thirst

for education among middling families.7

Asbury was a diligent, if not gifted, student. Unfortunately, Taylor was “a

great churl, and used to beat me cruelly,” as Asbury later remembered. His

severity “filled me with such horrible dread, that with me anything was

preferable to going to school.” So, at about age thirteen, he left school and

became a servant “in one of the wealthiest and most ungodly families we had

in the parish.” While living in this home, he “became vain, but not openly

wicked.” He left this position after a few months to learn a trade, following a

common pattern in which children became servants at the age of thirteen or

fourteen and young men entered apprenticeships at fourteeen.8

As limited as Asbury’s schooling was, it wasn’t inconsequential and served

him well once he turned to preaching. By the standards of the day he had more

education than the average workman or apprentice, only about half of whom

attended school before beginning a life of work (less than one-third of the girls

went to school). Few children remained in school past the age of ten or eleven.

The kind of classical education, beginning with the ability to read Latin and

Greek, required to attend a university was clearly beyond Asbury’s reach, yet he

was significantly ahead of the nearly 50 percent of English adult males who

were illiterate in the 1750s. As an adult, Asbury was a voracious reader, eventu-

ally learning to read some Greek, Latin, and Hebrew. Once in America, he

would write thousands of letters and keep a journal for more than forty years.9
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Asbury left few hints as to how he spent his free time growing up. He does

say that as a boy, “my foible was the ordinary foible of children—fondness for

play,” and that “many” of his Sabbaths were “idly spent, which might have been

better improved.” He also “abhorred fighting and quarrelling: when anything

of this sort happened, I always went home displeased.” Perhaps he was one of

those boys who habitually spent Sundays playing football in the streets, like his

future friend George Shadford, who became a Methodist at about the same

time as Asbury. One Sunday the minister of Shadford’s Lincolnshire parish

chased him and his friends “near a quarter of a mile” when he spied them

playing football. It did no good. “I was fond of wrestling, running, leaping,

football, dancing, and such like sports; and I gloried in them,” Shadford later

recalled. The lack of conviction with which Asbury and Shadford condemned

their childhood fun suggests that these were mostly pleasant memories. Only

after their conversions did they, like many of their generation, come to see play

as a waste of time.10

Early accounts agree that Asbury was apprenticed to a local metalworker,

either John Griffin or Thomas Foxall. Joseph Reeves, who wrote a local history

of West Bromwich in the 1830s, believed that Asbury was “bound an apprentice

to John Griffin,” whose “trade was chape filing.” A chape is a metal loop that is

used to attach a buckle to a belt or two pieces of metal together. Griffin’s shop

was only about 40 yards from the Asburys’ cottage. Most other sources claim

that Asbury was apprenticed to Thomas Foxall, a Methodist who had recently

returned to the West Midlands from Monmouthshire in South Wales. If his

apprenticeship was under Foxall, Asbury may have learned to slit iron or make

“buckle chapes” and “tongues.” Slitting involved taking bars of iron, rolling

them into sheets and then slitting the sheets into rods that could be used to

make nails or other items. Old Forge Mill, where Foxall was a foreman, was

located about two miles from the Asburys’ cottage on the Earl of Dartmouth’s

Sandwell estate.11 The evidence for Griffin is stronger, but Asbury may have

worked for several masters, including Griffin and Foxall. In a journal entry

from July 1774, Asbury wrote that at age sixteen he was living in “an ungodly

family.” In another entry he wrote that during his apprenticeship, “I enjoyed

great liberty, and in the family was treated more like a son or an equal than an

apprentice,” which suggests a different setting.12

In any event, as a young man Asbury was caught up in the social and

economic changes sweeping through the West Midlands. As an apprentice, he

entered a world of small artisans, a workshop culture that required flexibility

and innovation for success, a society on the cusp of rapid expansion and

sweeping change. It was exactly the kind of environment that the Church of

England had lost touch with and in which Methodism flourished. The goods
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that Asbury helped to produce were aimed at an expanding consumer market.

West Midlands manufacturers had a keen eye for what would sell. Asbury

would later apply this same market sense to the American religious landscape.

Having seen a consumer revolution in material goods, he was better prepared

to appreciate a consumer revolution in spiritual ideas, exactly what he would

encounter in America. The years he spent as an apprentice left an indelible

mark on him. In a sense, he never really left the workshop culture of the mid-

eighteenth-century Black Country.

Birmingham shops produced a dizzying variety of goods made by bashing

metal into seemingly endless shapes. Buttons, buckles, coins, jewelry, nails and so

on were made using variations on the same processes: stamping, pressing, grind-

ing, and slitting. Some jobs were highly specialized, requiring years to master.

Others weremore rudimentary, allowing for skills in one process to be transferred

to another. By the eighteenth century, Birmingham was fast becoming the iron

working center of England, and its growth was at the heart of the early Indus-

trial Revolution. Historians have long debated the impact and meaning of the

Industrial Revolution.While not a single, discrete event, it nonetheless represented

a “great discontinuity.” Its pace varied across eighteenth-century Britain, with

change clusteringunevenly across time and space. Partly as a result, the population

of England grew rapidly after about 1750, acquiring amore youthful age structure.

In 1700 the English population stood at about five million. It was still only about

5.7 million in 1750, but grew to more than 8.5 million by 1800. There was much

continuity to English life, but it was also clear to those who lived through this

period that England was changing in profound ways before their eyes.13

TheWest Midlands was central to this transformation. The handmade nail

trade of the area went back to medieval times, and nail-making remained an

industrial mainstay of the Black Country until the nineteenth century. Nail-

making was technically simple and relatively easy to learn. Many nail smiths

were farmers who made nails part-time to supplement their income. As

consumer demand increased, the metalworking industry of the area expanded

to include a great number of specialty products. Buttons and buckles (used

mostly for shoes) were two of the most important of these consumer products.

In 1746, West Bromwich was described as “a large and extensive Parish, and

exceeding populous, by reason of the Iron Manufacture which flourishes

greatly there, owing to the vast coal mines in the parishes contiguous thereto.”

As the district’s trade grew, it expanded to include London, America, and

Europe in a global network. Home markets accounted for the bulk of this

expansion, but exports also ballooned. Ships left almost weekly from Bristol,

the region’s main port, for the American market carrying nails, buckles, and

other metal wares produced in the West Midlands.14
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The work in these new industries could be hard, but it was also surpris-

ingly varied. The vast majority of the West Midland’s manufacturing was done

on what by later nineteenth-century standards would seem like a very small

scale. It wasn’t characterized by the “dark satanic mills” of the nineteenth-

century cotton textile industry. If anything, the industrialization of this period

led to splintering rather than monopoly. Dozens of small manufacturers vied

with one another for competitive advantage in an environment that required

flexibility and a willingness to adapt. Writing in 1776, Adam Smith noted that

Birmingham dealt chiefly in “manufactures for which the demand arises

altogether from fashion and fancy.”15 Much the same could be said for nearby

villages, including Wolverhampton, Willenhall, Walsall, and West Bromwich.

Though the items they produced might fall out of fashion suddenly, producing

them generally brought comparatively higher wages. Not surprisingly, the

quality of such goods varied enormously. London producers often complained

that Birmingham goods were inferior in quality, and many viewed Birming-

ham’s rapid development and freewheeling manufacturing style with distaste.

A ballad from this period describes “Old Jemmy”:

Old Jemmy is the top

And chief among the princes;

No mobile gay fop

With Birmingham pretences.

Nonetheless, Birmingham area producers gained a reputation for innovation

and creativity, leading Edmund Burke to describe Birmingham in 1777 as “the

Great Toy Shop of Europe.”16

Most biographies describe Asbury as a blacksmith’s apprentice during his

youth, rather than a metalworker caught up in the Birmingham region’s

rapidly evolving economy. This makes him seem more rustic, and more like

the small-scale artisans so common in rural America at the time. But it is also

largely inaccurate and unnecessary. Post-revolutionary America had few indus-

trial centers like Birmingham, but it was hardly stagnant. Booming population

growth and rapid geographic expansion led to dynamic social change in

America, if on a smaller local scale. Where England’s expansion was more

concentrated and intensive, America’s was more diffuse and extensive. Having

seen the one, Asbury was psychologically prepared for the other.

From his family’s home in Great Barr, Asbury could see both the past and

the future. Pack trains regularly passed by the brewery and the Asburys’ cottage

from the iron and coal fields of Wednesbury, Darlaston and Walsall on their

way to Birmingham and the mills along the Tame River. A single train could be

forty horses long. The coal they carried sold locally for two shillings a ton but
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brought ten shillings in Birmingham. Canals were just being built when

Asbury left Great Barr, with the first connecting Wednesbury and Birmingham

in 1769. These would make the pack horse trains obsolete, isolating Great Barr

and dramatically changing life there (another reason why biographers who

visited the area in the nineteenth century might have misunderstood the

nature of Asbury’s apprenticeship). Gone would be the rowdy teamsters and

their money. But during Asbury’s early years no one could see this coming.

What they could see was that the region was expanding dramatically, relent-

lessly sweeping away older patterns of living.17

As a metalworker’s apprentice and the son of a common laborer, Asbury

understood the lives of working people. Once in America, he established a

close bond with American Methodists, the vast majority of whom came from

the lower and middling ranks of society. This was particularly true of the

preachers, almost all of whom had been farmers, schoolteachers, blacksmiths,

shoemakers, carpenters, and artisans of other kinds before turning to preach-

ing. They were accustomed to frequent moves and shifting employment

opportunities. Almost none attended college or came from families of more

than moderate wealth. The formal education of most was limited to a few years

of common school.18 Small wonder that they accepted Asbury. He was one of

them. He understood their outlook on life, their financial worries, their ability

to deal with physical hardship and shifting markets, the hopes that drove them

forward, the fears that held them back. Once in America, Asbury never owned

a home, sleeping for more than forty years in the homes of Methodist believers.

He felt at peace in their small cottages, and they knew it.

There was another side to growing up in Great Barr. Despite its semi-rural

setting, it was a rough neighborhood. In 1802, Asbury remembered Great Barr

as “that dark place of my nativity.” The quality of life varied considerably in the

newly industrializing areas of England, and the West Midlands was no excep-

tion. The new economy brought new opportunities, but also substantial risks.

Wages were often inadequate, housing poor, and child labor common.19

Traveling through Great Barr in 1741 on his way from Walsall to Birmingham,

William Hutton passed by a number of metalworking shops in which he saw

“one, or more females, stript of their upper garments, and not overcharged

with their lower, wielding the hammer with all the grace of the sex.” Taken

aback, Hutton asked if these women “with smutty faces, thundering at the

anvil” shod horses, but was told that they were all “nailers.” Asbury would have

seen all this (he may have made nails himself ), and the constant traffic of

drovers passing by his home, or stopping at the Malt Shovel pub for drinks,

gambling, and gaming. Wednesbury and the surrounding villages were nation-

ally known for cockfighting and other cruel sports. There was much that
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Asbury could take from his upbringing, but there was much that he could leave

behind.20

Conversion

The roots of Asbury’s religious beliefs go back to the death of his sister. Sarah’s

death in May 1749 at the age of six was a severe blow to Eliza Asbury. Sarah was

her mother’s “favourite,”Asbury later recalled, “andmy dear mother being very

affectionate, sunk into deep distress at the loss of a darling child, from which

she was not relieved for many years.” Eliza descended into “in a very dark, dark,

dark day and place,” suffering from serious depression for years after Sarah’s

death. Though he says nothing about his father’s reaction, the impact on the

family must have been severe. Is this when his father began to drink or run

into problems at work? Perhaps Asbury’s decision never to marry and have

children was rooted in these events. George Roberts, an American Methodist

preacher who knew Asbury later in life, believed that he came from a small

family, since “I never heard him speak of any but his mother.” Though Joseph

lived until Francis was fifty-two, Roberts was under the impression that Eliza

had been “left a widow” when Francis was “very young.” Whatever the effect on

Joseph, Sarah’s death drove Eliza to search for deeper spiritual meaning in life.

“She now began to read almost constantly when leisure presented the oppor-

tunity,” Asbury recalled. “When a child, I thought it strange my mother should

stand by a large window poring over a book for hours together.”21

Sometime during this period the family almost lost Frank. Joseph Asbury

stored gardening tools—“long shears, prooning saws, hoes, rakes”—in a room

“attached” to the side of the family’s cottage. Immediately above the tools there

was a hole in the floor of a second story room. One day when Frank was “very

young,” he got into the upper room and fell through the hole. Joseph heard

him cry and called to Eliza, who rushed to see what had happened. Fortunately,

the gardening tools had recently been moved and replaced by “a large boiler

nearly filled with ashes,” which broke the child’s fall. Joseph and Eliza remem-

bered this near tragedy for years, passing the story on to Frank, who continued

to retell it to the end of his life. He interpreted it as an example of God’s

providence, but it also helps explain why Eliza held on so tightly, to the point of

driving him away later in life. In her mind, Sarah’s death and Frank’s accident

must have seemed connected. After losing Sarah, she had been given a second

chance with Frank.22

Methodism was at the center of Eliza’s spiritual awakening. John and

Charles Wesley first preached near Wednesbury (less than three miles from
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the Asburys’ cottage) in 1742 and 1743, winning followers and stirring up

opposition. The vicar of Wednesbury, Mr. Eggington, was initially sympathetic

to the Wesleys, but by April 1743 “his former love was turned into bitter

hatred,” according to John Wesley. The same was true of Mr. Rann, the curate

of West Bromwich, who while “very drunk” rode his horse through an audience

as Wesley preached. In May and June mobs attacked the homes of Methodists,

throwing bricks and breaking windows. When John Wesley returned in Octo-

ber 1743, a mob showed up at night and dragged him, sometimes “catching me

by the hair,” as Wesley put it, fromWednesbury to Walsall and back in a “heavy

rain,” yelling, “Knock his brains out.” It was five hours before Wesley escaped

unharmed. He believed that he had been protected by his guardian angel, but

his brother Charles more pragmatically concluded that “many blows he es-

caped” because he was so short.23

An event like this would have been the talk of the surrounding villages for

weeks and couldn’t have escaped the Asburys’ notice. Over the next several

months, dozens of Methodists were beaten, had their windows broken, belong-

ings destroyed or looted, and houses pulled down by rioters. One Methodist

St. Mary’s Church, Handsworth, where Sarah Asbury is buried (Photo by the author.)
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family whose house was destroyed by a mob in 1743 at nearby Aldridge, the

Aults, moved to Great Barr, near the Asburys, soon after losing their home. The

Aults’ son, Thomas, was the same age as Frank, and the two became friends

(like his father, Thomas became a shoemaker). All told, Wesley’s followers

suffered more than £500 in damages, a huge sum considering that skilled

West Midlands workers usually earned no more than £30 to £40 a year and

agricultural workers about half that. The movement nevertheless continued to

attract followers, Eliza Asbury among them.24

Eliza soon gained a reputation for seeking out anyone in the area with

evangelical inclinations. Asbury recalled that as a boy, he was “much ridiculed,

and called Methodist Parson, because my mother invited any people who had

the appearance of religion to her house.” Eliza’s spiritual hunger was more

intense than Joseph’s, and she was more central to Frank’s spiritual develop-

ment. This was a common pattern with evangelical groups of the time. Women

often joined first and in larger numbers, later bringing their fathers and

brothers, husbands and sons into the faith.

Elizabeth Asbury (c. 1790). (From The Ladies Repository, vol. 27 [1867]).
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Asbury’s religious convictions grew along with his mother’s and were

reinforced in his home. “I learned from my parents a certain form of words

for prayer,” he later wrote, “and I well remember mymother strongly urged my

father to family reading and prayer; the singing of psalms was much practiced

by them both.” As a young boy at school he “had serious thoughts, and a

particular sense of the being of a God; and greatly feared both an oath and

a lie.” These religious impressions found little support among his school-

mates, whom he remembered as “amongst the vilest of the vile for lying,

swearing, fighting, and whatever else boys of their age and evil habits were

likely to be guilty of: from such society I very often returned home uneasy and

melancholy.” At age twelve, “the Spirit of God strove frequently and powerfully

with me: but being deprived of proper means and exposed to bad company, no

effectual impressions were left on my mind.” Soon afterward Asbury left

school. Once free of peer pressure, his religious life developed at a quicker

pace.25

At age thirteen, shortly before he entered his apprenticeship, Asbury

recorded that “God sent a pious man, not a Methodist, into our neighborhood.”

Asbury later told the American preacher John Wesley Bond, his last traveling

companion, that this man was “a traveling shoemaker, who called himself a

Baptist, and professed to be converted. He held prayer meetings in our neigh-

borhood, and my Mother, who was a praying woman, and ready to encourage

any one who appeared to wish to do good; invited him to hold a prayer-meeting

at My Father’s house. At that meeting I was convinced there was some thing

more in religion than I had ever been acquainted with.” He began “to pray

morning and evening” and soon grew dissatisfied with the preaching at St.

Margaret’s, the parish church of Great Barr. He then went to All Saints, the

parish church of West Bromwich, where the vicar, Edward Stillingfleet, had

created a Methodist haven with the support of the Earl of Dartmouth. At All

Saints Asbury heard a number of Church of England clergymen whose broadly

evangelical views supported early Methodism, including John Ryland, John

Mansfield, Henry Venn, William Talbot, and Thomas Haweis. Under their

influence, he began to read “every good book I could meet with,” including the

sermons of George Whitefield. He remembered this some forty years later

when he passed within sight of Whitefield’s tomb in Massachusetts. “His

sermons established me in the doctrines of the Gospel more than anything I

ever heard or had read at that time; so that I was remarkably prepared to meet

reproach and persecution.”26

As Asbury’s spiritual curiosity grew, his mother directed him to a Method-

ist meeting at Wednesbury where he heard John Fletcher, the vicar of Madeley

parish church (located 20miles northwest of Wednesbury) and one of Wesley’s
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closest partners among the Anglican clergy, and Benjamin Ingham, one of the

early Oxford Methodists who had accompanied the Wesleys to Georgia in 1735.

Like many who joined the early Methodist movement, what struck Asbury

most about this meeting wasn’t the content of the sermons, but the zeal of the

preachers and their listeners. He later recalled that he “did not understand”

much of what Fletcher and Ingham preached, but the devotion of the people

more than made up for this. “I soon found this was not the Church—but it was

better,” Asbury remembered. “The people were so devout—men and women

kneeling down—saying Amen. Now, behold! they were singing hymns—sweet

sound! Why, strange to tell! the preacher had no prayer-book, and yet he prayed

wonderfully! What was more extraordinary, the man took his text, and had no

sermon-book: thought I, this is wonderful indeed! It is certainly a strange way,

All Saints’ Church, West Bromwich, where Asbury heard Methodist style

preaching. (Photo by the author.)
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but the best way. He talked about confidence, assurance, &c.—of which all my

flights and hopes fell short.”27

Asbury wasn’t alone in his response to Methodist preaching. George

Shadford, whose early career paralleled Asbury’s and with whom Asbury

formed a close friendship in America, first heard a Methodist sermon in

Gainsborough, in the north of England, within a year or two of Asbury’s

awakening. Shadford and a friend had gone to a meeting not “with a design

of getting any good for our souls,” but to meet two young women. But the

preacher’s opening extemporaneous prayer was like nothing Shadford had

ever heard, and he was hooked. After prayer, the preacher “took his little

Bible out of his pocket, read over his text, and put it into his pocket again. I

marvelled at this, and thought within myself, ‘Will he preach without a book

too?’” Sure enough, the preacher “began immediately to open the Scriptures

. . . in such a light as I had never heard before.” Shadford knew that the

preacher didn’t have a university education, but “something struck” him none-

theless. “This is the gift of God,” he concluded. What most impressed him was

that the preacher “spoke very closely” about the kinds of sins that Shadford was

most ashamed of in his own life. The sermon had a relevance that he hadn’t

expected. “If this be Methodist preaching, I will come again,” he thought. “For

I received more light from that single sermon, than from all that ever I heard in

my life before.” That night he “thought no more about the girls whom I went to

meet.”28

Like Shadford, Asbury now embarked on an intense search for the assur-

ance of salvation. With a friend, he attended another meeting at Wednesbury at

which the preacher’s text was “the time will come, when they will not endure

sound doctrine.” Asbury’s companion was “cut to the heart,” but Asbury

remained “unmoved.” “I was exceedingly grieved that I could not weep like

him; yet I knew myself to be in a state of unbelief.” Soon after, when Asbury

was about fifteen, Alexander Mather, then about age twenty-seven, was sta-

tioned in Staffordshire, where his preaching brought about a revival. Mather

had an “iron constitution,” allowing him to travel and preach for forty-three

years, one of Wesley’s most indefatigable preachers. Asbury was moved by his

zeal, but not yet converted. Though “the word of God soon made deep im-

pressions onmy heart,” he struggled for months over the meaning of salvation.

Once, while praying in his father’s barn with some friends, he “believed the

Lord pardonedmy sins and justified my soul; but my companions reasoned me

out of this belief, saying ‘Mr. Mather said a believer was as happy as if he was in

heaven,’” something Asbury couldn’t claim. Shortly thereafter, however, he

came to believe that Christ had “graciously justified my guilty soul through

faith in his precious blood.”29
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In its basic outline, Asbury’s conversion was classically evangelical. Three

decades later he could still vividly recall this train of events; it became the

cornerstone of his life. Perhaps he later exaggerated the wonder of his first

contact with the Methodists or the intensity of his search for salvation, but the

basic structure of his story would have been recognizable to all earlyMethodists,

who had passed through a similar set of experiences. Had their hearts burned

when they first heard zealous prayer and passionate, extemporaneous preach-

ing? So had his. Had they struggled under the weight of their sins? So had he.

Had they found forgiveness and assurance in Christ? So had he. This common

set of experiences provided a crucial bond between Asbury and other early

Methodists, in England and America.30

Asbury’s spiritual journey didn’t end with conversion. In typically Wesley-

an fashion it served as a gateway, and in following months he was deeply

impressed with “the excellency and necessity of holiness.” Methodist theology

was Arminian in the sense that John Wesley rejected predestination (that God

ordained some for eternal life, and others for eternal damnation) and the

concept of a limited atonement (that Christ died only for the elect). But Wesley

also maintained that humans are completely incapable of reaching out to God

on their own apart from God’s enabling, or prevenient, grace, a gift given to

each person, enabling them to choose between eternal life and eternal damna-

tion. For Wesley, salvation thus became a cooperative effort with God, a

relationship that had to be worked out on a daily basis. Wesley saw conversion

as a vocation, not a one-time event. It was possible for believers to go on to

greater holiness, or to turn from God and lose their salvation.31

This sense of faith as a dynamic process led to Wesley’s most original and

controversial doctrine, “Christian perfection” or “sanctification.” Wesley be-

lieved that Christians could grow in holiness to the point that they were

“freed from evil thoughts and evil tempers,” and hence were “saved in this

world from all sin, [and] from all unrighteousness.” Believers could move

beyond conversion to Christian perfection, by which Wesley meant “the hum-

ble, gentle, patient love of God, and our neighbour, ruling our tempers, words,

and actions.” He recognized, of course, that even Christians could never be

completely perfect. They would still make “mistakes,” and suffer from “igno-

rance,” “infirmities,” and “temptations”; “such perfection belongeth not to this

life,” Wesley noted. Yet faith that stopped at the point of conversion was no

faith at all. Like conversion, Wesley believed that sanctification was based on “a

simple act of faith,” and therefore could be an instantaneous event occurring at

almost any point in a believer’s life. It nevertheless usually involved a gradual

process in which the believer passed through “stages” of increasing holiness.

Practical experience taught Wesley that few, if any, attained true and lasting
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sanctification until just before death. So why did he continue to preach and

insist that sanctification could be instantaneous? Wesley’s theology always had

a pragmatic slant to it, and “constant experience,” had shown him that “the

more earnestly they [believers] expect this [instantaneous sanctification], the

more swiftly and steadily does the gradual work of God go on in their souls.”

Without the prospect of instantaneous sanctification, believers might become

lazy, no longer striving to become progressively more holy, reasoning that they

could achieve all the holiness they needed just before death. In doing so, they

might even end up losing their salvation. “They are saved by hope; by this hope

of a total change,” Wesley wrote. “Therefore, whoever would advance the

gradual change in believers, should strongly insist upon the instantaneous.”32

Some months after his conversion Asbury experienced sanctification or

something very close to it. He wrote that at “about sixteen I experienced a

marvellous display of the grace of God, which some might think was full

sanctification, and [I] was indeed very happy.” The elliptical nature of this

passage (“some might think”) reflects the Wesleyan notion that all spiritual

accomplishments needed to be treated with caution since they might be lost at

some future time. Spiritual pride was a sin, and certainly not compatible with

the sanctified life. Indeed, soon after “the Lord showed me, in the heat of youth

and youthful blood, the evil of my heart: for a short time I enjoyed, as I thought,

the pure and perfect love of God; but this happy frame did not long continue,

although at seasons, I was greatly blessed.” What exactly the “evil of my heart”

amounted to Asbury doesn’t say. Such vicissitudes of faith were common,

almost expected, among early Methodists. Given the responsibility that each

person bore for his or her own salvation, how could it be otherwise? Wesley’s

Arminian theology gave believers control over their spiritual destinies, but at a

price. Self examination could never cease until the moment of death. Toomuch

was at stake to give oneself the benefit of the doubt.33

Asbury’s involvement in the faith deepened as he internalized Methodist

doctrines and attended meetings. He developed the habit of walking to Wed-

nesbury every Sunday morning with Thomas Ault and three or four other

young men for the early morning Methodist preaching service. They then

walked about two miles to All Saints Church in West Bromwich to attend

another morning service and one in the afternoon, returning again to Wednes-

bury for the evening Methodist meeting.34

Why did Asbury become such a zealous follower of Wesley? In many

respects he was a typical Methodist, responding for the same reasons that so

many others did. As in America, English Methodism grew fastest on the

peripheries of society, gaining the most of any religious group from the expan-

sion of the English population and economy between 1750 and 1850. English
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Methodism was the most successful where large landowners and resident

clergy no longer held sway. It grew rapidly in industrial villages, mining and

canal communities, seaports, and market towns, particularly where there was a

mobile labor force. In places like theWestMidlands, the AnglicanChurch failed

to keep pace with the needs of an expanding population and shifting cultural

patterns. Conversely, Anglicanism remained strongest in the agricultural low-

lands of southern and eastern England where more traditional village life still

predominated. Throughout the late eighteenth century Methodists were over-

represented among artisans and skilled workers, and underrepresented among

rural laborers and tenant farmers. As in America, English Methodism made

little impact on unskilled workers. In short, Methodism attracted adherents

primarily from social groups in transition. These were the people whomost felt

the impact of industrialization and the rapid social change sweeping through

English society, and for whom the Church of England often failed to provide

direct, meaningful spiritual care.35

Asbury was one of these people. He came from an area experiencing

sweeping economic change and rapid expansion. While his father was a

gardener, Asbury learned a new, industrial trade. His apprenticeship seems

to have been a fairly good experience, but he was ambitious to do something

more. Methodism offered a way to a better future, in this world and the next. It

certainly seemed more attuned to the realities of his life than the Church of

England, for which he ultimately retained little loyalty. All of these factors

contributed to Asbury’s attraction to Methodism, but don’t fully explain it. He

also became a Methodist for intensely personal reasons, centering around

those closest to him, the members of his family. His sister’s death and his

mother’s crisis of faith were pivotal in drawing him into the faith. And then

there was the inner voice awakened in his heart, beginning a long conversation

with God that would last the rest of his life. In the end, religious motivations

are always this way, a complex mixture of influences that are by no means clear

at the time and equally difficult to sort out later.
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2

The Young Preacher

At about age sixteen Asbury “began to read and pray” in publicmeetings

and a year and a half later to “exhort and preach.” “We met for reading

and prayer, and had large and good meetings, and were much

persecuted, until the persons at whose houses we held themwere afraid,

and theywere discontinued,” hewrites. “I thenheldmeetings frequently

at my father’s house, exhorting the people there, as also at Sutton

Coalfield, and several souls professed to find peace throughmy labours”

(Sutton Coalfield was about four miles east of Great Barr). Most

Methodists weren’t the kind of people who could attend university, and

Wesley didn’t require his preachers to have a formal theological educa-

tion. Instead, they learned on the job, by speaking in prayer meetings

and to crowds gathered outdoors. Most of these meetings took place in

the homes of believers, where numbers were limited by the size of the

house. The main downstairs room of the Asburys’ cottage couldn’t have

comfortably seated more than about two dozen people.1

Asbury also attended a class meeting at West Bromwich and

joined a band at Wednesbury. These were small groups designed to

foster discipline and communal fellowship. The more exclusive of the

two, the bands, were modeled after the Moravian bands, which Wesley

encountered during his short (and disappointing) mission to Georgia

in the 1730s, and later in London. Over time, class meetings largely

displaced the bands, becoming the basic building block of Methodism

in England and America. Methodists themselves referred to class

meetings as the “soul” or “sinews” of Methodism. Class meetings were



patterned after the bands and contemporary religious societies in the Church

of England, with a Methodist twist. Wesley was in Bristol in February 1742

where local Methodists were looking for a way to retire the debt incurred to

build a new meeting room. To accomplish this, a Captain Foy suggested that

each member give a penny a week. When someone objected that some mem-

bers were too poor for even this, Foy proposed assigning ten or twelve of these

who lived close to one another to him. Each week he would collect what they

could give, making up the balance himself. Others made the same offer, and

Wesley divided the Bristol society under these leaders.2

No sooner had this system been put in place than Wesley realized that

it could be used for more than just fund-raising. One of the Bristol leaders

told Wesley that while making his rounds he found a man quarreling with

his wife and another member drunk. “This is the thing, the very thing we

have wanted so long,” Wesley thought. “The leaders are the persons who may

not only receive the contributions, but also watch over the souls of their

brethren.” Soon leaders began meeting with their charges as a group each

week. The class meeting provided the close nurturing that itinerant preaching

couldn’t. Wesley introduced the Bristol system in London and thereafter wher-

ever Methodism spread. “It can scarce be conceived what advantages have been

reaped from this little prudential regulation,” Wesley exulted. “Many now

happily experienced that Christian fellowship of which they had not so much

as an idea before. They began to ‘bear one another’s burdens,’ and ‘naturally’ to

‘care for each other.’”3

The bands were intended for those seeking a higher level of commitment.

While all Methodists were required to attend a class meeting, joining a band

was voluntary. The only qualification for joining a class meeting on probation

(which usually lasted three to six months) was a desire to seek salvation. To

remain in a class, one only had to profess a continued desire for holiness.

Bands demanded something more. They assumed that members were already

converted (justified) and were seeking sanctification. Band members ideally

held nothing back, drawing together “as close as possible, that we should cut to

the quick, and search” one another’s hearts “to the bottom.” Bands were

segregated according to age, sex, and marital status, with five to ten members

in each. Classes were divided more pragmatically. They were originally sup-

posed to include about twelve members each, a size Wesley thought best to

promote “intimate acquaintance,” though almost from the beginning they

exceeded this size. Classes were sometimes segregated by sex where there

were enough members to do so, but often they weren’t. Over time, the distinc-

tion between the two meetings became imprecise and classes largely replaced

bands. But in the 1760s both were still in operation.4
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Methodists realized that only by replacing one community with another

could they bring about lasting change. They couldn’t simply demand that believ-

ers give up popular recreations and pastimes. Bands and classmeetings replaced

the alehouse (like the one Asbury grew up next to) while public preaching and

eventually (in America) camp meetings took the place of fairs and dances.

Some of the “diversions” Methodists opposed seemed innocent enough,

including playing cards, quoits, or the game pitch and toss at the pub, or

ninepins and smock races for women at parish feasts. But these were often

mixed with more brutal sports—boxing, cudgeling (fighting with sticks in

which the object was to “fetch blood” from an opponent’s head), dogfighting,

cockfighting, and bull and badger baiting (in which the animal was tied to a

short stake and attacked by dogs)—all accompanied by drinking and gambling

on the outcome. At feasts and dances sexual proprieties were also relaxed, and

ordinary people were tempted to spend more than they could afford on

fashionable clothes. To make matters worse, much of this was done on the

Sabbath. “All such diversions as these are the noblest instruments the devil has

to fill you with earthly, sensual, devilish passions; to make you of a light and

trifling spirit, and, in a word, lovers of pleasure more than lovers of God,”

Wesley proclaimed in a sermon on “Public Diversions.” These kinds of activ-

ities made men in particular “throw away, for an idle sport abroad, what your

wife and family want at home.” As late as 1784 the annual conference of

Methodist preachers advised that “none of our brethren make any wake or

feast, neither go to any on Sunday; but bear a public testimony against them.”

Methodist opposition to brutal sports, particularly in manufacturing districts,

helps explain some of the violence they in turn faced. Popular recreations were

under attack from a variety of reformers in the second half of the eighteenth

century, but since Methodists themselves were primarily working people their

involvement must have been particularly galling. It is one thing to be criticized

by outsiders, quite another to feel betrayed from within one’s own community.5

Joining a band and a class deepened Asbury’s involvement in the culture of

the movement. Several early accounts indicate that he was the leader of the

class at West Bromwich.6 If so, what would his duties have involved? Of all the

official positions in Methodism, class leaders had the most sustained contact

with members. They nurtured and monitored the faith of those under their

care primarily through the weekly meeting, which usually began about 8 p.m.

with only members and perhaps a few invited guests. Meetings began with a

hymn and an extemporaneous prayer focusing on the concerns of those

present. After prayer the group would sit (early Methodists always knelt to

pray), and the leader would offer a confession of his or her own spiritual

condition, of how he or she had fared during the week. According to one
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early account, the leader would then “inquire into the state of every soul

present; saying, ‘Well sister, or well brother, how do you find the state of your

soul this evening?’” Each member would then proceed “without rising, to

unbosom his or her mind to the leader; not, as has often been said, by

particular confession, but by a general recapitulation of what has passed in

the mind during the week.” Since all Methodists attended a class meeting,

leaders had to be prepared to deal with a range of commitment and experience,

offering counsel or encouragement as might seem appropriate. Class meetings

were pivotal to the success of the Methodist system, and Asbury’s commitment

to them never wavered in England or America.7

Besides conducting the weekly meeting, class leaders kept attendance

records, collected and recorded contributions, visited sick and delinquent

members, and kept the circuit preachers informed about the character and

status of each member. It was no accident that financial offerings continued to

be collected at class meetings. This was thoroughly consistent with Wesleyan

theology, which rooted all spirituality in a community context. Methodists gave

in front of those who knew them best, and their money went to pay the circuit

preacher’s allowance and for other local needs, like the Bristol meeting room.8

Wesley was always suspicious of the consumer revolution taking shape in

the eighteenth century, and his economic teaching was hardly a model for

acquisitive capitalism. He never ceased to warn Methodists against the evil of

stockpiling wealth. They were to work diligently within the bounds of the law,

regarding their labor as a divine calling. The object of their financial ambitions

ought to be charity, not luxury. They should provide for their families “plain,

cheap, wholesome food, which most promotes health both of body and mind”

and whatever else is “needful for life and godliness,” and then “fix [their]

purpose to ‘gain no more.’” Laying up treasures on earth “our Lord as flatly

forbids as murder and adultery.”9

Wesley mostly practiced what he preached, but a growing number of his

followers didn’t. Methodist discipline gave them the tools they needed to gain a

measure of financial success, but they proved reluctant to give it away. As early

as 1765, Wesley was complaining that “many Methodists” had grown “rich, and

thereby lovers of the present world.” In a 1784 sermon, he lamented that “of all

temptations none so struck at the whole work of God as ‘the deceitfulness of

riches.’” Toomany were “indulging ‘the pride of life,’” and “seeking the honour

that cometh of men.” “They gain all they can, honestly and conscientiously.

They save all they can, by cutting off all needless expense, by adding frugality to

diligence. And so far all is right. This is the duty of everyone that fears God. But

they do not give all they can; without which they must needs grow more and

more earthly-minded.” In short, because of their unwillingness to detach
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themselves from the world around them, many lost their spiritual edge. Even

the traveling preachers usually only remained in the itinerancy for a few years

before returning to their former trades.10

Not Asbury. While others wavered from the full implications of Wesley’s

economic teachings, Asbury never did. He stuck to the patterns he learned

early in his preaching career for the remainder of his life. Any attempt to

understand Asbury’s later lifestyle must begin with an appreciation for his

lasting commitment to Wesleyan standards of piety and discipline. To a greater

extent than even Wesley himself, Asbury gave away almost all that he acquired.

Throughout his career, he held to Wesley’s ideas about the value of hard work,

frugality, and sacrificial giving. Once in America, Asbury had little difficulty

accepting the ideology of hard work that was so much a part of post-revolution-

ary America, though, like Wesley, he railed against the evils of accumulating

wealth.

While still working as an apprentice Asbury also became a local preacher.

Only regularly appointed itinerant preachers were paid for their services, but

since their circuits were large, they usually only visited each appointment a few

times a month. In their absence the Methodist system leaned heavily on

unpaid local preachers. Even thirty years later, this was the moment in his

career that Asbury was most proud of, the point at which he found his life’s

calling. The life of a Methodist preacher was exciting in a way that his

apprenticeship wasn’t. It combined high purpose (the eternal fate of souls)

with the chance to travel and lead. “Behold me now a local preacher!—the

humble and willing servant of any and of every preacher that called on me by

night or by day; being ready, with hasty steps, to go far and wide to do good,

visiting Derbyshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire, Worcestershire, and indeed

almost every place within my reach, for the sake of precious souls.” So as not to

neglect his duties at the forge, he asked his mother to wake him at 4 a.m. “that

I might finish my days work time enough to attend my meetings, which were

some times from three to five miles distant.” Some of these meetings kept him

out until midnight, but he still got up early the next morning. “This I would do

four or five nights in the week, besides holding meetings at three or four

different places on the sabbath days.” He walked to each meeting since he had

no horse.11

Asbury remained a local preacher for about three years before, in 1766, at

age twenty, he took the place of the traveling preacher assigned to the Stafford-

shire circuit. He had served six and a half years of his metalworking appren-

ticeship, apparently satisfying his obligations to his master. Like all new

itinerant preachers, Asbury had to learn how to manage his new responsibil-

ities. On the ground, Methodism was remarkably decentralized and flexible.
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Every Methodist preacher was familiar with Wesley’s injunction that “it is not

your business to preach so many times, and to take care of this or that Society:

but . . . to bring as many sinners as you possibly can to Repentance, and . . . to

build them up in that Holiness, without which they cannot see the Lord.”

Methodist culture demanded individual initiative. Though itinerants were

expected to stay within the bounds of their circuits and keep appointments

made by their superiors, they seldom made exactly the same circuit twice,

exercising a good deal of freedom in choosing where they would preach,

omitting places where they met with an indifferent reception and adding

others that seemed more promising. This system made the most of the

energies of young preachers, but it inevitably invited a fair share of rash

decisions and misunderstandings.12

Even as a twenty-year-old interim itinerant, Asbury internalized this di-

mension of Methodism. He had been on his first circuit only a matter of weeks

before he got crossways with William Orp, Wesley’s assistant (or supervising

preacher) on the Staffordshire circuit. In May 1766, Orp directed Asbury to

keep two preaching appointments, but Asbury decided this could best be done

by another preacher, leaving him free to preach elsewhere. “Dear Frank,” an

exasperated Orp wrote on May 23:

After haveing so firmly engag’d you to supply Hampton and Billbrook

at the end of the Week; I cou’d not but be surpriz’d to hear you are

turn’d Dictator. Certainly youmust either think I was not able to see the

Places properly supply’d or else that I am fickle and inconstant, and

therefore you expect to hear my new Mind. I take this Opportunity of

informing you, that I shall not be at those Places, and shall expect you

to see them supply’d in due time. It is true another Preacher is come,

but he goes immediately into the low Round . . .You have lost enough

already by gazing all around, for Gods sake do so no more.

Yet it was better to have preachers who erred on the side of initiative than ones

who were timid. Orp’s letter ends on a conciliatory note: “I Wish I coud see you

on your return from Hampton on Sunday Evening. I shall be at Wednesbury if

it please God. I have a little concern to mention. I hope you’ll call.”13 In the end

Orp was satisfied enough with Asbury’s performance as a substitute on the

Staffordshire circuit to recommend him for a regular appointment the follow-

ing year.

In August 1767, Asbury joined Wesley’s traveling connection on trial (a

probationary period for new preachers), becoming one of 104 itinerant preach-

ers serving twenty-six thousand members on forty-one circuits in England,

Scotland and Ireland. He was assigned to the Bedfordshire circuit, located
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about a day’s ride north of London and about 70miles from his parents’ home.

Bedfordshire was a sprawling, rural circuit where Methodists had faced violent

opposition, encompassing about a thousand square miles spread across Bed-

fordshire and five adjacent counties. Completing a round of the circuit proba-

bly took six weeks and included stops at a number of small societies with

diverse origins. The society at Bedford had Moravian roots, while the one at

Northampton 20 miles to the northwest, was started by a Calvinistic Method-

ist. There were also societies at Whittlebury and Towcester, 20 miles west of

Bedford, at Luton, 20 miles south on the road to London, and at a number of

other small villages. While the Moravians attracted the gentry, professionals,

farmers, and tradesmen, the Methodists were mostly artisans and laborers, the

majority young people and women.14

If Asbury had any doubts about preaching, the Bedfordshire circuit

provided him with ample reasons to quit. Encouraged by local landowners,

mobs at times assailed Methodist preachers on the circuit. At Luton, a preacher

was “hit on the head with a dead cat.” At Bedford, where meetings were held

“in a room above a pig sty” (an unfortunate choice to begin with), the nephew

of one of the members took to feeding the pigs during preaching in hopes that

the squealing and grunting would drive the people out, according to Jonathan

Rodell. Perhaps of greatest concern to Asbury, the spiritual energy of the circuit

was ebbing, having reached its height some years before. During Asbury’s year

on the circuit, membership fell from 208 to 170. When JohnWesley toured the

circuit in November 1766 and October 1767 (he makes no mention of Asbury)

he found some “lively” societies, but the people at Bedford appeared “drowsy”

and “heavy.” It couldn’t have been an encouraging beginning, but Asbury

persevered with a resiliency that would characterize his entire career. He was

determined to be a Methodist preacher.15

Method

To understand Asbury one must understand Wesley’s expectations for his

preachers. For the remainder of his life, Asbury held firmly to the core of

Wesley’s instructions concerning the disciplined life of devotion, study, and

service. It was a system, a method, that he never abandoned.

Much was required of Methodist preachers. First, they were expected to

cultivate an inner spiritual life of intense devotion and discipline. “Be diligent,”

advised Wesley. “Never be unemployed a moment. Never be triflingly em-

ployed. Never while away time: neither spend any more time at any place

than is strictly necessary.” This was the first rule given to preachers and one
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that Wesley often repeated. Lest their status go to their heads, Wesley also

warned his preachers not to “affect the gentleman. You have no more to do

with this character, than with that of a dancing-master. A preacher of the

Gospel, is the servant of all.” They were to rise at four a.m. on days they

preached at five a.m., and by five a.m. on all other days. In the morning and

again in the evening they were to spend an hour in prayer, meditation, and

reading the Bible and other books. They were also encouraged to fast on

Fridays, and to avoid listening to or spreading gossip, or indeed talking too

much on any topic. Lest they fall into sexual sin, Wesley advised his preachers

to “converse sparingly and cautiously with women: particularly with young

women in private.” He also urged them to “take no step toward marriage,

without first acquainting us with your design.”16

As part of a disciplined life, Wesley directed his preachers not to use snuff

or tobacco, drink “drams,” or fall into debt. He also cautioned them to be

temperate in their diet. “Do you take no more food than is necessary at each

meal?” asked Wesley. “You may know if you do, by a load at your stomach: by

drowsiness, or heaviness: and, in a while, by weak or bad nerves.”17

After seeing to their spiritual balance, Wesley expected his preachers to

become progressively better educated. Beyond the minimum amount of

reading that could be squeezed into the morning and evening hour of prayer,

meditation, and study, Wesley urged preachers to spend “at least five hours” a

day reading “the most useful books.” Along with the Bible, these included

Wesley’s own works, beginning with his published sermons and notes on the

New Testament, and devotional classics such as Wesley’s abridgement of

Thomas a Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ. To those who complained “I have

no taste for reading,” Wesley replied, “contract a taste for it by use, or return to

your trade.”18 Of course, few Methodist preachers could match Wesley’s edu-

cational background or his intellectual abilities, but many nevertheless took his

advice to heart, spending much of what little spare time they had reading.

Many dramatically improved their literacy after becoming traveling preachers,

allowing them to record their experiences in letters, journals, and autobiogra-

phies, and inspiring them to open schools designed to pass on Wesley’s

educational legacy. Among these was Asbury.

A third area of responsibility was public ministry. Above all else preachers

were to preach the gospel and save souls. “You have nothing to do, but to save

souls. Therefore spend and be spent in this work,” Wesley declared. This

command even took precedence over his advice about reading. “Gaining knowl-

edge is a good thing, but saving souls is a better,” Wesley counseled. “If you can

do but one, either follow your studies or instruct the ignorant; let your studies

alone. I would throw by all the libraries in the world, rather than be guilty of the
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perdition of one soul.” Lest this give an excuse to the lazy, Wesley was quick to

add that a preacher’s normal duties would leave “abundant time” for study,

especially in the early morning hours. “Only sleep not more than you need; talk

not more than you need. And never be idle, or triflingly employed.”19

Time and again Wesley admonished his preachers to do more field preach-

ing (preaching outdoors in public places), and not to neglect preaching at

5 a.m. when they could get at least twenty listeners. Preachers were to be

“punctual,” never disappointing a congregation by not showing up. They were

to guard against formality by preaching Christ-centered sermons that were

“close, convincing, searching.” But Wesley was also convinced that preaching

alone would never make most Methodists holy. He therefore urged preachers to

regularly visit members in their homes. “We must instruct them from house to

house; till this is done, and that in good earnest, theMethodists will be little better

than other people.” Ideally, these visits would include individual counseling

sessions with all the members of the family, including the children. “The sum

is; Go into every house in course, and teach every one therein, young and old; if they

belong to us, to be Christians, inwardly and outwardly.” As if all of this wasn’t

enough, preachers had to travel from one appointment to another, meet the

classes and bands at each stop, appoint stewards and class leaders, visit the

sick, mediate disputes, handle disciplinary cases, and so on and so on.20

Wesley clearly required much of his preachers. The regimen of devotion,

study, and service he demanded wasn’t for the faint of heart. Doubtless, many

Methodist preachers failed to live up to Wesley’s expectations; the fact that he

frequently felt it necessary to restate these rules at the annual conferences (and

print them in the conference minutes) indicates as much. But Asbury seems to

have made every effort to abide by Wesley’s design. Methodist discipline gave

Asbury an arena in which he could excel. He could never be well-educated,

rich, or politically powerful, but he could be zealously pious and disciplined.

Full Connection

In August 1768, Asbury was admitted into full connection, or conference mem-

bership, and assigned to the Colchester circuit on the east coast of England,more

than 100 miles from his home. He didn’t stay long. On October 26, 1768, he

wrote to his parents that he had been transferred to Wiltshire, nearly 100 miles

south of Birmingham. Elizabeth Asbury wasn’t happy having her son so far from

home, but Asbury reminded her that it was her duty to accept God’s will. “I hope

My Dear Mother You are more Easy[.] why will you morn in Such a manner[?] If

you have given Me to the Lord Let it be a free will offering, and dont grieve for
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me.” He often felt the need to repeat this admonition to his mother, who had a

hard time letting go of her only surviving child. Perhaps it was in part her

overprotectiveness that drove him ever farther from home.21

If it was her duty to let go, then it was his to take up his calling in spite of

his own limitations. “I have Cause to be thankfull that Such a poor Ignorant

foolish Unfaithfull unfruitfull Creature Should be [called to] the work, Chosen

of man and [I] hope and trust of god[,] tho I have Don Enough to boath to Cast

Me oof for Ever,” Asbury wrote in the same letter. “I wonder Some times how

anyone will Sit to hear me[,] but the Lord Covers my weakness with his power.”

This kind of humility was typical, almost expected, of early Methodists, but

there was probably a measure of truth in it nonetheless. Even later in life he

was never a compelling public speaker.22

Asbury’s October 1768 letter continues with notes to several people who

lived near his parents. The first was Nancy Brookes. He had learned that

Brookes was upset with him for not stopping to see her on a recent trip

home and tried to explain himself. His time had been short, and he had

stopped at her house, but she hadn’t been home. “I could [have] been as glad

of your Company as any one at barr[,] and wanted it but could not have it[,] but

my Dear heart[,] I Shall think no more off it if you Dont[,] tho it gave me Some

Little paine,” Asbury wrote. Perhaps there was a romantic connection between

the two that later fell through. According to one account, it was Asbury’s

mother who intervened to break off the relationship between Brookes and

her son. It may have been Brookes that Asbury had in mind when, in 1784, he

wrote to his parents that one reason he had never married was “what once

befell me in England.” “My dear heart” certainly sounds romantic, but given

the sentimental language of the day it is a stretch to connect the two as lovers.

Something (someone) “befell” Asbury while a young man in England, but

whether or not it was Nancy Brookes is unclear.23

Following his note to Brookes, Asbury adds one to his father. “Have you

Victory Over Sin and that wich has in time past most Easley bes[e]t you[?]” he

asks. Here again is the suggestion that Joseph Asbury was subject to some kind

of habitual failing, perhaps drinking (the most common vice of the day).24

In August 1769, Asbury was sent back to the Bedfordshire circuit, though

he seems to have spent more of the year in Northamptonshire than Bedford-

shire, possibly based in Towcester. That same year, Wesley sent Richard Board-

man and Joseph Pilmore (also spelled Pilmoor) as his first official missionaries

to America. The year on the Bedfordshire circuit wasn’t easy for Asbury. His

mother was still upset that he was so far from home. He tried to ease some of

her fears in November 1769, writing that he was “Sorry that you Should be So

troubled on my account Seeing I am in health, and in the Lords work.” As the
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year wore on, things became more difficult. “I dispare almost of holding out to

the end, when I think of the difficulties I have to wade thro,” Asbury wrote to

his parents in July 1770. “I can say with Job, I would not Live alway. or, oh that

thou wouldst hide me in the Grave. or with Jonah, tis better for me to die than

to Live. oh the peaceable dead are set free. the bliss that I covet, they have.” In

part this passage reflects the dramatic language of eighteenth-century Method-

ism. All of life was a struggle to overcome; for the righteous, death was a

welcome release from conflict. But it also reveals a deeper level of frustration.

“At this time I am in trying circumstances about the people and places; but

some times I please myself that I shall go hence and leave these parts,” Asbury

added. Whatever his problems were, the solution wasn’t to return home, but to

press farther afield, which was a thoroughly Methodist response.25

At the August 1770 conference, Asbury was appointed to the Wiltshire

circuit, where he had briefly been stationed two years earlier. Two preachers

were usually assigned to each circuit, and in this case Asbury’s senior partner

was John Catermole, who was “much addicted to melancholy,” according to a

history of the circuit written in 1826. “After going twice round the circuit [he]

retired from the itinerant work,” leaving Asbury alone. Conflicts on the circuit,

particularly in the Portsmouth society, probably had much to do with Cater-

mole’s decision. After his departure, Asbury’s “firmness to the rules of Meth-

odism and presence of mind in apparent internal broils were put to the test.”

Part of the problem was William Norman, the steward at Portsmouth, who was

so heavy-handed in his administration of the society that “neither preacher nor

people could bear” it. At the same time, local Methodists were faced with

violence at the hands of “the lower orders of the people.” Asbury managed to

replace Norman with another steward, restoring a measure of peace to the

society, but not before a good deal of wrangling.26

These were the kinds of problems that drovemany young circuit riders from

the ministry. Imagine a young man of twenty-five (Asbury’s age at the time), far

from home and alone on a new circuit, having to take on a local leader like

Norman, while at the same time being liable to have dead cats and rotten produce

hurled at him during preaching. And Portsmouth was only one of the circuit’s

appointments. In all likelihood there were similar problems at other places. After

a while it was all simply toomuch formost young preachers. Themajority left the

itinerancy after a few years, usually tomarry and return to their trade. Asburywas

part of a minority who seemed to thrive on the challenges of the itinerant life,

always pushing on in search of a deeper spiritual experience.

So it was that he arrived at the yearly conference in Bristol in August 1771,

the only English annual conference he ever attended. One of the matters taken

up at this conference was the growing need for preachers in America. American
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Methodism had been expanding for several years, with societies established in

Maryland by Robert Strawbridge, who had preached in Ireland before emigrat-

ing to America about 1760, and in New York by Barbara Heck and her cousin

Philip Embury, a carpenter and sometime schoolmaster who had immigrated

with a band of fellow Methodists from Ireland, also about 1760. Embury didn’t

start preaching in New York until the fall of 1766, when, according to tradition,

Heck roused his conscience after discovering some of her fellow immigrants

playing cards. After sweeping the cards into her apron and throwing them into

the fire, she went to Embury’s home and implored him to begin preaching.

Once he did, a Methodist community quickly took shape. In April 1768,

Thomas Taylor, who had come to New York from England the year before,

wrote to Wesley informing him that New York Methodists had formed a society

under the preaching of Embury and Captain Thomas Webb (a retired British

officer who sometimes preached in his uniform), recently agreeing to buy a

town lot for £600 to build a chapel. By 1770, Wesley had appointed four

preachers to America: Joseph Pilmore, Richard Boardman, Robert Williams

and John King. The colonies clearly held tremendous potential for expansion,

and American Methodists were anxious for more preachers. Wesley responded

by calling for volunteers at the 1771 Bristol meeting who were “willing to go over

and help them.” He chose two of the five volunteers: Francis Asbury and

Richard Wright. Both were young; Wright had only joined the itinerancy the

year before.27

Sending Asbury made sense. Most of the available preachers were young,

and America, though a promising field, was still on the periphery of the

English and Methodist worlds. Asbury was both dependable and expendable.

He had proven that he had the toughness and resourcefulness needed to deal

with difficult circumstances, but wasn’t important enough to warrant keeping

in England. Asbury’s reasons for volunteering are also understandable. He had

just finished a difficult year on the Wiltshire circuit with little reason to

suppose that his next assignment in England would be any easier. None of

them had been so far. Returning home could hardly have seemed like much of

a choice, since it would have meant abandoning his call to preach and subject-

ing himself to an overly protective mother and an embarrassing father. And if

there had ever really been anything with Nancy Brookes it was over. A stint in

America might be just the thing to hone his spiritual life and give direction to

his preaching. Certainly it didn’t seem frivolous. The need for gospel preaching

in America appeared genuine and substantial.

With this in mind, Asbury found himself bound for the colonies in August

1771 at the age of twenty-six. He first returned home to say a difficult goodbye to

his parents and to make a farewell preaching tour. At their final parting, his
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father, whom Asbury had seldom, “if ever,” seen weep, was “overwhelmed with

tears,” crying out, “I shall never see him again,” even though Asbury only

expected to be gone a few years. Parting from his mother was even worse. At

the last moment he thrust on her his only valuable possession, a silver watch.

True to his father’s prophecy, he never saw either of his parents again.28

They weren’t the only ones skeptical of his going to America. “We can

scarce believe he is so mad,” wrote four Methodist women from nearby

Whitchurch to Elizabeth as soon as they heard that her son had left. Were

you “willing to part with him, and he willing to part from you?” the women

asked. “We think it must be an Instance of much Trouble to both, for indeed we

was very much Grieved when we heard Mr. Asbury was going there [to

America].” Elizabeth’s anxiety was evident to everyone who knew her. “I have

often thought of you since the Conference, on account of Frankey’s going to

America, which must have been an heavy Trial to you, as you have no other

Child,” wrote a friend from London in 1772.29

After saying his goodbyes Asbury arrived in the port city of Bristol without

“one penny of money.” Local Methodists supplied him with clothes and £10 to

see him through the crossing and his first days in America. Together with

Richard Wright, he sailed from the small port of Pill, near Bristol, for Phila-

delphia on September 4, 1771. For the first three days he was “very ill with the

seasickness; and no sickness I ever knew was equal to it.”30

Once accustomed to life at sea, Asbury sat down with his journal to

evaluate the mission he had embarked on. His own motivations seemed

pure. Was he going “to gain honour?” “No, if I know my own heart. To get

money? No: I am going to live to God, and to bring others so to do.” Like any

good Methodist, Asbury acknowledged that he might fail; if so, “I will soon

return to England. I know my views are upright now; may they never be

otherwise.” This was more a guard against pride than a sign of wavering.

Confident of his own motivations, Asbury was also confident that America

needed Methodism. He believed that the Friends (Quakers) and Presbyterians

had carried on the “work of God” there in the past, but their spirituality had

since “declined.” Not so the Methodists: “the doctrine they preach, and the

discipline they enforce, are, I believe, the purest of any people now in the

world.”31 This was, of course, a drastic oversimplification of the situation, but it

was also typically Methodist. Wesley’s emphasis on human agency and respon-

sibility created a culture in which ordinary Methodists saw themselves as

actors in a cosmic drama. Though the son of a gardener and a metalworker’s

apprentice with little formal education, Asbury believed that he could play an

important role in the spiritual destiny of America, if he only remained faithful.

As it turns out, he was right.
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The Promise of Discipline

Philadelphia was bustling when Asbury arrived on October 27, 1771,

after a voyage of seven and a half weeks. He was part of a large

migration to the colonies following the end, in 1763, of the Seven

Years’ War (called the French and Indian War in America). The

population of the mainland colonies had been growing rapidly for

most of the eighteenth century, rising from 1.2 million in 1750 to 2.2

million in 1770 and spreading to the foothills of the Appalachian

Mountains. Life expectancy in the seventeenth-century South had

been shockingly low, with most immigrants failing to reach the age of

forty. This changed in the eighteenth century as life expectancy and

family size in the South increased to levels comparable to the North.

The end of the war saw a new wave of immigration, with more than

125,000 English, Scottish, and Irish immigrants arriving between

1763 and 1775, the greatest influx from the British Isles during any

twelve-year period of the colonial era. Added to this mix were another

84,500 slaves and 12,000 German-speaking immigrants. In all, more

than 220,000 Europeans and Africans landed in America between

1760 and 1775, according to Bernard Bailyn. The majority of these

immigrants were, like Asbury, single young men.1

Alongside this growth, America was experiencing an extension

of the consumer revolution Asbury had witnessed in England.

Rising prosperity led to generally improved living standards for most

Americans. As a result of improved diet, American men were two to

three inches taller than their English counterparts on average, and



Americans increasingly built larger houses and produced better furniture and

other goods. They also imported more. England’s exports to North America

increased eightfold from 1700 to 1773, rising 43 percent in the five years from

1768 to 1772 alone. This “empire of goods” fueled the rise of a new consumer

culture in America. Common people yearned for an increasing array of new

products while the wealthy began to develop genteel sensibilities largely absent

in the colonies before.2 The mid-eighteenth century also saw a “price-revolu-

tion” in which the cost of food, energy, and just about everything else increased

substantially on a global scale, creating both instability and opportunity.3 The

America that greeted Asbury in 1771 was a noisy, growing society, exactly the

kind of environment in which Methodism had done well in England. America

was new to Asbury, but not shockingly so.

Asbury faced two immediate challenges. The first was how to deal with a lack

of discipline in Philadelphia and New York, Methodism’s centers in the North.

The second was how to connect with an indigenous form of Methodism in the

South, under the leadership of part-time Irish and English preachers and a group

of young Americans. Both issues went to the heart of Methodist identity.

First came Philadelphia and New York. After spending about a week in

Philadelphia where he preached at St. George’s, the most impressive Methodist

church in America at the time, Asbury made his way to New York City.4 There

he discovered that Joseph Pilmore and Richard Boardman, John Wesley’s first

official missionaries to America, had largely confined their ministries to

Philadelphia and New York City rather than following Wesley’s principle of

itinerancy. “I remain in New York, though unsatisfied with our being both in

town together,”Asbury wrote in his journal on November 19, 1771, shortly after

joining Boardman. “I have not yet the thing which I seek—a circulation

of preachers, to avoid partiality and popularity. However, I am fixed to the

Methodist plan.” The question of “partiality and popularity” primarily

concerned Pilmore, who had cultivated a following of leading Methodists and

non-Methodists in both cities. Two days later the same issue still dominated

Asbury’s thoughts. “My brethren seem unwilling to leave the cities, but I think

I shall show them the way. I am in trouble, and more trouble is at hand, for

I am determined to make a stand against all partiality.”5

Pilmore and Boardman had had little contact with the Methodists in the

South, who were largely under the leadership of Robert Strawbridge, Robert

Williams, and John King, none of whom were recognized in the conference

minutes for 1771. Though the three traveled and preached extensively, technical-

ly they acted only as local preachers, meaning that they received no regular salary

and were supposed to preach only under the direction of the itinerant preachers.

But since Pilmore and Boardman knew almost nothing about Methodism south
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of the Pennsylvania border, they could give little real direction to Methodists

there. The movement in America was in danger of fragmenting almost before it

began. “I find that the preachers have their friends in the cities, and care not to

leave them,” Asbury complained.6

The problem with Pilmore and Boardman’s approach, as Asbury quickly

realized, was that most Americans lived on farms or in small villages scattered

across what by English standards was a vast landscape. The largest American

city, Philadelphia, had a population of only 28,000 when Asbury landed there,

and the largest town in the South, Charleston, South Carolina, had a popula-

tion of only 12,800 in 1776, which still made it America’s fourth largest city. If

Methodism was to reach large numbers of Americans, it had to move out into

the countryside.

Since Pilmore and Boardman were his superiors, there was little that

Asbury could do to force them to see things his way. His answer was to set

an example, to throw himself into “the work.” From November 1771 to March

1772, he preached in the countryside surrounding New York City, mostly in

private homes (Methodists had very few meetinghouses as yet), but on occa-

sion in other settings. On November 23, he preached in the courthouse in

Westchester, New York. Two weeks later he returned to preach in the court-

house again, “but the noise of the children, and the ill-behaviour of the

unhappy, drunken keeper, caused much confusion.” Not to be denied, later

that day Asbury preached in the upper room of a tavern. A week later he was in

New Rochelle, where he delivered sermons in the Anglican church, and in

private homes. During the winter of 1771–1772, he visited more than a dozen

small settlements in the countryside surrounding New York City.7

As he took stock of his new surroundings, Asbury realized that Pilmore

had also compromised the basics of Methodist discipline. Pilmore’s journal

reveals that prior to Asbury’s arrival he seldom met the class meetings and

apparently didn’t require prospective members to join a class, in part to appear

more ecumenical. After attending “an excellent Gospel Sermon at the Moravi-

an Chapel” in New York in January 1771, Pilmore noted in his journal that

“Sects and Parties are nothing to me, as I heartily love all the lovers of Jesus.”

Following Wesley’s plan, Pilmore attended services at Anglican churches in

New York and Philadelphia, but he went further, frequenting Presbyterian,

Quaker, and Baptist meetings. He had “a special regard for the Quakers”: “my

heart is greatly united with many of that Society.” In New York, Pilmore

attended a Jewish synagogue and in Philadelphia a Roman Catholic chapel.

Later, after meeting with “two Catholick Ladies,” he wrote, “I find when the

word of God really touches the heart, it soon destroys all distinctions of Parties,

and brings down the loftiness of man to the dust.”8 In these early days, Asbury
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also regularly attended Anglican services and at times met with Quakers,

Presbyterians, and Baptists, sometimes preaching in their buildings. But his

ecumenism stopped short of Pilmore’s. He wasn’t willing to set aside Method-

ist discipline in the interests of interdenominational harmony or to further his

own social connections.

Like most English Methodists, Pilmore came from a humble background.

Though few people knew it, he was an illegitimate child. He was born in the

village of Fadmoor, Yorkshire, in 1743 to Sarah Pilmore, a Quaker “servant

girl.” His father was a steward for a neighboring landowner. He initially denied

paternity and sued Sarah for defamation and slander, but lost the case. Sarah

eventually married another man, but not until Joseph was around eleven.

Growing up, Pilmore worked as a farm laborer. He was converted when he

was about sixteen by Wesley, and then attended Wesley’s Kingswood School

near Bristol for three or four years before joining the English connection on

trial in 1765 as an itinerant preacher. Pilmore was clearly sensitive to issues of

social rank, the product of his own scandalous birth. The decidedly less

hierarchical nature of American society allowed him to satisfy his thirst for

improvement to a degree that he had never before imagined. He was constantly

aware of the social rank of those around him and delighted in recording meals

and other meetings with “gentlemen” and “gentlewomen” in his journal. “I love

much to converse with people of good sense and pleasing address,” he wrote.

Preaching in the countryside around Philadelphia in April 1771 hadn’t given

him as much “satisfaction” as preaching “in the City,” he noted in his journal.

“My province seems to be where there are many to hear, as I have always the

most liberty in great congregations, and among sensible people.”9

As he tasted the fruits of life among people of “superior rank,” Pilmore

decided that he and Boardman were too busy to “go much into the country,” or

even to alternate between New York and Philadelphia. Either appointment

would have suited Pilmore; it was the periodic disruption of moving that grated

on him. In December 1771, while in Philadelphia, he complained about swap-

ping appointments with Boardman and “wondered much that he [Boardman]

should wish to change in the very depth of Winter!” “I find constant changes

are upon the whole hurtful in this City, as well as N. York,” Pilmore wrote. “At

present I have a most delightful prospect of doing good . . . the Churches of

Episcopalians, Lutherans, Sweeds, and Presbyterians, are open to me, and vast

multitudes attend the word and seem to embrace it. Yet I must go and leave

them: Mr. Boardman wants to be here, and I am obliged to submit. This is

rather trying.” During the trip to New York, Pilmore groused that “several of

my select friends,” in Philadelphia “were a good deal dissatisfied at the manner

in which I was hurried away.”10
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This isn’t to say that Pilmore was lazy or insincere. Far from it. He

preached several times a week wherever he was, including maintaining the

5:00 a.m. service when weather permitted. He met frequently with members

in their homes and took a special interest in meeting with a group of young

men in New York. He also met with prisoners in jail, once accompanying a

condemned man to the gallows when no other minister would. Pilmore was

largely responsible for working out the deeds to St. George’s in Philadelphia

and Wesley Chapel in New York so that they wouldn’t become independent

congregations.11 Still, Pilmore’s and Boardman’s ideas about itinerancy and

discipline were clearly becoming less distinctively Methodist over time, as

Asbury immediately realized.

So it is surprising that to some degree Asbury convinced them to change

their approach. On April 2, 1772, he went to Philadelphia to meet Boardman,

who told Asbury that he planned to make an exploratory tour through New

England, while Pilmore headed south through Virginia. Richard Wright was to

stay in New York, while Asbury remained in Philadelphia. “With this I was well

pleased,” Asbury noted.12

Little is known of Boardman’s northern tour, but Pilmore continued to

keep his journal as he ventured south on a truly remarkable year-long journey

from Philadelphia to Georgia and back. Most of the time he traveled alone in a

small chaise on poor roads, not always knowing what lay ahead. He eventually

reached Savannah, Georgia, in February 1773, his farthest point south.13

Yet for all the distance he traveled, Pilmore’s thinking remained the same.

He still took pleasure in being favored by the local gentry wherever he stopped,

and reached out to Anglicans and Baptists (themost influential religious groups,

along with the Presbyterians, in the South) with little regard for Methodist

discipline. Even where his preaching was well received, he made little effort to

organize class meetings or societies. “All the Ladies, and almost every Order of

People here, are become Proselytes to Methodism; the Church is quite deserted.

I dare say there were near three Thousand People to hearMr. Pilmore on Sunday

in the Fields . . .The Women call him The dear divine Man,” noted a letter from

Norfolk published in the Virginia Gazette on July 30, 1772. Nevertheless, Pilmore

wasn’t instrumental in establishing a society in Norfolk.14

In Charleston, South Carolina, Pilmore became friends with the pastor of

the Particular (or Calvinist) Baptist congregation, Oliver Hart, whom Pilmore

described as “not only sencible, but truely evangelical, and very devout.” He

frequently preached in Hart’s church. Following one of these sermons, Pil-

more wrote that “the Lord gave me wisdom and power to preach the gospel

without controversy or medling with particular opinions.” His southern tour

also didn’t really change his attitude toward itinerating. Before leaving the
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Portsmouth and Norfolk region on the outward-bound leg of his journey in

November 1772, Pilmore wrote that “the longer I stay in these parts, the more I

am desired to preach, and have, by far, the greatest success. Frequent changes

amongst gospel preachers, may keep up the spirits of some kinds of people,

but is never likely to promote the spirit of the Gospel nor increase true

religion.”15

Pilmore’s attitude toward African Americans and slavery during his south-

ern tour is also worth considering, both for what it tells us about his conception

of the Methodist mission and for what it reveals about how southern Metho-

dists dealt with the question of race and slavery at this early juncture in their

history. While in New York and Philadelphia, Pilmore often took note of

African Americans at Methodist meetings, expressing concern for their spiri-

tual condition and their condition as slaves. On several occasions he met with

the influential abolitionist Daniel Roberdeau, and he must have gotten an

earful from his many Quaker friends on the evils of slavery. “How many of

these poor Slaves will rise up in judgment against their Masters, and, perhaps,

enter into life, while they are shut out,” asked Pilmore after preaching a

sermon near Aberdeen, Maryland, at the start of his southern tour. Neverthe-

less, as he made his way south, his concern for the plight of slaves waned.

Whenmen were appointed “to stand at the doors to keep all the Negroes out till

the white people were got in” before he preached in Norfolk, Virginia, Pilmore

didn’t object.16Whatever his qualms about slavery, once he went south Pilmore

gave up commenting on the evils of the system and even used it to his

advantage. Like many Methodists who came after him, he concluded that it

was impossible to attract white hearers across much of the South (especially

the kind of genteel audiences he coveted) while publically challenging the

institution of slavery.

With Pilmore away in the South, Asbury continued to expand the scope of

his ministry around Philadelphia and New York, eventually reaching into

Maryland. In town he preached almost every day, including at 5:00 a.m.,

often the morning after an evening meeting. Even on days that he didn’t preach

in the morning, Asbury was usually up by 5:00 a.m. to spend an hour in prayer.

He also kept up Pilmore’s practice of meeting with condemned prisoners in

jail. In April 1772, Asbury met with four men who were sentenced to die in

Chester, Pennsylvania. Two weeks later he and John King returned to the jail,

where they found the men “penitent; and two of the four obtained peace with

God, and seemed very thankful.” Asbury “preached with liberty to a great

number of people under the jail wall,” and, after accompanying the men to

the gallows, King preached to “a vast multitude.” When the time of execution

came, the sheriff used a trick sometimes employed by colonial officials to
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shock condemned criminals into better behavior without actually killing them.

“The executioner pretended to tie them all up, but only tied one, and let the rest

fall,” Asbury records. Nevertheless, a few months later when Asbury returned

to the jail in Chester, he once again found the three men who had earlier

escaped execution, this time charged with another crime.17

By far the biggest challenge that Asbury faced during this year was enfor-

cing disciplinary standards. Having grown accustomed to the way things were

done under Pilmore and Boardman, New York and Philadelphia Methodists

resisted Asbury’s attempts to tighten standards. On Saturday, April 25, 1772, he

preached “with some sharpness” in Philadelphia and that evening “kept the

door” (in other words, excluded all but members) before meeting with the

society. A few days later he “heard that many were offended at my shutting

them out of society meeting, as they had been greatly indulged before. But this

does not trouble me. While I stay, the rules must be attended to; and I cannot

suffer myself to be guided by half-hearted Methodists.”18 Only by upholding

disciplinary standards could Methodists maintain the community cohesion

necessary to nurture the radical spirituality that Wesley and Asbury were

looking for. This was far different from Pilmore’s more generally ecumenical

goal, as both sides knew.

After a preaching tour through eastern Pennsylvania and New Jersey,

Asbury returned to Philadelphia in June. There, he preached and met the

society, “but felt great dryness, and was grieved to see so much conformity to

the world, in the article of dress, among our people.”A few weeks later he noted

that “our congregations here [in Philadelphia] are small. They cannot bear the

discipline and doctrine; but this does not move me.” It may not have moved

Asbury, but it dismayed Pilmore. “O what a change,” he wrote in June 1772

while visiting Philadelphia after the start of Asbury’s disciplinary campaign.

“When I was here before, the great Church [St. George’s] would hardly hold the

congregation; now it is not near full! Such is the fatal consequence of contend-

ing about opinions and the minute [details] of Discipline—It grieves me to the

heart to see the people scattered that we have taken such pains to gather.” But

Philadelphia was only a small part of Asbury’s vision. The conflict only made

him “more desirous to leave the city” and venture out into the countryside.19

If things were difficult in Philadelphia, they were worse in New York.

When Asbury arrived in the city in August 1772 to replace Richard Wright, he

discovered that Wright had “been pretty strict in the society,” but then before

leaving had “ended all with a general love feast; which I think is undoing all he

has done.”20 By “general love feast,” Asbury meant a love feast open to all who

wished to attend, without regard to their standing as members, exactly the sort

of thing he hoped to eliminate. Like class meetings, love feasts originated in
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England under Wesley and were patterned after a similar Moravian practice.

Only those who had passed an examination by the circuit preacher were

supposed to attend. Preachers sometimes gave out admission tickets to identify

those who had been duly examined. Love feasts included prayer, singing, a

collection for the poor, and the eating and drinking of a little bread and water,

an imitation of the fellowship of the early saints rather than the sacrament of

communion. But the main focus of the gathering was unrehearsed testimonies

from those present (men and women) of struggles and triumphs in the faith, of

the wondrous work of God in their lives. Love feasts were intended to be the

most intimate of Methodist gatherings, where members could unburden

themselves without fear of ridicule or embarrassment. There was little chance

of this happening, Asbury believed, if the merely curious were allowed to

attend. As he delved further into the condition of the society, he “found broken

classes, and a disordered society, so that my heart was sunk within me.”21

Asbury’s view of cities in general ran exactly contrary to Pilmore’s. Know-

ing that he could never master the proper social graces, he felt ill at ease among

genteel people. Their lifestyle seemed overly self-indulgent, their reserved

manners mitigated against openly expressed spiritual fervor. “’Tis one great

disadvantage to me I am not polite enough for the people,” Asbury wrote to his

parents in October 1772 while still in New York. “They deem me fit for the

country, but not for the cities; and it is my greater misfortune I cannot, or will

not, learn, and they cannot teach me. But as my father and mother were never

very polite people, it is not so strange. And as I was not born so, nor educated

after this sort, I cannot help it.”22 Asbury’s bias against city life had far-reaching

consequences for the Methodist movement in America, constantly pushing it

into the expanding countryside where most ordinary Americans lived.

But for now Asbury had to deal with circumstances in New York. His

answer was to call a meeting of the entire society on Saturday, September 5. On

several points Asbury won agreement, including the institution of weekly

collections in class meetings and quarterly collections at love feasts. This

helped improve the financial condition of the society, which at the time was

£1,100 in debt, much of it incurred to build the John Street church (originally

called Wesley Chapel).23 William Lupton and Henry Newton, the society’s two

trustees, also agreed to meet with Asbury once a week. Unlike most Metho-

dists, both were wealthy. Lupton initially loaned the New York society £30 to

build the John Street church; eventually the society owed him £350. Both were

also friends of Pilmore’s who opposed Asbury’s disciplinary measures. Lupton

had been the society’s treasurer and was physically imposing, “a man of great

size,” according to one early account. By agreeing to meet weekly with Asbury,

the two at least tacitly acknowledged his authority over them, at least for now.
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But on other proposals the people voted Asbury down. They rejected his

proposal to add a third steward, whom he would have appointed. When he

asked, “Ought we not to be more strict with disorderly persons?” Asbury

reports that “very little was said in answer to this.” When he asked, “Shall we

meet the society on Sunday nights?” he records that “this was opposed by

some. But I insisted upon its being the best time; and at last it was agreed to for

a season.” But when he asked “Who will stand at the door?” to keep out

nonmembers during these meetings, no one volunteered.24

Two things are clear from this episode. The first is the clarity of Asbury’s

vision. He knew what he wanted to accomplish and saw himself as capable of

providing definition and direction to a movement that had drifted from its

course. Methodism had given him a sense of himself that went beyond his

upbringing as a gardener’s son and metalworker’s apprentice. His life was

testimony toMethodism’s transforming power, to its ability to instill a profound

sense of significance in the lives of believers. In England he had been known as

Frank. In America he went by Francis, which is how he now signed his name.

The John Street Church, New York City, which opened in 1768. (From Abel Stevens,

History of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 1 [New York:

Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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The second is the clumsy way that he went about trying to get what he

wanted. He hadn’t yet developed the leadership style for which he later became

famous. At this point he didn’t realize that hewas rarely at his best in front of large

assemblies, particularly if they were hostile. His insecurities seemed to get the

best of him in these settings. To compensate, he became more aggressive and

dogmatic, which was unappealing even to sympathetic listeners. Later in his

career he instinctively avoided these kinds of confrontations, preferring instead to

talk with people individually or in small groups, where he could relax and where

his powers of persuasionwere universally recognized to be almost irresistible.He

needed the give-and-take of conversation to figure out what other people were

thinking. In its absence, he tended to assume the worst and responded accord-

ingly. But for now, at age twenty-seven, he wasn’t self-aware enough to discern

this about himself. But, then, how many twenty-seven-year-olds are?

Opposition to Asbury’s new policies understandably continued. On Octo-

ber 6, he confronted Henry Newton for “frequently avoiding to speak to me—

absenting himself from the meeting of the leaders—the appearance of dissim-

ulation—opposing our rules—and consulting persons who were not members

of our society.” The leaders’ meetings that Asbury insisted on must have been a

trial for all concerned. William Lupton used the October 9 meeting to tell

Asbury that he “had already preached the people away,” such that “the whole

work would be destroyed.” Indeed, Asbury’s preaching did deteriorate under

the pressure. “Losing some of my ideas in preaching, I was ashamed of myself,

and pained to see the people waiting to hear what the blunderer had to say,” he

recorded after preaching in New York soon after this.25

Fortunately for Asbury, Wesley had kept up with the situation in America

and took his side. On October 10, the day after his confrontation with Lupton,

Asbury received two letters that lifted his spirits. The first was fromWesley, “in

which he required a strict attention to discipline,” and appointed Asbury to

succeed Boardman as assistant, or supervisor, of the preachers in America. The

second was from Robert Williams, noting that Asbury had been appointed

(probably by Boardman before the arrival of Wesley’s letter) to spend the winter

in Maryland.26 Asbury had already heard about the revivals taking shape in

Virginia and Maryland, and was anxious to see for himself.

Methodism’s Other Half

The first 150 miles from New York City were mostly uninspiring. They were

also expensive, costing Asbury £3 of his £24 annual salary, since the New York

and Philadelphia societies had neglected (refused, really) to give him an
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allowance for travel expenses. But the farther south he got, the better he liked

what he saw. Maryland and Virginia would prove to be the model for Methodist

expansion in the years to come. Though Pilmore and Boardman had spent

almost all of their time in the North, southern Methodism was already as large

as its New York and Philadelphia counterparts. Most of the movement’s growth

during the 1770s and 1780s would occur in the South. Here there were few

friendly connections between the Anglican Church and Methodists. It was also

more rural and depended to a greater extent on the efforts of local preachers,

exhorters, class leaders, and other lay volunteers. In general, the level of commit-

ment to spiritual discipline was more in line with what Asbury was looking for.27

As he crossed the Susquehanna River in northeast Maryland, he entered a

region ofMethodist influence created largely through the efforts of local preach-

ers and lay leaders that includedRobert Strawbridge, RobertWilliams, and John

King. The most influential of these was Strawbridge, now about age forty, who

had been born in County Leitrim, Ireland, to a farm family of modest means.

Following his conversion to Methodism, he preached extensively in Ireland

before emigrating to America with his wife in about 1760. From his 50-acre

farm on Sam’s Creek in Frederick County, Maryland, Strawbridge traveled and

preached acrossmuch of northernMaryland and into Virginia. He established a

class meeting and society in his home, building a meetinghouse nearby. Fiery

and independent, Strawbridge began baptizing children as early as 1762,

though he wasn’t ordained. He planted Methodism in dozens of places across

the region, including Baltimore and Harford counties and the eastern shore of

Maryland, all without a regular salary. When he neglected his crops to preach,

sympathetic neighbors pitched in to tend his fields.28

A number of early preachers got their start under Strawbridge, including

Freeborn Garrettson, who was from an old Maryland family rooted in the

Church of England. After Garrettson heard Strawbridge speak, the two spent

an evening talking together. Garrettson “left the house with this sentiment—

‘I place this among the most agreeable evenings of my life.’” Another of

Strawbridge’s early converts was Samuel Merryman, a “bigoted high-church-

man” of some wealth who heard Strawbridge preach at Pipe Creek. Merryman

was astonished at the “wonderful preacher, that could pray and preach without

a book” (in other words, pray without a prayer book and preach without reading

his sermon). Following his conversion, Merryman invited Strawbridge to

preach in his home. Asbury preached at Merryman’s shortly after crossing

into Maryland and on several subsequent occasions. Indeed, across much of

the upper South Asbury was following in Strawbridge’s footsteps.29

Like Strawbridge, Asbury reacted with indignation to Anglican opposition in

the South. In Kent County, Maryland, he was confronted by Robert Reade, an
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Anglican priest who had a B.A. fromWilliam andMary College and was ordained

a deacon in 1758 in England (there was no Anglican bishop in the colonies to

perform ordinations). Reade’s parish, St. Paul’s in Kent County, had an annual

income of £169 in 1767, a sizeable living well beyond the reach of most farmers

and artisans.30 When Reade discovered that Asbury was a Methodist and not an

ordained clergyman, “he spoke great, swelling words, and toldme he had authori-

ty over the people,” threatening Asbury with legal action. Asbury refused to back

down, asking Reade if he “had authority to bind the consciences of the people.”

When Reade responded that Asbury only intended to draw people away from the

Anglican church and keep them from their work, Asbury asked “if fairs and horse

races didn’t hinder them” more. Infuriated that Asbury wouldn’t recognize his

superior status, Reade followed him into the house where he was about to preach

“in a great rage.” Following Asbury’s sermon, Reade went outside and told the

people they “did wrong in coming to hear” Asbury, because he “spoke against

learning.”31Here in a nutshell was the conflict betweenMethodist preachers and

Anglican priests in the South. From ministers’ points of view, Methodists were

unlearned charlatans seeking to break down the basic foundations of church and

society. They took people away from their work and challenged the authority of the

clergy, which was based largely on their superior education. From the Methodist

perspective, Anglican priests were mostly lazy hirelings, too much addicted to the

pleasures of this world and too little concerned with the salvation of souls.

Southern preaching was also loud and dramatic in a way that alarmed

many, including Pilmore and even John Wesley, but not Asbury. The most

vociferous of the British-born preachers was John King. Dust flew as he

pounded the pulpit while preaching at St. Paul’s Church in Baltimore. “Scream

no more, at the peril of your soul,” John Wesley wrote to King in July 1775.

“Speak as earnestly as you can, but do not scream. Speak with your heart, but

with a moderate voice.” Pilmore shared Wesley’s misgivings about King. When

King arrived in Philadelphia in August 1770, Pilmore wrote that “altho he is by

nomeans fit for the City, he is well qualified to do good in the Country.” Pilmore

also had his reservations about Robert Williams. When the two first met in

November 1769, Pilmore noted that Williams’s “gifts are but small, yet he may

be useful to the Country people.” When Williams tried to preach in Norfolk in

November 1772, Pilmore claimed that “the people disliked him so that they

made a most horrible noise, so that I was obliged to go and sit among them to

keep them in order; when they saw me, they were ashamed, and behaved very

well the rest of the time.” But Williams evidently believed that Pilmore was

quenching the spirit, later refusing to preach when Pilmore was present.32

Asbury was much more comfortable with the southern Methodist style

than Pilmore, even though he wasn’t a fiery preacher himself. He didn’t seem
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to think the shouting and crying of southern Methodists excessive. The closest

he came to criticizing the preaching style of Strawbridge, Williams, or King

was in 1775, when he wrote “John King preached a good and profitable sermon,

but long and loud enough.”33Asbury didn’t see southern exuberance as a threat

to the vital piety of Methodism. Quite the opposite. Where the disciplinary

problems in New York and Philadelphia seemed to threaten the unity and sap

the vitality of Methodism, the vociferous preaching of southernMethodists and

the emotional energy of their meetings appeared to enhance both. In the end,

this was what mattered most.

Conniving at Some Things

Asbury spent much of the next several months shoring up the organizational

structure of Maryland Methodism. As he preached his way across the state, he

met and “regulated” class meetings wherever he could, examining them to

insure that they maintained disciplinary standards. Whenever he could, he

formed new classes and bands. As he did so, he learned of a serious problem

connected with Robert Strawbridge.

In December 1772, Asbury conducted his first quarterly meeting in the

South, on the western shore of Maryland. Quarterly meetings, which met every

three months as the name implies, were first introduced in England in 1748

and became a prominent part of the Methodist system by the 1760s. Quarterly

meetings gathered the preachers and people from across a circuit for two

purposes. The first was to handle the administrative needs of the circuit,

including distributing the money collected at class meetings, licensing new

exhorters and preachers, and handling difficult disciplinary cases. The second

was to provide an opportunity for Methodists from across the circuit to gather

together for worship and fellowship. Over time this second, more public aspect

became more prominent. Later, quarterly meetings were extended from one to

two days to allow for more preaching, singing, and socializing, eventually

evolving into the practice in the early 1800s of incorporating camp meetings

into the quarterly schedule.34

At the Maryland quarterly meeting, Asbury appointed the six preachers

present to circuits in eastern and western Maryland, assigning himself to

Baltimore. But the central issue before the conference had to do with the

sacraments, which Asbury learned that Strawbridge was administering, even

though, like all of the other Methodist preachers in America, he wasn’t or-

dained.35 Strawbridge left no written justification of his actions, but it isn’t

hard to see why he did it. Unlike in Philadelphia and New York City, Maryland
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Methodists often didn’t have easy access to the sacraments through the Church

of England. To begin with, Anglican ministers in the South usually weren’t

friendly towardMethodism, as Asbury himself had already learned. Even if they

had been, the Anglican Church’s presence in the rural South was very thin.

The Anglican Church was strongest in Maryland and Virginia, where there

were few vacancies, salarieswere substantial, and the prospects formarryingwell

were good. Salaries averaged £184 in 1767 in Maryland and £100 to £150 in the

late 1760s and early 1770s in Virginia. Anglican clergy in the Chesapeake could

expect to live like gentlemen. “The clergyman’s income permittedmostministers

to buy land, livestock, and slaves, to educate their children well, purchase wheels,

collect libraries, and silver, mahogany, musical instruments, and other luxuries

suggesting a life of comfort,” writes one historian of the Maryland and Virginia

clergy. But, as another historian of the Anglican clergy inMaryland writes, “if the

Church is considered as a body of men charged with responsibility for minister-

ing to the spiritual needs of the laity, rather than a closed organization with

personal slots to be filled, it was much less successful.” As the population grew,

parish sizes increased significantly. In 1712 there had been 1,829 parishioners per

Anglican minister in Maryland; by 1775 there were 4,400 parishioners

per clergyman. Ministering to so many across the vast distances that parishes

typically encompassed would have taxed the endurance of truly zealous minis-

ters, which the gentlemen clergy of the Chesapeake generally were not.36

The church’s reach was even more limited farther South, especially in

North Carolina, where the Anglican establishment was weakest, and where it

faced increasing pressure from Presbyterians and Baptists. The irascible and

acerbic Charles Woodmason, an Anglican missionary to the Carolina back-

country, complained that, “owing to the Inattention and Indolence of the

Clergy,” the Church was “being eaten up by Itinerant Teachers, Preachers,

and Imposters from New England and Pen[n]sylvania—Baptists, New Lights,

Presbyterians, Independents, and an hundred other Sects.” These would soon

include the Methodists, who agreed with Woodmason’s assessment of Angli-

can weakness, if not with his high church snobbery. While traveling through

North Carolina in 1772, Joseph Pilmore, who generally avoided criticizing the

Anglican Church, nevertheless described the people as “sheep having no

Shepard.” The region he traversed on this leg of his journey, Pilmore wrote,

“is two hundred miles wide, and is settled near four hundred miles in length

from the sea, and the Church established as in England; yet in all this Country

there are but eleven Ministers!” Eleven priests for 80,000 square miles is thin

indeed. Fewer than a dozen priests remained in North Carolina by 1775, and

many vestries ceased functioning. Only five priests stayed during the American

Revolution.37
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Strawbridge saw it as his obligation to provide the sacraments to those who

were otherwise cut off from them. While John King remained neutral, Straw-

bridge “pleaded much” at the quarterly conference for the right to conti-

nue doing so, as “did the people, who appeared to be much biased by

him,” according to Asbury. Asbury tried to hold his ground, telling “them I

would not agree to it at that time, and insist[ing] on our abiding by our

rules.” But his position was undercut by precedents established by Richard

Boardman, who “had given them their way at the quarterly meeting held here

before.” As a result, “I was obliged to connive at some things for the sake of

peace,” Asbury wrote.38

What to do about Strawbridge came up again at the first general confer-

ence for all the preachers in America, convened by Thomas Rankin, Wesley’s

newly arrived head of the American movement, in Philadelphia in July 1773.

Under Rankin’s direction, the conference called on all Methodists to attend an

Anglican Church to receive the sacraments, and urged the preachers “in a

particular manner to press the people in Maryland and Virginia to the obser-

vance of this minute.” Asbury didn’t even bother to include this rule in his

journal account, realizing that it was only wishful thinking. When the discus-

sion turned to Strawbridge, the minutes stipulated that “every preacher . . . is

strictly to avoid administering the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s

supper.” But Asbury added in his journal, “except for Mr. Strawbridge, and

he under the particular direction of the assistant.”39

The following August, Asbury held a quarterly meeting near Baltimore

where he read the minutes from the Philadelphia conference “to see if brother

Strawbridge would conform.” But Strawbridge, who was present, was “inflexi-

ble,” declaring that he “would not administer the ordinances under our direc-

tion at all.” As Asbury had guessed, Strawbridge had no intention of

relinquishing his authority to a conference that met in Philadelphia, headed

by someone (Thomas Rankin) who had never even been to Maryland.40

Asbury’s loyalty to the Church of England was never as abiding as Wes-

ley’s, Pilmore’s, or Rankin’s, and he had some sympathy for Strawbridge’s

position. A month before the quarterly conference, Asbury told a Reformed

minister that it “did not appear to be my duty to administer the ordinances at

that time,” leaving open the possibility that it might be in the future.41 Still, at

this point Asbury realized that endorsing Strawbridge’s practice would frag-

ment the movement and lead to conflict with Wesley. Strawbridge’s concerns

were local in scope. Asbury saw a bigger picture, but for now Strawbridge’s

influence over Maryland Methodism was simply too great. Asbury’s solution

was to compromise enough to keep Strawbridge in the fold, leaving the final

outcome for another day.
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Discipline

George Shadford and Thomas Rankin had arrived in the spring of 1773, sent by

John Wesley to enforce the Methodist system of probationary membership and

closed classmeetings, love feasts, and societymeetings.Wesley wrote to Rankin

shortly after his arrival that “there has been good, much good done in America,

and would have been abundantly more had Brother Boardman and Pilmoor

continued genuine Methodists both in doctrine and discipline. It is your part to

supply what was wanting in them. Therefore are you sent.” Shadford, who

turned thirty-four in 1773, was six years older than Asbury, and the two soon

struck up an easy friendship. Both came from artisan backgrounds and had

experienced conversion and begun preaching at about the same time. Asbury

had joined the itinerancy in 1767, Shadford in 1768. Shadford had a friendly

manner and was the most compelling preacher of Wesley’s missionaries. “I let

you loose, George, on the great continent of America,” Wesley wrote to Shad-

ford just before he embarked for the colonies. “Publish your message in the

open face of the sun, and do all the good you can.”42

Rankin proved more difficult, though Asbury was initially glad to turn over

leadership of the movement to him, hoping that he would have the clout to deal

with recalcitrant leaders in New York and Philadelphia. Rankin, who turned

thirty-seven in 1773, was born in Dunbar, Scotland. He was raised in a moder-

ately religious home by a stern father, a brewer by trade, “who was very severe

in the government of his children.” Rankin later confessed that “my constitu-

tional sin was a proneness to anger when offended.” Converted under the

preaching of George Whitefield in his late teens, Rankin soon became a devout

Methodist. “I now saw the whole economy of Methodism in the most favour-

able light. The class & band meetings, meeting of the society, body bands, love

feasts &c. I saw the great utility of these, and it gave me the utmost pleasure, to

conform to every part.”43

He also came to deeply admire John Wesley, poring over all of Wesley’s

writings that he could get his hands on. Rankin took his first circuit appoint-

ment in 1761, and Wesley soon learned that he could count on him to consis-

tently enforce discipline on preachers and people alike. In 1764 Wesley

appointed Rankin to the Cornwall circuit where an “eccentric” preacher

named Darney “had preached for years . . .Mr. Wesley, with my brethren,

thought I might be able to cure him.” Unable to rein Darney in, Rankin

dismissed him from the circuit, with Wesley’s approval. Discipline was the

one thing that Rankin never let slide. Unlike Pilmore, he had few aspirations

toward social advancement or ordination in the Church of England and was
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more at home in the countryside than in Philadelphia or New York. Where

Shadford was likeable and easy to get along with, Rankin could be blunt and

confrontational. Soon after his arrival in America, Wesley felt it necessary to

remind him not to tell the people “continually ‘You are dead,’ for that will

surely make them so.” No one ever accused Rankin of excessive charm.44

Joseph Pilmore joined Asbury in Philadelphia on June 3, 1773, to welcome

Rankin and Shadford to America, though Pilmore had his reservations. These

were confirmed the next day as he sat glumly through Shadford’s sermon,

entitled “True Old Methodism,” in which Shadford “seemed to intimate the

people had wanted it till now.” The weight of Wesley’s disapproval had been

building on Pilmore for some time, and now it threw him “into such distress,

that it presently destroyed my health . . . [so] that I was on the very borders of

Melancholy, and in the utmost danger of losing my senses.”45

At the general conference in July 1773, Rankin didn’t assign Pilmore and

Boardman anywhere, presumably because, as Rankin later wrote, they “were to

return to England.” Asbury notes that the conference ended with “debates”

“relative to the conduct of some who had manifested a desire to abide in the

cities, and live like gentleman . . . It was also found that money had been

Thomas Rankin (1738 1810). (From Abel Stevens,History of the Methodist Episcopal

Church in the United States of America, vol. 1 [New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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wasted, improper leaders appointed, and many of our rules broken.” The

preachers in question could only have been Pilmore and Boardman. They

sailed for England in January 1774, where Boardman immediately rejoined

the British conference, subsequently preaching in Ireland and London.46

Pilmore spent most of the next two years trying to secure ordination in the

Church of England. In May 1774, Anglicans and Methodists in Norfolk,

Virginia, sent him three documents intended to strengthen his hand with

the Bishop of London. These included a petition signed by fifty-seven laymen,

some of considerable wealth, urging the bishop to ordain Pilmore and

promising to provide him with no less than £70 per year if the bishop did so.

Asbury probably knew of this plan as early as March 1774, when he met a

Quaker in Maryland who “said it gave him pain to think that Joseph Pilmoor

should go home for ordination.” But the Virginians’ support wasn’t enough to

win over the bishop. Writing to a friend in Virginia from London in July 1775,

Virginian William Lee correctly predicted that “As to Mr. Pilmore, his being

reputed a Methodist will be an insuperable bar to his obtaining ordination

from the Bishop of London who is a very high Churchman, & very inimical to

every sect of Protestants except his own.” Pilmore reluctantly returned to the

Methodist fold in 1776, accepting an appointment to London.47

Pilmore’s departure marked a turning point for American Methodism.

While not particularly well-suited for evangelizing in cities (as Pilmore cor-

rectly perceived), the circuit system established under Asbury and Rankin

proved remarkably resilient and flexible, capable of closely following the con-

tours of American territorial expansion. Had Pilmore’s vision won out, Ameri-

can Methodism would have drifted toward some form of congregational

organization with tighter clerical control, a system that would have favored

cities and towns over rural areas. Because the circuit system allowed preachers

to spend only a few days a month at any one place, it paradoxically demanded

more lay participation. Despite initial opposition from influential lay leaders in

New York City and Philadelphia, the sense of direction and definition the

movement’s rules provided strengthened Methodism’s core constituency. The

discipline of the class meeting, society, and love feast served to foster the kind

of radical spirituality necessary to meet the hardships of building a new

religious movement. On this much, Asbury and Rankin agreed. What to do

about southern Methodism was another matter.
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4

Southern Persuasion

As conflict between the colonies and Great Britain escalated, Asbury

increasingly seemed out of place next to Wesley’s other licensed

itinerants in America. While they continued to see American

Methodism as strictly an extension of Wesley’s European connection,

Asbury accepted that America was culturally different from England,

with its own set of needs. Only George Shadford’s cultural sensitivity

approached Asbury’s, particularly in the South. There, Asbury took

on the role of mediator between Wesley and American Methodists,

relying on an expanding network of personal connections with

believers across the region, men and women, some wealthy, most not.

They could see that he cared about their concerns and in turn trusted

him. This proved crucial in the South, where a uniquely American

form of Methodism took shape in the fires of revival. Asbury would

spend most of the next ten years in Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia.

Along the way he had to contend with sickness, criticism from British

colleagues, and continued dissension among northernMethodists. All

the while he relentlessly pursued his interior devotional life, without

which all else would have been pointless.

After holding a quarterly meeting near Baltimore on August 2,

1773, Asbury continued across northeastern Maryland preaching and

checking up on class meetings. Maryland was “the greatest part of the

work” in America, he wrote to his parents on September 5, 1773,

noting that “we have many Country-Born preachers and Exhorters.”

Monitoring and licensing these was another of his projects in the



South. Asbury knew that the few full-time preachers in America could

never satisfy the need for preaching and nurturing of members. Still, not all

of those who wanted to preach or lead were suited for it. A couple of days after

licensing two exhorters west of Baltimore, he “was much distressed on account

of so few preachers well qualified for the work, and so many who are forward

to preach without qualifications.” He could only hope that they would improve

with time.1

Among themany success stories of encouraging gifted young leaders in the

South was Philip Gatch. Gatch had grown up in a nominally Anglican home

near Baltimore. His parents, “though destitute of experimental religion . . . paid

some attention to its restraints and forms,” Gatch later remembered. Then, in

early 1772, Methodist Nathan Perigo began preaching in Gatch’s neighborhood.

Gatch had never “witnessed such energy nor heard such expressions in prayer

before.” He fell under deep conviction, and his “distress became very great.” His

family feared he “was going beside” himself, and his father forbade him from

going to Methodist meetings, declaring “that his house should not hold two

religions.” Gatch himself had “heard of the Methodists driving some persons

mad” and wondered if it was happening to him. As it turned out, he kept his

sanity and soon experienced conversion in much the same way that Asbury and

countless others had. “I felt the power of God to affect me body and soul. It went

through my whole system. I felt like crying aloud. . . .my poor soul was set at

liberty. . . .Ere I was aware I was shouting aloud.”2

Gatch’s parents and most of his siblings soon joined the church as well.

Feeling an urge to speak in public, Gatch prayed that he would first experience

sanctification. This he did in July 1772. Still, “my rebellious heart rose in

opposition to the counsels of God,” and he resisted the call to preach. Deeply

distressed, he became physically sick. While in this “low condition,” Gatch

“dreamed that I used a certain remedy and recovered.” When he awoke, he

“told my dream, the remedy was provided, and I at once began to recover.”3

That fall, Asbury formed a circuit that included Gatch’s neighborhood and

gave Gatch a copy of Wesley’s tract, “Thoughts on Christian Perfection.”

“I found in Mr. Asbury a friend in whom I could ever after repose the most

implicit confidence,” Gatch wrote. Under Asbury’s and Perigo’s encourage-

ment, Gatch began to exhort and then preach. After he preached near Balti-

more, a friend asked him to stay and preach again in the afternoon, but Gatch

agreed only to exhort since he had already preached the only sermon he knew!

At the quarterly meeting near Baltimore in August 1773, Asbury and Rankin

sent Gatch to his first circuit appointment in New Jersey. Asbury’s encourage-

ment proved crucial in helping Gatch, then only twenty-one, overcome his fear

of leaving home for a strange country. “He was well calculated to administer to
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my condition, for he had left father and mother behind when he came to

America,” Gatch wrote.4

In September 1773, a month after his return to Maryland, Asbury was

struck with malaria, a disease that had dogged new immigrants to the Chesa-

peake region since the early seventeenth century. Asbury had first visited the

Chesapeake in the late fall and winter of 1772–1773, when the mosquitoes that

carry the malaria-causing parasites are less active, reducing the chance of

infection. On this second trip he wasn’t so fortunate. Malaria is a reaction of

the body to an invasion of parasites transmitted by mosquitoes. By the 1770s

malaria was endemic from Georgia as far north as Pennsylvania. It hadn’t been

common in the Birmingham region of England, and Asbury knew nothing of

the disease before traveling to the Chesapeake. Four malaria infections affect

humans. Of these, Asbury appears to have had Plasmodium malariae, which is

characterized by quartan fevers (occurring approximately every seventy-two

hours, or every four days, counting the day the fever begins as the first day of

each cycle), often accompanied by chills and sweats, anemia, an enlarged

spleen, and a relapse in the spring, often several months after the primary

attack. The initial rhythmic fever spikes (as high as 106F) usually last for

several weeks, as Asbury soon learned. On September 18 he was taken with a

fever, and again on the 21st he was “seized with a quartan ague.” By the 24th

locals had warned him that “this was the day in course for my ague to return,”

and it did. This was followed by fevers on September 27, October 1, the night of

October 3, and October 6, after which Asbury left off keeping his journal for

nearly two weeks. Though usually not a killer, malaria is a great debilitator,

sapping a person’s energy and lowering their ability to resist other diseases.

Asbury’s experience reflected this. Early in his illness he spent a good deal of

time reading and kept up his journal. By the second week of October he

couldn’t even manage this. On November 4 he could at last report that “my

disorder seems to be going off, though I mend but slowly.”5

During the course of his illness, Asbury took almost no medicines, other

than a little hartshorn, or ammonium carbonate, which is used as a source of

ammonia in smelling salts and as an expectorant. He had little access to

doctors in the South, which is just as good considering what they often did

to their patients. For fevers, doctors typically recommended frequent bleeding,

purging of the bowels with laxatives such as cream of tartar, and vomiting

through the use of emetics such as tartar emetic. Bleeding, purging, and

vomiting were thought to relax the tension in the bloodstream, thus restoring

its balance with the nervous system. Unfortunately they could also seriously

dehydrate an already sick patient. Doctors might also prescribe a blister,

applied to a sensitive part of the skin, which was thought to remove poisons
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or ill humors from the body. In reality, blisters caused a second-degree burn

that then became infected; observers mistakenly regarded the resulting dis-

charge of pus as toxins being drawn from the body. The tragedy was that the

sicker a patient became, the more aggressively doctors prescribed such treat-

ments. This was the age of heroic medicine, in which it was assumed that a

desperate illness called for a desperate remedy. Fortunately, Asbury always had

the sense to avoid themost dramatic cures. He did have a blister placed under his

ear in early January 1774, but seems to have suffered few other treatments during

his illness. Once he reached New York City in June, he began taking emetics.6

If he was fortunate to avoid much of the medical treatment available in the

South, he was also fortunate to come under the care of Methodist women. As

he traveled, Asbury, like all Methodist itinerant preachers, spent most nights in

the home of a member or movement sympathizer. These homes were often

overseen by widows and women who were more committed to the movement

than their husbands, as had been the case with Asbury’s own mother. As with

nearly all evangelical movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,

women constituted a majority of Methodist adherents, forming the backbone

of early Methodism. The journals of the itinerant preachers of this period

contain reference after reference to widows and other women who opened

their homes to preaching, and afterward provided meals, lodging, and encour-

agement for the preacher. Many young preachers developed close and long-

lasting friendships with older Methodist women. It is difficult to image how

the itinerant system could have successfully operated without these sorts of

relationships in an era when Methodists owned few meetinghouses and had

little money to work with. As late as 1785, the Methodists owned only sixty

chapels, while preaching in more than eight hundred places.7

Asbury had already formed friendships with a number of women (most

older than him) since his arrival in America. Among these was Mary Withey,

whom Asbury met in April 1772 during his first journey south to Maryland. A

widow, Withey kept the Columbia Hotel in Chester, Pennsylvania, that Asbury

claimed “was one of the best houses of entertainment on the continent.” (By

entertainment Asbury meant good food, comfortable lodging, and wholesome

conversation without fiddle playing, dancing, and other more worldly activities.)

Over the years, Asbury often stopped in Chester, eventually preaching Mary

Withey’s funeral sermon in 1810.8 Other women who figure prominently in his

travels from this period include Prudence Gough, Rebecca Ridgely, and the

widow Phoebe Bond, at whose home near Fallston, Maryland, Asbury frequently

preached during 1772 and 1773. One of Bond’s sons, John Wesley Bond, later

became Asbury’s last traveling companion during the final years of his life. Like

nearly all eighteenth-century people, Asbury saw men and women as essentially
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different from each other. But they could be spiritual equals, which in the

Methodist world counted for much. Asbury believed that all believers ought to

be actively involved in promoting holiness. No one could sit idly by as the drama

of salvation unfolded in the lives of their loved ones and neighbors. Hadn’t his

mother taken in the preachers who came to her door? Methodism provided a

common language and set of experiences that Asbury could share with Method-

ist women, at least older women with whom there was little sexual tension. With

women his own age he was never entirely comfortable.9

During the worst of his malaria attack in October 1773, Asbury was

fortunate enough to land at the home, near Aberdeen, Maryland, of Josias

and Sarah Dallam, who had a reputation for looking after traveling preachers.

Sarah, according to another itinerant of this period, was “truly a Mothr in

Israel.” For several weeks while Asbury lay sick in bed, Sarah “waited upon me

day and night.” This care may well have meant the difference between life and

death for someone in Asbury’s condition, with no family or home of his own,

dependent on the hospitality of others. “I shall never forget the kindness, or

discharge the obligations I am under, to Mrs. Sarah Dallam,” a grateful Asbury

wrote in his journal. “God grant, that the same measure which she has meted

out to me, may return upon herself and her children.” Asbury often visited the

Dallams over the years, and after “my once dear” Sarah’s death, he visited her

grave in 1799 and 1800. Thereafter he only visited the family twice, indicating

that it was Sarah he really came to see.10

Asbury lay sick in bed for about a third of the final four months of 1773 and

continued to suffer from anemia into the spring of 1774, when he apparently

suffered the typical spring relapse associated with malaria. Not until April 1774

could he report that “I was able to walk some distance to-day, and believe the

Lord is about to restore me to health.” During his illness he tried to stay as

active as he could, preaching and conducting other business between agues

and fevers. When confined to bed, he tried to read or meditate. Disease offered

another opportunity to test his spiritual commitment, to measure his willing-

ness to give all in the cause of the gospel. “Lord, ever drawmy heart after thee!”

he wrote in January 1774. “May I see no beauty in any other object, nor desire

anything but thee! My heart longs to be more extensively useful, but is, at the

same time, filled with perfect resignation to God in all my affliction.”11

In May 1774, Asbury packed his saddle bags and set out for Philadelphia,

where the second American conference opened on the 25th. The preachers

gathered there had much to feel good about. Membership had increased from

1,160 to2,073 during the year, withmost of the gains in the South. Thenumber of

full-time preachers assigned to circuits was also up from ten in 1773 to seventeen

in 1774. Most of these were southerners who knew Asbury better than Rankin.
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Much of the growth in the South occurred despite the opposition of

Anglican clergymen like Robert Reade, who had earlier challenged Asbury.

Young as they were, Methodist preachers rarely backed down from these

encounters. A case in point is William Watters, the first native-born American

preacher, who turned twenty-two in October 1773. At one of Watters’s appoint-

ments the next month on the Kent circuit in Maryland, Samuel Keene, the

Anglican rector of St. Luke’s Parish in Queen Anne County on Maryland’s

Eastern Shore, unexpectedly showed up, threatening to sue the owner of the

house because it wasn’t licensed for preaching. Keene, about forty years old at

the time, had been ordained in London in 1760. Undaunted, Watters moved

the congregation outdoors and preached there, where the law couldn’t prevent

him. Watters’s text for this occasion was “Seek ye the Lord, while he may be

found, call ye upon him while he is near” (Isaiah 55:6). Like all Methodist

preachers, Watters preached extemporaneously, without notes. But on this

occasion he recorded a synopsis of his message in his journal, one of the few

examples we have of what an early Methodist preacher actually said. Speaking

with “feeling and liberty,” Watters began by “shewing that my text presupposed

the greatest loss—The favor and image of God.” He then declared “that this

loss might now be remedied, and to this end was the exhortation given in the

text—Seek ye the Lord while he may be found.” “Hear it, O! my friends with

inexpressible joy!” Watters exclaimed. “You may all find in the second, what

you lost in the first Adam. Call ye upon him while he is near. Gracious

encouragement—you need not go far to find the inestimable blessing—the

Lord is near—he is at your doors—at your hearts. Call on him and open your

hearts by faith, and the Lord will come in this day—this hour—this moment.”

Here was the essence of the Methodist message: that God was near at hand,

that anyone—everyone—might know the joy of salvation this moment.12

But such an opportunity also implied responsibility. Watters next “ob-

served the dreadful consequences of neglecting to seek the Lord while he

was to be found.” He warned his audience that God’s “spirit would not always

strive with man—that the day of grace would not always last. Call on him

therefore while he is near. Before he removes from you his Gospel. . . .Before

he gives you up to your own hard hearts, and suffers your consciences to

become seared as with an hot iron. Before he swears in his wrath you shall

never enter into his rest. Before he gives you up to the devil, to suffer the

vengeance of eternal fire.”13 God’s offer of redemption wasn’t to be trifled with.

Once rejected, it might never be reclaimed. Death could come quickly and

unexpectedly, as it often did in the eighteenth-century South. This was a

message that resonated with the people Watters encountered on the Kent

circuit. Presented in words that they could understand, in a setting where
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they felt comfortable, it offered them the opportunity to seize control of their

spiritual lives, to know for certain their eternal destiny.

Watters went out of his way not to offend the Anglican minister any more

than necessary, but some of his colleagues weren’t so careful. One of these was

AbrahamWhitworth, at the time one of Asbury’s young protégés in the South,

who was working the Kent circuit with Watters. Immediately following one of

Whitworth’s sermons, Samuel Keene, the same Anglican minister who had

challenged Watters, stood up and took “great exceptions” to Whitworth’s “hav-

ing preached the knowledge of salvation by the remission of sins.” In an

attempt to assert his social and religious authority, the minister “informed

the congregation, that he had been somany years in such an academy, somany

in such a college—and had studied divinity so many—and been preaching the

Gospel so many; yet he knew nothing of his sins being forgiven, or of being

converted.” Keene, who had a bachelor’s and a master’s degree from the

University of Pennsylvania, also objected that Whitworth was “a young man,

without a college education, and that such ought not to be allowed to preach at

all.” Whitworth didn’t back down. While he admitted that “he could not boast of

his learning,” he maintained that only those who had been converted and called

by God were qualified to preach.14 This was a critical distinction. Since none of

the early Methodist preachers could hope to acquire a college education or the

social position that went with it, they had to find another way of validating their

ministries. They did so not by ridiculing learning, but by declaring that educa-

tion alone wasn’t enough. God’s word could only be understood by those who

knew him firsthand. Keene’s faith only went half way, according to Whitworth,

since he had the knowledge but not the experience of God’s saving grace.

To demonstrate this, Whitworth suggested a test of his qualifications and

Keene’s. As the congregation looked on, he proposed that the “parson might

choose him a text any w[h]ere in the Bible, and he would preach from it

immediately, and then he would choose one for the parson, which he must

preach from, and they should judge which was the best qualified to preach the

Gospel, the parson by his learning, or he by the grace of God.” According to

Watters’s account, the idea “was popular, and took with the people, more than

many arguments would have done,” but Keene refused, excusing himself “by

saying it was late in the day.” The contest Whitworth proposed would have

been more of a challenge for Keene, a gentleman used to reading a prepared

text without interference from anyone, than it was for a Methodist itinerant

who preached extemporaneously almost every day, often interacting with his

audience as he spoke. While Whitworth was willing to have the people judge

his calling, Keene relied on his education and social standing. The difference

between the two was clear. Methodism offered a faith that was immediate and
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dramatic, a faith that focused on the individual’s ability to choose without

requiring deference to another’s education or social status. These kinds of

encounters shaped Methodist opinions about the Anglican (later Episcopal)

church in the South and fueled the revolt against dependence on Anglican

clergy for the sacraments.15

Despite the movement’s growth, there was a growing undercurrent of

distrust between Rankin and Asbury. At the Philadelphia conference in May

1774, “the overbearing spirit of a certain person had excited my fears,” Asbury

wrote, referring to Rankin. “My judgment was stubbornly opposed for a while,

and at last submitted to.” Over the summer the two exchanged a series of

letters that brought Asbury “pain.” The problem was Asbury’s growing influ-

ence over the young southern preachers and his identification with their

concerns. By September he had determined to “drop all disputes as far as

possible,” but the problem wouldn’t go away.16

Asbury and Rankin were alike in some ways, but it was their differences that

now became crucial. Both were firm disciplinarians who preferred the “plain”

religion of country people to what they found in Philadelphia and New York.

“What trouble do I find by the members of the Society here, and at New York; by

not having our discipline inforced from the beginning! This has given me pain,

and it is likely to cause more,” Rankin wrote while in Philadelphia during the

winter of 1773–1774. “The people in this City . . . love a Superficial manner of

preaching. There is also a very great unwillingness to bow to the Methodist

discipline without which I never expect to See a deep and lasting work among

this people.” The same was true in New York City, where Rankin was “surprised

at the extravagance of dress which I beheld, and in particular among thewomen.”

He believed that he had been deceived by “the wonderful accounts I had heard in

England” about American Methodism. “I was led to think that there must be

some thousands awakened, and joined as members of our societies; but I was

now convinced of the real truth.”Many previously counted asmemberswere “not

closely united to us,” he now concluded, sounding very much like Asbury.17

Yet if Rankin and Asbury agreed on the value of Methodist discipline and

the need to reach out to the countryside, they saw America and American

Methodists in fundamentally different ways. Rankin was one of Wesley’s

insiders for whom the center of the Methodist world would always be in

England. The farther one got from John Wesley (figuratively and literally) the

farther one got from Methodism. Asbury, on the other hand, had begun to see

American Methodism as a separate entity, if still under Wesley’s guiding hand.

Asbury respected Wesley’s teaching, but had never spent more than a few

hours with the man himself. Soon Rankin and Asbury would be at loggerheads

over “the spirit of the Americans.”18
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Returning to New York City at the end of May 1774, Asbury fell back into

the same controversies he had left there nearly two years before. One of his

most severe critics this time around was John Chave, the society’s collector

whom Asbury had appointed in 1772. Chave had earlier written an “unkind

and abusive letter” directed at Asbury and was “still exerting all his unfriendly

force” against him. Asbury stubbornly held his ground, particularly with regard

to the necessity of members attending class meetings. At a Sunday night

society meeting on June 21, he “spoke plainly of some who neglected their

bands and classes; and informed them that we took people into our societies

that we might help them to become entire Christians, and if they willfully

neglected those meetings, they thereby withdrew themselves from our care

and assistance.”19

The six months that Asbury spent in New York, from May to November

1774, were difficult. Though it was almost a year since he had contracted

malaria, he was still weak and vulnerable to fevers and swelling in his legs,

feet, and hands. It didn’t help matters that he continued to push himself as a

way of measuring his devotion. Between September 1773, when his malarial

symptoms first appeared, and July 1774, he managed to preach about three

hundred times and ride nearly 2,000 miles. But his pace slowed once he

reached New York City. Partly because of frequent illnesses that confined

him to the city, a place he never really liked, Asbury engaged in more intro-

spective self-examination than he had in the South, as on November 18 when

he chided himself for “unguarded and trifling conversation.” Earlier, in New

York, he complained that “a cloud rested onmymind, which was occasioned by

talking and jesting.” Here again was his suspicion that laughing and talking

too much in conversation with others was one of his worst failings. His love

of conversation led, he feared, to “the appearance of levity,” or “a degree of

cheerfulness bordering on levity,” and he fretted over “my disposition to trifle

in conversation” and “being too free in conversation with my friends.” When in

good spirits he could control these impulses, directing them to wholesome

purposes, but when stressed, as was now the case, his tongue became too free,

or so he thought.20

At times, even in New York City, Asbury could feel at least satisfied with

himself, as on June 14 when he wrote that “some people, if they felt as I feel at

present, would perhaps conclude they were saved from all in dwelling sin,”

another oblique reference to the possibility that he might be sanctified. Such

thoughts were always short-lived, no more so than on this occasion. The next

day he was once again “under heavy exercises, and much troubled by manifold

temptations.” In this case, even Asbury could see that too much introspection

was dangerous. “I find it hurtful to pore too much on myself,” he added in the
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same journal entry. “True, I should be daily employed in the duty of self-

examination, and strictly attend both to my internal and external conduct;

but, at the same time, my soul should steadily fix the eye of faith on the blessed

Jesus, my Mediator and Advocate at the right hand of the eternal Father.”21

One solution to the problem of roiling emotions was to rely on the

judgment and advice of other Christians. This, of course, was the rationale

behind the Methodist system of class and band meetings, where the more

experienced could give advice to those struggling to come to terms with life’s

many problems. As he struggled to work through his own emotional swings,

Asbury urged New York Methodists to take seriously their commitment to

these institutions. That this was a problem in New York was driven home

to him after he attended a class meeting with “little depth.” “It is a great folly to

take people into society before they know what they are about,” Asbury wrote

following this meeting. “What some people take for religion and spiritual life is

nothing but the power of the natural passions.” The key was to only admit

those who were genuinely seeking “real holiness.” As he met with the bands,

Asbury attempted to show “them the impropriety and danger of keeping their

thoughts or fears of each other to themselves: this frustrates the design of

bands; produces coolness and jealousies towards each other; and is undoubt-

edly the policy of Satan.”22

For all his efforts, Asbury was never more than moderately successful in

New York and Philadelphia, which only reinforced his conviction that neither

city could serve as a model for Methodism in America. On this much Asbury

and Rankin agreed. “I do not know that ever I saw two places, so highly

favoured with Gospel Ministers, as Philadelphia and New York are; and I

never knew two cities, wherein there was so little good done, after so much

faithful preaching,” Rankin wrote to the Earl of Dartmouth in December 1774.

“Except of few Hundreds, it seems to me that a deadly slumber has got hold of

the inhabitants in the above cities.” The resistance of city Methodists in the

North to more structured discipline forced Asbury to turn south, where Meth-

odism was thriving with its own distinctive character.23

In December 1774, Asbury went to Philadelphia to change places with

Rankin, who was supposed to replace him in New York City, though he didn’t

immediately do so. As Rankin lingered in Philadelphia, Asbury asked permis-

sion to go to Baltimore, but Rankin refused. To have both of them stay in

Philadelphia seemed a waste of energy. “What need can there be for two

preachers here to preach three times a week to about sixty people?” Asbury

wondered. But Rankin wasn’t about to let Asbury have his way. It was now clear

that Rankin resented Asbury’s influence over the younger preachers in the

South and questioned his judgment in appointing some of them to preach. By
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this time Abraham Whitworth had fallen into heavy drinking and been ex-

pelled from the ministry. Rankin blamed Asbury for sending out someone so

unstable, though Asbury claimed that at the time Whitworth’s “heart was right

with God.” According to Rankin, when he and Asbury met in Philadelphia in

early December 1774, “we talked over different matters respecting the work,

and also removed some little, and foolish misapprehensions, that had taken

place in his mind.” Asbury wasn’t so sure who was being foolish here. “The

conduct of Mr. Rankin is such as calls for patience,” he complained. Left

unchecked, Rankin’s disgust with all things American might do serious

harm. “Mr. Rankin keeps driving away at the people, telling them how bad

they are. . . . It is surprising that the people are not out of patience with him,”

Asbury wrote that January.24

Rankin could certainly appear aloof and “exceeding rough,” according to

the itinerant William Duke, who rode circuits under Rankin’s direction from

1774 to 1777. Nicholas Snethen, who never personally knew Rankin, later

remembered older colleagues say that Rankin “was a pattern of neatness and

preciseness in the minutia of manners, and was equally attentive to the

manners of others. Every day his large white wig was carefully adjusted and

powdered, and every particle of dust and down carefully brushed from his

clothes.” At one meeting, according to Snethen’s sources, Rankin caught “a

young American preacher, sitting in a lolling position at a table with his chair

leaning back.” Dismayed, “Mr. Rankin rose, and in the presence of the compa-

ny, adjusted the chair and the position of the occupant, adding at the same time

a suitable admonition.” Even if the story is apocryphal, it illustrates Rankin’s

reputation among the American preachers.25

At any rate, Rankin now wanted Asbury in Philadelphia where he could keep

an eye on him. Asbury tried to give at least the appearance of compliance. In

January 1775 hewrote to EdwardDromgoole in Kent County, assuringDromgoole

that he wasn’t “offended” with him, as Dromgoole feared. Rather, Asbury had

“droptwriting” because, “my influence and fellowship among the younger preach-

ers [h]as been much suspected, as stirring them up against those the[y] should be

in subjection to.” By curtailing his contacts with southern Methodists, Asbury

hoped tomollify Rankin enough to gain ameasure of freedom. At the same time,

Rankin began writing to John Wesley urging him to recall Asbury to England.26

While conflict with Rankin simmered, Asbury once again fell sick, this

time with ulcers in his throat. For treatment, he first tried “purges, and a

mixture of nitre and fever powder.” When this predictably failed to give relief,

he gargled with a mixture of “sage tea, honey, vinegar, and mustard,” followed

by “mallows with a fig cut in pieces,” and then more gargling with “sage tea,

alum, rose leaves, and sugar loaf.” Sage leaves contain a volatile oil that can
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produce sweating and act as an astringent, and alum also acts as an astringent.

After about a month Asbury was once again well enough to preach.27

No sooner had Rankin left for New York on February 22, than Asbury left

for Baltimore on the 27th. Crossing into Maryland, he met with an unlikely

ally, Robert Strawbridge. Entering “into a free conversation with him,” Asbury

noted that Strawbridge’s “sentiments relative to Mr. Rankin corresponded with

mine.” If they could agree on little else, at least they could both be thankful that

Rankin’s reach didn’t extend very far south.28

In late March 1775, Asbury met in Baltimore with Robert Williams, who told

himabout the recent revival inVirginia. Asbury hadfirst heard of this a year before

whenhehadbeen told (probably byWilliamWatters) that crowds there sometimes

numbered two or three thousand at Methodist meetings. NowWilliams told him

of “five or six hundred souls justified by faith, and five or six circuits formed” in

Virginia. Anxious to see for himself, Asbury returned to Philadelphia in May and

then sailed for Norfolk, Virginia, at the end of the month.29

Virginia Fire

The southern revival of 1773 to 1776 is important for two reasons. First, it

created a model of Methodist expansion that Asbury and others followed for

nearly forty years. Second, it hastened a transition in Asbury’s thinking,

defining his willingness to accept a more interactive, American version of

Methodism, even if it bordered on enthusiasm. Asbury had little to do with

creating this awakening; it was already well under way before he could get

there. While some of the leading figures in the early stages of the revival later

came to regret what they had set in motion, Asbury never looked back.30

One of the early leaders of the revival was the Anglican priest Devereux

Jarratt, rector of Bath Parish in Dinwiddie County, located in southern Virginia

below Petersburg. Forty years old in 1773, Jarratt claimed to come from a humble,

artisan background. In reality, his grandfather owned a 1,200-acre plantation in

New Kent County, Virginia, and his parents owned a sizeable “plantation” and

slaves. Jarratt’s marriage to Catherine Claiborne significantly increased his

wealth and social standing. Catherine’s mother was a Ravenscroft, one of the

leading families of southern Virginia, and her father owned one of the largest

plantations in Dinwiddie County.31

Jarratt’s parents were solidly Anglican, teaching him prayers and reading

to him from the Bible and Book of Common Prayer to such an extent that other

children called Jarratt “parson.” Following the deaths of his parents, Jarratt

moved in with one of his brothers, where he left off attending church, and his
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religious convictions all but disappeared. Then, at age twenty, while teaching

school, Jarratt experienced conversion under Presbyterian preaching and soon

began to prepare for the ministry. Though he saw little life in the Church of

England, largely “on account of the loose lives of the Clergy, and their cold and

unedifying manner of preaching,” Jarratt decided to seek ordination in the

Church of England, an understandable decision given his social background

and family connections. Following his ordination in London on January 1,

1763, Jarratt returned to Virginia to become the minister of Bath Parish, a

position he held for the next thirty-seven years.32

Though he chose to become an Anglican priest, Jarratt didn’t forget the

role that New- Light Presbyterianism had played in his conversion. He turned

his parish into a center of evangelical revivalism, a project that earned him the

reproach of many of his fellow clergyman, who, according to Jarratt, refused to

let him preach in their churches, calling him “an enthusiast, fanatic, visionary,

dissenter, Presbyterian, madman, and what not.” Despite opposition, even

before the arrival of the Methodists Jarratt had formed his own preaching

circuit of some 500 or 600 miles, preaching up to 270 times per year. By

1781, Asbury was “persuaded there have been more souls convinced by his

[Jarratt’s] ministry, than by that of any other man in Virginia.” Given all that

they had in common, it is little wonder that Jarratt initially welcomed the

Methodists, who seemed to share his two primary passions: evangelical reli-

gion and faithful adherence to the Church of England.33

According to Jarratt, the Methodists joined the Virginia revival when

Robert Williams extended his preaching into Sussex and Brunswick counties,

immediately south of Dinwiddie County, in 1773. Williams was typical of early

Methodist preachers in his social background, preaching style, and ability to

connect with common people. Jarratt described him as “a plain, artless, inde-

fatigable preacher of the gospel: he was greatly blessed in detecting the

hypocrite, razing false foundations, and stirring believers up to press after a

present salvation from the remains of sin.” By 1775, the revival in southern

Virginia was, in Jarratt’s words, “as great as perhaps was ever known, in

country places, in so short a time,” spreading to Prince George, Lunenburg,

Mecklenburg, and Amelia counties. Methodist membership in the region grew

from 291 in 1774 to 955 in 1775 to 4,379 in 1776, including nearby circuits in

North Carolina. By 1776 more than 60 percent of all American Methodists

lived in southern Virginia and North Carolina.34

George Shadford arrived on the Brunswick circuit in 1775, quickly becom-

ing the revival’s most effective preacher. Though there was “a gracious work of

God” in other parts of Virginia and North Carolina, nothing equaled “that

which took place in Brunswick circuit, where George Shadford was travelling
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at the time,” according to Jesse Lee, who witnessed the revival himself. Apart

from his eloquent preaching, Shadford did two important things that furthered

revival ends, both of which were consistent with Asbury’s conception of Meth-

odism. First, he embraced the falling, crying, and shouting of worshipers and

those under conviction, such that at his meetings “it was quite common for

sinners to be seized with a trembling and shaking, and from that to fall down

on the floor as if they were dead,” according to Lee. Like Asbury, Shadford

didn’t see this as an end in itself, but as a legitimate indicator of awakening,

conviction, and release from sin. Second, Shadford pushed for the continued

development of small groups led by the laity, particularly class meetings. When

Shadford arrived on the Brunswick circuit, he found many new converts

“joined together . . . in a very confused manner. Many of them did not under-

stand the nature of meeting in class; and many of the classes had no leader.” A

firm believer in Methodist discipline, Shadford set out to organize classes and

build Methodist community identity. The results were astonishing, so much so

that Jarratt invited Methodists to form classes and societies in his parish, an

invitation he would soon regret. Once Asbury reached the revival, he continued

George Shadford (1739 1816), the most eloquent of the preachers John Wesley

sent to America. (From Abel Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church

in the United States of America, vol. 1 [New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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Shadford’s policies despite growing opposition from Rankin to what he saw as

the revival’s excesses.35

Asbury entered Virginia for the first time on May 29, 1775, arriving in

Norfolk on a ship from Philadelphia. His first impression was unfavorable, but

then Norfolk and Portsmouth had that effect on people. For several years they

had been known as a “dry and barren land” among Methodists, and hadn’t

participated in much of the current revival, which was centered farther west.

William Watters, the first native born American itinerant preacher, had found

“little satisfaction” among the Methodists in either city three years earlier,

judging their “form of religion” to be “very superficial indeed.” When Joseph

Pilmore had returned to Portsmouth from South Carolina, the first thing he

heard was two “well dressed” men “swearing most horridly” on the ferry.

Throwing up his hands, he “exclaimed aloud—‘Well! If I had been brought

to this place blindfolded I should have known I was near Norfolk.’ ” Asbury’s

initial assessment was much the same. Discovering that local Methodists “had

no regular class meetings,” he set out to organize the members into classes,

noting that “without discipline we should soon be as a rope of sand.”36

As had been the case in New York and Philadelphia, some took offense at

the new standards. On August 5, 1775, Asbury had a conversation with one of

Norfolk’s earliest Methodists, who argued that “the people should be kept in

society” even “if they did not meet in class.” He also “intimated, that, instead of

preaching the Gospel,” Asbury was simply “exposing their faults.” But Asbury

held his ground, convinced, like Shadford and Rankin, that a person’s spiritu-

ality was directly proportional to their commitment to discipline, beginning in

the classes and bands. “Well may the kingdom of heaven be compared to a net,

which is cast into the sea, and gathereth all, both good and bad,” Asbury noted

in his journal after meeting the Portsmouth society in October 1775. The

preacher’s job was to sort the catch, throwing back what wasn’t fit to keep.

There were twenty-seven in the society when Asbury first arrived, “but I have

been obliged to reduce them to fourteen; and this day I put out a woman for

excessive drinking . . .No doubt but Satan will use all his endeavours to thrust

in some who are unsound and insincere, so that they, by their ungodly conduct,

may help him to bring reproach on the spiritual Church of Christ. And unless

the discipline of the church is enforced, what sincere person would ever join a

society, amongst whom they saw ungodliness connived at?” The Virginia

revival would bear out the effectiveness of these measures.37

In late October 1775 Asbury headed south to the Brunswick circuit and the

heart of the revival. At the time, Brunswick embraced fourteen counties in

southern Virginia and two in North Carolina. “God is at work in this part of the

country; and my soul catches the holy fire already,” he wrote as he entered this
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region. More than seven hundred people attended a two-day quarterly meeting

led by Asbury and Shadford in early November. Though camp meetings

weren’t invented for another twenty-five years, multi-day quarterly meetings

essentially served the same purpose, bringing together Methodists and the

curious from across a circuit. At another meeting Asbury preached to about

four hundred people, one of whom “was struck with convulsive shakings.” By

January 1776, he could write that “Virginia pleases me in preference to all other

places where I have been.”38 Taken as a whole, the Virginia revival was exactly

what Asbury had been looking for since he arrived in America.

The Virginia revival was the first in a long series of recognizably Methodist

revivals that characterized the movement into the early nineteenth century. It

contained elements usually present when the movement was most successful

in spreading its message and expanding its following: small group gatherings

that nurtured intense spiritual devotion and community identity, and large

public meetings that featured dramatic, forceful preaching and emotionally

charged worship. Exhorters and class leaders often figured prominently in

these meetings since there weren’t enough preachers to go around. In a letter

to Jarratt, the Methodist exhorter Thomas Saunders noted that it was “no

strange thing” to hold “a Sunday meeting, although there was no preacher”

present, with the result that at times “ten, fifteen, yea near twenty have been

converted.” “It is common with us for men and women to fall down as dead

under an exhortation; but many more under prayer—perhaps twenty at a

time,” Saunders added in July 1776. Jarratt agreed, noting that impromptu

prayer meetings were “singularly useful in promoting the work of God,”

sometimes lasting “for five or six hours” at a time. At one of these meetings

in May 1776, sixty to eighty people “continued in prayer all night, and till two

hours after sunrise,” according to Jarratt. The result of this meeting and a love

feast held the day before was that “in two days thirty of my own parish have

been justified, besides others of other parishes.”39

Nearly everyone who wrote about the Virginia revival noted the centrality

of the class meetings. As elsewhere, class meetings became the building blocks

for Methodist communal identity and spiritual nurture, the foundation for

future expansion. “It is no strange thing for two or three to find the Lord at a

class meeting,” Thomas Saunders wrote to Jarratt in May 1776. Jarratt himself

noted that “sometimes twelve, sometimes fifteen find the Lord at one class

meeting.” In July, John Dickins, who became a Methodist itinerant preacher

the next year, wrote that at one class meeting, “we suffered all that desired it, to

stay.” Although allowing nonmembers to attend was irregular, given the scar-

city of preachers Dickins decided to temporarily bend the rules. He wasn’t

disappointed. After Dickins questioned each member about their spiritual
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lives, “the fire of God’s love was kindled.” As some cried out for mercy, others

were converted to “faith in Jesus.” “Surely this was one of the days of Heaven!”

Dickins wrote. Even the local skeptic, Isham Whitehead, was converted after

inadvertently joining the meeting. Whitehead had been leaning against the

outside door, watching the meeting through a crack. When someone suddenly

opened the door, Whitehead tumbled in. Overwhelmed and “unable to stand,”

he lay on the “floor quite helpless,” listening and watching the proceedings

until, “two or three hours” later, “he rose and praised a pardoning God.”40

Love feasts, held in conjunction with quarterly meetings, served as the

culmination of much of the groundwork done in smaller gatherings. At love

feasts, “as many as pleased” would stand “one after another” and speak “in few

words, of the goodness of God to their souls,” Jarratt wrote. At a love feast in

Jarratt’s parish, “the power of the Lord came down on the assembly like a

rushing mighty wind; and it seemed as if the whole house was filled with the

presence of God. A flame kindled and ran from heart to heart. Many were

deeply convinced of sin; many mourners were filled with consolation; and

many believers were so overwhelmed with love, that they could not doubt but

God had enabled them to love him with all their heart.”41

But there was a darker side to the revival, at least in the minds of some.

Devereux Jarratt, Anglican priest that he was, worried that the revival encour-

aged too much in the way of religious enthusiasm. He fretted over what he saw

as the revival’s excesses, almost as much as he relished its accomplishments.

On May 7, 1776, Jarratt wrote to Archibald McRobert (or McRoberts), another

Virginia Anglican priest sympathetic to the Methodist revival, that while more

than forty had been converted in his parish during the past week, “yet there

were some circumstances attending” the meetings “which I disliked—such as

loud outcries, tremblings, fallings, convulsions.” Equally disturbing was “the

praying of several at one and the same time. Sometimes five or six, or more,

have been praying all at once, in several parts of the room, for distressed

persons,” while “others were speaking by way of exhortation: so that the

assembly appeared to be all in confusion, and must seem to one at a little

distance, more like a drunken rabble than the worshipers of God.” These were

gatherings at which the laity took an active part, at which ordinary Methodists

expressed themselves openly. For an Anglican priest, even one so evangelical as

Jarratt, this wasn’t an altogether comfortable circumstance.42

Jarratt soon managed to stamp out much of this exuberance in his neigh-

borhood, but at a price. As the intensity “abated, the work of conviction and

conversion usually abated too.” He had to admit that such phenomena were an

integral and vital part of the revival. “Where the greatest work was—where the

greatest number of souls have been convinced and converted to God, there
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have been the most outcries, tremblings, convulsions, and all sorts of external

signs,” he wrote in September 1776. Conversely, wherever these things were

“publicly opposed,” “the effect has always been this: the men of the world have

been highly gratified, and the children of God deeply wounded.” This was

exactly the sort of trade-off that Asbury was unwilling to make as he worked to

promote the Virginia revival.43

Unlike Asbury, Thomas Rankin shared Jarratt’s misgivings about the

revival’s emotional character. Like Jarratt, Rankin at times felt overwhelmed

by the response of Virginia Methodists. While traveling with Shadford, Rankin

stopped to hold Sunday meetings at Boisseau’s (often written Bushill’s) Chapel

in Dinwiddie County on June 30, 1776. He preached in the morning, met the

society, and then returned to preach again at 4 p.m. Near the end of his sermon

“the very house seemed to shake, and all the people were overcome, with the

presence of the Lord God of Israel!” Rankin had never seen the like before.

Numbers were calling out aloud for mercy, and many were mightily

praising God their Saviour; while others were in an agony, for full

redemption in the blood of Jesus! Soon, very soon, my voice was

drowned amidst the pleasing sounds of prayer and praise! Husbands

were inviting their wives, to go to heaven with them; and parents

calling upon their children, to come to the Lord Jesus: And what was

peculiarly affecting, I observed in the gallery (appropriated for the

black people) almost every one of them upon their knees; some for

themselves, and others for their distressed companions. In short, look

where we would, all was wonder & amazement!

This continued for two hours, until “with the greatest difficulty” Rankin and

Shadford persuaded the people to go home. Here was a revival, the likes of

which Rankin had been praying for since his arrival in America, that exceeded

his expectations, but also defied his control.44

A week later as he preached at White’s chapel in Amelia County, with the

house crowded and four hundred or five hundred standing at the windows and

doors, Rankin “was obliged to stop again and again, and beg the people to

compose themselves. But they could not: some on their knees, and some on

their faces, were crying mightily to God all the time I was preaching.” The fact

that “hundreds of negroes were among them, with the tears streaming down

their faces” didn’t offended Rankin, a staunch abolitionist, though it may well

have disturbed others looking on. Still, after the novelty wore off, Rankin

became increasingly hostile to this kind of ecstatic, participatory worship.45

When he returned to Boisseau’s Chapel a week later on July 14, 1776, he

was determined to quiet things down. That morning, according to Jesse Lee,
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Rankin “gave us a good discourse . . . and tried to keep the people from making

any noise while he was speaking.” But as soon as Rankin left to “get his

dinner,” “the people felt at liberty, and began to sing, pray, and talk to friends,

till the heavenly flame kindled in their souls, and sinners were conquered, and

twelve to fifteen souls were converted to God.” Rankin returned to preach again

in the afternoon, though most of the people seem to have wished he hadn’t.

When he couldn’t stop them from crying aloud and shouting out prayers while

he spoke, he finally gave up and turned the meeting over to George Shadford,

who strode to the front and “cried out in his usual manner, ‘Who wants a

Saviour? The first that believes shall be justified.’” That did it; the place

erupted. Shadford embraced the assembly’s emotional energy such that “in a

few minutes the house was ringing with the cries of broken hearted sinners,

and the shouts of happy believers.” Rankin could only look on in dismay.46

As Rankin’s opposition to southern Methodist worship grew, Asbury

stepped forward to defend the revival. He and Rankin had both come to

Virginia with high hopes. While Rankin left disturbed that American Metho-

dists were moving beyond English patterns, Asbury, who had always been on

better terms with the mostly young southern preachers, embraced the new

style. At a subsequent conference of the preachers, Rankin launched into a

tirade against “the spirit of the Americans,” criticizing southern Methodists for

putting up with “noise” and “wild enthusiasm” in their meetings. He urged

that “a stop must absolutely be put to the prevailing wild-fire, or it would prove

ruinous.” Though he “had done all he could to suppress it,” Rankin was

“ashamed to say that some of his brethren, the preachers, were infected with

it.” As Rankin railed on, Asbury “became alarmed, and deemed it absolutely

necessary that a stop should be put to the debate, and this he thought could be

most easily and safely done by a stroke of humour,” according to ThomasWare,

who witnessed the event. Jumping up, Asbury pointed across the room and

said, “I thought,—I thought,—I thought,” to which Rankin asked, “pray . . .

what did you thought?” “I thought I saw a mouse!” Asbury replied. This joke,

which must have been perfectly timed because otherwise it isn’t that funny,

“electrified” the preachers, and in the ensuing laughter Rankin realized that he

had lost. He had become the butt of a joke, rather than the voice of wisdom.

The result was “alike gratifying to the preachers generally, and mortifying to

the person concerned,” according to Ware. Deeply offended, Rankin neverthe-

less “deemed it best, for the present, to let it pass.” But he didn’t soon forget

who had made him the object of public laughter.47

This episode is revealing in two ways. First, it demonstrates the degree to

which Asbury had reconciled himself to southern zeal. While he was no

enthusiast—he seems never to have been among the shouters, jumpers, and
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fainters at these noisy meetings—he didn’t share Rankin’s fears about southern

worship. If this was the way that southerners took to the gospel, then Asbury

was willing to make room for it, as all the preachers could now see. “Mr. Asbury

always sided with those who deemed it dangerous to” oppose “those gusts of

feeling that always did accompany deep and lasting revivals of religion,” Ware

wrote. “The friends of order, he used to say, may well allow a guilty mortal to

tremble at God’s word, for to such the Lord will look; and the saints to cry out

and shout when the Holy One is in the midst of them.”48

Second, this exchange helps explain Asbury’s quirky (from an eighteenth-

century perspective) ability to control small group discussions, something that

many contemporaries alluded to, but few attempted to explain. Laughing in

public wasn’t something early Methodists encouraged, and Asbury often chid-

ed himself for excessive “mirth.” Salvation was serious business, and the

eternal fate of souls was never to be taken lightly. And yet it was Asbury’s

ability to use humor to redirect potentially explosive discussions that in part

made him so effective in these situations. The danger of looking foolish would

have been great, but Asbury knew his audience.

American preachers remembered Rankin’s opposition to the revival’s

emotional energy for years to come. At a quarterly meeting in southern

Virginia in 1790, Thomas Ware was reminded of the 1776 awakening in the

same neighborhood “under the ministry of Mr. Boardman, [John] King and

others.” But in the earlier case, “Mr. Rankin, Mr. Wesley’s general assistant, so

violently opposed it that it soon declined.” By distancing himself from Rankin,

Asbury preserved much of his reputation among American Methodists.49

Taking a larger perspective, the revival’s success further exposed the

chronic shortage of qualified preachers, a problem that would dog Asbury

and the movement for decades to come. Part of the problem lay in the fact

that the movement was growing faster than new preachers could be trained

through service as exhorters, class leaders, and local preachers. More worri-

some was the tendency of young preachers to marry and locate (settle down to

farm or practice a trade) after only a few years in the ministry, often when they

were just beginning to find their voice. The life of an itinerant preacher was

hard, requiring him to travel almost constantly in trying conditions. Asbury

and his colleagues took it for granted that this was no life for a married man

with a family, particularly since the people gave barely enough to support

single preachers and showed no inclination to give more to support a preach-

er’s family. Still, the constant attrition troubled Asbury. Whenever he could, he

urged young preachers to avoid young women (as opposed to the movement’s

“mothers in Israel”). “My dear Billy,” he wrote to the new itinerant William

Duke, “Learn [to] stand at all possible distance from the Female Sex[,] that you
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be not betrayed by them that will damp the young mind and sink the aspiring

soul and blast the prospect of the Future Man.” A year later, Duke, who was

only sixteen years old when Asbury wrote to him, confessed that “my mind has

been strangely engaged in love,” which doesn’t seem at all strange for someone

his age. Despite such temptations, Duke didn’t immediately marry, though he

eventually left the Methodists.50

Many others left more immediately, however. On September 26, 1775,

Asbury learned of the death of the venerable Robert Williams. But Williams

had already married and settled on a farm near Portsmouth by that time. A few

months later Asbury met John King and his new wife, Sallie Seawell, the day

after their wedding. King preached for two more years before he too located in

North Carolina. In March 1776, Asbury met with the preacher JohnWade in an

effort to convince him “to decline his thoughts of studying and settling, and

return to his circuit.” Though Asbury thought he had succeeded, a year later

Wade too was gone. And then there was Robert Strawbridge, who had by the

summer of 1775 “discovered his independent principles, in objecting to our

discipline,” according to Asbury, further widening the gap between himself

and the rest of the movement’s leadership. From this point forward, Asbury

spent much of his career in America simply trying to keep enough competent

preachers in the field.51

These challenges notwithstanding, the South remained the center of

Methodist expansion for the next decade. What preachers the Methodists

could field gave them the advantage over other religious groups, particularly

the Anglicans, who failed to an even greater degree to keep up with the South’s

geographic expansion. At the annual conference in May 1776, Thomas Rankin

noted that “if we had reason to mourn over the decrease of the work, in the

Northern Circuits, we had abundant cause to bless the Lord, for the great

increase in Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina.” It was here, in the South,

that Asbury joined with American Methodists to hammer out a new identity

for the movement, but not before a war nearly pulled it all apart.52
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One Revolution

War would soon be upon them. Even Asbury, determinedly apolitical

as he was, knew it. In late January 1776, he received a letter from

Rankin telling him to return to Philadelphia by the first of March.

Asbury delayed his departure for the North until late February,

arriving in Philadelphia on March 19, having traveled more than

3,000 miles in the past year. Everywhere he went he heard reports of

fighting between British and American forces, or saw preparations for

the almost certain conflict to come. For Asbury, all of this was little

more than a regrettable distraction, drawing people’s minds away

from the fate of their eternal souls. “If it is thought expedient to watch

and fight in defence of our bodies and property, how much more

expedient is it to watch and fight against sin and Satan, in defence of

our souls, which are in danger of eternal damnation!” he wrote in

September 1775 after learning that British marines had ransacked a

printing office in Norfolk. By March 1776, Asbury had heard rumors

that a British man-of-war was moving up the Chesapeake Bay toward

Baltimore, leaving “the people greatly alarmed” and “the town . . . in

commotion.” Thereafter, the “congregations were but small, so great

has the consternation been.”1

At the outset, it wasn’t obvious that John Wesley would take

a strong stand on the war. He had long advised his preachers to

avoid meddling in politics. “It is your part to be peace-makers, to be

loving and tender to all, but to addict yourselves to no party,” he

wrote to Thomas Rankin in March 1775. It also wasn’t obvious



early on that Wesley would oppose the American position. Writing to the

Earl of Dartmouth, secretary of state for the colonies, in June 1775, Wesley

confessed that he couldn’t help but think of Americans as “‘an oppres-

sed people” who “asked for nothing more than their legal rights, and that

in the most modest and inoffensive manner that the nature of the thing

would allow.”2

All of this changed for Wesley once the disruptive social and economic

impact of the revolution became clear, particularly its hostility to the king.

Wesley wasn’t so much concerned with what the revolution would do to

America as with what it might do to England. “If a blow is struck, I give

America for lost, and perhaps England too,” he wrote to his brother Charles

in June 1775. Thoughts of the English Civil War a century before came quickly

to mind. On August 23, 1775, Wesley wrote to the Earl of Dartmouth to counter

reports “that trade was as plentiful & flourishing as ever, & the people as well

employed & as well satisfied.” From Wesley’s observations, just the opposite

was true. “In every part of England where I have been (& I have been East,

West, North & South within these two years) trade in general is exceedingly

decayed, & thousands of people are quite unemployed.” Food was so scarce that

many were reduced to “walking shadows.” Wesley found that people mostly

blamed the king. “They heartily despise his Majesty, & hate him with a perfect

Hatred. They wish to embrue their hands in his blood; they are full of ye Spirit

of Murder and Rebellion.” This was a dangerous situation, and Wesley now

saw it as his duty to speak out.3

At about the same time that he wrote to Dartmouth, Wesley came across

Samuel Johnson’s pamphlet Taxation No Tyranny. Borrowing liberally from

Johnson (his critics would say plagiarizing), Wesley reduced Johnson’s argu-

ment in length and complexity, making it more suitable for a broad audience.

Published as A Calm Address to Our American Colonies, the pamphlet sold for

two pence, but did little to calm anyone’s feelings. Wesley reminded his readers

that England enjoyed more civil and religious liberty than any nation on earth.

Why would anyone rebel against such a benevolent government? The answer,

Wesley wrote, was that “designing men” in England had duped the Americans

into believing that they were oppressed. “Determined enemies to monarchy,”

these men were willing to risk all to bring down the king and replace him with

a republican form of government. “Would a republican government give you

more liberty, either religious or civil?” Wesley asked. Far from it. “No govern-

ments under heaven are so despotic as the republican; no subjects are gov-

erned in so arbitrary a manner as those of a commonwealth. . . .Republics

show no mercy.” The only sensible course was to “fear God and honour the

King!” Following up a theme from his earlier pamphlet, Thoughts Upon Slavery

88 AMERICAN SAINT



(1772), Wesley reminded readers that the only real slave in America was “that

Negro, fainting under the load, bleeding under the lash!”4

Wesley’s pamphlet sold a hundred thousand copies in a few months,

creating a storm of protest in the process. Though few copies reached America,

his views became generally known, and he continued to publish on the topic

for several years. In subsequent pamphlets, particularly A Calm Address to the

Inhabitants of England (1777), Wesley shifted much of the blame for the war

from anti-monarchists in England to the Americans themselves, and he

continued to call for loyalty to the king. “Do any of you blaspheme God, or the

King?” Wesley asked his fellow Methodists. “None of you, I trust, who are in

connexion with me. I would no more continue in fellowship with those, who

continue in such a practice, than with whore-mongers, or sabbath-breakers, or

thieves, or drunkards, or common swearers.”5

Other British Methodists, including John Fletcher, joined John Wesley in

criticizing the Americans. Charles Wesley wrote hundreds of pages of poetry

condemning American patriots, those “fiends from hell,” and the conduct of

British leaders who had bungled the war effort. Like John, Charles drew a

connection between the American Revolution and the English Civil War. The

American patriots, according to Charles, were guilty of conducting the war

By burnings, ravages, and rapes,

And villainy in a thousand shapes

By comparison, John Wesley seemed a moderate.6

British preachers in America, including Thomas Rankin, could easily

perceive the direction of the Wesleys’ opinions and increasingly spoke out

against the American cause. Except for Asbury. The Wesleys’ perspective on

the conflict no longer made sense to him. After meeting Rankin in Philadel-

phia in March 1776 and receiving an “affectionate letter” from John Wesley,

Asbury declared that he was “truly sorry that the venerable man ever dipped

into the politics of America.” Had Wesley “been a subject of America, no doubt

he would have been as zealous an advocate of the American cause” as he now

was of the British. The gulf between Wesley and Asbury in this regard ran

deep. Wesley was an Oxford-educated clergyman and gentleman who saw it as

his duty to uphold church and king. For Wesley, republicanism undercut the

essential social hierarchy that supported the moral order of the universe.

Asbury had come to the more American view that the old order was inherently

flawed, a human invention, and not a very good one at that. None of this is

surprising given that Wesley was a priest of the established church and Asbury

wasn’t. Asbury had grown up within sight of political power (Dartmouth’s

estate in particular), but without any expectation that it would ever concern
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him directly. For Asbury, faith and politics were never connected in the way

they were for Wesley. All human governments were corrupt, and none de-

served absolute allegiance. Of Wesley’s licensed missionaries to America, only

Asbury divided Wesley’s theology, which he held firmly to, from Wesley’s

political and social views, which he increasingly distrusted. His position on

the conflict was much closer to that of the majority of the American preachers.

Most eventually supported the American cause, but initially agreed with the

itinerant William Duke, who saw the coming conflict as “nothing but a

prospect of ruin & desolation.”7

Asbury also refused to leave America, even when he had other oppor-

tunities and Wesley called him home. In February 1775, Asbury received

a letter from Antigua urging him to take over the leadership of Methodism

on the Caribbean island. Nathaniel Gilbert, the island’s leading Methodist,

had died the year before, leaving Antiguan Methodists without a leader.8

Asbury believed that John Wesley had “given his consent” to the plan, but

he nevertheless held back. Meanwhile, Wesley wrote to Rankin on March

1, 1775, advising that Asbury “return to England the first opportunity.” While

this letter was in transit, Asbury wrote to Wesley apparently seeking advice

(the letter doesn’t survive). Wesley responded through Rankin on April 21, 1775,

acknowledging Asbury’s letter and advising him not to go to Antigua, but to

return to England immediately. Asbury and Rankin had already butted heads,

and Wesley, while remaining sympathetic toward Asbury, essentially took

Rankin’s side. “I apprehend he will go through his work more cheerfully

when he is within a little distance from me,” Wesley confided to Rankin on

May 19, 1775. “I doubt not but Brother Asbury and you will part friends. . . .He

is quite an upright man.” Rankin wasn’t so sure, but he communicated

Wesley’s orders to Asbury, who nevertheless spent the remainder of 1775

in Virginia.9

Even after he received an August 7, 1775, letter from Rankin saying that he,

Martin Rodda, and James Dempster “had consulted and deliberately concluded

it would be best to return to England,” Asbury held back. He couldn’t bring

himself “to leave such a field for gathering souls to Christ, as we have in

America. It would be an eternal dishonour to the Methodist, that we should

all leave three thousand souls, who desire to commit themselves to our care;

neither is it the part of a good shepherd to leave his flock in time of danger:

therefore, I am determined, by the grace of God, not to leave them, let the

consequences be what it may.” Fortunately, by this time Wesley had also

changed his mind, forestalling a further showdown with Rankin. Writing to

Rankin in August 1775, Wesley allowed that he was “not sorry Brother Asbury

stays with you another year. In that time it will be seen what God will
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do with North America, and you will easily judge whether our preachers are

called to remain any longer therein.” On that Asbury had already made up

his mind.10

Taking the Waters

In May 1776, Rankin assigned Asbury to Baltimore, but he lasted less than a

month in the city before landing sick and “shattered” at the home of Prudence

and Henry Gough. The Goughs were one of a number of prominent Baltimore

area Methodists. They had been awakened, to use Methodist parlance, under

Asbury’s preaching the year before. Henry became an exhorter for a time, but

later left the church before rejoining in 1801, again under Asbury’s preaching.

Prudence never wavered, remaining a lifelong Methodist and part of a network

of wealthy Methodist women in the Baltimore area. “Mrs. Gough hath been my

faithful daughter; she never offended me at any time,” Asbury wrote in August

1800. A successful Baltimore merchant, Henry Goughmaintained a 1,100-acre

estate, Perry Hall, which included a mansion assessed at $9,000 in 1798 (by

comparison, a Methodist circuit preacher earned $64 a year at the time, and

most working people made little more). When Thomas Coke visited Perry Hall

in December 1784, he wrote that the “new mansion-house” that Gough “has

lately built, is the most elegant in this State.”11

Prominent families becoming Methodists gave the movement an impor-

tant advantage in the upper South, conveying a degree of legitimacy. Asbury

realized this, but they also intimidated him. The only thing that he had in

common with families like the Goughs was Methodism. In this regard Asbury

and John Wesley were quite different. Though from a family of only modest

wealth by gentry standards, Wesley could command the attention of the well-

heeled. There was much about his Oxford experience that Wesley later rejected,

but he usually included the title “Fellow of Lincoln College” on the title pages of

his books. He had great sympathy and even admiration for the working people

of England, but it was the sympathy of an outsider. When he traveled, Wesley

routinely lodged with wealthy supporters, who were nevertheless not Metho-

dists, rather than stay in the homes of more humble members.12 Asbury never

adopted a similar practice. His early life was more commonplace than Wesley’s

and he never tried to fashion himself into a gentleman. Apart from the

common bond of Methodism, Asbury never felt comfortable around men of

wealth and high manners. Once Henry Gough fell away from the faith, Asbury

became a less frequent guest at Perry Hall. But that was in the future. In his

present distress he needed help.
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At the insistence of the Goughs, who frequented Berkeley Springs in

northern Virginia (now West Virginia), Asbury decided “to go to the warm

springs, and make a trial of them for the recovery of my health.” This wasn’t an

easy decision since the springs were a place of leisure, the pursuit of which was

one of the worst sins that might befall a Methodist preacher. Henry Gough and

Samuel Merryman accompanied Asbury to Berkeley Springs, also known as

Bath, one of the oldest of the mineral springs resorts in the South. These

resorts didn’t really reach their heyday as vacation centers for the “gay and

fashionable” until the nineteenth century, but even in 1776 elites and social

climbers met at Berkeley Springs to drink, gamble, socialize, and take the

waters. Asbury recounts preaching in a theater and sleeping “under the

same roof with the actors,” during a subsequent visit in 1785. (Early Methodists

never attended the theater, which they dismissed as voyeurism.) The springs,

in other words, were a fair approximation of hell on earth from a Methodist

perspective.13

In his journal entries during his stay at the springs, Asbury goes out of

his way to emphasize how busy he was, which of course defeated the whole

point of going there. Owing to the summer rush, the house where he found

lodging was crowded, even by eighteenth-century standards: “The size of it

is twenty feet by sixteen; and there are seven beds and sixteen persons therein,

and some noisy children.” Despite these distractions, he settled into a routine

that included reading about a hundred pages a day, praying five times a day

in public, preaching in the open air every other day, and lecturing in prayer

meetings every evening. He injured his voice on one occasion by preaching

so loudly “that the people who were in their houses might hear.” At another

meeting “many were affected, and one man fell down,” which assured him

that “I am in the line of my duty, in attending the springs.” If God was

working through his preaching, then he couldn’t be too far from his proper

calling, though most of the other vacationers probably disagreed. Like a

politician at a sports event, Asbury’s presence only reminded people of

what they had come there to escape, if only for a time. There is something

comical about his stay at the springs, though he would have failed to see

the humor in it. When he left in late August, he concluded that it was “the

best and the worst place I ever was in; good for health, but most injurious

to religion.”14

He returned to the springs five more times in subsequent years, but the

results were always the same. “I cannot get the people to attend preaching

except on the Sabbath,” he groused during a month-long hiatus at “this place of

wickedness” in the summer of 1786. “I will return to my own studies: if the

people are determined to go to hell, I am clear of their blood,” he fumed after
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another disappointing attempt at preaching in the summer of 1787. Berkeley

Springs stood for everything Asbury opposed. It was expensive (four dollars

per week in 1785), determinedly irreligious, and wholly given over to the

pursuit of “vanity.” After 1793 he quit going.15

A Rumor of War

After returning to Baltimore, Asbury spent all of 1777 in Maryland, preaching

mainly in the region around Baltimore and Annapolis. The war had already cut

off Norfolk, Virginia, from the list of preaching appointments and would soon

do the same for Philadelphia and New York as they fell behind British lines.

Membership declined from 6,968 in 1777 to 6,095 in 1778, reflecting the

confusion of war.16

Regardless of their politics, Asbury and his colleagues couldn’t escape the

war. Methodist preachers were widely suspected of having loyalist sympathies,

which was in fact often the case with the British-born preachers. Most of the

American-born preachers weren’t loyalists, though their pacifism was easily

misunderstood. Caught in the middle were the British-born preachers who

supported the American cause, or who, like Asbury, wanted to remain neutral.

Consider the case of John Littlejohn. Born in England in about 1755,

Littlejohn arrived in Maryland in 1767 with his new master, storekeeper

Thomas Broomfield, on a brig with a crowd that included sixty-five indentured

servants and fourteen convicts. After leaving Broomfield, Littlejohn worked as

a saddle maker, storekeeper, and shop foreman in Norfolk, Annapolis, and

Alexandria. A prophetic dream led to his conversion in 1774 early on in the

Virginia revival. In a few short years Littlejohn moved from convert to exhorter

to class leader to preacher. Feeling “greatly impressed” with “my duty to

preach,” he joined William Watters on the Berkeley circuit in 1776. For the

next year he threw himself into the heart of the Virginia revival, traveling from

circuit to circuit speaking to crowds great and small.17

Shortly after he began preaching in 1776, Littlejohn noted that “most of

the people suppose the preechers are all Torys,” but “they are mistaken if they

think I am one.” He believed it “lawfull under our oppressn by Great Britian” to

take up arms in defense of his new country. When he heard a Methodist near

Baltimore declare that “no Man can be a Christian who goes to War,” Littlejohn

“advised him not to judge rashly,” saying “that those who were will[in]g to

defend their rights, enjoyedmore of the power of Relign.” On another occasion,

when “one of the Brethren said much agst fighting,” Littlejohn “told him if he

was not at liberty to fight he ought to refrain,” but “not judge those . . .who
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differed from him.” Littlejohn’s journal contains several accounts of Metho-

dists jailed for refusing to serve, forced to pay for substitutes, or simply “draggd

to the Camp” against their will.18

The position of the Maryland preachers was further complicated by their

refusal to take the Maryland oaths of allegiance that the state legislature passed

in 1776 and 1777. These acts initially imposed only modest fines for preaching

without taking the oath, such as the £5 Asbury was fined for preaching a

sermon in June 1776. But in August 1777 General Howe’s army landed on

the Eastern Shore and began an overland march to Philadelphia, which it

captured that fall. With the British so close at hand, the Maryland legislature

became more determined to root out loyalist opposition, culminating in the

Security Act of 1777. The act required all males older than eighteen to swear an

oath in front of a local justice before March 1, 1778, implying that they were

willing to take up arms against the British. Those who refused were specifically

barred from preaching in the state. Most of those arrested for preaching

without taking the oath were Methodists. After Littlejohn refused to sign the

oath in March 1778, he was nearly “tarred & feathered by some of the bettr sort,

as they suppose they are.”19

If all of this wasn’t enough to cast doubt on the patriotism of Methodist

preachers in general, some preachers openly supported the British cause. Like

Wesley, Thomas Rankin’s sentiments were clearly with the English government.

By August 1775, he had decided to return to England, only to change his mind a

few weeks later. Rankin went instead to Philadelphia and New Jersey in Novem-

ber 1776, where he entered into political intrigue with Thomas Webb, a retired

British army officer who had fought in some of the pivotal battles of the French

and Indian War in America, losing his right eye. Webb had converted to

Methodism in 1765, thereafter preaching extensively in New York, New Jersey,

and Pennsylvania, sometimes in his uniform. While generally admired, he was

loquacious, flamboyant, and always something of an eccentric. “Captain Webb

does not wilfully tell lies, but he speaks incautiously; so that we must make large

allowance for this whenever he speaks, otherwise we shall be deceived. . . . I fear

his wife will have need of patience,” John Wesley wrote to Thomas Rankin in

December 1773.20

Considering Webb’s military background, it isn’t surprising that he re-

mained an ardent loyalist during the revolution. While living in New Jersey in

December 1776, Webb, at considerable risk, crossed the Delaware River into

Pennsylvania and learned of Washington’s plan to attack Trenton on Christmas

Day. Rankin was staying with Webb at the time, and together they informed

Colonel Thomas Stirling of the plan on December 21. Fortunately for Washing-

ton, the British failed to takeWebb’s information seriously. But his spying didn’t
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escape the notice of American forces, who ordered Webb to leave New Jersey.

Asbury saw him in Baltimore in April 1777, but left Webb’s name out of his

journal, only referring to him as “an old friend.” When Webb returned to New

Jersey, he was arrested, taken before Congress, and paroled to Bethlehem,

Pennsylvania. About a year later he was exchanged for an American captured

by the British, subsequently returning to England with his family, where he

continued to lobby for support of the British army in America.21 None of this

did the image of Methodism any good with American patriots.

Nor did Rankin’s continuing exploits. Rankin was back in Baltimore in

September 1777, where he attended a dinner party given by the Goughs at

Perry Hall. The guests included Captain Charles and Rebecca Ridgely, Captain

John Sterrett and his wife, John Littlejohn (who recorded the events of the

evening in his journal) and five others. Like Prudence Gough, Rebecca Ridgely

was a devout Methodist and friend of Asbury’s. The Ridgely mansion, Hamp-

ton, was assessed at $12,000 in 1798. Sterrett, a Presbyterian and an officer in

Thomas Webb (d. 1796), who often preached in his uniform. (From Abel Stevens,

History of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 1

[New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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the Maryland militia, got into an argument with Rankin during dinner over the

conduct of loyalists near Baltimore, with Rankin supporting them much to

Sterrett’s consternation. Flying into “a voilent passn [passion],” Sterrett pushed

his plate away, saying that he had as much religion as Rankin did. As the

two continued to argue, Sterrett pushed back his chair and unbuttoned his

waistcoat, calling Rankin a “scoundrel, Villian [and] Tory.” After pointing out

that Wesley “had employd his Tongue & pen agst [against] the States,” Sterrett

declared that “every” Methodist preacher was a “tool” of the English govern-

ment and ought to be stopped from traveling. One of the women present (it

isn’t clear who) came to Rankin’s defense, leading Sterrett to turn on Rankin

once again, saying “you coward[,] you are all a parcel of Villians, & I will take

care of you, if ever I meet you in Balt[imore].” Then screaming “I cant bear it,”

Sterrett rushed toward Rankin. Littlejohn expected “a battle,” but instead

Sterrett passed by Rankin and left the room. “All was confusion,” Littlejohn

reported, and the dinner party ruined.22

Later that month Rankin fled to the Chesapeake Bay and joined the

English fleet bound for Philadelphia, but not before preaching “in favour of

the British cause,” according to Littlejohn. After wintering in Philadelphia, he

returned to England in March 1778, which Littlejohn concluded was “a blessg

to those who remain in the work.”23

Rankin had come to America with high hopes, believing that God had

important work for him to accomplish here. “I know & feel that God is with

me . . . that my way is made plain before me” he wrote to a friend just before

sailing in 1773. But things hadn’t worked out as he had hoped, despite initial

successes. “For the first 3 years I was in America, the prospect was truely

pleasing, with respect to the work of God: Many were awakened, and many

converted to Jesus,” he wrote in July 1778. Then the war intervened, “these

wretched times,” and Rankin only barely “escaped from the hands of cruel &

Bloody men.” He was so happy to be back in London that he could scarcely eat

or sleep for eight or ten days. Rankin clearly favored England, “this happy and

highly favoured land,” and took it as another sign of Asbury’s stubbornness

and disloyalty to Wesley that he didn’t as well. “Brs. Shadford, Rodda, & myself;

have got happily among our Brethren once more; and Br. Asbury might have

been here also, but he was unwilling to leave a few Books behind,” scoffed

Rankin.24

Asbury, on the other hand, had come to suspect that Rankin’s motives had

more to do with politics than religion. By urging all the British preachers to

return to Britain, Rankin was attempting “to sweep the continent of every

preacher that Mr. Wesley sent to it and of every respectable traveling preacher

of Europe,” Asbury wrote to Joseph Benson in England. To sweeten the deal,
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Rankin “told us that if we returned to our native country, we would be

esteemed as such obedient, loyal subjects that we would obtain ordination in

the grand Episcopal Church of England and come back to America with high

respectability after the war ended.” On the contrary, Asbury knew that preach-

ers who fled would be hard pressed to win back the trust of the people.25

Partly because of the conduct of Rankin and his British colleagues, the

remaining preachers found it increasingly difficult to travel and preach. As-

bury’s chaise was “shot through” as he rode near Annapolis in April 1777, and

John Littlejohn quit traveling by the end of 1778. Still, Asbury couldn’t bring

himself to leave America. Unlike Wesley, he considered “political subjects” to

be “out of my province,” something that ordinary people had little control over

and therefore ought not to meddle in. When he first began to hear news of the

war, “a fear rose” in his mind as to what might happen. “But it was soon

banished by considering—I must go on and mind my own business, which is

enough for me; and leave all those things to the providence of God.” All

temporal concerns, particularly with regard to politics, were ultimately a

distraction from a higher calling. What difference did it make which govern-

ment people lived under if, in the end, they landed in hell? Surely the greater

good was to continue preaching under whichever political faction prevailed.

With this in mind he determined to stay in America and weather the storm, if

possible.26

Hiding Out

The year 1778 began in the midst of a bitterly cold winter. Asbury had been in

America for seven years, but he still marveled at the weather. Since he spent

much of his time outdoors, riding from one meeting to the next, the weather

was a significant part of his life. What amazed him the most was howmuch the

temperature varied from summer to winter, North to South, a much greater

range than in England. “People suffer much more in winter by cold, and in

summer by heat, here than in England,” he noted. The one was just as difficult

as the other. Though winter brought “judgment weather,” by June he was

complaining that he found “the heat of the weather too great for close study;

it flags the spirits, and strangely debilitates all the powers of body and mind in

a manner that is seldom felt in Europe, unless for one month in the year.”27

The cold wasn’t the only chill that Asbury felt during the winter of 1778.

Unable to preach in Maryland because he wouldn’t take the oath of allegiance,

he moved to Delaware, which didn’t require an oath. There he took up resi-

dence at the home of Judge Thomas White, who owned a considerable estate
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near Whiteleysburg. Asbury later remembered White as “my patron, good and

respectable Thomas White, who promised me security and secrecy.” Fifteen

years older than Asbury and an Anglican by upbringing, White was led to

Methodism by his nephew, Dr. Edward White. Their homes were within a mile

of one another, and Asbury preached in Edward White’s barn.

By moving to Delaware, Asbury avoided the Maryland oath, but he couldn’t

escape the war. In fact, the move brought him closer to the heaviest fighting

in the region. By the end of September 1777 General Howe had defeated

Washington’s continentals at Brandywine Creek, Pennsylvania, and had

moved into Philadelphia, forcing Congress to flee the city. Asbury spent most

of the next two and a half years in Delaware, but even here he feared that it was

too dangerous to travel openly.

Thomas White’s cautious approach to politics appealed to Asbury. White

was, in the realm of Delaware politics, a moderate conservative, part of a

faction that had taken control of the state government from the more radical,

independence-minded Whigs the previous year. It was during this period of

conservative control that White won his appointment as a chief justice of the

Kent County Court of Common Pleas. But as the war intensified during the

winter of 1777–1778, Congress and neighboring states (particularly Maryland)

pressured Delaware to take a more active role in the revolution, and the

political climate changed in favor of the pro-revolutionary Whigs. Coupled

with White’s conservative (some would say Tory) political views was his sup-

port of Methodism. He and Asbury had intended to keep the latter’s presence at

the Whites’ quiet, but this proved impossible as a steady stream of Methodists

made their way to Whiteleysburg to see Asbury. Almost immediately after his

arrival in February 1778, he held a quarterly meeting in Edward White’s barn,

with “many people” attending “from different parts.” Several of the preachers

who visited Asbury at the Whites’, including Samuel Spraggs and George

Shadford, soon crossed over to the British side. This didn’t go unnoticed by

local Whigs. After Shadford’s departure in March for Philadelphia, then under

British control, a gloom fell over Asbury: “three thousand miles from home—

my friends have left me—I am considered by some as an enemy of the

country—every day liable to be seized by violence, and abused.” He may well

have had a premonition of what was to come, though it would be Judge White,

not Asbury, who would be taken.28

Asbury probably also chose the Whites because of Mary White, Thomas’s

wife. Originally from a prosperous family in Sussex County, Delaware, Mary

White was a sometime class leader and “a mother in Israel in very deed,”

according to the preacher Thomas Ware. On one occasion, years later, Mrs.

White took in the itinerant preacher Benjamin Abbott, who, like nearly all of
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his colleagues, periodically doubted the value of his preaching. Sensing his

despair, White took Abbott by the hand, “exhorting me for some time” with

“wholesome admonitions.” This was just what Abbott needed at the moment,

dispelling the doubts that clouded his mind. “Sister White, I believe, was an

Israelite indeed, in whom there was no guile,” Abbott later wrote. In many

respects the Whites’ home seemed the perfect refuge. They were sincere

Methodists of considerable means, for whom the expense of keeping Asbury

wasn’t a burden. What he didn’t know was that Thomas White’s political star

was falling, and the war was about to close in on the family.29

As the fighting moved south out of New England and New York, the

Delmarva Peninsula (which is divided between Delaware, Maryland, and Vir-

ginia, hence the name) took on increased strategic importance. The peninsula

was a particular concern to Congress because it contained one of the highest

concentrations of loyalists anywhere in the states. Maryland politicians and

military leaders had the clout to challenge Eastern Shore loyalists, but Dela-

ware patriots faced proportionally stiffer opposition and therefore had to

proceed more cautiously in pressing for support from the general population.

This meant that Asbury never had to take an oath in Delaware, but it also

meant that he lived in the perpetual uncertainty of an active war zone.30

On March 26, 1778, Congress, “having great reason to expect an invasion

of Delaware,” passed a resolution authorizing White’s arrest as someone

“whose being at large will be dangerous to the independence of” the state.

The arrest came a week later. “This night we had a scene of trouble in the

family,” Asbury recorded on April 2. “My friend Mr. Thomas White was taken

away, and his wife and family left in great distress.” Four days later Asbury left

the Whites, riding “through a lonesome, devious road, like Abraham, not

knowing whither I went.” “Weary and unwell,” he found shelter in an uniden-

tified home (he left out the name to protect his host) late at night. He intended

to stay there “till Providence should direct my way,” but the following night “a

report was spread which inclined me to think it would be most prudent for me

to move the next day.” That night Asbury “lay in a swamp till about sunset,”

and then was “taken in by a friend,” John Fogwell, who lived near Sudlerville,

Maryland, about 15 miles north of the Whites’ home. Fogwell had been trans-

formed from a drunkard to a Methodist by blind Mrs. Rogers, a Methodist

“missionary” (probably an unlicensed exhorter) in Queen Anne’s County.

Returning to Maryland involved considerable risk, since Asbury hadn’t taken

the state’s loyalty oath, but then so did staying at the Whites’. He spent about

three weeks at Fogwell’s, reading and praying, not daring to preach.31

Asbury left Fogwell’s on April 29, 1778, and returned to the Whites’, where

he intended “spending these perilous days in retirement, devotion, and study.”
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After eleven days, he was joined by the recently paroled Judge White, who had

successfully challenged his arrest on legal grounds. This was a positive sign,

but Asbury’s mind remained “strangely twisted and tortured, not knowing

what to do.” He remained in Whitleysburg for most of the next year, spending

much of this time in reading and prayer. If he couldn’t ride and preach, he had

to find something else to do; idleness was out of the question for a Methodist

preacher. Asbury set himself a regimen that included praying several hours a

day and reading the Bible, particularly the book of Revelation, which at one

point he determined to read at least a chapter from every day. Revelation’s

vision of God’s sovereignty amid tumult and upheaval must have been com-

forting in these seemingly apocalyptic times. Along with his English Bible, he

plodded through Greek and Latin texts of the Bible and read just about

anything else he could get his hands on. It wasn’t a life he enjoyed. In October

1778, he considered leaving America, writing “I am desirous to do what I can

for the salvation of immortal souls which inhabit America; but if Providence

should permit men to prevent me, then I am clear, and must labour where the

door is open.” The strain of confinement began to take a toll on his health.

After preaching near the Whites’ home in November 1778, he “returned to my

temporary home, in a much better state of health then when I went out. Thus

is my life at present chequered: I come home, and grow sick, then go out and

grow better; and return to meet affliction again.”32

Staying in America rather than returning to England was perhaps the single

greatest gamble of Asbury’s career. Then again, none of his options seemed very

good. There was little to draw him back to England. He had left there a junior

preacher. If he returned, he could expect little more than a single circuit appoint-

ment, particularly since he had alienated himself fromRankin,Wesley, andmost

of theBritish preachers. Beyond that, leaving theministry to return to his parents’

home and the little village outside Birminghamwas unthinkable now that he had

tasted the life of travel, preaching, and leadership.33

But his present prospects weren’t encouraging either, limiting him to a

small orbit around the Whites’ estate. As he brooded, troubling news of violent

attacks and the arrests of fellow preachers stirred a mixture of fear and guilt in

Asbury. It begged the question of why he too wasn’t out risking jail and violence

to preach the gospel. In March 1778, Asbury learned that William Wrenn, who

had become a traveling preacher the year before, had been “cast into prison at

Annapolis.” A few days later he heard that Joseph Hartley, who had joined the

traveling connection in 1776, had been “apprehended” in Queen Anne’s Coun-

ty, Maryland, for preaching without having taken the state oath. Hartley

subsequently spent three months in the Talbot County jail, preaching so

effectively through his cell window that his accusers began to worry that “if
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the preacher was not turned out of jail, he would convert all the town.” In all,

some twenty Methodists were indicted in 1778 for preaching in Maryland,

including John Littlejohn, William Duke, and Henry Gough. Meanwhile, As-

bury remained at the Whites’. “Sometimes I have been afraid that I have done

wrong in retiring from the work,” he confided to his journal in June 1778.34

As he brooded at the Whites’, Asbury met fairly regularly with preachers

who were still traveling full-time. The most active was Freeborn Garrettson,

who did more than anyone to hold Delmarva Methodism together from 1778 to

1780. Garrettson began his appointment on the Kent circuit in May 1778

without taking the Maryland oath. A few days after visiting Asbury at the

Whites’ in June 1778, Garrettson was accosted by a Queen Anne’s County

judge, who used a stick to knock him off his horse and beat him senseless.

Undaunted, Garrettson continued to travel and preach across the peninsula.

That September, in Dover, he was mistaken for a follower of Cheney Clow, a

“backslidden Methodist” who led an armed band of some three hundred loyal-

ists. Garrettson only narrowly escaped a mob numbering in the “hundreds,”

crying, “He is one of Clowe’s men—hang him—hang him.” Two months later

in Salisbury, Maryland, a sheriff tried to arrest him, but backed down after

Garrettson reminded him that he was “a servant of the Lord Jesus.” In June

1779, he was “pursued by a party of men, who way-laid me, and the head of the

company, with a gun presented, commandedme to stop.” Garrettson was saved

on this occasion by the women of his party, who leaped from their horses and

seized the man’s gun until Garrettson had passed by. Despite all of this, during

the preceding fifteen months Garrettson preached in “more than a hundred

new places.” After spending a few months in Philadelphia and New Jersey, he

returned to Dorchester County, Maryland, in February 1780. There he was

arrested and thrown into the county jail at Cambridge, where he “had a dirty

floor for my bed, my saddle-bags for my pillow, and two large windows open

with a cold East wind blowing upon me.” It took several weeks for friends to

secure his release, during which time Asbury “heard of the severity used to

brother Garrettson in Cambridge jail.”35

Asbury couldn’t have missed the contradiction between his own conduct and

what he asked others to do. One of those Asbury kept at his post was John

Littlejohn. Littlejohn had been considering marrying and locating (in other

words leaving the ranks of the traveling preachers to settle down and take up a

trade) since the summer of 1777. Over the next year he sought the advice of a

number of Methodists, including George Shadford and Thomas Rankin, as to

what he should do. They all urged him to continue preaching. In response to a

letter from Littlejohn, Shadford wrote back that “he does not approve of my

locating.”About the only personwho didn’t want Littlejohn to continue itinerating
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washismother, whowasn’t aMethodist andwho threatened to disinherit him if he

continued. By June 1778, Littlejohn, then stationed on the Kent circuit in Mary-

land, had reached a crisis point.With “the rage of the people agst [against] us,” the

Maryland preachers “were all confined to a few places; & no prospect of our in

largement.” Littlejohn wanted to believe that this was reason enough to quit, but

he could “not leave my appoint[ment] wth propriety without” Asbury’s “consent.”

So, risking arrest as a Tory spy, Littlejohn made the dangerous journey to see

Asbury inDelaware and openhis heart to him.Whatever else he said, Asbury sent

Littlejohn back to preach on the Baltimore circuit, taking the place of the recently

departed Shadford.36

How could Asbury ask Freeborn Garrettson, John Littlejohn (a fellow

English immigrant), and others to take risks that he himself wouldn’t? To

some extent Asbury probably was more vulnerable than the other preachers.

As the last of Wesley’s official English missionaries and a leader of the Meth-

odist movement in America, Asbury attracted greater suspicion than the

A young Freeborn Garrettson. (From Ezra S. Tipple, Freeborn Garrettson

[New York: Eaton & Mains; Cincinnati: Jennings & Graham, 1910].)
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American-born or less well-known preachers. But only marginally so. A certain

defensiveness later crept into Asbury’s reflections on his stay at the Whites’. In

August 1804, he reacted to an account of American Methodism’s early days by

Charles Atmore, an English preacher, by claiming that Atmore’s picture of his

relative inactivity while hiding at theWhites’ “is a mistake.” Taking exception to

Atmore, Asbury claimed that while at the Whites’, “I went where I thought fit

in every part of the state, frequently lodged in the houses of very reputable

people of the world and we had a great work. I think near 1800 were added in

that state during my stay, about 20 months.” True, but Garrettson could claim

more of these converts than Asbury. Similarly, in response to Jesse Lee’s

A Short History of the Methodists, published in 1810, Asbury wrote to “correct”

Lee in only “one fact.” Contrary to Lee’s mild assertion, that Asbury “shut

himself up” at the Whites’ home, Asbury argued that his Delaware “seclusion”

had been “in no wise a season of inactivity; on the contrary, except about two

months of retirement, from the direst necessity, it was the most active, the

most useful, and most afflictive part of my life.” If he didn’t preach on a few

Sabbaths, “if I did not, for a short time, steal after dark, or through the gloomof the

woods, as wasmy wont, from house to house to enforce that truth I (an only child)

had left father and mother, and crossed the ocean to proclaim,—I shall not be

blamed, I hope, when it is known that my patron, good and respectable Thomas

White . . .was himself taken into custody by the light-horse patrol: if such things

happened to him, what might I expect, a fugitive, and an Englishman?”37

Asbury had a point. During 1778-his least active year-he still preached at

least ninety-five times, plus attending numerous prayer meetings and other

informal gatherings at which he spoke. Among those converted under As-

bury’s preaching at the Whites’ was Joseph Everett, who fell under conviction

after hearing Asbury preach in March 1778. In 1780, Everett began preaching

on the Dorset circuit and soon became one of the most powerful Methodist

voices on the peninsula. Another of Asbury’s converts during this period was

Richard Bassett, who later served as governor of Delaware. In 1778, Bassett

stopped to spend the night at the Whites’ while on his way to Maryland. When

he noticed a group of dark-cloaked men also in the house, he asked Mary White

who they were. She told him that they were Methodist preachers, “some of the

best men in the world.” Alarmed for his reputation, Bassett prepared to leave

immediately. But White convinced him to stay for supper, where his opinion of

Methodism changed after “considerable conversation” with Asbury. Asbury

visited Bassett’s home the next year, where the two talked late into the night,

initiating a friendship that lasted more than thirty years.38

Still, memory made these activities seem more important to Asbury than

they appeared at the time. While at the Whites’ from 1778 to 1780, he was
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wracked by doubts and guilt. Should he risk doing more? As an English

commoner, Asbury had less faith in the law’s ability to protect him than

many of his American counterparts. As a young man, he had heard stories of

how mobs in Wednesbury, near his home, had harassed Wesley and his

followers, destroying their property with impunity. Fear of authority figures

was part of his core personality, perhaps a product of his family’s shaky

reputation growing up. His courage wasn’t in facing down a mob, but in

enduring a relentless schedule of travel, preaching, and meetings that, except

for the difficult months of 1778 and 1779, consumed his life. Each required

courage, but of a different kind.39

The Life of the Mind

As the war limited his opportunities to travel and preach, Asbury spent more time

reading and praying. In December 1776, after returning to Baltimore from Berke-

ley Springs, he set a goal of spending three hours a day in prayer. ByMarch 1777 he

was praying seven times a day, and soon as many as ten or twelve times. His

reading began, naturally enough, with the Bible, including some reading in a

Greek New Testament and a Hebrew Old Testament. Other books included:

ThomasNewton’sDissertations on the Prophecies, which have been remarkably fulfilled,

and are at this time fulfilling in the world (1754), the third time he had read Newton;

Wesley’s Notes on the New Testament (1755); Isaac Watts’s Death and Heaven; Or the

Last EnemyConquer’d, and Separate SpiritsMade Perfect (1722); Richard Baxter’sCall

to the Unconverted (1658),Gildas Salvianus, the Reformed Pastor (1656), and Baxter’s

devotional classic, The Saints Everlasting Rest (1650); the first sixteen volumes of the

sixty-five-volumeAnUniversal History from the Earliest Account of Time (1747–68), a

collection of sermons by Samuel Walker published in 1763; and William Law’s

Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life (1729).40

This was a surprisingly eclectic mix. The books Asbury read were the sort of

thing that any well-read American might pick up if they had an interest in

religion. Most were bestsellers of the period, available in several editions. Some

were published in America, but most were printed in Britain. As much as he

could, he tried to breathe in the intellectual winds that happened to blow his

way.41

During his period of greatest inactivity, between January 1778 and April

1779, Asbury continued to read everything he could get his hands on, leading

to one of the few extended theological reflections in any of his writings. He

began that January with The Genuine Works of Flavius Josephus, the Jewish

Historian, by William Whiston (1667–1752), which remained the standard
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English translation of Josephus into the twentieth century.42 After finishing

Josephus, Asbury came across an edition of Martin Luther’s Commentary Upon

the Epistle to the Galatians, which he read during the last week of January. In

February he read the “works” of John Flavell (1630–1691), a Presbyterian

minister and prolific writer who had attended Oxford as a servitor. Asbury

evidently had a copy of Flavell’s collected works, first published in London in

1701 in two volumes. At the same time he read Flavell, Asbury read “Hartley,”

possibly Thomas Hartley (1708–1784), who published a collection of sermons

in 1754, or perhaps David Hartley (1705–1757), author of Observations on Man:

His Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations.43

After spending March and the first week in April reading the Bible,

sometimes in Greek and Latin, Asbury picked up a copy of Christian Letters

by Joseph Alleine (1634–1668), which, he noted, Alleine “wrote in prison.”

Alleine’s most famous book, Alarm to the Unconverted, initially sold twenty

thousand copies when it was posthumously published in 1671 and is still in

print today.44 Next Asbury read the book of Revelation, accompanied by John

Wesley’s Notes on the New Testament. He then read Philip Doddridge’s The Rise

and Progress of Religion in the Soul in two days, nearly three hundred pages in

most editions. A popular devotional manual, Rise and Progress had been trans-

lated into Dutch, French, and German. Asbury found himself “pleased, in-

structed, and affected” by the book, concluding that “an abridgment of this

book would be of great service to our societies.”45

During the last week in April, he read John Bunyan’s The Holy War, while

also rereading the book of Revelation, “with Mr. Wesley’s Notes upon it.”

Bunyan (1628–1688) was most famous as the author of The Pilgrim’s Progress,

but Holy War was also readily available in America. By the end of May, Asbury

had begun Robert Barclay’s An Apology for the True Christian Divinity: Being an

Explanation and Vindication of the Principles and Doctrines of a People Called

Quakers, while also working his way through the book of Job.46

For much of the summer and fall of 1778 Asbury left off recording what he

read. In November he noted that he had begun reading through Doddridge’s

paraphrase of the New Testament in six volumes, plowing through volume

four by mid-December. Later that month he read a biography of Doddridge by

one of his students, Job Orton, that “quickened” his “soul.” In his last journal

entry for the year he tried to fill in some of the gaps. “I have generally read of

late about a hundred pages a day, in Hervey’s Dialogues, the Lives of Gilbert,

Harper, Langston, Brainerd, &c.” Hervey’s Theron and Aspasio: Or a Series of

Dialogues and Letters, Upon the Most Important and Interesting Subjects proved

particularly interesting to Asbury. An Anglican priest, Hervey (1714–1758) had

joined the Oxford Methodists under Wesley in 1733 while a student. Theron and
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Aspasio tells the story of the conversion of Theron, “a Gentleman of fine Taste,”

to evangelical faith under the guidance of his friend, Aspasio. In a series of

seventeen conversations and twelve letters, Aspasio describes for Theron “the

authentic Character of Salvation.” Theron and Aspasio remained popular well

into the nineteenth century, though Wesley found Hervey’s theology too Cal-

vinistic and published an attack on the book.47

Before Asbury was ready to form his own opinion, he read a volume of

Wesley’s sermons and then picked up Humphrey Prideaux’s multi-volume The

Old and New Testament Connected in the History of the Jews and Neighbouring

Nations, which remained in print until the mid-nineteenth century. After

finishing the third volume of Prideaux, Asbury returned to Hervey’s Theron

and Aspasio.48

Hervey’s book gave Asbury pause, leading him to reflect on the tension

between Calvinism and Arminianism, between the sovereignty of God and

human agency, one of the thorniest issues in Christian theology. Asbury’s

inclination was to look for a pragmatic solution rooted in experience. If Hervey

was “in error by leaning too much to imputed righteousness, and in danger of

superseding our evangelical works of righteousness, some are also in danger of

setting up self-righteousness, and, at least, of a partial neglect of an entire

dependence on Jesus Christ. Our duty and salvation lie between these ex-

tremes,”Asbury concluded. Since the Bible contained apparently contradictory

statements on the subject (“St. Paul says in one place, ‘By grace are ye saved,

through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.’ In another place

the same apostle saith, ‘Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling,’”

Asbury noted,) the solution had to be a combination of the two. “What God

hath joined together, let no man put asunder,” he concluded.

And he having joined salvation by grace, with repentance, prayer,

faith, self-denial, love, and obedience, whoever putteth them asunder

will do it at his peril. But it is likewise true that others who see the

danger of this, in order, as they imagine, to steer clear of it, go about to

establish their own righteousness; and although they profess to

ascribe the merit of their salvation to Jesus Christ, yet think they

cannot fail of eternal life, because they have wrought many good deeds

of piety towards God, and of justice and mercy towards man; and they

would think it incompatible with Divine justice, to sentence them to

eternal punishment, for what they call the foibles of human nature,

after having lived so moral and upright a life.49

There is nothing particularly original here, but it is worth noting that

Asbury’s assessment of Hervey’s book was less harsh than John Wesley’s.
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Wesley feared that Hervey’s Calvinism would lead to a casual acceptance of

human failings. In the thirteenth dialogue of Hervey’s book, Aspasio tells

Theron that “our present Blessedness does not consist in being free from

Sin,” to which Wesley replied, “I really think it does.” Hervey had been one

of the original Oxford Methodists, but Wesley believed he had “died cursing his

spiritual father.”50

Asbury could see little practical harm in Hervey’s thinking. Asbury was

capable of evaluating relatively dense theological questions, and he was cer-

tainly aware of Hervey’s Calvinism, but theological exactitude didn’t concern

him as much as it did Wesley. Asbury cared more about institutional (one

might say community) boundaries than someone like Joseph Pilmore, but his

real affinity was toward the kind of “mere Christianity” espoused by Richard

Baxter. Asbury tried hard to appreciate the more narrowly focused distinctions

that were so important to Wesley and others, but his heart wasn’t really in it.

His purpose in reading was to feel the intellectual currents of the day, so that he

could guide the movement to engage them.51

As a result, Asbury rarely took these kinds of theological reflections past

the level of random notes in his journal, most much shorter than the one

described here. Even when he had time to read and write, as he did in 1778 and

1779, he produced little for publication. Where Jonathan Edwards aspired to

spend thirteen hours a day alone in his study (and very often succeeded)

churning out a massive literary legacy, Asbury aspired to spend an equal

amount of time preaching and conversing with fellow believers. Solitary

scholarship “is not to me like preaching the Gospel,” he realized. His intellec-

tual talent was as a mediator between writers like Wesley and Hervey and the

throngs of Americans who turned out to hear Methodist preaching.52

But for now, in the spring of 1779, he still had plenty of extra time, so he

continued to read. In February he read Samuel Clarke’s A General Martyrology,

Containing a Collection of All the Greatest Persecutions Which Have Befallen the

Church of Christ. That March Asbury read Thomas Watson’s A Body of Practical

Divinity, Consisting of Above One Hundred and Seventy Six Sermons, which runs

more than seven hundred pages in most editions. Watson was somewhat a

Calvinist, so it isn’t surprising that Asbury concluded that “the general drift of it

does not comport with my sentiments.” Yet he thought that it “contains many

good things,” enough so that he “had a mind” to abridge two of Watson’s

sermons for American Methodists.53

OnMarch 23, his “eyes being sore,” he let ThomasWhite’s children read to

him a biography of John Bruen, written by William Hinde. Born into a wealthy

family in Cheshire, England, Bruen (1560–1625) led a wayward life, until, after

the death of his father, he set out to reform his household. His servants were
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known for their ability to quote scripture, and his house became a center of

hospitality. Hinde (1568/9–1629) was a Puritan and the curate of nearby Bun-

bury parish. One of the lessons that Asbury took from Bruen was “that great

blessings more frequently attended the labours of plain, simple preachers than

of the more sublime and eloquent,” leading Asbury to “fear that I had not been

simple enough.” He finished the month reading some of Wesley’s writings on

prayer, before, in April, turning once again to the multi-volume Dissertation on

the Prophecies by Thomas Newton (1704–1782), the bishop of Bristol, England.

During the first week of May, Asbury picked up a copy of Jonathan Edwards’

ATreatis Concerning the Religious Affections, which, “excepting the small vein of

Calvinism which runs through it,” he found “a very good treatise, and worthy

[of ] the serious attention of young professors.”54 The pace of Asbury’s reading

remained fairly steady for most of 1779. For the rest of his career, his reading

waxed and waned depending on how busy he was with traveling, preaching,

and administrative responsibilities and what books he could get his hands on.

But when he had the chance, he read, reflecting a sincere curiosity about the

world around him.55

Holed up at the Whites’, Asbury couldn’t yet discern that the war would

ultimately work to Methodism’s advantage. It generally accelerated a process by

which ordinary Americans became less deferential, less willing to accept

traditional notions of hierarchy and patronage, more inclined to consider

themselves inherently the equal of anyone else. This republican revolution

extended beyond politics to include religion. Less inclined to accept the rule of

a hereditary class of gentlemen in politics, common people also began to

question the need for elite, college-educated clergy. The Methodists offered a

clear alternative in this regard, drawing their preachers from the ranks of

farmers and artisans who shunned formal theological training. In particular,

the war signaled the demise of state-sponsored religion. Pennsylvania, Dela-

ware, and New Jersey, which never had strong colonial traditions of establish-

ment, prohibited establishments in their constitutions written during the war

years, as did New York. The southern states of Maryland, Virginia, North

Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia disestablished the Church of England

in the 1770s and 1780s, effectively ending tax support for churches. Only in

New England did some semblance of religious establishment persist into the

nineteenth century.56

With the end of legal establishment, much of the financial, political, and

social advantage enjoyed by the Anglican Church in the South and Congrega-

tionalists in the North evaporated, though in other respects the legacy of New

England Congregationalism remained strong. Among middling Americans,

Anglicanism in particular stood in a precarious position as the war drew to a
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close. America’s oldest denominations, so used to a favored status in society,

had a difficult time competing with the Methodists and Baptists in post-

revolutionary America’s increasingly egalitarian environment. In the south

Atlantic region, Methodism’s earliest stronghold, the Episcopal Church’s

share of church adherents dropped from 27 percent in 1776 to 4 percent in

1850.57 In contrast, almost everything about the Methodist movement—its

Arminian theology, organization, and social makeup—worked to its advantage

in post-revolutionary America. The dominant churches from the colonial

period had few leaders like Asbury, who could readily identify with the new

aspirations of common people and who weren’t tied to older patterns of social

hierarchy. Unlike the gentlemen clergy he so often encountered during his

early days in America, and unlike even Wesley, Asbury was no gentleman, but

this wasn’t necessarily a disadvantage.
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Leads to Another

The worst of the fighting might be over, at least in Delaware and

Maryland, but the movement was still vulnerable from within. Over

the course of the war, the preachers in the North (including Maryland

and upper Virginia) had become increasingly isolated from those in

lower Virginia and North Carolina. As he traveled more extensively in

1779, Asbury learned that the southern preachers were determined to

follow Robert Strawbridge’s example and begin administering the

sacraments, particularly the Lord’s Supper and baptism, on their own.

Debate over the sacraments had simmered since the previous two

annual conferences. A week prior to the 1777 conference, a number of

preachers met at the Goughs’ Perry Hall mansion, where they debated

“whether we could give our consent that Mr. Rankin should baptize, as

there appeared to be a present necessity.” They concluded “that this

would be a breach of our discipline.” A week later the full conference

met in Harford County, Maryland, with Rankin presiding. The printed

minutes make no mention of the sacraments, but the manuscript

minutes include the question, “What shall be done with respect

to administering the ordinances [?]” The answer: “In the present

unsettled situation of the publick affairs it is highly expedient that

the Preachers and people persue imvarably the Same plan that they

have done from the beginning.” Whether or not “alterations . . . in our

original plan” were necessary would, the preachers hoped, be easier

to discern in a year. The decision to table this question until the

next conference was unanimous, according to William Watters.1



Complicating the preachers’ deliberations at the 1777 conference was the

uncertainty surrounding the British preachers. Watters writes that “several of

our European preachers, thought if an opportunity should offer, they would

return to their relations and homes in the course of the year.” Everyone

suspected that Rankin and Shadford would leave soon. Asbury indicated that

he would stay, but left room for doubt. Two months before the conference,

Shadford wrote to Asbury “intimating that, according to rule, the time was

drawing near for us to return” home. Asbury wrote back “that as long as I could

stay and preach without injuring my conscience, it appeared as my duty to

abide with the flock. But I must confess Satan has harassed me with violent

and various temptations.” Even if Asbury remained, it wasn’t clear to what

extent he would be able to travel and lead. As a contingency, the conference

appointed a committee of five—William Watters, Philip Gatch, Edward Drom-

goole, Daniel Ruff, and William Glendinning—to “act in the place of the

general Assistant, in case they [Wesley’s missionaries] should all go before

next conference.” The printed minutes don’t show a circuit appointment for

Asbury, though the manuscript minutes put him on the Annapolis circuit. He

preached in and around Annapolis for part of the year, before going into hiding

at the Whites’ the following March.2

The 1778 conference made little headway on the issue of the sacraments.

Meeting at Leesburg, Virginia, in May, with William Watters presiding in the

absence of any British preachers, the preachers again took up the question

of administering the sacraments. Many argued that it was now time to

begin doing so. “It was with considerable difficulty that a large majority, was

prevailed on to lay it over again, till the next conference, hoping that we

should by then be able to see our way more clear in so important a change,”

writes Watters.3

The 1778minutes don’t list Asbury in any capacity. He was given no circuit

appointment, and his name wasn’t included in the list of assistants, or senior

preachers. By the spring of 1779, he was still unwilling to leave Delaware,

except for a few brief excursions into Maryland, but he also realized that time

was running out to deal with the southern preachers. The more comfortable

they became with administering the sacraments, the less likely that they could

be brought back into the Methodist fold.4

In April 1779, Asbury called a “preparatory” (and, in the eyes of many of

the southern preachers, an illegal) conference of the northern preachers at

Thomas White’s in Delaware. They met a month in advance of the regular

yearly conference, which was scheduled to meet at the Broken Back Church

in Fluvanna County, Virginia. No precedent existed for this sort of preemptive

conference, particularly since only the northern preachers (less than half
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the total) were invited. Asbury’s only authority in this conference rested on his

previous appointment fromWesley. Regardless, given themood of the 1777 and

1778 conferences, he now realized that if he didn’t act immediately the southern

preachers would likely adopt some form of ordination, thereby separating

themselves from Wesley and the movement’s historical connections.

The sixteen northern preachers gathered at the Whites’ tried to gain the

initiative by voting to “guard against a Separation from the Church either

directly or Indirectly.” Since they “had great reason to fear that our brethren

to the southward were in danger of separating from us, we wrote them a soft,

healing epistle,” according to Asbury. The conference also sought to fill the

connection’s leadership void by voting Asbury the title of General Assistant in

America and granting him a veto over all conference proceedings (Asbury

himself wrote these paragraphs in the manuscript conference journal). This

was an extraordinary decision, considering that it was made by an irregular

conference composed of less than half the connection’s preachers. In case of

Asbury’s death or “absence,” the conference appointed Daniel Ruff, Freeborn

Garrettson, and Thomas McClure to act as “general Assistants for the Northrin

Stations.” The question now was would the southern preachers respect

the judgment of Asbury and their colleagues to the north? It didn’t take long

to find out.5

The southern preachers, mostly Virginians, met for the regularly ap-

pointed conference in Fluvanna County in May 1779. Only William Watters,

who had taken it upon himself to mediate between the two sides, attended

from the North. He was determined “to endeavour by every means in my

power to prevent a division: or if that could not be done, to stand in the gap as

long as possible.” A month earlier, at the Delaware conference, Watters had

urged Asbury to attend the southern meeting, but despite “all that I could

say or do he could not be prevailed on.” Asbury was still too worried about anti-

loyalist violence to risk leaving “his present situation where he was well

known,” according to Watters.6

Despite Watters’s efforts, the preachers meeting at Fluvanna chose to

ignore the decisions and advice of the “preparatory” conference held in Dela-

ware. They took no notice of Asbury’s elevation to General Assistant, failing to

even include his name in the minutes. Instead, they voted to ordain one

another to administer the sacraments because, as Philip Gatch put it, “the

Episcopal Establishment is now dissolved and therefore in almost all our

circuits the members are without the ordinances.” The southern preachers

elected a presbytery of three preachers, Philip Gatch, Reuben Ellis, and James

Foster, plus an alternate, Leroy Cole, who then ordained the rest by the laying

on of hands.7
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Southern Dissent

Why did southern Methodists choose this moment to break so radically from

Methodist practice? Four factors pushed them in this direction: (1) the linger-

ing influence of the Great Awakening and the rise of the Baptists, (2) deterior-

ating relations with the Church of England and its failure to keep up with

population growth and territorial expansion in the South, (3) the lack of strong

ties to Wesley, and (4) Methodism’s rapid growth in the South.

The Great Awakening that swept through the colonies in stages from the

1720s to the 1740s had a lasting impact on American popular religion into

the nineteenth century. Methodists readily identified with the zeal and activism

of the awakening despite its largely Calvinist underpinnings. While on board ship

to America in 1771, Asbury read Jonathan Edwards’s account of the awakening in

New England. Only days after the April 1779 conference in Delaware he was

reading Edwards’ Treatise on Religious Affections (1746), which he admired despite

its “small vein of Calvinism.” In 1776 Asbury first read Edwards’s biography of

David Brainerd, the famous missionary to the Indians in New England who died

at Edwards’ home in 1746, declaring of Brainerd, “my soul . . . longs to be like

him.”Asbury reread the Brainerd biography on several occasions, once remarking

that Brainerd was “a man of my make, such a constitution, and of great labours;

his religion was all gold, the purest gold.” He also professed admiration for “that

old saint of God, William Tennent,” and “pious Mr. [Samuel] Davies,” and was

delighted to speak with the widow of Gilbert Tennent, whom he “revered.” Like

Edwards, all three were noted leaders of the pre-Revolutionary War revivals.8

The Great Awakening figure that American evangelicals most readily

identified with was George Whitefield. In 1739 and 1740, Whitefield made a

wildly successful tour of the American colonies from Georgia to New England,

establishing himself as an American celebrity and focusing the message of

the awakening into a simple, clearly identifiable formula. An early friend of the

Wesleys at Oxford, Whitefield preached the necessity of the “New Birth” with a

zeal that AmericanMethodists, in spite of Whitefield’s Calvinism, couldn’t help

but admire. Reading Whitefield’s sermons as a teenager had stirred Asbury’s

curiosity about the Methodists. Hearing Whitefield preach for the first time

had done much the same for Thomas Rankin. Rankin judged Whitefield to be

John Wesley’s equal, the highest compliment he could pay. Whitefield’s criti-

cism of the lifeless formality of the Anglican Church and the indolence of

much of its clergy also rang true for many in the South. The Great Awakening

provided a model of religious experience for American evangelicals largely

independent of the Church of England and the social hierarchies it supported.9
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Dissent from the Church of England in Virginia gained momentum

during the 1760s, particularly among the Separate Baptists. Prior to 1760,

there were few Baptists in Virginia, but by the American Revolution they had

grown to nearly ten thousand, along the way fending off vigorous opposition

from the predominately Anglican gentry. “The Baptists, who preceded us, had

encountered and rolled back the wave of persecution,” Philip Gatch wrote as he

preached along the James River in southern Virginia in 1776. The Methodists

and Baptists had much in common. Both offered plain preaching and close,

supportive communities that freed believers from the obligation of imitating

the gentry in excesses of drink, violence, and debt.10

The difference, of course, was that the Baptists could baptize. At times

Methodists felt the Baptists nipping at their heels, following them from one

preaching appointment to the next to beguile new converts with their trade-

mark doctrines. As a result, the Fluvanna conference felt it necessary to fully

define the Methodist position on baptism, agreeing to administer baptism by

either sprinkling, or, in the case of adults, plunging, whichever the candidate

preferred, but not to rebaptize converts, which would have represented an

abandonment of infant baptism.11

Asbury was well aware of the Baptist challenge. On his first trip to

southern Virginia, he had complained that “the Baptists endeavor to persuade

the people that they have never been baptized. Like ghosts they haunt us from

place to place. O, the policy of Satan!” While preaching in Sussex County,

Delaware, in July 1779, he found that local Baptists were “fishing in troubled

water, (they always are preaching water to people,) and striving to get into all

the houses where we preach.” (Asbury loved to use water metaphors when

writing about Baptists.) “Must we instrumentally get people convinced, and let

Baptists take them from us?” Asbury complained. “No; we will, we must

oppose: if the people lose their souls, how shall we answer it before God?”

What Asbury and the southern preachers differed on was how to meet the

Baptist challenge.12

In this environment, it is hardly surprising that by 1779 Virginia Metho-

dists would want to distance themselves from the Church of England. Joseph

Pilmore had seen this coming. While in New York in the early 1770s, he wrote

to Mary Bosanquet in England that “the chief difficulty we labour under is want

of Ordination & I believe we shall be obliged to procure it by some means or

other. It is not in America as it is in England, for there is no Church that is one

Establish’d more than another.” What was true in New York was even more so

in the South, where obtaining the sacraments through the Anglican Church

was difficult at best. Even where Anglican clergymen could still be found by

1779, they were rarely on friendly terms with local Methodists, as Asbury and
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others had discovered in their dealings with Samuel Keene and Robert Reade in

Maryland. This was a serious liability for southern Methodists. A church bereft

of the sacraments was at a serious disadvantage among people for whom the

ordinances represented amajor portion of what organized religion they knew.13

Southern Methodists also lacked strong ties to Wesley and his leadership

structure. Before the war, Wesley’s missionaries spent relatively little time in

southern Virginia and North Carolina, choosing rather to concentrate on New

York, Philadelphia, Maryland, and Delaware. With Asbury’s retirement to the

Whites’ in early 1778, it is little wonder that the southern preachers felt justified

in taking matters into their own hands. All of Wesley’s preachers had aban-

doned America save Asbury, and he seemed little connected to their affairs.

During the remainder of 1779 and early 1780 the two sides drifted further

apart. Methodism continued to grow in southern Virginia and North Carolina,

which “confirmed the preachers in the belief, that the step they had taken was

owned and honoured of God,” according to Jesse Lee. In 1774, only about two

hundredMethodists lived in southernVirginia andNorthCarolina. By 1779,more

than half of the 8,600 American Methodists lived there. “At that time there was

very little room to hope that they would ever recede from their new plan, in which

they were so well established,” Lee wrote. Asbury came to much the same

conclusion after he received a copy of the minutes of the Virginia conference,

which omitted his name and all but two of the circuits north of Virginia. The

southern preachers “have been effecting a lame separation from the Episcopal

Church,”Asbury noted. “I pity them: Satan has a desire to have us, that hemay sift

us like wheat.” Back in 1775, when Asbury had considered going to Antigua, he

had held back in part because hewasn’t ordained to administer the sacraments. “It

is possible to get the ordination of a presbytery; but this would be incompatible

with Methodism,” he concluded at the time. His opinion remained unchanged.14

A Near Thing

Asbury could take some comfort from Methodism’s solid foundation on the

Delmarva Peninsula, which steadied his resolve to stand up to the southern

preachers. He attended seven quarterly meetings on the peninsula between

February 1779 and April 1780, observing Methodism’s strength in the region.

At a quarterly meeting near Dover in February 1779, he preached to some seven

hundred people and afterwards “entertain[ed] great hopes that we shall see a

gracious revival of religion.” He saw similar crowds at meetings in April and

August, and perhaps 1,200 people attended a quarterly meeting at Edward

White’s barn in November.15
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As he formulated his plans, Asbury conscientiously worked to maintain

his devotional life. Reading, especially from the Bible, was an important

component of this, but prayer and meditation formed the foundation of the

holy life. “It is plain to me the devil will let us read always, if we will not pray;

but prayer is the sword of the preacher, the life of the Christian, the terror of

hell, and the devil’s plague,” he wrote in September 1779. This wasn’t a hasty

judgment, considering that he had just emerged from fifteen months of

relative isolation, affording him ample time to test the merits of reading and

prayer for spiritual nurture. Asbury rarely had ecstatic experiences during his

devotional times, unlike, for example, Freeborn Garrettson, who recorded

visions and prophetic dreams in connection with his prayers. But if Asbury’s

devotional life was less dramatic than that of other Methodists, it was no less

central to his life. Since his days were increasingly full with traveling, preach-

ing, and other meetings, he tried to do his devotions in the morning, between

4:00 a.m. and 6:00 a.m., or, failing that, at night before bed.16

By late 1779, the chances for reconciliation looked bleak. In November

1779, Asbury received a letter from the Anglican minister Devereux Jarratt,

who was “greatly alarmed,” though Asbury feared it was “too late: he should

have begun his opposition before.” “Our zealous dissenting brethren are for

turning all out of the society who will not submit to their administration,”

Asbury reflected. “I find the spirit of separation grows among them, and fear

that it will generate malevolence, and evil speaking . . . they say, ‘We don’t want

your unconverted ministers; the people will not receive them.’ I expect to turn

out shortly among them, and fear a separation will be unavoidable.” He began to

contemplate a tactical retreat. “If I cannot keep up old Methodism in any other

place, I can in the [Delmarva] peninsula: thatmust bemy last retreat,” hewrote in

April 1780, just before the meeting of the northern annual conference.17

The northern conference met on April 24, 1780, in the new Lovely Lane

Chapel in Baltimore. Philip Gatch and Reuben Ellis attended as representatives

from the South, hoping “to see if any thing could be done to prevent a total

disunion, for they did not wish that to be the case,” according toWilliamWatters.

Gatch and Ellis’s credentials asMethodist preachers were above reproach. Gatch,

one of the first American preachers to ride a circuit, had proven hismettle during

the war when he had been tarred by a mob while preaching near Baltimore, the

hot tar permanently damaging one of his eyes. The next day he barely escaped a

whipping, but continued to preach.While riding the Sussex circuit in 1777, Gatch

was attacked by twomen who nearly dislocated both of his shoulders. In January

1778, he married and located, but continued to preach locally. Ellis was no less

impressive. He had been preaching in southern Virginia since 1777, with a solid

reputation for piety and devotion to Methodism.18
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As the conference unfolded, Asbury tried to implement a compromise that

gave both sides something. In response to “the step our brethren have taken in

Virginia,” he proposed five conditions for reconciliation:

I. That they should ordain no more.

II. That they should come no farther [north] then Hanover circuit

[along the James River in southern Virginia].

III. We would have our delegates in their conference.

IV. That they should not presume to administer the ordinances where

there is a decent Episcopal minister.

V. To have a union conference.

After “long debate,” the majority of the preachers rejected this compromise as

too lenient and too awkward. The plan called for the southern faction to cease

ordaining new preachers, but not for those already ordained to quit adminis-

tering the sacraments. Instead, the northern preachers voted to send a simple

ultimatum: “we look upon our Virginia brethren who have dissented from us

no longer as Methodists in Connexion with Mr. Wesley and us, till they return

to us again.” This left little room for negotiation. The northern preachers could

hardly have expected Gatch and Ellis to agree to this, and they didn’t. Gatch and

Ellis “thought their brethren were hard with them,” according to Watters,

one of the few northerners who remained sympathetic to the southern posi-

tion. A schism now seemed certain; “it was like death to think of parting,”

Asbury wrote.19

Then, according to Asbury’s own account, “a thought struck my mind.”

This was for the southern preachers to suspend administering the sacraments

for one year, “and so cancel all our grievances,” for the time being. To this

Gatch and Ellis, who “had been very stiff” up to that point, agreed, as did the

conference as a whole, “without a dissenting voice,” according to the minutes.

The new plan was for Asbury, Freeborn Garrettson, and William Watters to

attend the upcoming southern conference in Virginia, hoping to convince the

preachers there to agree to the one-year moratorium. “I awfully feared our visit

would be of little consequence,” Watters wrote. “Yet I willingly went down in

the name of God—Hoping against hope.”20

Even with Gatch and Ellis onboard, the prospects didn’t look good. Soon

after the northern delegation’s arrival on May 8, 1780, in Manakintown, along

the James River in Virginia where the conference was to be held, Asbury looked

up fellow Englishman John Dickins to get a feel for the mood of the southern

preachers. He found Dickins still “opposed to our continuance in union with

the Episcopal Church.” Watters and Garrettson also “tried their men, and

found them inflexible.” For many southerners, the strongest argument in
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favor of their position was the recent growth in membership. This is what

Watters had in mind when he noted that “to all their former arguments, they

now added (what withmanywas infinitely stronger than all the arguments in the

world) that the Lord approbated, and greatly blessed his own ordinances, by them

administered the past year.” “These people are full of the ordinances,” Asbury

concluded. “There [has already been] a separation in heart and practice.”21

When the conference convened the next day, Asbury nevertheless set out

to make his case. “I read Mr. Wesley’s thoughts against a separation: showed

my private letters of instructions from Mr. Wesley; set before them the senti-

ments of the Delaware and Baltimore conferences;” and read some of the

correspondence that had passed between the two sides. They then took a

break for public preaching, with Asbury attempting to preach “as though

nothing had been the matter among the preachers or people.” But when they

reconvened, the southern preachers appeared “to be farther off; there had been,

I thought, some talking out of doors,” Asbury concluded. Asbury, Garrettson,

and Watters now withdrew, leaving the southern preachers to debate the

proposed one-year suspension among themselves. An hour later they had

their answer, “which was, they could not submit to the terms of union.”22

Asbury left the meeting “under the heaviest cloud I ever felt in America.” It

now appeared that American Methodism would be split into a smaller, more

broadly Wesleyan faction in the upper South and North, and a larger, semi-

Presbyterian faction in lower Virginia and North Carolina. Then, during the

night, after much prayer a majority of the preachers unexpectedly had a change

of heart. The next morning they voted to accept the suspension and refer the

matter to John Wesley. They also agreed that Asbury should “superintend the

work at large,” North and South. This closely followed the northern confer-

ence’s position, which required every preacher to annually obtain a license,

signed by “bro. Asbury . . . in behalf of [the] Conference.”23

It is amazing that the southern preachers reversed course so completely

given all that had transpired between the two sides. Garrettson, Watters, and

Edward Dromgoole (one of the few Virginia preachers who sided with Asbury)

may well have played a role in the reversal, but everyone understood that

Asbury was the northern faction’s leader. Prior to the conference, most of the

southern preachers hadn’t met him in person. Some may have feared that he

was an aspiring high churchman, like Joseph Pilmore, or that he opposed

southern-style worship, like Thomas Rankin. Asbury was neither, as Metho-

dists to the north had already learned. He had no interest in limiting the

popular nature of southern Methodism beyond holding back on the sacra-

ments. Though he had spent nearly two years laying low in Delaware, his piety

was above reproach. His intentions seemed pure, even to those who disagreed
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with him. Asbury wasn’t a crass political opportunist, and the southern preach-

ers seem to have appreciated that he wasn’t trying to provoke a showdown.

Unfortunately, at Manakintown it had come to that, for which he partly blamed

himself.24

Stepping back to take a broader perspective, was Asbury justified in

thwarting the will of the southern preachers, so clearly expressed at Fluvanna

in 1779? Methodist historians have debated this question from the nineteenth

century on. The answer depends on what one holds most dear in this debate.

For Nathan Bangs, who published a four-volume history of American Method-

ism in 1838, continuity with John Wesley was the most important thing. Bangs

argues that Asbury’s “preparatory” conference at the Whites’ in 1779 was really

the “regular Conference,” since it was the one led by “the General Assistant,”

never mind that it was the same conference that gave Asbury that title. As-

bury’s ties to Wesley were what gave him an authority that none of the southern

preachers could match.25

Edward Drinkhouse disagreed. For Drinkhouse, who published a History

of Methodist Reform in 1898, Manakintown represented a “fatal compromise,” a

“lost opportunity” to nip episcopal tyranny in the bud and establish a more

democratic church polity. “All the Scripture, all the methods of the primitive

Church for two centuries, all the logic, all the rights of manhood Christianized,

all the political sentiments of the American Methodists and revolutionary

people, were on the side of” the Fluvanna reformers. At Manakintown, the

preachers had tragically caved in “under the spell of Asbury’s genius and

magnetism.” Drinkhouse had a point. The Wesleyan patterns articulated by

Asbury did act to thwart some decidedly American tendencies. But Drinkhouse

draws too sharp a distinction between Asbury’s goals and those of the southern

preachers. Asbury’s objective in this debate was to mediate betweenWesley and

American Methodists, thus preserving what he saw as the best of both. “Once

within the magic circle of his [Asbury’s] personal presence” (to use Drink-

house’s words), the southern preachers agreed with the wisdom of this ap-

proach. The concerns of Methodist historians notwithstanding, the legality of

the various conference proceedings weren’t uppermost in the minds of the

preachers at the time. North and South, they were most concerned with

bringing people to salvation and teaching them to live holy lives. To this end,

Asbury seemed a trustworthy guide.26

The Manakintown conference established a framework for reconciliation,

but there was still a chance that the southern preachers would change their

minds. To insure that this didn’t happen, Asbury set out on a six-month tour of

Virginia and North Carolina. If hiding out at the Whites’ in Delaware had been

Asbury at his most ineffective, his 1780 tour of the South was Asbury at his
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best. “There seems to be some call for me in every part of the work,” he wrote

as he rode across the region. The sacramental crisis had been a near thing, and

Asbury blamed himself for having neglected the South for so long. “O! if a rent

and separation had taken place, what work, what hurt to thousands of souls!”

he reflected. “It is now stopped, and if it had not, it might have been my fault; it

may have been my fault that it took place; but I felt a timidity that I could not

get over.”27 He now set out to make amends.

Asbury spent May and the first half of June 1780 traveling through

Virginia, before entering North Carolina, crisscrossing the state until he re-

turned to Virginia in early August. Large crowds, by backcountry standards,

gathered to hear him preach, often numbering in the hundreds. By the end of

October, he had riddenmore than 2,600miles in six months and visited scores

of towns and settlements. In Nansemond County, Virginia, he preached to

three hundred people with “uncommon freedom.” Afterward, the people

“collected me money” and “a man offered me a silver dollar,” but he refused

both, “lest they should say I came for money.” He hadn’t come for money, but

“to gain a general knowledge of the preachers and people” and vice versa,

thereby “strengthen[ing] our union.”28

The hardship of traveling in the backcountry was itself an act of atone-

ment. “By constant traveling I may do good,” he wrote in North Carolina in

June. “My trials are great; riding twenty miles a day, or more; rocky roads, poor

entertainment, uncomfortable lodging; little rest night and day,” he added a

month later. He still rose at 5:00 a.m. to pray for an hour when he could, at

times making a point to pray for each preacher and circuit in America, north to

south. But conditions made this routine difficult to keep up. “I am badly

situated: and . . .have no place of retirement at some houses,” he wrote while

in North Carolina. At one home he tried to get away by walking into the woods,

but gave up because “there are so many ticks, chiegoes [chiggers], and such

insects at this season upon the ground.” Long and difficult rides between

appointments often required that he leave early, cutting short his morning

prayers. “Have only time to pray and write my journal,” he cryptically noted on

one hectic morning. “Always upon the wing, as the rides are so long, and bad

roads; it takes me many hours, as in general I walk my horse.” This pattern

persisted throughout his tour. “I can hardly get time and place to note down

anything,” he complained while in Virginia in August 1780. “I spent some

time, at the quarter-meeting in the barn, alone. Oh! how good did that seem.” It

wore him out, but it also provided the connection that he was looking for. On

one occasion he felt guilty “for telling humorous anecdotes” that may have

gone “beyond the bounds of prudent liberty,” yet southern Methodists clearly

liked what they saw.29
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If Asbury arrived a stranger in southern Virginia and North Carolina in

May 1780, he didn’t leave one the following October. His southern tour did

much to solidify his leadership in the minds and hearts of American Metho-

dists. Less than a decade after coming to America, Asbury understood its

people—their hopes, tastes, needs, and fears—perhaps as well as anyone.

The sacramental question wouldn’t be finally settled until 1784, but it would

never again threaten the movement’s unity.

The Curse of Slavery

The winding down of the sacramental crisis brought more sharply into focus a

far larger problem. African Americans had been part of American Methodism

from the beginning, as Asbury was aware fromhis earliest days inNewYork.He

regularly preached to and prayed with slaves and free blacks, respecting their

spiritual equality, but otherwise taking little notice of the oppression they lived

under. Even as he began to work his way south into Maryland and Delaware

(beginning in 1772), and then Virginia (in 1775), he made few comments about

slavery in his journal. It wasn’t until June 1776 that he recorded his first

extended reflection on slavery. After meeting the white class meeting at Fell’s

Point, near Baltimore, he “met the black people, some of whose unhappy

masters forbid their coming for religious instruction. How will the sons of

oppression answer for their conduct, when the great Proprietor of all shall call

them to an account!”30

Asbury wasn’t alone in only slowly coming to regard slavery as a moral

problem. Methodists weren’t part of the earliest protests against slavery, either

in America or England. By the war years this began to change as Methodists

joined a growing number of Americans and Britons in the belief that slavery

was a great moral evil, radically at odds with the word of God. In 1774, the

Continental Congress first resolved to end the slave trade, the same year in

which Wesley published his tract, Thoughts Upon Slavery, insisting that “the

African is in no respect inferior to the European,” and that “liberty is the right

of every human creature.” As in much else, Thomas Rankin followed Wesley’s

views regarding slavery. Rankin met “many members” of the newly formed

Congress in Philadelphia in August 1775 and “could not help telling many of

them, what a farce it was for them to contend for liberty, when they themselves,

kept some hundreds of thousands of poor blacks in most cruel bondage.” The

previous month Rankin declared to a congregation near Baltimore “that the

sins of G[reat] Britain and her Colonies, had long called aloud for vengance”

particularly “the dreadful sin of buying and selling the souls and bodies of the
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poor Africans.” While confined to Delaware in June 1778, Asbury noted that

Quakers in the area were “exerting themselves for the liberation of slaves.”

This, he now thought, “is a very laudable design; and what the Methodists

must come to, or, I fear, the Lord will depart from them.”31

By 1779, Asbury’s opposition to slavery had become so strident that when

his journals were first published in their entirety in 1821, the editors removed

some of his more vivid denunciations. Unfortunately, the standard 1958 edi-

tion follows the 1821 volume in this regard. Asbury’s manuscript journals

burned in a publishing house fire in 1836, but portions of his journals pub-

lished between 1789 and 1802 preserve his views on slavery from the period

between 1771 and 1780. While still living at the Whites’ in Delaware, Asbury

wrote:

I have lately been impressed with a deep concern, for bringing about

the freedom of slaves, in America, and feel resolved to do what little

I can to promote it. If God, by his providence hath detained me in this

country, to be instrumental in so merciful and great an undertaking,

I hope he will give me wisdom and courage sufficient, and enable me

to give him all the glory. I am strongly persuaded, that if the

Methodists will not yield in this point, and emancipate their slaves,

God will depart from them.

A month later, in preparation for the upcoming April 1779 conference of the

northern preachers, Asbury prepared a statement “against slavery . . . I trust it

will be one of the means, towards gradually expelling the practice from our

society. How would my heart rejoice, if my detention in these parts, should

afford me leisure, in any measure, to be instrumental in so desirable a work.”

There must have been considerable opposition to this proposal, since no record

of it is included in the minutes. Still, he apparently managed to win over some

of the preachers. Two days after the conference, in another passage expunged

from the 1821 and 1958 editions, he writes, “I was employed according to the

desire of the conference, in preparing a circular letter, to promote the emanci-

pation of slaves, and to be read in our societies.” No copies of this letter survive,

if indeed Asbury ever completed it. Nevertheless, the next year he pushed

things further.32

In 1780, the same year in which Pennsylvania passed the first emancipa-

tion law in the United States, the northern annual conference held in Balti-

more (the same conference that denounced southern Methodists for taking up

the sacraments), also declared “slave-keeping” to be “contrary to the laws of

God, man, and nature, and hurtful to society; contrary to the dictates of

conscience and pure religion, and doing that which we would not others
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should do to us and ours.” In an attempt to add teeth to this denunciation, the

conference (under Asbury’s direction) demanded that all traveling preachers

emancipate any slaves they owned “on pain of future exclusion.” The preachers

agreed to read these pronouncements “in every Society,” telling slaveholders

that they had “but one year more, before we exclude them.” Though approved

only by the northern conference, these rules reflect growing abolitionist con-

victions—largely formed out of the ideology of the revolution—among Metho-

dists in the North and upper South. Writing in 1806, William Watters

lamented that his brother had died in Maryland in 1774 “before there was

much, if any, talk amongst us about the impropriety of holding our fellow

creatures in slavery,” and therefore hadn’t freed his slaves. Only six years later,

slavery was a topic that couldn’t be ignored.33

As African Americans began to pour into the movement, preachers in-

creasingly commented in their journals and letters on the numbers of black

Methodists and the integrity of their faith. Thomas Rankin wrote that during

the 1776 revival in Virginia, “hundreds of Negroes” were among those joining

in the meetings, “with the tears streaming down their faces.” Similarly, while

preaching in Calvert County, Maryland, in 1781, William Watters wrote that

“the eagerness to hear and receive instructions amongst the poor blacks in

these parts, is truly affecting, and exceeds any thing I have ever seen in any

place.” As he saw the spiritual integrity of African Americans, Asbury came to

believe that they deserved a role in shaping the spiritual practice of their

communities. While in Delaware in March 1779, he noted that “a black man,

who had been liberated by Mr. Blades, gave such an extraordinary account of

the work of God in his soul, and withal displayed such gifts in public exercises,

that it appears as if the Lord was preparing him for peculiar usefulness to the

people of his own colour.”34

Yet as he journeyed through southern Virginia and North Carolina in

1780, Asbury could see trouble ahead. Antislavery ideas clearly weren’t as

popular here as in the North. On May 22, 1780, in Nansemond County,

along Virginia’s southern border with North Carolina, Asbury “laboured” to

convince “brother Hill, to free his negroes,” which Hill agreed to do that

Christmas. The next day, Asbury preached to about three hundred people

and then spoke to “our friends . . . about the freedom of their slaves; they

acknowledge the evil,” but argued that slaves given their freedom would only

“be taken up and sold” again by someone else. On June 4, in Dinwiddie

County, Virginia, Asbury again “spoke to some select friends about slave-

keeping, but they couldn’t bear it: this I know, God will plead the cause of the

oppressed, though it gives offence to say so here.” These experiences drove

home just how intractable an issue slavery was in the South. A few weeks later,

124 AMERICAN SAINT



in North Carolina, he reflected that “there are many things that are painful to

me, but cannot yet be removed, especially slave-keeping, and its attendant

circumstances. The Lord will certainly hear the cries of the oppressed, naked,

starving creatures. O! my God, think on this land.”35 At this point, the issue of

slavery appeared like a cloud the size of a “man’s hand,” but Asbury was

beginning to see that it might build into a storm capable of ripping Methodism

and the nation apart.36
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7

Looking Forward, Looking

Backward

In the wake of the sacramental crisis, Asbury established a pattern of

relentless travel across the continent that would define him and the

church for decades to come. By the end of March 1781, he estimated

that he had ridden nearly 4,000 miles over the preceding eleven

months, ranging from North Carolina through Virginia, Maryland,

Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. Rather than sticking to

places with established Methodist societies, he often chose to visit

settlements that Methodism hadn’t yet reached. “We must suffer with,

if we labour for the poor,” he wrote to Wesley in March 1784, after

describing the difficulties preachers met with in their travels: “being

often obliged to dwell in dirty cabins, to sleep in poor beds, and for

retirement [in other words, privacy], to go into the woods.” Yet how

else would they find the people who most needed the gospel? “O how

many thousands of poor souls have we to seek out in the wilds of

America, who are but one remove from the Indians in the comforts

of civilized society, and considering that they have the Bible in their

hands, comparatively worse in their morals than the savages

themselves,”Asbury wrote while in western Virginia. On one occasion

he preached three times and rode 40 miles, all in a day. After a

“long cold ride” in December 1783, near the Virginia-North Carolina

border, he “lodged where we had nothing to eat or drink but a little

toast and water: I went shaking to bed as if I had an ague on me.” At a

“small house” on the Maryland-Pennsylvania border he slept three to

a bed. At another cramped home on the Virginia–Pennsylvania



border he slept “Three thick—on the floor.” Yet the next day he had an audience

of seven hundred “serious and attentive” people, more than compensating for

the lack of a comfortable bed. In his travels he hoped not only to win converts,

but also to set an unmistakable example for the other preachers to follow.1

The road acted as a tonic for Asbury. For the next several years, he

remained in good health and spirits, which confirmed “that I am about the

work I am called to, and the Lord gives me strength according to my day.” In

August 1783, he wrote to George Shadford in England that despite riding

4,000 miles a year in “all weathers,” he enjoyed “more health than I have for

twenty years back” (he was only thirty-eight at the time). Gone from his journal

are the bouts of depression he experienced while confined during the war. “It is

my constitutional weakness to be gloomy and dejected; the work of God puts

life into me,” Asbury observed.2

To get the most from his time, he began spending the winter in the South

and the summer riding through the North, another pattern he followed for the

rest of his career, which made sense for someone who spent so much of his time

on horseback. Who would want to ride through New England in the dead of

winter or South Carolina in the summer? Coupled with this was the decision to

hold multiple annual conferences, beginning with the addition of a southern

conference immediately preceding the annual Baltimore conference. By 1788,

Asbury had expanded the annual conference system to include eight district

conferences.

Reconnecting with places isolated by the war was part of this expansion.

Traveling north on his annual tour, Asbury reached New York City on August

25, 1783, his first visit there in nearly a decade. The New York society was small,

largely a result of the war, reporting only sixty members for the city (down from

two hundred a few years before) and twenty-four for Long Island. During the

British occupation from September 1776 to November 1783, the John Street

Church (then called Wesley Chapel) fared better than most of the city’s

churches, many of which were taken over by the army and turned into prisons,

barracks, stables, and hospitals, and their pews were burned for fuel. Presbyte-

rian churches in particular were routinely seized and looted. Owing to Meth-

odism’s official status as a society in the Church of England and John Wesley’s

opposition to the American cause, the John Street Church remained open,

though not without opposition. At a Christmas Eve service, a British officer

dressed as the devil paraded down the aisle toward the pulpit until a man with a

cane knocked his mask off, exposing his identity. Outraged, “his companions

outside then commenced an attack upon the doors and windows” until the city

guard arrived. This sort of harassment notwithstanding, preaching during the

war continued under John Mann, a local preacher, and Samuel Spraggs, a
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former itinerant. Mann and Spraggs fled New York after the war, and the taint

of loyalism led to a sharp post-war decline for the New York society.3

To reignite the work in New York, Asbury coaxed John Dickins out of

retirement in April 1783. Born in London in 1746 or 1747 (he was never sure of

the date), Dickins was, by some accounts, educated at Eton and in London

before settling in America, though the Eton records, which are incomplete,

don’t list him. Whatever the source of his education, by the time he arrived in

America he had some command of Latin and Greek and had read fairly widely

in literature, science, and mathematics. Dickins probably taught school and

may have come to America as a tutor. He joined the itinerancy in 1777, but then

settled in North Carolina in 1780 following his marriage. Rejoining the

traveling connection at Asbury’s request, Dickins and his wife arrived in New

York City in June 1783. Two weeks later, Dickins sized the situation up in a

letter to Edward Dromgoole of Virginia: “Most of the people want fellowship

with each other; & many want zeal & simplicity. They have had but little

discipline among them for some time. I intend, through God’s grace, to keep

a tight rein.” Though his initial “reception was rather cool,” Dickins didn’t back

down. New Yorker John B. Matthias, a semi-literate carpenter in his early

A British officer, dressed as the devil, interrupts a meeting at the John Street Church

during the British occupation of New York City. (From Abel Stevens, History of the

Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 1 [New York: Carlton

& Porter, 1867].)
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twenties, described “thundring John Dickons” as “a plain dreast man and

When he spock it came with all his might, and it suted me very well, for I

allways love’d to hear preashears spack as if thay whar in ernest.” Dickins

turned out to be a perfect choice for New York. He succeeded in attracting

people like Matthias and reestablishing discipline, exactly what Asbury hoped

he would do. By 1786, the New York City society was once again reporting

more than two hundred members. It would soon serve as the jumping-off

point for the rest of the Northeast.4

Leaving New York on September 1, 1783, Asbury made his way south

through New Jersey and Delaware, and then on to Virginia and North Carolina

for the winter. Decisions such as sending John Dickins to New York City eased

any lingering doubts about Asbury’s ability to lead. The 1782 Baltimore confer-

ence voted unanimously to “choose brother Asbury to act according to Mr.

Wesley’s original appointment, and preside over the American conferences

and the whole work.” American preachers began writing to Wesley in support

of Asbury. “The preachers are united to Mr. Asbury, and esteem him very

highly . . . and earnestly desire his continuance on the continent during his

natural life; and to act as he does at present, (to wit), to superintend the whole

work, and go through the circuits once a year. . . . [We] would not willingly part

with him, or submit to any other to act in his place,” Edward Dromgoole wrote

to Wesley in May 1783. Asbury also lobbied Wesley on his own behalf, writing

on September 20, 1783, that “no man can make a proper change upon paper, to

send one here, and another [there] without knowing the circuits and the gifts of

all the preachers, unless he is always out among them.” Lest Wesley miss the

point, Asbury reminded him that, “I have laboured and suffered much to keep

the people and preachers together: and if I am thought worthy to keep my

place, I should be willing to labour and suffer till death for peace and union.”5

Wesley had already come to much the same conclusion. On October 3,

1783, before he could have received Asbury’s letter of September 20, he wrote

appointing Asbury General Assistant, the highest rank of any preacher in

America, formerly held by Thomas Rankin, who was now in London. Wesley

also wrote to other prominent American Methodists voicing his confidence in

Asbury. “Bro: Asbury is raised up to preserve order among you, & to do just

what I should do myself if it pleased God to bring me to America,” Wesley

wrote to Edward Dromgoole on September 17, 1783.6

By the time the Baltimore annual conference met in May 1784, “Asbury, by

common consent, stood first and chief,” according to Thomas Ware. “There

was something in his person, his eye, his mein, and in the music of his voice,

which interested all who heard him. He possessed much natural wit, and was

capable of the severest satire; but grace and good sense so far predominated
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that he never descended to any thing beneath the dignity of a man and a

Christian minister. In prayer he excelled.” Ware’s admiration for Asbury makes

it all the more telling that he attributed some of Asbury’s influence to his use of

wit and satire, things that Methodists didn’t usually associate with spiritual

purity. Ware adds that had Asbury “been equally eloquent in preaching, he

would have excited universal admiration as a pulpit orator.” Here, again, is a

picture of someone who was more at ease in small groups than in front of large

audiences, whose ability to influence and inspire increased the closer people

got to him.7

Though Asbury was not much of a performer in the pulpit, it was,

paradoxically, his humor that helped create a bond with the younger preachers.

Consider Thomas Ware’s account of his first meeting with Asbury. Shortly

after his conversion in 1780, Ware began to publicly exhort near his home in

New Jersey. When Asbury passed nearby, he summonedWare for an interview,

beginning with questions on free will and Arminianism. “He then looked at

me very sternly, and said, ‘What is this I hear of you? It is said you have

disturbed the peaceful inhabitants of Holly, by rudely entering the house where

a large number of young people were assembled for innocent amusement,”

which included drinking, to invite them to a Methodist meeting. Ware stam-

mered that his “zeal in this affair may have carried me too far,” but that he only

meant it for good. Without “relaxing the sternness of his look,” Asbury next

asked, “ ‘was it not bold and adventurous . . . for so young a Methodist to fill, for

a whole week, without license or consultation, the appointments of such a

preacher as George Mair?’ ” Not knowing Asbury any better, Ware thought that

he was now in serious trouble. He tried to backtrack, explaining that his

exhortations in Mair’s absence were “generally very short, unless when the

tears of the people caused me to forget that I was on unauthorized ground.” At

this point Asbury had Ware exactly where he wanted him. Embracing Ware, he

told him that far from being angry with his “pious deeds,” he was so impressed

that he was sending him to take over the Dover circuit. “Here I was caught, and

how could I decline?” Ware writes. Having just done everything he could to

prove his sincerity, how could he now turn Asbury down? Asbury’s humor won

Ware over in a way that blunt demands might not have.8

Perhaps the only regret that Asbury had about his hectic schedule was that

it often cut into his devotional life. He still tried to spend an hour in the

morning and evening in prayer, but couldn’t always find the time. “I am not

so pious as I want to be; I pray much, but I do not watch and pray enough,” he

wrote in a journal passage typical of many from this period. His reading in

particular fell off. Even if he had had the time, he could only carry a few books.

“I have little leisure for anything but prayer; seldom more than two hours in
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the day, and that space I wish to spend in retired meditation and prayer: riding,

preaching, class meeting, leaves but little for reading or writing,” Asbury

lamented (or boasted) on one of his tours through Maryland. He knew that

Wesley read while riding in England, but the poor condition of roads in

America, which jostled riders and demanded that they pay attention to what

lay ahead, made it all but impossible for him to do the same.9

If he could read but little, Asbury could still take solace in his poverty. In

June 1784, he wrote to his parents fromMaryland, in response to the first letter

he had received from them in seven years because of the war, that he had just

sent them five pounds through Richard Sause, a prominent New York City

Methodist, and had sent eleven guineas the fall before. He knew that it wasn’t

as much as his parents needed, but could only assure them that he wasn’t

spending much on himself either. He had always been “moderate in dress,”

and during the war he had sold many of his books to get by. His present

allowance from the conference was $60 per year, plus traveling expenses,

leaving little for extras. “I know not that I can call my one coat and waistcoat,

and half a Dozen shirts, two Horses, and a few Books, my own, if the Debts

were paid,” he wrote. Opponents often accused him of grasping ambition, but

rarely, and never convincingly, of misusing money.10

In the same letter, Asbury confided to his parents that he intended to

remain in America “for life,” which must have been a bitter pill for his mother.

He also wrote that he was “inclined” to remain unmarried. One reason was

“what once befell me in England,” perhaps a reference to a brief romance with

Nancy Brookes in 1768. Asbury gives few hints in his journal or letters about

how he dealt with the complete absence of sexual romance in his life. The

unhappy marriages of other Methodist preachers, including John Wesley and

George Whitefield, could hardly have been inspiring. His sister’s death, his

parents’ evidently rocky relationship, and his mother’s possessiveness must

have also served as warnings about the difficulties of marriage and children.11

Passions

The toll that repressing his sexuality took on Asbury is difficult to gauge. He

turned thirty-nine in 1784. His grueling travel schedule seems to have been, in

part, a mechanism he used to keep unwanted desires at bay. It consumed his

energy and left him little time to fall into temptation and subsequent depres-

sion. Late in life, at about age seventy, he told his assistant John Wesley Bond

“that he had experienced an intire death, to the ‘Lusts of the flesh, the lusts of

the eye, and the pride of life.’”Asbury attributed this “to the great sinking of the
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powers of nature: that [his] whole system being so long and so greatly broken

by disease, its powers were so nearly ex[h]austed, that desire had failed.” When

exactly this happened he doesn’t say, though almost from the beginning As-

bury constructed his life in a way that precluded any temptation to compromise

the itinerant life, particularly through marriage.12

For others, the decision wasn’t so easy. While committed to preaching the

gospel, most preachers also wanted to marry and have children. Many, like

John Littlejohn, married and left the itinerancy after a few years. Those who

stayed on often found themselves in a continual struggle with the flesh, as was

the case for William Ormond. Born in North Carolina in 1769, Ormond

was converted in 1787 and entered the traveling connection in 1791. His career

was typical of most circuit riders, with the exception that he was more explicit

about at least one of his struggles in the faith. “Last night I was greatly

tempted; have I Sinned Lord shew me,” he wrote in January 1796, while

preaching on the Sussex circuit in Virginia, one of the largest in the state.

Three weeks later he was “determined to oppose the Devil & the flesh more

than ever.” Exactly what was troubling Ormond becomes apparent in his April

18, 1796, journal entry: “I am more than ever convinced of the sin of Mastur-

bation.” A month later he wrote, “I find the Enemy very busy, my Flesh is

an enimy to my Soul, how hard it is to keep my Body in subjection,” followed

a few days later by, “Last night I had a hard wressel with the Devil & my Flesh.

I wish it may be the last time.” It wasn’t. The struggle continued for years

to come.13

After moving to the Trent circuit in North Carolina, Ormond had a dream

in July 1796 in which he proposed marriage to a widow, and she turned him

down. Undeterred, Ormond decided to press his case. “I have been greatly

temped this year; sometimes I fear I am not saved from Sin. O what an enimy

my Flesh is to my Soul; the Apostle says it is better to marry than to burn—

Nature is a mistery—Man is a riddle to himself.” Unfortunately, his dream

proved prophetic, and the widow did indeed turn him down. For a while

Ormond’s journal is silent on the issue of his temptations, but then on October

12, 1796, he wrote, “Last Night I was beset with my Old temptation; Lord when

shall I be delivered.” More than four dozen entries like this appear in Ormond’s

journal through the summer of 1803, even as he continued to successfully travel

and preach. “Last night the Enemy was busy. Lord have I sinned[?] O when shall

I become immortal & bidd adiew to trials & violent Temptations,” he wrote on

March 18, 1797. “I have my Trials, last Night Satan assaulted me with his Old

Weapon,” he wrote in December 1798. “I was grievously Tempted last Night. O!

Lord saveme from all Sin. My Flesh is an enemy tomy Soul,” he wrote onMarch

8, 1800, followed by “I was buffeted by Satan last Night,” on March 9.14
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Ormond wasn’t really sure howmuch of a sin temptation alone was, but he

was sure that the act itself was wrong and clearly embarrassed by it. He didn’t

have enough will power to completely repress his sexuality, so marriage

seemed the only answer. While riding the Caswell circuit in North Carolina

in the fall of 1800, he fell in love with Polly Moore and again proposed

marriage. “O! how I love my precious Polly,” Ormond confided to his journal.

But it wasn’t to be. After considering his proposal for almost two months, Polly

turned him down. “How shall a Man know when a Woman loves him[?]”

Ormond wondered. Following Polly’s rejection, his “besetting Temptation”

returned with a vengeance. Ormond never did find an answer to this problem.

He died of yellow fever in October 1803, while stationed in Norfolk and Ports-

mouth, Virginia. We can only guess to what extent others knew of his night-

time struggles, but Ormond enjoyed a solid reputation among fellow

Methodists. In a time when nearly all young adults married and extramarital

sex wasn’t tolerated among church people, it must have been obvious that

voluntary celibacy was a trial for young Methodist preachers. The 1804 confer-

ence minutes eulogized Ormond as “quick in body and mind, but affectionate,

fervent, and faithful: he was gracious and gifted; and upon the whole, was a

good man, and a good preacher.”15

There is no evidence that Asbury yielded to temptation as Ormond did, or

that he engaged any other sort of sexual behavior that evangelicals of the time

would have considered sinful. If he had, it would have been nearly impossible

to hide from the many preachers and countless other people he traveled and

lodged with, and opponents would no doubt have used it against him. But in

this regard Asbury’s poverty and purity were of a piece. The energy he might

have used to fulfill his sexual desires and support a wife and children he

instead poured into his ministry. The Methodist community was his only

family in America, the salvation of sinners his only passion.

The celibacy of the itinerancy was a pragmatic expedient, not an attempt to

undermine prevailing notions about marriage and sexuality. Asbury preferred

unmarried preachers because they could devote more of themselves to their

ministries, and because experience had taught him that Methodist commu-

nities resented having to support a preacher’s wife and children. Yet everyone

realized that celibacy was only a temporary commitment for most preachers.

Methodists didn’t expect their preachers to reject their sexuality, only to tri-

umph over it for a time. Those who sought a more radical solution to the

problem of sexual temptation were quickly shunned, as the case of Jeremiah

Minter demonstrates.

Born in Powhatan County, Virginia, in 1766, Minter joined the itinerancy

on trial in 1787. In 1789 he was assigned to the Brunswick circuit in southern
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Virginia and in 1790 to the nearby Mecklenburg circuit, where Sarah Jones

lived. Though Jones was older than Minter and married, the two developed an

extraordinarily close friendship. For a time they exchanged almost daily letters,

and Minter lent Jones his diary, which she pored over with enraptured inten-

sity. “I love your soul my precious brother!” she wrote to Minter on January 25,

1790. “I am glad you were ever born to assist me, and steer me, and drive, and

pull, and make me run to Heaven,” she added that May.16

Suspicions predictably arose. Jones claimed that her husband approved of

her correspondence with Minter and naively showed his letters to friends.

There may in fact have been a spark between the two. “I have thought your

spirit so much like mine, that I have thought I knew your temptations often,

and think so yet,” Jones wrote to Minter on one occasion. From the way events

played out, however, it seems clear that things didn’t go any further than the

written and spoken word. There is no reason to doubt Jones’s sincerity when

she wrote to Minter, “I think either of us would die stone dead, and come to life

again, and die again, before we would sin.” Some years later she wrote to

Minter, “Some have also thought (or said so) that there was an agreement

between us,—that we waited for the death of my husband, to enter a state of

marriage. Before God I positively denied the charge . . . I never on earth

intended such a thing. I assert upon my honor that our union was only in

Christian friendship, as a help to the heights of virtue and gospel holiness.” Yet

the gossip continued.17

Whether because he felt more temptation than Jones recognized, or

because he hoped to quell the gossip surrounding their relationship, Minter

did something drastic that shocked Virginia Methodists. Sometime in early

1791 he had himself surgically castrated. If he thought that this would end the

controversy over his relationship with Jones, he was sadly mistaken. Had he

not chosen castration, Asbury probably would have simply transferred Minter

out of the district to avoid what was becoming something of a local scandal, if

unfairly so. But Minter’s actions now raised a more fundamental question.

“Poor Minter’s case has given occasion for sinners and for the world to laugh,

and talk, and write,” Asbury wrote in April 1791 while in North Carolina.18

Meeting in Petersburg, from April 20 to 22, the Virginia conference took

up Minter’s case. Neither Asbury nor Thomas Coke (more about him shortly)

mention the ensuing deliberations in their journals, but Minter writes that

they made him leave the room while the preachers debated behind closed

doors. Their decision was to expel Minter from the traveling connection and

send him to the West Indies, though in what capacity isn’t clear. What they

most wanted was to get rid of Minter for a while, hoping that the sensational-

ism surrounding his case would die down. Accordingly, Minter’s name simply
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disappears from the 1791 conference records. Minter later wrote that Asbury,

Coke, and James O’Kelly, the leading figures at the conference, had engaged in

“witchcraft” against him. He also asserted that, while “in league with a devil,”

Asbury had used sorcery to haunt him “scores of times” in the form of evil

spirits. These charges were still in the future in 1791, but Minter’s colleagues

must have sensed his drift toward nuttiness even then.19

Minter spent about sixmonths preaching in Antigua and St. Vincent before

returning to New York City, where Asbury refused to let him preach. Minter

then sought readmission to the traveling connection at the General Conference

thatmet in Baltimore inNovember 1792. After again deliberating behind closed

doors, the conference turned him down, but allowed him to continue as a local

preacher for the next seven years, until he eventually left the church. Giving

Minter even this much leeway reveals his colleagues’ ambivalence about what

he had done. They agreed with his desire to avoid the “allurements and

entanglements of marriage,” but not his rejection of his sexuality.20

Over the next several years, Asbury consistently denied Minter’s requests

to rejoin the itinerancy without first admitting his error in making himself a

eunuch. Minter flatly refused, eventually concluding that Asbury was a “wicked

Barratt’s Chapel, Kent County, Delaware, where Coke and Asbury first met. (Photo by

the author.)
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and hypocritic” agent of Satan. As for Sarah Jones, Asbury never believed that

her relationship with Minter amounted to adultery. “She has had a painful

journey through life; but her persecutions and troubles are now at an end, and

heaven will compensate for all,” he wrote shortly after Jones’s death in Decem-

ber 1794. Asbury preached Jones’s funeral sermon from Job 3:17, “There the

wicked cease from troubling; and there the weary be at rest,” a passage Jones

herself selected. “She was doubtless a woman of sense, vivacity, and grace,” he

concluded.21

On Sunday, November 7, 1784, Asbury preached to a “large congregation

of people of different denominations” in the court house at Snow Hill, in

Worcester County, Maryland, while working his way north through the Del-

marva Peninsula. He was hurrying to meet Thomas Coke, who had just arrived

on a mission from John Wesley, though as yet Asbury didn’t know the details.

Coke and Richard Whatcoat had arrived in New York on November 3, where

Coke reported that “the whole country has been, as it were, expecting [me] and

Mr. Asbury looking out for me for some time.” Continuing north, Asbury

headed for Barratt’s Chapel, located about 10 miles south of Dover, Delaware,

where he had arranged for about a dozen preachers to meet with Coke.

Meanwhile, Coke and Whatcoat rode south, also heading for Barratt’s. Arriving

late for the Sunday service on November 14, Asbury walked in as Coke was

preaching. Following preaching, Asbury was “greatly surprised to see brother

Whatcoat assist by taking the cup in the administration of the sacrament.” He

knew that, of the two, only Coke was an ordained priest in the Church of

England. So what was Whatcoat doing?22
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8

A New Church in a

New Nation

American Methodism expanded dramatically in the 1780s, built on

the consolidation Asbury brought to the movement after the war.

Suspicion about Methodist loyalties faded as the war wound down, and

Methodists themselves began to feel more at home in the new social

and political order of post-revolutionary America. The movement was

still Wesleyan, but increasingly separated from Wesley himself.

Membership in America rose from 8,500 in 1780 to 57,600 in 1790,

and the number of preaching circuits increased from twenty-one to

ninety-eight.1 The culmination of this expansion and growing

separation from England was the formation of an independent

American Methodist church in 1784, with Asbury at its head.

Wesley had been weighing the problem of ordination for Methodist

preachers for several years. On the one hand, he was committed to

remaining in the Church of England, at least in principle. Though he

maintained to the end of his life that he and the British Methodists

hadn’t separated from the Anglican church, he recognized that many

Methodists didn’t have access to the sacraments fromanAnglican priest.

If this was true in England, it was doubly so in America, as Asbury and

others told him. The end of the war and Wesley’s own advancing years

(he turned eighty in 1783) led him finally in 1784 to take a decisive step.

In that year, he legally incorporated Methodism and began ordaining

preachers with his own hands. He hoped by thesemeasures tomaintain

some kind of direct control over American Methodism and keep the

American movement broadly within the Anglican tradition.2



The legal incorporation of Methodism in England was only loosely

connected to the American situation. Wesley designed the Deed of Declaration

to protect Methodist property and insure that the movement would go on by

legally incorporating a conference of one hundred preachers to take over after

he and his brother Charles were gone. When American Methodists first saw

the deed, they took notice that there was “nothing said of Mr. A[sbur]y,” though

he was added later in 1784. One of the British preachers offended at being

excluded from the “Legal Hundred” was Joseph Pilmore, who resigned and left

for America, where he was ordained a deacon in the Protestant Episcopal

Church by Bishop Samuel Seabury in November 1785.3

More important from the American perspective was Wesley’s decision to

ordain Methodist preachers. Early in his career, Wesley was so horrified at the

prospect of lay preachers administering the sacraments that he told the 1760

Conference “He himself would rather commit murder than administer the

Lord’s Supper without ordination.”4 Unfortunately, only Anglican bishops

could ordain. After one of his preachers was refused ordination in 1760,

Wesley vented his frustration in his journal: “Our church requires that clergy-

men should be men of learning, and to this end have a university education.

But how many have a university education and yet no learning at all? Mean-

time one of eminent learning, as well as unblameable behaviour, cannot be

ordained ‘because he was not at the University!’ What a mere farce is this! Who

would believe that any Christian bishop would stoop to so poor an evasion?”

Wesley was not only convinced that many Methodist preachers were adequate-

ly learned, but that formal education was only part of the whole. “Which do you

think is the safest guide,” Wesley asked in 1768, “a cursing, swearing, drinking

clergyman (that such there are you know), or a tradesman who has . . . diligent-

ly made use of all the helps which the English tongue has put into his hands,

who has given attendance to reading, has meditated on these things and given

himself wholly to them? Can any reasonable man doubt one moment which of

these is the safest guide?”5

More recently, in August 1780, Wesley had written to the Bishop of London,

under whose jurisdiction America fell, asking him to ordain a preacher to serve

in Newfoundland. To the objection that the preacher couldn’t read classical

languages, Wesley replied, “but your Lordship did see good to ordain and send

into America other persons who knew something of Greek and Latin, but

who knew no more of saving souls than of catching whales.” This tone wasn’t

likely to win the bishop’s sympathy, and it didn’t. He refused to ordain the

preacher in question, confirming in Wesley’s mind that there would never be

enough Anglican priests of sufficient quality to serve the needs of American

Methodists.
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So, in 1784, with the war now over, Wesley took matters into his own

hands. He had long believed that in theory presbyters of the church (of which

he was one) had the same right as bishops to ordain. Acting on this conviction

on September 2, while in Bristol, Wesley ordained Richard Whatcoat and

Thomas Vasey deacons and then elders (the equivalent of priests). He then

ordained Thomas Coke (already a priest in the Church of England) a superin-

tendent, an office on the same level as, though in Wesley’s mind distinct from,

a bishop. Writing to the American preachers on September 10, 1784, Wesley

explained why he no longer felt obligated to wait for the “English bishops” to

act: “(1) I desired the Bishop of London to ordain only one, but could not

prevail. (2) If they consented, we know the slowness of their proceedings; but

the matter admits of no delay. (3) If they would ordain them now, they would

likewise expect to govern them. And how grievously would this entangle us!”

Thomas Coke (1747 1814). (From Samuel Drew, The Life of the Rev. Thomas

Coke, Including in Detail His Various Travels and Extraordinary Missionary

Exertions, in England, Ireland, America, and the West Indies: With an Account

of His Death [New York: Carlton & Porter, 1853].)
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Since American Methodists were now “totally disentangled both from the State

and from the English hierarchy, we dare not entangle them again either with

the one or the other,” Wesley wrote. Coke, Whatcoat, and Vasey sailed for

America on September 18, 1784, the first of eighteen voyages across the

Atlantic for Coke, with instructions for Coke to ordain Asbury a joint superin-

tendent of American Methodism.6

Zealous and mercurial, eloquent and impetuous, Coke shared little in

common with Asbury other than their Methodist faith. Coke, thirty-seven,

was the son of an apothecary who twice served as bailiff (or mayor) of Brecon,

Wales. Coke’s upbringing was polite, if provincial, and far different from As-

bury’s or most other Methodists. In 1764, Coke entered Jesus College, Oxford’s

Welsh college, as a gentleman commoner, eventually earning a BA (1768) and a

doctorate in Civil Law. He was ordained in 1772. As a gentleman commoner at

Oxford, he enjoyed privileges not available to poorer students. As the university

had forWesley andmany others, Oxford claimed a special place in Coke’s heart,

identifying him as part of an elite inner circle. Nevertheless, Coke’s parish in

South Petherton, Somerset, threw him out in 1776 for his growing Methodist

sympathies. Casting his lot with the Methodists, Coke was based in London for

the next seven years, becoming one of John Wesley’s most trusted advisors.

Coke’s passion for foreign missions made him a logical choice for America.7

Coke was Asbury’s mirror image in many respects. He was well-educated,

urbane, and not above entering into political intrigue, as American Methodists

would discover. Unlike Asbury, Coke was never content with the day-to-day

management of any single project. While his vision was large, it never re-

mained focused on one thing for very long. Thomas Ware, who met Coke for

the first time in 1784, wrote that he “was not at first sight at all pleased” with

Coke’s appearance. “His stature, his complexion, and his voice, were those of a

woman rather than a man; and his manners were too courtly for me, so unlike

the grave, and as I conceived, Apostolic deportment of Mr. Asbury.” (Coke

stood just over five feet tall, short even by eighteenth-century standards.) But

Coke had his strengths. “In public he was generally admired; and in private

very communicative and edifying,” Ware observed. For all his impetuousness,

Coke wasn’t usually arrogant or condescending toward his less refined breth-

ren, a trait that won him many friends. He was also skilled at handling floor

debates in conference, “the best speaker . . . on a conference floor, I ever heard,”

according to Ware. As a counterpoint to Asbury, Coke provided American

Methodists a buffer against the criticism that they were devoid of education

and refinement.8

Some American Methodists immediately embraced Wesley’s new plan,

including John Dickins, who learned of Coke’s mission when he arrived in
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New York City in November 1784. Given his earlier role in defending the

southern preachers’ ordinations in 1780, it isn’t surprising that Dickins sup-

ported this latest development. He pressed Coke to immediately make his

intentions public, since “Mr. Wesley has determined the point, and therefore

it is not to be investigated, but complied with.”9

Asbury was characteristically more cautious. The sacramental crisis had

taught him that Wesley’s word alone wasn’t enough, particularly in the South.

Wesley’s plan to organize American Methodists “into an Independent Episco-

pal Church” couldn’t be foisted on the American preachers; they would have to

have their say. Asbury later wrote that, at the time American Methodists “were

too jealous to bind themselves to yield to him [Wesley] in all things relative to

Church government. Mr. Wesley was a man they had never seen—was three

thousand miles off—howmight submission, in such a case, be expected?” This

was why Asbury had invited a group of preachers to join him at his first

meeting with Coke at Barratt’s Chapel. After discussing the proposal over

Sunday dinner, Asbury, Coke, and the eleven preachers present decided to

call “a general conference, to meet at Baltimore the ensuing Christmas.”10

In order to have as many preachers present as possible (particularly from

the South), Asbury and Coke sent Freeborn Garrettson to Virginia and North

Carolina with the news. Over the next six weeks Garrettson rode 1,200 miles

(“like an arrow from North to South,” in Coke’s words), calling the preachers to

Baltimore. As he went, Garrettson preached nearly every day, which Jesse Lee

later claimed prevented him from giving “timely notice to the preachers who

were in the extremities of the work,” including Lee himself, who missed the

conference. Even so, Garrettson managed to get word to most of the preachers

in the South for what promised to be an historic event.11

While Garrettson sped south, Asbury attended three quarterly meetings in

Maryland, taking the pulse of the preachers and people. Only after gauging

their enthusiasm for ordination was he content to followWesley’s plan. In early

December, Asbury rode to Baltimore to rejoin Coke, Whatcoat, and Vasey,

having concluded that “the preachers and people seem to be much pleased

with the projected plan; I myself am led to think it is of the Lord.” About sixty-

five preachers gathered at the Lovely Lane meetinghouse in Baltimore out of

about eighty-three active itinerants. Coke and Whatcoat, neither of whom had

experienced an American winter before, commented on how cold it was.

Fortunately, local Methodists “were so kind as to put up a large stove,” accord-

ing to Coke.12

For all of its significance, the drama of the event was mostly implied. The

preachers gathered in Baltimore voted unanimously to form an independent

church, free of all ties to the Church of England, and elected Coke and Asbury
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superintendents of the new body. On successive days Asbury was ordained

deacon, elder, and superintendent. He had two reasons for insisting on an

election, rather than simply receiving Wesley’s ordination. First, election gave

him ameasure of authority and legitimacy not mediated throughWesley. From

this point on, he served at the pleasure of the American conference. Wesley

couldn’t recall him to Britain, as he had tried to do during the war, or appoint

someone to supersede him without the approval of the American preachers.

Second, Asbury understood the importance of elections in American society.

Though conferences in 1779 and 1782 had already made him the leader of

American Methodism, he knew that in the democratic context of the post-

revolutionary years only the election of superintendents would place them

above the charge of tyranny (and not always even then).13

Coke dispelled any doubt as to what Wesley’s ordinations meant with regard

to the Church of England in a sermon he preached at Asbury’s ordination on

December 27, 1784. The colonial Anglican church,Coke claimed, had been “filled

with the parasites and bottle companions of the rich and the great. . . . the drunk-

ard, the fornicator, and the extortioner, triumphed over bleeding Zion, because

they were faithful abettors of the ruling powers.” Coke argued that the Anglican

clergy denied that believers could know for certain that their sinswere forgiven by

“the witness of the Spirit of God,” something thatMethodists believed “fundamental,

yea, essentially necessary to constitute a child of God.” This sort of theological

carelessness led to moral failure. “We cannot be ignorant,” Coke declared, “that

they [Anglicans] justify as innocentmany of the criminal pleasures of theworld—

card playing, dancing, theatrical amusements, &c.—pleasures utterly inconsis-

tent with union and communion with God.”

Restraint was never one of Coke’s virtues, but he didn’t stop there. He also

subtly recast the nature of his and Asbury’s ordinations. At several points in his

sermon Coke announced that he had come to ordain Asbury “a Christian

bishop,” setting, from the beginning, a precedent for replacing the title “super-

intendent” with “bishop.” In his journal, published in the Arminian Magazine

in Philadelphia in 1789, Coke wrote, “I ordained brother Asbury a bishop.” It

was clear to the preachers gathered in Baltimore that they were establishing an

episcopal polity completely independent from the Church of England, and,

ultimately, from Wesley himself. Coke would later have second thoughts,

deciding that he had pushed things too far in this first wave of exuberance.

But for the church as a whole, there would be no turning back.14

The process of electing and ordaining superintendents/bishops created

uncertainty about the nature of the episcopacy. Were superintendents/bishops

elevated to their positions by God, or merely appointed by their colleagues? The

1785 Discipline (a handbook of doctrine and practice for church members)
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authorized by the Christmas Conference, stipulated that a superintendent

couldn’t be ordained “without the Consent of a Majority of the Conference.”

In answer to the question, “To whom is the Superintendent amenable for his

Conduct?” the Discipline answered, “To the Conference: who have Power to

expel him for improper Conduct, if they see it necessary.” And yet throughout

his episcopal career, Asbury and most of his colleagues assumed that his office

carried some additional, divine sanction. Removing him would have been a

momentous thing, indicating that God had withdrawn his seal from Asbury’s

ministry. Democracy and episcopacy weren’t easily reconciled, but for the

moment Asbury and the preachers wanted the advantages of both.15

Though the vote to establish the new church was unanimous, some of the

preachers still harbored doubts. Thomas Haskins wondered why the whole

thing had to be done with such haste. He favored waiting until the following

summer and inviting local Episcopal clergymen to attend and offer advice.16

Indeed, two Baltimore Episcopal clergymen, John Andrews, rector of

St. Thomas’s and St. James’s parishes in Baltimore County, and William

West, rector of St. Paul’s Church in town, hurriedly arranged a meeting with

Coke just prior to the Christmas Conference to propose a plan for consolidat-

ing the Methodist and Episcopal churches. On December 31, 1784, Andrews

wrote to William Smith, Maryland’s leading Episcopal clergyman, describing

the outcome of this meeting. “At the appointed hour, which was six in the

evening, he [Coke] did not fail to attend us; and brought with him Mr. Goff

[Gough] and Mr. Asbury.” While they drank tea, Coke “was full of vivacity and

entertained us with a number of little anecdotes not disagreeably.” “At length”

Andrews and West revealed their plan, suggesting that Coke could be conse-

crated a bishop in the new, consolidated church. He was, after all, an Oxford-

educated priest of the Church of England and would trail large numbers of new

members in his wake. While they plied Coke with this offer, Andrews andWest

essentially ignored Asbury. They assumed that Coke was the only person of

consequence in the room, confirming for Asbury how misguided their propos-

al was. The clergymen were prepared to accept Coke as their equal, but past

experience and their present conduct indicated that the same wouldn’t be true

for the rest of the Methodist preachers. According to Andrews, Asbury told

them “that the difference between us lay not so much in doctrines and forms of

worship as in experience and practice. He complained that the Methodists had

always been treated by us, with abundance of contempt; and that for his own

part, tho’ he had travelled over all parts of this Continent, there were but four

clergymen of our Church from whom he had received any civilities.”17

Not willing to give up so easily, and again overlooking Asbury, Andrews

went to see Coke a day or two later to renew the offer. Coke, of course, had no
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instructions from Wesley to consider any sort of consolidation and told An-

drews so. “Thus ended our negotiation which served no other purpose than to

discover to us, that the minds of these gentlemen are not wholly free from

resentment, and it is a point which among them is indispensably necessary,

that Mr. Wesley be the first link of the Chain upon which their Church is

suspended,” Andrews wrote to Smith. It wasn’t the complete end of the affair,

however. Several years later, after American Methodists had drifted away from

Wesley in ways that no one could foresee in 1784, Coke had occasion to

reconsider the offer he now felt obliged to reject.18

Predictably, others also decried American Methodism’s final split from the

Church of England. Charles Wesley blamed Coke for talking his brother into

administering the “infamous” ordinations, though in fact Coke seems to have

agreed to the plan with some reluctance and only after thinking it over for

several months. When Charles heard of Coke’s ordination of Asbury, he

responded sarcastically in verse:

A Roman emperor, ’tis said,

His favourite horse a consul made:

But Coke brings greater things to pass—

He makes a bishop of an ass.

When Charles read Coke’s ordination sermon for Asbury, preached in Balti-

more, he wrote a pamphlet declaring that “as a Methodist he contradicts the

uniform Declarations and Publications of the Rev. Mr. J. and C. Wesley, for near

fifty Years.” “Does not Ordination necessarily imply Separation?” Charles

asked. The answer seemed obvious.19

Now age seventy-seven, Charles was one of the central figures in the early

Methodist movement and for many years John’s most trusted colleague. But

Charles was also less of a populist than his brother. Early on, he was troubled

by the growing influence of Methodist lay preachers who had not been

ordained. “Unless a sudden Remedy be found the Preachers will destroy the

work of GOD,” he wrote in about 1751. The problem, in Charles’s mind, was that

many of the preachers had fallen into “idleness” as a result of leaving their

trades to preach. “The unusual Respect they met with turned their Heads. The

Tinner, Barber, Thatcher, forgot himself, with his Business & immediately set

up for a Gentleman.” To continue sending them out was to “act the Part of rash

Enthusiasts” and, worst of all, to promote a schism from the Church of

England. The solution, Charles suggested, was to return the lay preachers to

their trades (“All of them, I mean, excepting a few whomwe can entirely trust”),

allowing them to preach only in their spare time.20 John’s loyalties were to

Methodism first and the Church of England second, while Charles’s were the

146 AMERICAN SAINT



other way around. More to the point, John was more willing to trust the

judgment of ordinary people than Charles was. “Our different judgment of

persons was owing to our different tempers, his all hope and mine all fear,”

Charles wrote in 1772.21 Had Charles had his way, Asbury would never have

entered the itinerancy in the 1760s or sailed for America in 1771.

Asbury wasn’t surprised by the reaction of devoted churchmen like Charles

Wesley, though he had long since stopped thinking of himself as primarily

British or Anglican. Even more than John Wesley, Asbury was a Methodist first

and an Anglican second. He was also increasingly an American. In the letter to

his parents in June 1784, he wrote that he had sent “Eleven Guineas last fall,”

which must have puzzled them. The English used “autumn” when referring to

the third season of the year, something that Francis had apparently forgotten.22

Joining Charles Wesley in censuring the ordinations was Joseph Pilmore,

who Charles Wesley helped obtain his own ordination in the Episcopal Church

the next year.23 Pilmore wrote to Wesley on several occasions to thank him and

express his hope that the breach between the Methodists and the Episcopal

Church in America would soon be mended. But Pilmore was enough of a

realist to caution Wesley that “the Clergy and Laity here will never more submit

to any foreign power, either civil or Ecclesiastical.” He knew better than anyone

that there was little hope that the “misguided Methodists” would return to the

Episcopal fold.24

The Methodist separation also exhausted the last of Devereux Jarratt’s

goodwill toward the movement. Writing to the Methodist preacher Edward

Dromgoole in May 1785, Jarratt complained that he hadn’t been invited to the

Christmas Conference. “I cannot conceive how I have deserved to be treated so

coldly, to say the least. Surely it proceeds from no good Spirit.” Jarratt could be

abrasive and short-tempered (he laughed when Coke showed him his ordina-

tion papers from Wesley), and for several years he largely blamed Asbury for

his estrangement from the Methodists. “Once Mr. Asbury seemed to think

Nothing could be done so well without me—but now he thinks I have done

more harm than all the Preachers have done good . . .Franky ought to have

been the last Man to say this,” Jarratt wrote in 1788. Apart from separation

from the Episcopal Church, Jarratt now believed that Methodism and Ameri-

can society in general had become too democratic and egalitarian. “In our high

republican times, there is more levelling than ought to be,” he concluded.25

Methodist historians have debated the legitimacy of the Christmas Con-

ference since the nineteenth century. As is often the case in debates over the

American Constitution, they have largely focused on the original intent of the

principals involved. Writing in the 1820s, Alexander M’Caine argued that John

Wesley never intended to create a separate, episcopal church in America, or
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make Coke and Asbury bishops. M’Caine was part of the movement to estab-

lish the Methodist Protestant Church (founded in 1830), a breakaway denomi-

nation that eliminated the episcopacy, the office of presiding elder, and allowed

for lay representation in annual conferences. M’Caine’s first book, The History

and Mystery of Methodist Episcopacy (1827), in which the only mystery seems to

be why anyone had ever accepted it to begin with, was answered that same year

by John Emory’s A Defence of “Our Fathers,” and of the Original Organization of

the Methodist Episcopal Church. Emory argued that Wesley, notwithstanding his

later denunciation of Asbury for taking the title of bishop, clearly favored an

episcopal church polity.26

Later authors largely followed the lines of argument laid out by M’Caine

and Emory. Nathan Bangs (1840) and Abel Stevens (1867) argued that the

Christmas Conference faithfully adhered to Wesley’s intentions in establishing

a separate, episcopal church. Stevens in particular argued that Wesley didn’t

object to the “Episcopal function,” but only to the title of bishop, which in

England had become associated with “pretentious ecclesiastical dignities.”

Edward Drinkhouse, writing in the 1890s, countered that Coke and Asbury

manipulated the Christmas Conference to increase their own power at the

expense of Wesley and the general desire of American Methodists. In this

scenario, Coke and Asbury deliberately thwarted the plan for American Meth-

odism that Wesley had entrusted to Coke by creating an episcopal structure

that placed them above Wesley’s reach, or indeed anyone else’s. They were now

bishops, a title even Wesley couldn’t claim.27

Both sides in this debate shared the assumption that Wesley understood the

American situation thoroughly and had a comprehensive plan in mind for

dealing with it. What they disagree about was whether or not Coke and Asbury

faithfully followed that plan. Asbury knew better. From his first meeting with

Coke, he saw thatWesley’s plan was ambiguous on several key points. He trusted

Wesley’s theology, but realized that he was far removed from events in America,

where the war had tarnished Wesley’s image. Specifically, Wesley’s instructions

didn’t clearly delineate to what degree American Methodists were free in the

future to appoint their own leaders and adjust their polity. The ambiguity soon led

to a break between the American church and Wesley himself.

The Campaign Against Slavery

Not content to stop with Wesley’s ordinations, the Christmas Conference out-

lined a plan to rid the church of slaveholders entirely. “We view it as contrary to

the Golden Law of God on which hang all the Law and the Prophets, and the
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unalienable Rights of Mankind, as well as every Principle of the Revolution, to

hold in the deepest Debasement, in a more abject Slavery than is perhaps to be

found in any Part of the World except America, so many Souls that are all

capable of the Image of God,” declared the Discipline, authorized by the

conference and published by Asbury and Coke in 1785. Every Methodist

slaveholder was given twelve months to execute a legal deed of emancipation,

although the emancipations themselves could be delayed. Slaves between the

ages of forty and forty-five were to be freed by the time they reached forty-five.

Those aged twenty-five to forty were to be freed within five years; those between

twenty and twenty-five, by the age of thirty; those younger than twenty, by the

age of twenty-five at the latest. The preachers were instructed to keep written

records verifying compliance; members who refused to follow the rule were to

be expelled, as were any members who sold their slaves. The plan would have

systematically rid American Methodism of slavery and brought freedom to

thousands of African Americans, but it wasn’t to be.28

Methodist opposition to slavery hadn’t taken shape in a vacuum. White

Methodists learned to appreciate the injustice of slavery largely through

rubbing shoulders with the many African American converts pouring into

the movement. In 1786, the first year black and white members were listed

separately in the annual minutes, African Americans represented just over 9

percent of all American Methodists. By 1790, they accounted for 20 percent of

the more than 57,600members, a proportion that held steady through the turn

of the century. In some places, African Americans made up an even greater

proportion of members. On the Delmarva Peninsula, the district that Asbury

knew best, they represented 30 percent of all members in 1787. Blacks not only

joined in great numbers, but they also proved capable of leading and preach-

ing. A good example is Harry Hosier, also known as “Black Harry.”29

Little is known of Hosier’s early life, though it is likely that he was born a

slave in North Carolina about 1750, and later gained his freedom. By 1780,

Hosier was preaching among Methodists in Virginia and the upper South,

captivating audiences with his eloquence. Though illiterate, he had a good

memory for scripture passages. TheNew-York Packet described him in Septem-

ber 1786 as “a very singular black man, who . . .has preached in the Methodist

church several times, to the acceptance of several well disposed judicious

people.—He delivers his discourses with great zeal and pathos, and his lan-

guage and connection is by no means contemptible.” In some settings Hosier

preached only to African Americans, but in others he preached to mixed

audiences. In 1781, he accompanied Asbury on a preaching tour of Virginia,

traveling with him on several occasions thereafter. “The truth was, that Harry

was a more popular speaker than Mr. Asbury, or almost any one else in his
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day,” according to John Lednum, a nineteenth-century historian of American

Methodism. The Methodist preacher Henry Boehm heard Hosier preach a

sermon of “great eloquence and power” in Delaware in 1803. “He was un-

boundedly popular, and many would rather hear him than the bishops,”

marveled Boehm.30

Yet it is clear that Hosier wasn’t treated the same as a white preacher. He

apparently was never ordained and evidently posed as Asbury’s servant in some

places. After their initial meeting at Barratt’s Chapel, Coke writes in his journal

that Asbury had “given me his black (Harry by name) and borrowed me an

excellent horse” for his upcoming tour of the connection. It is unlikely that

Asbury referred to Hosier as “his black,” but it is also clear that Coke didn’t

think of him as just another preacher. Asbury of course had no servant in the

conventional sense of the word, though other preachers sometimes rode with

him, acting as assistants. But Coke wouldn’t have referred to them as if they

were servants. Hosier was different only because he was black. After traveling

with Hosier for a couple of weeks, Coke marveled at his preaching. “I some-

times give notice immediately after preaching, that in a little time Harry will

preach to the blacks, but the whites always stay to hear him,” Coke wrote on

November 29, 1784. “I really believe he is one of the best Preachers in the

world, there is such an amazing power attends his preaching.” This was high

praise, but it didn’t gain Hosier equal treatment with white preachers. Most

Methodists of this period had little trouble reconciling spiritual equality with

some degree of social inequality. Still, Hosier’s presence and that of thousands

of other African American Methodists brought the issue of slavery to the

forefront of Methodist thinking in the 1780s.31

Asbury had spent enough time in the South to know what they were up

against. The year before, he had stopped for the night at the home of John

Worthington, a MarylandMethodist who lived a short distance from Baltimore.

At Worthington’s he “beheld such cruelty to a Negro that I could not feel free to

stay; I called for my horse, delivered my own soul, and departed.” He didn’t

return to Worthington’s again, though it remained open for preaching and

quarterly meetings for nearly a decade. A week after his abrupt departure from

Worthington’s, Asbury stopped at the home of JohnWillson, another Maryland

Methodist. Though the Willsons were “kind beyond measure,” Asbury got into

an argument with either Willson or his father, who “acknowledged the wrong

done the blacks by taking them from their own country, but defended the right

of holding them.” “Our talk had well-nigh occasioned too much warmth,”

Asbury noted. Having already attempted in a small way to convince some

southern Methodist slaveholders of the evils of slavery, he knew that imple-

menting the new rules would be a bitter fight.32
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Coke was still too new to the South to see this. Following the Christmas

Conference, he set off on a tour of American Methodist sites, crossing into

Virginia in March 1785. At one stop while he preached an anti-slavery sermon

in a barn, “many of the unawakened” stalked out, waiting outside to “flog” him

when he appeared. According to Coke, one “high-headed Lady” offered the

“rioters” £50 if they would give “that little Doctor one hundred lashes.”

Protected by a group of prominent Methodists, including a “Colonel” and a

justice of the peace who had recently freed fifteen slaves, Coke escaped without

harm. From this point on, he mostly limited his anti-slavery efforts to private

conversations, much as Asbury had done. When he crossed into North Car-

olina, Coke set aside his “Testimony against Slavery for a time . . . the Laws of

this State forbidding any to emancipate their Negroes.” When he did speak

publicly against slavery after returning to Virginia, he was careful to begin by

“addressing the Negroes in a very pathetic manner on the Duty of Servants to

Masters,” hoping that the whites present would then listen “without much

offence, or at least without causing a tumult.”33

Nevertheless, when the Virginia preachers met for a conference in early

May, Coke and other antislavery advocates urged them to send the Virginia

Assembly a petition calling for “the immediate or Gradual Extirpation of

Slavery.” Drawing largely on the ideology of the revolution, the petition argued

that “Justice, Mercy, and truth, every virtue that can adorn the Man or the

Christian, the Interest of the State, and the Welfare of Mankind, do unanswer-

ably,—uncontroulably plead for the removal of this grand Abomination.”

Methodist preachers collected signatures across the state, from present-day

West Virginia and northern Virginia through the center of the state to Halifax,

Mecklenburg, Brunswick, and Greensville counties on its southern border.34

From the beginning Asbury suspected that the petition would raise a

storm. Even as the conference drafted it, he “found the minds of the people

greatly agitated with our rules against slavery,” and in particular with the

“petition to the general assembly for the emancipation of the blacks.” Still,

with the help of the abolitionist General Daniel Roberdeau, whom Asbury first

met in 1772 and now lived in Alexandria and had signed theMethodist petition,

Asbury and Coke arranged a meeting with George Washington at Mount

Vernon a few weeks after the Virginia conference. Following dinner, the two

asked Washington to sign the petition. Though they came away from the

meeting believing that Washington supported the measure, he refused to

sign, which isn’t surprising given Washington’s views on slavery. While he

favored some sort of gradual emancipation in theory, Washington feared the

prospect of a large, free African American population. Nonetheless, Coke and

Asbury weren’t that far off in believing that Washington was sympathetic to
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their cause. He was the only one of the Founders to free his slaves, doing so in

his will. Indeed, his intention to free his slaves appears to have taken shape

about 1789, a decade before his death and not long after his meeting with

Asbury and Coke. In any event, Asbury remained fascinated with Washington

for the rest of his life.35

The response to the emancipation petitionwas tragic, if predictable.Washing-

ton noted that when the petitionwas presented to the Virginia Assembly, it “could

scarcely obtain a reading.” Not only did the legislature reject it unanimously, it

sparked a series of pro-slavery counter petitions presented to the legislature in

1784 and 1785. Originating in the same southern and central regions of Virginia

where Methodists collected signatures for their petition and where Methodism

was strongest, the pro-slavery petitions were signed bymore than twelve hundred

people from eight counties: Amelia, Brunswick, Halifax, Hanover, Henrico,

Lunenburg, Mecklenburg, and Pittsylvania. Together, the petitions advanced

four central arguments against emancipation revolving around property rights,

social stability, biblical precedents, and independence from Great Britain.36

The pro-slavery petitioners argued that the American Revolution had been

fought primarily to secure the right to private property, not, as the Methodist

petitions claimed, to secure “liberty” for all “mankind.” To protect their proper-

ty, Americans had “risked our Lives and Fortunes, and waded through Seas of

Blood,” according to the petitions from Amelia, Halifax, Mecklenburg, and

Pittsylvania counties, or, as the Lunenburg petition put it, “seald with our

Blood, a Title to the full, free, and absolute Enjoyment of every species of our

Property, whensoever, or howsoever legally acquired.” Emancipating their

slaves would deprive owners of their property and undermine social stability,

leading to “inevitable ruin,” according to the Lunenburg petition. It would

result in “Rapes, Murders, and Outrages . . . inevitable Bankruptcy . . .Breach of

public Faith . . . Loss of Credit with foreign Nations; and lastly Ruin to this now

free and flourishing Country,” argued the Halifax petition. Knowing that

supporters for emancipation argued from religious principles, the pro-slavery

petitions devote considerable space to examples from both the Old and New

Testaments that supported bound labor. While anti-slavery advocates were

“pretending to be moved by Religious principles and taking for their motives

universal Charity,” the Brunswick petition argued “That it was ordained by the

Great and wise Disposer of all Things, that some Nations should serve others,

and that all Nations have not been equally free.” Finally, the petitions argued

that those supporting a general emancipation were “Tools of the British

Administration,” as the Halifax petition put it.

On this point the Methodists were particularly vulnerable, considering

their mixed record of participation in the revolution, even in Virginia. The
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petition from Lunenburg County explicitly made this point by expressing

outrage at the sight of fellow Virginians “prostituting their [views] by uniting

them with a proscribed Coke an imperious Asbury and other contemptible

Emissaries & Hirelings of Britain in promoting and advocating a Measure

which they know must involve their fellow Citizens in Distress & Desparation,

not to be described, or thought of, without Horror; & their Country in inevita-

ble ruin.” The fact that the petition names Coke and Asbury indicates the

degree to which the two had become lightning rods for the debate over slavery.

What must have been especially discouraging for Asbury was that all of the

pro-slavery petitions called for a repeal of the 1782 private manumission act,

which allowed individual slaveholders to free their slaves. The Virginia House

of Delegates subsequently defeated a bill to repeal the 1782 act, fifty-two to

thirty-five, but it was clear on which side the sympathies of most leading

Virginians fell.37

Slavery was a deeply divisive issue that cost the Methodists the support of

many former allies. Edward Dromgoole, who rode the Brunswick circuit in

southern Virginia during the 1785–1786 conference year, later wrote “the state

of religion was brought very low in our circuit during 1785 and 1786. Some

prejudices arose on account of the new minutes that were made, and new terms

of communion proposed, chiefly with respect to holding Slaves.” Dromgoole

himself left the itinerancy in 1786 to become a successful Brunswick County

planter and slaveholder. By 1798 he owned more than 800 acres of land and six

slaves, and in 1803 the buildings on his property were valued at $2,050.38

Devereux Jarratt also broke with theMethodists at least in part because of the

church’s anti-slavery rules. Jarratt came from a relatively wealthy background of

landed slaveholders. Relying largely on his wife’s money, by 1782 Jarratt owned a

640-acre plantation and two dozen slaves; at his death in 1806 he still owned

twenty-three slaves.WhenCoke and Jarratt firstmet inMarch 1785, Coke claimed

that they discussed the new rules concerning slavery at length, but Jarratt “would

not be persuaded.” “The secret is, he has twenty-four Slaves of his own,” Coke

wrote. By May, Coke claimed that Jarratt had become “a violent assertor of the

propriety and justice of Negro-Slavery.” Despite his assertions to the contrary,

Jarratt took an active role in undermining the anti-slaverymovement. OnMay 31,

1785, he wrote to Edward Dromgoole, then stationed on the Brunswick circuit,

complaining that the anti-slavery rules had become “destructive & divisive”

among Virginians who “may be led, but not drove.” Three years later he was

still complaining about Methodists comparing slaveholders to “horse thieves &

Hogstealers, Knaves, &c” and insulting them “at every turn with the odious Name

of Oppressors, Rogues, & Men destitute of even heathen honesty.” This helps to

explain a portion of Jarratt’s bitterness against the Methodists. Not only had they
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left the true church, but they had also challenged a fundamental pillar of southern

society on which much of his wealth rested.39

Methodists had long faced opposition in Virginia, but the conflict over

slavery drove resentment of the movement to a new level. Suspicions about

Methodist loyalism during the war hadn’t led to as much violent persecution in

Virginia as in Maryland. Prior to the 1780s, Virginia Methodists were most

often ridiculed for their supposed religious fanaticism and loud preaching.

During the 1760s and 1770s the Virginia Gazette delighted in ridiculing the

artisan origins of Methodist preachers, calling them “illiterate zealots, that

leave their lawful callings for an employment to which it is manifest they are

not called.” The paper also ran stories on the wild-eyed enthusiasm of English

Methodists, including accounts of a Methodist preacher running into a church

and tearing up the Bible and Prayer Book and a Methodist ribbon weaver

attempting to drown himself so that he might reach heaven all the sooner.

Many white Virginians saw Methodists as “furious, ignorant, and illiberal

zealots,” as one correspondent to the Virginia Gazette wrote, but not particular-

ly dangerous. Methodist abolitionism changed this, reaching as it did to the

heart of Virginia culture.40

By the time the yearly conference met in Baltimore on June 1, 1785, a

majority of the preachers, including Coke and Asbury, were ready to back

down. When Asbury and Coke published the Discipline in 1785, they included

a provision giving “our Brethren in Virginia” two years “to consider the Expedi-

ence of Compliance or Non-Compliance with these Rules.” According to Coke,

the conference voted to suspend the rules enacted less than six months before

at the Christmas Conference, “on account of the great opposition that had been

given it, our work being in too infantile a state to push things to extremity.” It

was a bitter defeat but not the last word. Opponents and defenders now turned

their attention to local initiatives, beginning within Methodism a process of

sectional division that would serve as a harbinger and catalyst of the Civil War.

The Delmarva Peninsula and much of Maryland remained hotbeds of Method-

ist abolitionism well into the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, the topic of

slavery disappeared from annual and general conference minutes for the next

eleven years.41

Asbury’s role in the controversy is best understood in the context of his

larger commitment to preaching the gospel everywhere possible. He says

comparatively little about the campaign against slavery in his journal, and he

didn’t champion the new rules in the South to the extent that Coke did. He had

tried in the past to convince at least a few southern Methodists to liberate their

slaves, without much success. Unlike Coke, whom Devereux Jarratt described

as “a stranger in the land,” Asbury knew how divisive the issue of slavery was

154 AMERICAN SAINT



among southerners. His commitment to the antislavery cause was genuine,

but not as deep as his commitment to preaching the gospel as he understood it.

The most important goal was to save souls for eternity, be they those of blacks

or whites. All earthly cares were of secondary importance. Coke’s reach often

exceeded his grasp, but this rarely concerned him for long, since he constantly

found new projects to engage his energies. Asbury was more single-minded in

his commitments, more concerned with how individual decisions would fit

together over the long term. His extensive travels through the South had given

him a good feel for just what slavery meant to southern society. He realized that

overturning it would take more than passing rules and sending petitions to

state assemblies.42

Asbury had always been reluctant to challenge outside authorities and to take

on political issues involving non-Methodists, particularly when he lacked a clear

consensus within the church. In this sense, his response to the slavery controver-

sy is similar to his reaction to the American Revolution. In order to preserve his

opportunity to minister in America, he took an apolitical stance during the

revolution, tacitly accepting its legitimacy once the outcome seemed certain.

His goal was to emerge from the war in a position to preach the gospel and

lead the Methodist movement, regardless of the war’s political and military

results. This had been possible since the revolution had a fairly clear outcome,

one that nearly all white Americans remaining in theUnited States accepted at its

conclusion. Slavery was another story. It would remain a perennial controversy

for another eighty years, dividing Americans across a spectrum from northern

abolitionists to southern fire-eaters. Sensing the intractability of the debate, As-

bury chose to push the issue only in local settingswhere he thought he could see a

workable solution. On a national level, there didn’t seem to be one.

Even so, the bitterness with which Asbury later described the church’s

failure to combat slavery belies the logic of these decisions. Asbury knew that

he was compromising with evil; there was nothing in his Methodist beliefs that

could make that sit easy. His theology demanded that the eternal fate of souls

take precedence over social justice, but slavery was still a moral tragedy, and he

knew it.

A Methodist College

Coke’s visit to the United States left another legacy, one that initially inspired

but ultimately plagued Asbury and the church for years to come. Asbury had

proposed opening an American school modeled after Wesley’s Kingswood

school as early as 1779. That November, while sitting out the war in Delaware,
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he “had some talk about erecting a Kingswood school in America” with Samuel

Magaw, the Anglican minister at Dover, Delaware, with whom he was friends.

When the northern preachers met for their yearly conference in Baltimore in

1780, they took up the question, “Will this Conference take into consideration

the erecting a Kingswood School upon the plan Bro. Asbury has presented?”

The answer was evidently yes, since Asbury continued to push the project

forward. After meeting with Asbury in North Carolina in June 1780, John

Dickins drew up a “subscription for a Kingswood school in America.” By the

time the northern and southern preachers had agreed to refer the sacramental

crisis to Wesley in 1782, they had also approved Asbury’s scheme. In November

1782, Thomas Haskins visited Abingdon, Maryland, where “the Conference is

about to erect an academy and Chapel, a noble design if accomplished.”43

When Coke and Asbury met at Barratt’s Chapel in November 1784, they

agreed to move forward with the school project, though on a grander scale.

They chose the Abingdon site for the school because of pledges of land and

financial support from local Methodists, including Richard Dallam and Henry

Gough, who lived not far away at Perry Hall. Wesley’s Kingswood school,

founded in 1748 near Bristol, England, was intended to educate children “in

every branch of useful learning,” including “Reading, Writing, Arithmetic,

French, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Rhetoric, Geography, Chronology, History,

Logic, Ethics, Physics, Geometry, Algebra, and Music.” Designed to educate

students in the classics, this would amount to a far more extensive curriculum

than was available to most Americans attending common schools. Coke now

convinced Asbury that the new American school should take this a step further

by becoming a college, which meant a community of students and teachers

living together to pursue an advanced curriculum, particularly in Latin.44

OnNovember 14, 1784, Coke and Asbury met to discuss financing the new

college. Coke optimistically reported that between them they had obtained

about £1,000 sterling in subscriptions for the school. A few weeks later,

Coke “gave orders that the materials should be procured for the erecting of

the College.” The following June, the Baltimore conference named the school

Cokesbury, a combination of the bishops’ names suggested by Coke. Asbury

says comparatively little about all of this, in particular omitting any claim about

the size of promised donations, which Coke overstated in his usual burst of

exuberance at the beginning of a new project.45

Coke’s own educational background, includinghis days atOxford,must have

had a lot to do with his desire for a Methodist college in America. His status as a

gentleman had opened doors for him that were closed to Asbury and the other

American preachers. Throughout his tour of the United States, Coke was en-

tertained by leading citizens to a degree that Asbury never had been. Shortly after
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his arrival in America, he had coffee with the governor of New York and his wife,

met with the city’s Episcopal clergyman, and was subsequently entertained by

elites north and south, including numerous “captains,” “colonels,” “doctors,”

state representatives, and other “gentlemen” and “gentlewomen” of “property,”

and “fortune,” most of whom weren’t Methodists. In so eagerly recording their

titles in his journal, Coke was writing more for a British audience than an

American one. He wanted to leave little doubt that America’s pious gentry

recognized him as an international religious leader, affording him the utmost

respect. But he also intended for these encounters to serve as an example to

American Methodists of what a more refined church could expect. Whereas

Charles Wesley had wanted to keep uneducated preachers down, Coke wanted

to raise them up, not suspecting that this might ultimately limit their access to

common people if done on a grand scale.46

Asbury had no desire to make gentlemen of the preachers’ sons who would

attend Cokesbury, yet he wasn’t averse to offering them the kind of opportunity

that he had missed as a boy. He knew what it was to feel awkward and

unlearned, but he really didn’t understand what he was after. Having never

attended a college, he had no idea how to run one. In theory, he saw little

reason why learning and strict piety couldn’t be combined, though in practice

he would find this a difficult balancing act, as many others before and since

have discovered.

On June 2, 1785, a day after the Baltimore conference ended, Coke sailed

down the Chesapeake Bay on his way back to England, leaving the administra-

tion of the church once more in Asbury’s hands. It is just as well that Coke left.

Had he stayed, he and Asbury would undoubtedly have clashed over their

different leadership styles. Coke would have been a disaster at stationing the

American preachers and tending to the myriad details of managing the church.

Still, his ability to see the big picture had been vital in establishing an indepen-

dent American church, raising forthrightly the issue of slavery, and laying the

foundation for a Methodist college in America. He would be back, but for now

Coke only stayed long enough to see the first of these three visions through.
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“Such a time . . .was never

seen before”

The Christmas Conference of 1784 was one of those events that

changed everything and nothing at the same time. There was much

that was new. American Methodism was no longer part of the Church

of England, the state church of a nation with which the United States

had just fought a war, nor was it as closely identified with JohnWesley,

whom few Americans had ever seen. Just as important, the church

now had its own ordained preachers who could administer the

sacraments. Yet much remained the same. The preachers were largely

the same, and Asbury remained the church’s most important leader.

The movement’s theology and culture were also little changed, as was

its basic organizational structure. Thomas Ware later recalled that

after 1784, “Every thing went on as it had before” with the “advantage”

that Methodists now had the “delightful privilege” of “bringing our

children to be dedicated in baptism at our own altars, and of

receiving the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper at the hand of our

own ministers.”1 The changes of 1784 more resembled the orderly

transition following a democratic election than a revolution.

This was certainly true for Asbury, whose daily life changed little.

For several months he performed a steady stream of baptisms and

administered the Lord’s Supper more often than he later would,

reflecting pent up demand. At one appointment in North Carolina, he

agreed to plunge “four adults, at their own request, they being

persuaded that this was themost propermode of baptizing.”2Otherwise

he continued to travel much as he had since the end of the war, if



anything increasing his pace to capitalize on the church’s new momentum. In

January 1785, while in Rowan County, North Carolina, he and a guide pushed on

well after dark, crossing several “deep streams,” so that he wouldn’t disappoint a

congregation that turned out to include only nine people. The next night he and

two companions had to share a single bed. After Coke’s departure for England in

June 1785, Asbury turned west into western Virginia and Pennsylvania. By the

end of July, his throat was painfully inflamed, but he decided not to stop for rest,

even though he passed through the resort of Berkeley Springs. Instead he pushed

on for the home of Prudence and Henry Gough outside of Baltimore, where he

rested for two weeks in August. He then hurried to New York to complete his

summer tour of the North. Travel, preaching, and prayer took up the bulk of his

time, along with attending annual and quarterly conferences and seeing to the

endless details of stationing preachers.3

As he made his way through New Jersey in September, Asbury stopped to

buy a Jersey wagon for £44. Often used on stage routes to carry passengers,

one traveler described them in 1783 as “neither convenient or neat.” Even on

the day he bought his wagon, Asbury wondered if it would “bring me into

trouble in travelling, and in getting horses?” It did, and in early November,

after he missed an appointment because of the cumbersome wagon, he traded

it for a second-hand sulky, a light two-wheeled carriage intended for one

passenger and drawn by a single horse. A few months later, outside Charles-

ton, South Carolina, he abandoned even the sulky, remarking that the roads

were so bad “I was thankful I had left my carriage, and had a saddle and a good

pair of boots.” Over the years he experimented with traveling in various kinds

of light wagons, particularly when his health made riding a horse difficult. But

he was always reluctant to sacrifice the speed and simplicity of traveling by

horseback, or to limit himself to roads suitable for a wagon.4

Asbury turned south in November 1785 for his now familiar winter tour of

southern Methodism. As had been his practice for several years, he attended

two annual conferences in the South, the first in North Carolina in February

1786 and the second in Virginia in April, before heading north for the northern

annual conference, held this year in Abingdon, site of Cokesbury College. He

essentially repeated this process in 1787, with conferences in South Carolina

(the first in that state) in March, Virginia in April, and Baltimore in May. The

Baltimore conference had been scheduled for Abingdon in July, but Coke, who

had returned to the United States by way of the Caribbean, switched the date

and location, under Wesley’s orders. Since Coke still had commitments to

Methodism in Britain, he had decided to visit America every two years. Leaving

England on September 24, 1786, bound for Halifax, Nova Scotia, his ship was

badly damaged in a storm, limping into Antigua on Christmas day. After

160 AMERICAN SAINT



visiting several islands in the West Indies, Coke landed at Charleston, South

Carolina, on March 1. He came with instructions from Wesley to ordain

Richard Whatcoat a joint superintendent with Asbury. Wesley’s presumption

to make this kind of decision for American Methodists would test the meaning

of what had happened at the 1784 Christmas conference.5

When Asbury learned of Wesley’s plan from Coke, his response was charac-

teristically cautious. He wrote to Whatcoat from Charleston that “Mr. Wesley has

appointed you a joint Superintendent with me. I can, therefore, claim no superi-

ority over you.” He added that while the “mode” of Wesley’s appointment “is not

approved of” (a deliberate use of the passive voice), “many of us by no means

object to the person.” Asbury genuinely admired Whatcoat. His piety and sim-

plicity of lifestyle were above reproach, and his loyalty to Methodism beyond

question. Now fifty-one, Whatcoat was born in Gloucestershire, England, and

raised in a pious Anglican environment. Though his father died while he was

young, his mother had experienced conversion some years before his birth,

which more or less mirrored Asbury’s own childhood experience in the faith.

At age thirteen, Whatcoat began an eight-year apprenticeship to an artisan who

lived first in Birmingham and then in Darlaston, Staffordshire, only three miles

from Asbury’s home in Great Barr. At the end of his apprenticeship, Whatcoat

moved to Wednesbury and began attending Methodist preaching. Whatcoat and

Asbury were converted at about the same time and under the same preaching in

theWednesbury area. Theymust have known one another and probably attended

class meetings together, though Whatcoat was some nine years older than As-

bury. After Whatcoat’s death, Asbury wrote that he was more “uniformly good”

than anyone he had “known in Europe or America.”6

Still, Coke’s mission came as quite a surprise to Asbury, who, according to

Coke, was “rather cool” at their first meeting. Under Asbury’s influence, the

South Carolina conference, held shortly after Coke’s arrival, changed the

superintendent’s title to bishop. This certainly wasn’t part of Wesley’s direc-

tions and most likely came from Asbury as an initial response to Wesley’s new

attempt to control American Methodism. The change in title carried no explicit

increase in power, but it was symbolically important, further distancing the

American church fromWesley. Wesley had always been careful to insist that he

had never separated from the Church of England and that his superintendents

weren’t usurping the role of the Church’s bishops. “How can you, how dare you

suffer yourself to be called Bishop?” he wrote to Asbury, addressing him as “my

dear Franky,” when he learned of the change. “I shudder, I start at the very

thought! Men may call me a knave or a fool, a rascal, a scoundrel, and I am

content; but they shall never by my consent call me Bishop! For my sake, for

God’s sake, for Christ’s sake put a full end to this!”7
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This was the last letter that Asbury received from Wesley, and it hurt him

deeply (he called it “a bitter pill” in his journal). When he first came to America,

Asburywrote to his parents that hewas “underMr.Wesley’s direction; and as he is

a father and friend, I hope I shall never turn my back on him.” All the same, he

kept the new title. It was a more decisive break from Wesley than Asbury’s

decision to stay in America during the revolution. For his part, Wesley believed

he had good reason to feel betrayed. He had sent Franky, the metalworker’s

apprentice, to America as a lay preacher, only to find him turned self-styled

bishop.Who did Asbury think he was? And how couldWesley now answer critics

in England, who accused him of encouraging a schism from the Church

of England? From Wesley’s perspective, Asbury had put him in a ridiculous

position.8

Asbury and his supporters later claimed that they adopted the new title

because it was less offensive to American ears than Reverend or Mr., since

only God is addressed as “holy and reverend” in scripture (Psalms 111:9),

and Mr. could be construed as a form of master, thus violating Jesus’s com-

mand, “Neither be ye called masters: for one is your Master, even Christ”

(Matthew 23:10). But at the time everyone knew that the real issue wasWesley’s

presumption to appoint the American church’s leaders without consulting

them.9

As the controversy over Whatcoat’s appointment deepened, Asbury re-

frained from taking a direct role in the debate for three reasons. First, he

genuinely respected Whatcoat and didn’t want to shame him in public. Second,

regardless of the issue, Asbury always disliked public controversies and tried to

avoid them whenever possible. His instinct was always to look for some kind of

backroom compromise. Third, in this case there was no shortage of people

lining up to denounce Wesley’s plan.

One of the most outspoken critics was James O’Kelly, whose influence in

the independently minded South was pivotal. Writing in April 1787, prior to

the meeting of the Virginia conference, O’Kelly compared Wesley’s treatment

of the American preachers to slaveholders and their slaves. Most likely born of

Irish ancestry in Virginia, which he once called “my native country,” O’Kelly

served in the American army during the revolution. By 1778 he was itinerating

on trial in Virginia. From 1779 to 1784 he rode the New Hope and Tar River

circuits in North Carolina, and the Mecklenburg, Brunswick, and Sussex

circuits in Virginia. At the Christmas Conference in 1784, O’Kelly was

ordained one of the new church’s first elders. He had little formal education,

once referring to Asbury as “an utter stranger to a clasical education; being like

me—born of poor parentage.” A gifted and popular preacher nonetheless,

O’Kelly built a large following in southern Virginia.10
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With regard to Wesley’s motives, O’Kelly asked, “Does he look upon our

country preachers to be men of so low breeding as not fit to govern [them-

selves]? . . .Or is there any political scheme in it?” American Methodists hadn’t

forgotten Wesley’s open support of the British during the Revolutionary War

(hence the reference to “any political scheme”) and the persecution they had

suffered as a result. “There is not a man in the world so obnoxious to the

American politicians as our dear old Daddy,” Asbury wrote to Jasper Winscom,

a shopkeeper and local preacher whom Asbury had known on the South

Wiltshire circuit in England. O’Kelly also didn’t believe that Whatcoat was

“adequate to the task, on account of his age” and because he was “a stranger

to the wilderness of America.” But “above all,” O’Kelly urged that “two

heads would produce two bodies.” Either the church would be controlled by

Americans (under Asbury) or by Wesley, but not both.11

Coke undoubtedly heard more of the same wherever he went. At the

yearly conference in Baltimore, Asbury remained in the background while

Coke pressed the preachers to follow Wesley’s orders. It was a lost cause.

According to Jesse Lee, the conference objected to Whatcoat’s ordination for

two reasons: “1, That he was not qualified to take the charge of the connection.

2. That they were apprehensive that if Mr. Whatcoat was ordained, Mr. Wesley

would likely recall Mr. Asbury, and he would return to England.” In fact, at

the British Conference meeting in Manchester in 1787, Thomas Rankin

reportedly declared that if he “had the power and authority of Mr. Wesley,

he would call Frank Asbury home directly.” Word apparently even reached

Eliza Asbury, who wrote to her son that she hoped to see him in England

soon.12

Unwilling to concede, Coke countered by pointing out that the Christmas

Conference had pledged that “during the life of the Rev. Mr. Wesley, we acknowl-

edge ourselves his sons in the gospel, ready in matters belonging to church

government, to obey his commands.” The preachers replied that either they

hadn’t been present at the 1784 conference, or “they did not feel ready now to

obey his [Wesley’s] commands.” This must have come as quite a shock to Coke,

who never did understand how democratic the foundations of American Meth-

odism were. At one point Coke supposedly interrupted Nelson Reed, one of the

American preachers, saying, “Youmust think you are my equals;” to which Reed

replied, “Yes, sir, we do; and we are not only the equals of Dr Coke but of Dr

Coke’s king.” Turning to Asbury, Coke remarked, “He is hard upon me.” “I told

you that our preachers are not blockheads,” Asbury replied. It was the

same mistake that Coke had made with regard to the emancipation of slaves,

assuming that southern Methodists would simply do as they were told, freeing

their slaves in obedience to him and the church. A gentleman at heart, Coke
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couldn’t fully comprehend a society in which ordinary people refused to defer to

their betters.13

Whatcoat says nothing about the whole ordination affair in his memoirs,

confirming his reputation for humility and charity. No one grumbled when

Asbury appointed Whatcoat elder over nine of the church’s most important

circuits on the Delmarva Peninsula for the next year. For Coke, however,

the worst was yet to come. After rejecting Wesley’s orders, the preachers

heard complaints against Coke for changing the conference dates and “for

writing improper letters to some of our preachers, such as were calculated to

stir up strife and contention among them.” With the tide against him, Coke

agreed to sign a remarkable agreement abdicating much of his authority over

the church:

I do solemnly engage by this instrument, that I never will, by virtue of

my office, as superintendent of the Methodist church, during my

absence from the United States of America, exercise any government

whatever in the said Methodist church. . . .And I do also engage, that I

will exercise no privilege in the said church when present in the

United States, except that of ordaining according to the regulations

and law, already existing or hereafter to be made in the said church,

and that of presiding when present in conference, and lastly that of

travelling at large14

The conference also dropped Wesley’s name from the minutes. It was

reinstated in 1789, but not as before. In answer to the question “Who are the

persons that exercise the Episcopal Office in the Methodist Church in Europe

and America?” the 1789 conference answered, “John Wesley, Thomas Coke,

and Francis Asbury.” But to the next question, “Who have been elected by the

unanimous suffrages of the General Conference, to superintend the Methodist

connection in America?” the conference replied, “Thomas Coke, Francis

Asbury.” Indeed, Coke may have narrowly escaped having his name removed

as well by signing the agreement given above. Thus chastened, he sailed for

Ireland three weeks after the Baltimore conference. The whole affair worked to

significantly strengthen Asbury’s authority as the leader of American Method-

ism. James O’Kelly would later regret vesting so much power in Asbury, but for

now he enjoyed the overwhelming confidence of the preachers.15

The affair over Whatcoat’s appointment widened the gulf between Wesley

and Asbury. Wesley believed that Asbury was largely responsible for the

American conference’s refusal to ordain Whatcoat a superintendent and its

decision to remove his (Wesley’s) name from the minutes. “It was not well

judged of bro: Asbury to suffer, much less indirectly to encourage that foolish
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step in the late Conference,” Wesley wrote to Whatcoat in July 1788. “Every

Preacher present ought both in Duty & in Prudence to have said ‘Brother

Asbury, Mr Wesley is your Father; Consequently, ours, and we will affirm this

in the face of all the world.’” Yet even if Asbury had been willing to submit to

Wesley’s control (which he wasn’t), he had little choice in the matter. Wesley

didn’t understand that Asbury couldn’t control the more democratically mind-

ed American conference as Wesley did the British. “I know the Americans very

well,” Asbury wrote to Thomas Morrell. “I am fully convinced that it was not

expedient for Mr. Wesley . . . to claim the shadow of power [or] authority” over

the American church.16

The Whatcoat controversy also strained Asbury’s relationship with Coke,

but didn’t ruin it. Much of the credit must go to Coke. Though quick to anger, he

was also quick to forgive. Shortly after he returned to England in August 1787,

Coke wrote to Asbury to tell him that he had seen his mother in Birmingham

and had given her three guineas from Asbury and five guineas of his own, and

“informed her that she might draw upon me for any thing she wants.”17

Revival

For most Methodists, 1787 was remarkable not for the ruckus over Wesley’s

proposed ordination of Whatcoat, but for the number of revivals and the

expansion of the church’s borders. The overwhelming support that Asbury

enjoyed had far more to do with how well the church was doing than with

anything connected to Wesley. “Such a time for the awakening and conversion

of sinners was never seen before among the Methodists in America,” reported

Jesse Lee. The largest revivals took place in southern Virginia, which, along

with the Delmarva Peninsula, had long been a stronghold of Methodism.

Between 1786 and 1788 membership increased from 18,791 white and 1,890

black members to 30,809 white and 6,545 black members, a 64 percent

increase in white members, a 246 percent increase in black members, and

an 81 percent increase overall. During the same period the number of circuits

rose from fifty-one to seventy-six and the number of traveling preachers

from 117 to 165.18

Asbury witnessed some of these revivals firsthand, receiving reports on

others. In January 1788 he noted that Philip Cox, then riding the Sussex circuit

in Virginia, “thinks that not less than fourteen hundred, white and black, have

been converted in Sussex circuit in the past year; and brother [John] Easter

thinks there are still more in Brunswick circuit.” Cox claimed that ten thou-

sand people attended a quarterly meeting in July 1787. Asbury wrote to
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Thomas Coke that more African Americans would have joined the church if

their “lordly masters” hadn’t prevented them.19

The revivals were marked by emotional worship, passionate preaching,

and long meetings. In southern Virginia, a series of quarterly meetings served

as the focal point, often lasting five or six hours, and sometimes all night. At a

quarterly meeting held July 25 and 26, 1787, at Mabry’s chapel on the Bruns-

wick circuit, “the power of God was among the people in an extraordinary

manner: some hundreds were awakened; and it was supposed that above one

hundred souls were converted,” according to Jesse Lee. The meeting continued

for two days, extending from Thursday through Friday evening. Many who had

attended the Mabry chapel meeting hurried to the next quarterly meeting, held

at Jones’s chapel in Sussex County on Saturday and Sunday, July 27 and 28. As

they rode in, they could hear shouting and weeping half a mile from the

meetinghouse. The ensuing meeting was even more spectacular than at

Mabry’s chapel. On Saturday, according to Lee, “hundreds of the believers

were so overcome with the power of God that they fell down, and lay helpless

on the floor, or the ground; and some of them continued in that helpless

condition for a considerable time.” Jones’s chapel couldn’t hold all of the

people, so the next day some of the preachers held meetings in the surround-

ing woods. As they took turns preaching, “the power of the Lord was felt

among the people in such a manner that they roared and screamed so loud

that the preacher could not be heard, and he was compelled to stop.” The

revival blurred racial and class boundaries as “scores of both white and black

people fell to the earth; and some lay in the deepest distress until the evening.

Many of the wealthy people, both men and women, were seen lying in the dust,

sweating and rolling on the ground, in their fine broad cloths or silks, crying

for mercy.” Overall, Jesse Lee believed that the 1787 awakening exceeded the

1776 revival in scope and intensity.20

Freeborn Garrettson experienced the power of the revival while stationed

on the Delmarva Peninsula from 1787 to 1788. “The people in this part of the

country seem as if they would all be Methodists,” Garrettson observed in May

1787. In his mind the extent of the revival was directly related to its emotional

exuberance. “Those preachers whose labours the Lord particularly blest in this

revival, were lively and powerful; and there was much of what some call wild-

fire among the people: the cries of the distressed were frequently so great, that

the preacher’s voice was drowned.” While this disturbed some who objected to

“hollowing meetings,” Garrettson was firmly convinced that the revival

wouldn’t have continued without it. “I am never distressed in hearing con-

vinced sinners crying for mercy; though they were to cry so loud as to be heard

a mile,” Garrettson concluded. RichardWhatcoat described the revival in much
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the same terms when he took Garrettson’s place as supervising elder on the

peninsula in 1788. At one quarterly meeting near Cambridge, Maryland, in

April 1789, “the cries of the mourners, and the ecstasies of believers were such,

that the preacher’s voice could scarcely be heard, for the space of three hours,”

according to Whatcoat.21

When Thomas Coke returned to the United States on February 24, 1789,

he noted a “great revival” taking place almost everywhere south of the

Pennsylvania-Maryland border. In Annapolis, Maryland, according to Coke,

rather than orderly singing or prayer by one person at a time, “the congregation

began to pray and praise aloud in a most astonishing manner.” This cacophony

of unrehearsed prayer and praise to God shouted out by any number of

people at the same time shocked Coke, just as the exuberance of southern

revivals had shocked Joseph Pilmore and Thomas Rankin before him. At first

he “felt some reluctance to enter into the business; but soon the tears began

to flow, and I think I have seldom found a more comforting or strengthening

time.” Unlike Pilmore and Rankin, Coke soon accepted the legitimacy of

what he saw. Writing to Ezekiel Cooper aboard ship after spending four

months in America, Coke summed up his new position on the emotionalism

of American Methodism: “the shouts in the congregations, which at first

I reluctantly entered into, met with my full approbation in a little time. I saw

in them the hand of God; and the signal and numerous convictions

and conversions which took place at those times, were demonstrative proofs

of the approbation of the Most High. And who was I, that I should fight

against God?”22

Like Coke, Asbury was willing to accept what seemed to be a genuine

outpouring of the Spirit, even if it meant giving up a degree of control and

yielding to the emotions of an audience. While in North Carolina in June 1788,

he noted that “preaching and praying is not labour here: their noise I heed not;

I can bear it well when I know that God and Christ dwells in the hearts of the

people.” A year later he wrote to Jasper Winscom in England, “We have noise

and shouting and you must have the same or you will not get the work revived.

The work of God has been long trod upon” by those who urged that meetings

not be “too long—too loud—somanyminutes and all this is order, order but no

souls converted to God.” Though he was seldom remembered as a fiery

preacher, the revival drew out even Asbury. He preached a “very alarming”

sermon in Maryland in October 1788. “Seldom, if ever, have I felt more

moved,” he wrote. Reuben Ellis heard Asbury preach “the greatest Sermon

that ever I heard from” Jeremiah 15:19 in February 1790 in Charleston. “The

word was indeed with power. A cry arose . . . in different parts of the Church,

where Mourners were crying for mercy, till near 10 O Clock.”23
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Shouting was part of the larger work of God but it couldn’t be the whole of

it. One of Asbury’s chief concerns during this period was to incorporate new

members into the church in such a way that they wouldn’t fall away once the

initial surge of emotionalism subsided. Writing to Ezekiel Cooper in December

1788, while Cooper was stationed in Baltimore, Asbury urged him to “visit

from house to house, and that regularly once a fortnight for no other purpose,

than to speak to each in the family about their souls, that they may be ready for

your help.” He also instructed Cooper to preach every other night, visit each of

the approximately thirty class meetings every other week, organize more

bands, and “remember the sick,” “the poor Negroes and also the children.”

The goal was to keep the “work” in “motion” so that the people wouldn’t “settle

on their Lees.” Community development and consistent discipline were famil-

iar themes for Asbury, having always been at the heart of his conception of the

Methodist system. Large, dramatic revival meetings might draw crowds of

curious onlookers, but only a deeper level of integration would keep them.

This placed a “very great” burden on the preachers, but no more than the

punishing regimen Asbury held himself to.24

Indeed, far from resenting Asbury’s guidance, Ezekiel Cooper pushed

himself to live up to Asbury’s expectations. Cooper, twenty-five years old in

1788, had been raised a nominal Anglican on Maryland’s Eastern Shore.

Freeborn Garrettson stopped at Cooper’s home when he was thirteen and

asked his mother if he could preach there. She agreed, even though Cooper’s

stepfather was an “officer of rank” in the militia and “a violent enemy to the

Methodists as a people whom he supposed [were] enemies to the country.”

Garrettson’s sermon left a deep impression onCooper, who “felt the drawings of

the spirit powerfully in my soul.” But local suspicions that Methodist preachers

were agents of the British kept Cooper from further contact with the movement

for several years. “For some time” he had only “one of our negro men who was

also concerned upon the subject” to talk to about his religious state. Eventually

Cooper’s religious convictions faded until he once again attended a Methodist

meeting in 1780, at hismother’s insistence. Formuch of the next year, in typical

evangelical fashion, his convictions grew until one day as he walked alone in the

woods, “I had such a confidence in the merits of Christ and mercy of God; that

I layed hold of the promise; felt my burden remove; and a flood of peace, love

and joy break forth inmy soul.” Following his conversion, Cooper joined a class

meeting in the spring of 1782. “Classmeeting I found one of themost profitable

meetings I attended,” Cooper later recalled.25

Soon after his conversion, Cooper began to feel a call to preach and “warn

sinners to flee the wrath to come.” Others first noticed his gift for words in his

public prayers. Consequently “the brethren at length made it a constant practice
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to put me to prayer among them.” While riding the Talbot circuit during the

1783–1784 conference year, Freeborn Garrettson made Cooper a class leader. Yet

Cooper hesitated when it came to preaching, torn between the conviction that

Godhad called him and the fear of embarrassinghimself.Overcomewith anxiety,

he “fell into a lingering state of body, and a dull frame of soul,” wasting away to “a

mere skiliton.” Friends feared he would die, but in early 1784 Cooper pulled

himself together and began to exhort after others had preached. Though Cooper

doubted his abilities, he was destined to become one of early Methodism’s most

erudite voices. His intelligence and zeal must have been evident even amid his

own self doubts, prompting Asbury to appoint him to the Caroline circuit in

Maryland in November 1784. Cooper reluctantly agreed, preaching his first

sermon (as opposed to giving an exhortation) at his first appointment on the

circuit. During the next three years, he rode the Long Island circuit in New York,

and the East Jersey and Trenton circuits in New Jersey. At each appointment

Cooper met with considerable success. Long Island membership tripled during

his year there, and membership increased by one hundred on the East Jersey

circuit and nearly two hundred on the Trenton circuit during his time on each.

But these accomplishments paled in comparison to what happened next in

Baltimore, where Asbury stationed Cooper in the fall of 1788.26

Cooper’s appointment to Baltimore didn’t begin promisingly, and Asbury’s

support wasn’t initially much of an asset. Cooper later wrote to Asbury that at

the Baltimore conference in September 1788, many of the city’s Methodists

“were much tempted against you, on account of some plain[,] severe reproofs

which you gave, in such close and, as they thought, general terms, that they

concluded, you called in question their sincerity in religion, and condemned

them as hypocrites altogether.”27 To make matters worse, Cooper arrived in

Baltimore in poor health, “a moving skiliton worn down to such weakness that

I could hardly walk.” It was at this point, in December 1788, that Asbury wrote

urging Cooper to redouble his efforts. His health notwithstanding, Cooper

“moved cautiously, but steadfastly,” to enforce the full range of Methodist

discipline “with exactness.” He didn’t have to wait long to see the fruit of his

efforts. In February 1789, “the glorious work broke out like a fire, which had a

long time struggled for vent, and blazes forth in a flaming conflagration,”

Cooper wrote. “Every evening in our congregation, which were uncommonly

numerous, the power of God was like a rushing mighty wind. The citizens who

never came to our church at other times, now flocked in abundance to see and

hear, what some called, the ‘methodistical rant and enthusiastical madness.’”

Meetings “continued till 1, 2, or 3 oc in the morning,” and at least one meeting

in Baltimore drew an estimated four thousand listeners. Cooper preached and

met classes almost every day (as Asbury had urged him to do), while class
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leaders and other lay people led a series of nightly prayer meetings in private

homes. So many men and women spoke at these meetings that Cooper

concluded “all the Lord’s people are prophets.”At one love feast, “there seemed

to flow words of fire from every mouth, while one after another, full of rapture

and love, arose and humbly declared the great goodness of God to their souls. It

was as a penticost indeed, and like unto the very suburbs of heaven.” About a

hundred new members joined in the first month, and four hundred to five

hundred joined within the year.28

No more an enthusiast at heart than Asbury, Cooper felt obligated to

explain the extraordinary emotional outbursts associated with the revival.

“Our meetings, ’tis true, were very noisy, with penitential cries and shouts of

praise; many could not bear this, but reprobated it as insufferable madness in

places of worship,” he admitted. “As if their hearts were rending and their

hopes sinking,” mourners would cry out: “Has the Lord no mercy for me?” “What

shall I do?” “Am I a wretch undone and banished from God forever?” . . . ”Save!

Save! Save! Lord save from the wrath to come! Save or I sink into hell!” Cooper was,

of course, pleased with the conversion of sinners, but he knew that many

outsiders wondered why the same effects couldn’t be achieved without all the

shouting. His “reply was generally, I did not know how that might be, but this

was certain, they were not produced before, and [I] doubted whether they

would have [been], had not God worked in this extraordinary manner.” He

suspected that the real problem for those upset by the revival’s noise was a

desire for respectability in the eyes of the ungodly. “I am awfully afraid that

many will lose their souls through fear of reproach,” Cooper wrote to Asbury.

“The cross is a mortifying thing to nature—a fathomable, honourable religion,

allowing the maxims, customs, and pleasures of this world many would like;

but when gospel holiness, the pure religion of Christ is preached and en-

forced—that we must deny ourselves of all vanity, and walk the strait and

narrow way of humility and meekness, love and obedience, they pray to be

excused.”29

Asbury’s influence on Cooper is difficult to miss; they sound so much

alike. Cooper described one of Asbury’s sermons that September in Baltimore

as “an affecting sermon indeed. The people were melted into tears abundantly.

The word was like hammer and fire.” As long as Asbury and the younger

preachers agreed on so much—the need for personal piety and communal

discipline, the dangers of seeking after wealth and worldly respectability, and,

above all, the need to bring sinners to the crisis point of conversion—their

support for him would remain strong. Cooper and several friends rode about

10 miles to hear Asbury preach a final sermon “before he got out of reach” on

September 16, 1789. “Oh that good and gracious man[,] how I feel for him
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under his great charge. I pray the Lord to support & be with him while he has

the care of the churches that he may govern to the glory of his master[’]s name

and the good of the cause of religion,” Cooper wrote in his journal.30

For Asbury, success came at a price, bringing with it a heavier work load.

The tide of new members and prospective preachers remained strong from

1787 into 1789, particularly in the South andWest. He still stuck to his policy of

visiting each region once a year, but as the church’s borders expanded this

became a more demanding task. “Brother Hagerty attempted to travel with me,

but was soon glad to resign,” Asbury wrote as he rode through Maryland in

December 1787. Hagerty was an elder and a seasoned veteran, having joined

the traveling connection in 1779, but few could keep up with Asbury for long.

“I seldom mount my horse for a ride of less distance than twenty miles on

ordinary occasions; and frequently have forty or fifty in moving from one

circuit to another,” he wrote while in North Carolina in January 1788. During

the first three months of 1788, he crisscrossed Virginia, North Carolina, and

South Carolina before arriving in Georgia on April 1. Returning north through

the Carolinas, he crossed into Tennessee at the end of April. He then turned

east, making stops in North Carolina, Virginia, and Pennsylvania before arriv-

ing in Maryland in September. Following the annual conference in Baltimore,

he rode north through Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York before turning

south once again into Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia. During 1788 alone he

held six annual conferences in as many states. By the time of the Baltimore

conference, he was complaining that he couldn’t preach because “mymind was

clogged by business with so many persons and on so many subjects.”31

The rides got longer, and traveling conditions in the new frontier regions

were at times evenmore difficult than what he was used to. “O how glad should

I be of a plain, clean plank to lie on, as preferable to most of the beds,” he wrote

after an unpleasant week of traveling in western Virginia. He added: “and

where the beds are in a bad state, the floors are worse. The gnats are almost

as troublesome here, as the mosquitoes in the lowlands of the seaboard.”

In North Carolina he complained that while sleeping in an “unfinished”

house that offered little protection against the weather, a horse “kicked the

door open, and I took a cold, and had a toothache, with a high fever.” Like most

Americans of the time, Asbury had a pre-romantic view of nature. When

he looked on the undeveloped backcountry, he saw hardship rather than

grandeur, menace more often than beauty. He often complained about the

prosperity and complacency that development brought to frontier regions, but

he seldom lamented the destruction of the wilderness. Nature presented

abundant dangers for those who lived their lives largely outdoors, and there

seemed no end of it.32
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As always, the roads were bad in the backcountry, and bridges were few, or

so poorly maintained that they weren’t worth the risk. He and his companions

often had to wade or swim their horses across rivers and streams, at times

soaking riders and their possessions, including books. When they took long

detours to avoid crossing at dangerous spots, they increased the length of their

journey, or, worse, lost the main path. Thomas Coke, who traveled with Asbury

for several months in 1789, records one instance in which they were lost for 21

miles in the South Carolina and Georgia backcountry. “Frequently indeed we

were obliged to lodge in houses built with round logs, and open to every blast of

wind, and sometimes were under the necessity of sleeping three in a bed.

Often we rode sixteen or eighteen miles without seeing a house . . . and often

were obliged to ford very deep and dangerous rivers. . . .Many times we ate

nothing from seven in the morning till six in the evening,” Coke wrote. If all of

this was a temporary adventure for Coke, it was a part of everyday life for

Asbury (though in all fairness Coke knew other hardships, including long

voyages at sea). The threat of injury while traveling in the backcountry was real,

made all the more dangerous by the difficulty of getting good medical care,

such as it was in the late eighteenth century.33

Asbury looked on this kind of danger, passively imposed by nature, as a

challenge, a test of his faith. To survive under these conditions was an indica-

tion of God’s approval. After spending a day crossing the Great Dismal Swamp

in southern Virginia, which covered more than 600 square miles straddling

the Virginia-North Carolina border between the James River and Albemarle

Sound, he wrote that “our passing unharmed through such dangers and

unhealthy weather, feelingly assures me that I am kept by the immediate

interposition of His providence.” God’s protection notwithstanding, life on

the road took an increasing toll on Asbury’s body.34
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10

“Alas for the rich! they are

so soon offended”

Despite its growth, Methodism remained a poor person’s church.

Exhibit A was Cokesbury College. On June 5, 1785, less than a week

after Coke sailed for England and ended his first American tour,

Asbury preached the “foundation sermon” of the college. But it was

more than two years before the school actually opened. Finding

enough money to run it was always a problem. Asbury wrote to the

preachers, urging them to do what they could “in collecting money to

carry on the building of our college,” a campaign that was only

marginally successful. By May 1786 the main building still lacked a

roof, and the project was already £900 in debt. To make up the

chronic shortfalls, Asbury periodically went “begging for the college,”

which finally opened with twenty-five students on December 6, 1787.

Difficult times still lay ahead. On August 10, 1788, while in western

Virginia, Asbury “received heavy tidings from the college—both our

teachers have left; one for incompetency, and the other to pursue

riches and honours: had they cost us nothing, the mistake we made in

employing them might be the less regretted.”1

One of the teachers was Truman Marsh, a recent Yale College

graduate who had been hired the year before to teach Latin for £80 a

year. The next March, 1789, he was ordained an Episcopal priest by

Bishop William White of Pennsylvania. The other departing teacher

was Levi Heath, Cokesbury’s president, whom Coke had recruited

from England in early 1786 for £60 a year plus room, board, and other

expenses. An Anglican priest, Heath doesn’t appear to have attended a



university, though he taught grammar school in Kidderminster, England,

while also serving as curate of a local church. No sooner had he recruited

Heath than Coke left for America without making sufficient provision for

Heath’s moving expenses. Though initially scornful of a Methodist college in

America, Wesley took an interest in Heath and his family, advancing him

enough money to keep him going until Coke returned in late June 1787.

Heath arrived in Baltimore that September, but by the following summer he,

like Marsh, had left amid charges of “neglect” and incompetency in Latin. Like

Marsh, Heath became an Episcopal priest, preferring to remain in America

despite Wesley’s offer to pay his way back to England.2

The school struggled on with new teachers under the direction of Jacob

Hall, a local physician, but its mounting debt weighed heavily on Asbury.

Methodists believed that remaining free of debt was a moral responsibility,

and to this point in his career Asbury had held steadfastly to this principle.

Now Cokesbury threatened to undermine his reputation for fiscal restraint.

Minimum annual expenditures for the college amounted to £200, while

contributions remained “trifling.” In November 1788, Asbury heard of an

attempt to burn the college. Two weeks later he visited the school and learned

that the report was true. Someone had set a fire in a closet, causing £100 of

damage before it was discovered by students and extinguished. Compounding

Asbury’s dissatisfaction, he concluded that although some of the current

students had promise as scholars, “they want religion.”3

Be that as it may, when Thomas Coke visited Cokesbury with Asbury in

May 1789, he could hardly contain himself. Coke was “highly pleased with the

progress they have made towards the compleating of the building; the situation

delights me more than ever.” He was also “satisfied beyond a doubt” with the

current teachers and all but one of the students, whom he and Asbury expelled

for lack of piety. Best of all, according to Coke, the school’s finances now

allowed it to support four students fully and two in part, all of them preachers’

sons and orphans. Yet Coke couldn’t have been entirely oblivious to the school’s

true financial state. Shortly after he and Asbury visited Cokesbury, they had a

subscription letter printed asking for donations to cover £2,000 (Maryland

currency) in debt. Undeterred, Coke set in motion plans to establish another

college in Georgia (it never materialized) and another in Kentucky. Ever the

visionary, Coke, who habitually overextended himself and underestimated

financial obligations, was seeing what he wanted to see. Free of the responsi-

bility of actually raising the money for Cokesbury, he dreamed big, leaving

Asbury to pick up the pieces.4

Despite Coke’s optimism, Cokesbury was still £1,000 in debt in December

1791, when the trustees resolved to quit admitting charity students and told
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Asbury to stop “beg[g]ing” for money on their behalf. Asbury attributed Cokes-

bury’s troubles to the general “poverty of the people,” which is a fair assess-

ment. Cokesbury didn’t fit the culture of early American Methodism. Fifty

years later, as Methodists helped create the American middle class, they

became avid college builders, founding more than two hundred schools and

colleges between 1830 and 1860. But the Methodists of the 1780s weren’t

college people. They were farmers and artisans for whom a few years of

common school were the norm. They didn’t expect to send their children to

college and therefore could see no good reason to give their hard-earnedmoney

to build one. Asbury should have known better, but his judgment was clouded

by Coke’s enthusiasm and his own ambition. Keenly aware that his education

fell far short of Wesley’s and Coke’s, Asbury tried to vicariously atone for his

shortcomings through Cokesbury. If he didn’t have a university education, he

would have the next best thing: a college to call his own.5

Cokesbury exposed the church’s poverty, but this wasn’t necessarily a bad

thing. During a two-week stay at Berkeley Springs in August 1789, Asbury

reflected that his “soul” had “communion with God, even here. When I behold

the conduct of the people who attend the Springs, particularly the gentry, I am

led to thank God that I was not born to riches.” Bath was particularly bad in this

regard, but it wasn’t alone in reflecting the perils of prosperity. “To begin at the

right end of the work is to go first to the poor; these will, the rich may possibly,

hear the truth,” he observed while in New York in June 1789. Like John Wesley,

Asbury believed that wealth was inherently corrupting. When he first heard of

the provisional treaty of November 30, 1782, that ended the Revolutionary War,

he realized the new peace would present its own challenges. It would “cause

great changes to take place amongst us; some for the better, and some for the

worse. It may make against the work of God: our preachers will be far more

likely to settle in the world; and our people, by getting into trade, and acquiring

wealth, may drink into its spirit.” A few months later in Philadelphia he

thought he could see this happening: “The city is all in motion—stores full

of goods, great trade going on; all things prosper but religion,” he wrote on

August 16, 1783.6

For now Asbury could mostly count on the support of the preachers when

it came to decrying the debilitating effects of wealth. Reflecting on his decision

to leave the traveling connection and locate in 1783, William Watters was

careful to point out that he didn’t do so to better himself in this life. “I never

had a thought of settling to get riches, or any thing that the world can afford,”

Watters wrote. Rather, his decision was motivated by his poor health and the

need to provide his wife and children with bare necessities. For several years he

had suffered from a number of ailments, including an extended bout of
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malaria beginning in the fall of 1781 that lasted nearly two years. But he

remained adamant that these difficulties hadn’t led him to seek security in

the things of this world. “I have never, since I first knew the Lord seen any

thing in this world worth living an hour for, but to prepare and assist others to

prepare, for, that glorious kingdom, which shall be revealed at the appearing of

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.” Even after he located and took up farming,

Watters remained convinced that “the love of money is the root of all evil.”

Those who coveted wealth risked falling from the faith and “pierc[ing] them-

selves through with many sorrows.” Watters never did become financially

comfortable, refusing to pursue business ventures that might injure his repu-

tation as a local preacher. In 1801, after his children were grown, he re-entered

the traveling connection for five years, locating for the final time in 1806.7

The only acceptable course was to live in a state of voluntary poverty, or as

close to it as decency allowed. Writing to an English correspondent in August

1788, Asbury noted with satisfaction that he could hardly afford “one coat on

my yearly allowance.” “Our connection is very poor, and our preachers on the

frontiers labour the whole year for 6 to 8 pounds,” which, in Asbury’s mind,

was a good thing. His belief in the virtue of poverty was one of the reasons

he clung to the practice of paying all of the preachers the same salary ($64

a year), whether probationers or bishops. This had the virtue of reducing

competition for more affluent, usually urban, circuits, since the preachers

assigned to those circuits couldn’t expect to benefit much from the relative

wealth of their congregations. Offering better salaries on circuits that could

support them would have drawn more candidates into the ministry and kept

others from locating, but only at the risk of making money a motivation for

preaching.8

In general Methodists admired Asbury’s financial restraint, but there were

differences in the way that most viewed the problem of wealth. A life of

voluntary poverty may have seemed ideal to Asbury and preachers like William

Watters, but most Methodists hoped to do better. In their minds the root

problem wasn’t wealth, only how it was used. The gentry led immoral lives

because they were corrupt at heart, with or without their money. Prosperity

held its own dangers to be sure, but most Methodists dearly hoped that they

would have the chance to prove that wealth and piety could be successfully

combined. For now, they could only speculate on what it might be like to try.

The gap between Asbury and the broader church in this regard would become

important only after a sizeable proportion of Methodists obtained the kind of

wealth that they could only dream of in the 1780s. Methodism already had a

few wealthy members, families like the Goughs of Perry Hall, but as yet they

didn’t define the culture of the church.
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Freeborn Garrettson and New York

Lack of money hadn’t held back growth in the South, and it wasn’t really the

problem in the North. In eastern Pennsylvania and New Jersey, entrenched

Lutheran and Presbyterian churches had managed to stamp out most New

Light exuberance following the Great Awakening and still remained unfriendly

to Methodist-style religion. Eastern Pennsylvania and New Jersey Methodists

accounted for only about 7 percent of the church’s membership in 1788. While

Asbury was in Pennsylvania in early July 1789, he noted with “distress” that the

church had fewer than a thousand members to show for twenty years of

preaching in the state.9

New England, with its firmly rooted Congregational churches, presented a

similar challenge. Methodists would eventually shake the foundations of

organized religion in these regions, but it would always be slow going when

compared to the South, where the Anglican church offered relatively little

resistance, or the West, where there was often no organized religion to speak

of before the Methodists arrived.

The one exception in the North was upstate New York, essentially a

western frontier in the 1780s. Prior to the war, the Methodists hadn’t ventured

very far up the Hudson River, a task Asbury now set for Freeborn Garrettson.

Bold, ambitious, and pleasantly stubborn, Garrettson was a pivotal figure in

early Methodism and one of Asbury’s most dependable assistants. A Marylan-

der who had freed his slaves soon after his conversion, Garrettson’s spirituality

was as intense as Asbury’s, though with a more mystical quality to it.

A reputation for bizarre supernaturalism followed Garrettson and the Metho-

dists to upstate New York, where it was rumored that Methodist preachers

threw blue spiders on their victims to enchant them.10

Garrettson possessed a combination of intelligence, level-headed good

sense, and fearless zeal that made him an ideal choice to send to difficult but

strategically important regions. His parents were third-generation English

settlers who owned a considerable amount of land in Harford County, Mary-

land. Their financial security allowed him to remain in school until age

seventeen, acquiring a better than average education. At the Christmas Con-

ference of 1784, Garrettson was ordained one of the church’s first elders and

then sent to Nova Scotia as a missionary to English settlers and former

American loyalists. His success in Nova Scotia led Wesley to instruct Thomas

Coke to ordain Garrettson the superintendent of the British North American

provinces and the West Indies during Coke’s 1787 tour of the United States

(the same visit on which Coke tried to ordain Whatcoat a joint superintendent
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with Asbury). Garrettson had misgivings about the plan from the beginning,

apparently reluctant to sever his ties with the American church. He later

remembered asking Coke for a year to travel more broadly, particularly to the

West Indies, before deciding. Coke either misunderstood Garrettson or decid-

ed that his uncertainty was answer enough, and the ordination was shelved.

Instead, Garrettson spent the 1787–88 conference year as supervising elder for

the four circuits and fourteen counties of the Delmarva Peninsula. The penin-

sula was an important district, but it didn’t put Garrettson’s talents to best use.

Asbury had something more challenging in mind for him, making him the

supervising elder over New York Methodism in 1788. A few years earlier, in

1783, Asbury had sent John Dickins to reinvigorate New York City Methodism.

Now he hoped that Garrettson could do the same on a larger scale.

Far from representing a sort of exile (the Hudson River valley was hardly the

Siberia of post-revolutionaryAmerica), Asbury’s choice to sendGarrettson toNew

York was based on a realistic assessment of what kind of leader the situation

required. The state was an important population center in its own right, but it

also represented the gateway into New England, a region that Methodism had

yet to penetrate. Despite twenty years of preaching in and around New York City,

the church had only about one thousand members in the state. Garrettson

was the kind of person who worked best without much direct supervision,

something that Asbury understood and factored into his choice. If Garrettson

was something of a mystic, his genteel background and easy manner also gave

him the skills necessary to handle urbane New Yorkers, as events would prove.11

One unintended consequence of Garrettson’s new assignment was his ro-

mance with Catherine Livingston. The two were unlikely lovers, given their

families and social roots. Born into the stunningly wealthy, politically powerful,

and religiously respectable Livingston clan of New York, Catherine was raised

amid the best that polite society had to offer. The combined fortunes of her

parents, Judge Robert R. and Margaret Beekman Livingston, included 750,000

acres along the Hudson River south of Albany. Catherine attended parties with

the likes of George and Martha Washington, Alexander Hamilton, foreign min-

isters, and French officers. Her brother Robert later served as U.S. Secretary of

Foreign Affairs and delivered the oath of office to George Washington at his

inauguration inNewYorkCity.Garrettsonmayhave come frommore respectable

stock than most Methodists, but it was nothing compared to the Livingstons.12

Yet in their religious temperaments, Freeborn and Catherine (or Kitty)

were much alike. She later recalled that during her childhood, “nothing could

exceed the cheerfulness of our family circle, the happiness of Clermont [the

Livingston estate] was almost proverbial.” Nevertheless, as she approached

adulthood she grew increasingly dissatisfied with the direction of her life.
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“There was something wanting,” she later recalled. While living in Philadel-

phia in 1782, she and a friend, Mary Rutherford, “would sit up after returning

from brilliant Balls, and gay parties, and moralize on their emptiness, till it

really became burdensome to accept of invitations, for such was the dissipation

of the day that we had been asked to five private Balls in one week, but made it a

rule never to go to more than one.” Following the deaths of several close

friends, including Rutherford, Catherine experienced conversion in the fall

of 1787 while reading the Book of Common Prayer alone in her room.

A servant introduced her to Wesley’s writings, but for more than a year she

remained alone in her pilgrimage of faith.13

Then she heard Freeborn Garrettson preach, and a new world opened up.

During their courtship, Freeborn and Kitty read one another’s journals and

even had the same religiously inspired dreams. Their romance came as a shock

to Margaret Livingston. A penniless Methodist preacher was no match for her

daughter. She eventually relented, and the two were married on June 30, 1793.

Freeborn Garrettson (1752 1827). (From Abel Stevens, History of the Methodist

Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 2 [New York: Carlton &

Porter, 1867].)
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They enjoyed a supportive and happy marriage, but Catherine’s close family ties

meant that Freeborn could never really leave New York. Relying on money from

Catherine’s inheritance, the Garrettsons built a substantial mansion, known as

Wildercliffe, or Traveler’s Rest as Asbury called it, overlooking the Hudson River

at Rhinebeck. Asbury stopped there whenever he could. He always admired the

Garrettsons’ faith, but regretted Freeborn’s inability to leave the Livingston orbit

and travel more broadly. Garrettson’s daughter later wrote that all that was

precious to her father was atWildercliffe, yet in later years he felt guilty, believing

that he should have traveled and preached more.

Those regrets were in the future, however. For now Garrettson had more

than enough to do. When he first took charge of New York Methodism in 1788,

he had twelve young preachers to cover a vast territory stretching from the

outskirts of New York City north to Lake Champlain. He traversed this district

every three months, riding about 1,000 miles and preaching about a hundred

sermons on each round. During his first year in New York, membership in the

Catherine Livingston Garrettson (1752 1849). (From The Ladies Repository,

vol. 24 [June 1864]).
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district increased from 535 to 1,420. By May 1789, Asbury could report with

satisfaction that “our work opens in New York State.” That same month, while

in New York, Thomas Coke wrote that “in the country-parts of this State,

Freeborn Garrettson, one of our Presiding Elders, has been greatly blessed;

and is endued with an uncommon talent for opening new places.” Asbury

expanded Garrettson’s responsibilities to include ten circuits and nineteen

preachers for the conference year 1789–90. For the next decade Asbury

appointed Garrettson to supervise upstate New York districts. If Garrettson

hadn’t married, Asbury would certainly have moved him every few years to take

advantage of Garrettson’s talent at organizing new regions. But Catherine’s

family and social connections were too strong. With the exception of two

relatively short appointments in Philadelphia, one for six months and the

other for a year, Garrettson spent the remainder of his career in New York,

serving a final stint as presiding elder from 1811 to 1815. Asbury had chosen

well in sending Garrettson to New York.14

Politics

Despite his organizational genius, Asbury feared the broader political world.

Since his youth near Birmingham, he had seen political force misused against

Methodists, and he continued to suspect that it was almost always detrimental

to true religion. America was no different in this regard.15

The only politician Asbury admired was George Washington, yet even with

Washington he was initially cautious. After their first meeting in May 1785 at

Mount Vernon, Asbury sent Washington “one of our Prayer Books,” with an

extra copy for Martha Washington, and a volume of sermons, presumably

Wesley’s, in April 1786. After Washington was elected president, Asbury,

Coke, John Dickins, and Thomas Morrell (who had served as a major under

Washington during the Revolution) met with Washington in New York on May

29, 1789. Asbury read an address from the church praising “the most excellent

constitution of these states, which is at present the admiration of the world,”

and promising “our fervent prayers to the throne of grace, that GOD Almighty

may endue you with all the graces and gifts of his Holy Spirit, that may enable

you to fill up your important station to his glory, the good of his church, the

happiness and prosperity of the United States, and the welfare of mankind.”

Morrell later remembered that Asbury read the address “with great self posses-

sion . . . in an impressive manner.” Washington in turn read an address thank-

ing Asbury and his companions for their prayers and noting that “the people of

every denomination” who regarded themselves “as good citizens, will have
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occasion to be convinced, that I shall always strive to prove a faithful and

impartial patron of genuine, vital religion.” The Daily Advertiser of New York

reprinted both addresses on June 3, 1789, as did the Arminian Magazine.16

Yet it would be easy to read too much into this event, which Asbury didn’t

even record in his journal. His main concern at this meeting seems to have

been preventing Coke from reading the address. “It was with great difficulty

and peculiar delicacy, [that] I prevented the doctor from presenting the ad-

dress,” Asbury wrote to Thomas Morrell in September 1789. Too many Amer-

icans still remembered Wesley’s opposition to the revolution and knew of

Coke’s close ties to Wesley. “It is impossible for Mr. Wesley ever to reconcile

himself to this country” or for Coke to “satisfy the objections” his British

connections raised “while he continues to be a non resident in this country,”

Asbury wrote to Morrell. In fact, a number of people wrote to New York papers

after the address was published, complaining of what they saw as Coke’s

hypocrisy in now pretending to be a friend of America. Asbury’s role in

presenting the address raised no similar objections.17

Given Asbury’s distrust of politics, it is ironic that by the early nineteenth

century Methodism became a leading political force in several states, including

Delaware, where Methodists were overwhelmingly Federalists, and Ohio,

where they were predominantly Republicans. While the church didn’t openly

promote political activism, it taught members to be hard working and frugal,

gave them confidence that as individuals they occupied a meaningful place in

the world, and instilled in them the value of community involvement (as with

the importance of attending class meetings) and the need for communal

discipline. These habits were easily transferable from the spiritual to the

secular world, giving Methodists a cultural foundation from which to move

into the political realm. But such habits took time to bear fruit. The active

involvement of Methodists in politics didn’t really gain momentum until after

1800. By then, Asbury’s apolitical orientation had given the church the character

of a body without a head when it came to questions of political engagement.18

The Council

Garrettson’s first year in NewYork endedwith a summons fromAsbury to come

to Baltimore to attend the first session of theMethodist Council. The short-lived

council represented Asbury’s latest attempt to maintain order in the rapidly

growing church. His experience in 1788 of holding six annual conferences

stretching from Georgia to New York had convinced him that the church

was growing too large for one person to administer face-to-face. And yet he
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was unwilling to call for the election of another bishop who, unlike Coke, would

take a serious interest in running the church. Asbury didn’t believe that anyone

else was equal to the task, and the majority of the itinerant preachers agreed,

preferring to trust their fate to an overworked Asbury than commit themselves

to the judgment of anyone else. At the same time, Asbury realized that some-

thing had to change; as the church continued to expand his stamina would

inevitably give out. The council was his first attempt to solve this problem.

The council consisted of the bishop and most of the presiding elders, a new

termused to designate those elders who supervised a district consisting of several

circuits.19 The council was supposed to serve as the church’s highest administra-

tive body, with authority to set policy for the church as a whole. The regional

annual conferences would continue to meet, though under the direction of the

council. Hence, if Asbury were to miss any particular annual conference, he

wouldn’t entirely give up his control over it. Central to his thinking was his

memory of the sacramental crisis of 1779 and 1780, when the southern preachers

seceded from the rest of Methodism while he was stuck in Delaware.

But the council wasn’t a democratically elected body, and this doomed

it in the end. Religion is never a strictly democratic affair, and Methodists

readily admitted that God’s grace was beyond their control. They tacitly

acknowledged that the office of bishop came with a prophetic mandate. But

they also stubbornly insisted that bishops weren’t infallible and that their

decisions were subject to review. Just how stubbornly Asbury would soon learn.

The first council met from December 3 to 10, 1789, in Baltimore, the

church’s unofficial capital. Asbury and eleven presiding elders attended, repre-

senting the church’s geographic regions fromGeorgia to New York. Asbury and

Garrettson both believed that this first meeting went well, characterized, in

Garrettson’s words, by “sweet conversation,” “harmony,” and “sweet union with

Jesus.” The rules adopted by the council stipulated that all resolutions required

the consent of the bishop and two-thirds of the elders present. The council also

agreed that any resolutions they passed had to be approved by a majority of the

itinerant preachers in each conference before they went into effect. With the

rules set, the council passed a series of resolutions aimed at standardizing

practices throughout the church. Sunday worship was to begin at ten or eleven

o’clock in the morning and was to consist of “Singing, Prayer, and reading the

Holy Scriptures, with Exhortation or reading a Sermon, in the Absence of a

Preacher.” The service was to be led by an “officiating Person” appointed “by the

Elder, Deacon, or travelling Preacher.” Nomore meetinghouses were to be built

without the consent of the conference and the presiding elder unless they could

be “finished without the least Debt remaining.” The council also resolved that

Cokesbury students would no longer be continued on credit, requiring them to
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pay at least a portion of their tuition in advance, and that deacons had to wait at

least three years before becoming elders. Finally, the council asked all members

for “Proposals” for “some Scheme for relieving our dear Brethren who labour in

the Extremities of the Work,” primarily on the western frontiers. “A spirit of

union pervades the whole body, producing blessed effects and fruits,” Asbury

wrote at the end of the council’s session.20

Yet even as the council met, opposition was brewing against it. Jesse Lee

believed that the plan was “entirely new, and exceedingly dangerous.” Accord-

ing to Lee, a majority of the preachers had voted in favor of creating the council

before they realized how much it would increase the bishops’ power. “The

council was to be composed of the bishops, and the presiding elders; the

presiding elders were appointed, changed, and put out of office by the bishop,

and just when he pleased,” which meant that the council would be controlled

by the “bishops, and a few other men of their own choice,” Lee wrote. To make

matters worse, Lee contended that the constitution adopted by the first council

was less democratic than the preachers had expected, in particular because it

gave Asbury a veto over all council proceedings.21

Though a member of the first council, James O’Kelly likewise feared its

influence. Writing several years after the fact, O’Kelly claimed that during their

deliberations Asbury cunningly “duped” the elders, controlling the council’s

agenda so that the others “moved on in the dark, and groped as a blind man.”

According to O’Kelly, Asbury used apocalyptic imagery, reminding the preach-

ers that “the Millenium was approaching, or coming fast on!” and prayers “that

God would deliver the preachers from the curse of suspicion,” to create a sense

of urgency and coerce them into following his will. Particularly galling to

O’Kelly was the prohibition against building new meetinghouses without

approval, which he maintained was an “invasion” of the people’s “civil, as

well as religious liberties.” Asbury and his supporters insisted that this mea-

sure was designed to prevent societies from taking on too much debt, but it was

probably also intended in part to foil a movement O’Kelly supported aimed at

incorporating church property in a way that removed it from the bishops’

control. Following the meeting, O’Kelly “told Francis, that instead of counsel-

lors, we were his tools; and that I disliked to be a tool for any man.” O’Kelly

later insisted that the council had been nothing but a “grand deception.”

Asbury and Garrettson hoped that the council would promote order and

efficiency, but to O’Kelly and Lee it looked like blatant tyranny. Unfortunately

for Asbury, the furor over the first council meeting was a harbinger of things

to come. If the church had proved increasingly difficult to manage in the

second half of the 1780s, the 1790s would stretch his resourcefulness to

the breaking point.22
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11

“Be not righteous over much”

One measure of the church’s success was that it now had to deal with

pretenders. By 1792 there were at least three cases of “infamous

imposters” traveling through the country from Virginia to New York

with forged preaching licenses, pocketing offerings, and in one case

marrying “a young woman of a reputable family,” even though the

impostor already had a wife. When Thomas Ware rode north in the

spring of 1793 to take charge of the Albany district, he discovered

that the year before a youngman had traveled the same route claiming

that he was Thomas Ware. Ware’s impostor told those he met that

Asbury had sent him from the South to join Jesse Lee in New England,

but he had lost his horse through misfortune. Several unsuspecting

congregations took up collections to assist him. This sort of thing

wouldn’t have happened fifteen years before, during the revolution

when no one wanted to be mistaken for a Methodist preacher. But

by the 1790s the church had succeeded enough to attract its share of

charlatans.1

The expansion of American Methodism during the 1780s had

been remarkable, transforming it from a beleaguered sect of alleged

Tories to a widely recognized, if not universally respected, church.

Growth during the 1790s fell off. Between 1780 and 1790 American

Methodism expanded from 8,500 members to 57,600, an increase of

578 percent. By 1800membership had risen only another 6,070, an 11

percent increase for the decade. What growth existed was unevenly

distributed. The church expanded into new areas, particularly west



across the Appalachian Mountains and north into upstate New York and New

England. The decline came mostly in the South, where membership among

whites fell in Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and Georgia.

Black membership continued to grow in all these states except Virginia, but

not enough to keep total membership from declining in each. “The Lord works

westward and more northward, and eastward. We have great prospects about

Boston, Connecticut and Rhode Island,” William Watters wrote to Asbury in

October 1793. Conspicuously absent from this summary was any mention of

the South. Asbury was convinced that most of the problems in the South

resulted from dissatisfaction with Methodism’s longstanding opposition to

slavery and the impact of dissidents, unhappy about a range of issues, who

chipped away at Methodist unity from within. There had been little for Metho-

dists to fight over in 1780. They had largely overlooked internal disputes in the

interests of survival. But by 1790 the church had acquired enough resources

and stability that those dissatisfied with Asbury’s leadership no longer felt

constrained to hold their tongues and wait.2

In January 1790 Asbury crossed into Virginia, working his way south for

the winter. Riding through southern Virginia, he received an angry letter from

James O’Kelly, the district’s presiding elder, containing “heavy complaints of

my power” and threats to “use his influence against me.” In particular, O’Kelly

demanded that Asbury give up his veto power over the council’s proceedings

for at least a year. O’Kelly’s threats “greatly alarmed” him, and with good reason

since he held sway over Southside Virginia, where he had preached for nearly a

decade and served as a presiding elder since 1785. This, Asbury realized, gave

O’Kelly a great “advantage” at Virginia conference proceedings. “All the influ-

ence I am to gain over a company of young men [i.e. the preachers] in a district

must be done in three weeks,” Asbury observed. “The greater part of them,

perhaps, are seen by me only at conference, whilst the presiding elder has had

them with him all the year.” But there was nothing Asbury could do about it at

the moment. His schedule required that he proceed quickly south through

North Carolina and on to South Carolina for the year’s first district conference.3

That conference opened in Charleston on February 14, 1790, proceeding

“in great peace and love,” according to Asbury. But the results of the confer-

ence’s deliberations could hardly have given himmuch comfort. The preachers

determined that Cokesbury and the church’s printing business ought to “be left

with the council to act decisively upon,” which is no surprise since both were in

debt. In all other matters they decided that the annual conferences ought to

have the last word, with the council acting only in an advisory capacity. This, of

course, defeated the whole purpose of the council as Asbury envisioned it. The

problem with the organization of American Methodism was that no one body
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could act for the church as a whole. The annual conferences didn’t meet

together, though they were in theory one conference. No decision was binding

until all the conferences had approved it. This left Asbury in the precarious

position of having to shuttle from one conference to the next, attempting to

hammer out compromises on various issues as he went. He attended thirteen

district conferences across the nation in 1790 and again in 1791, and sixteen in

1792. Even given his powers of persuasion, the chances that all of the confer-

ences would independently reach the same conclusion on any but the most

basic issues weren’t good. Asbury had hoped that the council could act as the

church’s highest central authority, formulating policies that the conferences

would accept. He had erred, however, in assuming that the preachers would so

easily give up their collective authority in the name of efficiency. Most of the

preachers trusted Asbury, as events would prove, but they also knew that he

wouldn’t always be their bishop.4

Leaving Charleston, Asbury headed west for the Georgia annual confer-

ence. Traveling conditions were always difficult in the backcountry, and Geor-

gia was no exception. He preached nearly every day while riding about 30miles

a day. “Frequently we have not more than six hours’ sleep; our horses are weary,

and the houses are so crowded, that at night our rest is much disturbed,” he

complained on March 4, after preaching near the banks of the Ogeechee River.

“Jesus is not always in our dwellings; and where he is not, a pole cabin is not

very agreeable.” The Georgia conference itself was uneventful, and by March

26, he had left Georgia, ridden through South Carolina, and crossed into North

Carolina. Pushing on, he reached western Tennessee in early April. There he

was forced to stop rather than continue on to Kentucky.5

His health now reached a breaking point. At times he complained of

swelling in his feet, an increasing number of “violent headaches,” and “my

old complaint—an inflamation in the throat.” He was reading less, and, if his

journal is a fair indication, spending less time in prayer and meditation. Now,

in the spring of 1790, the furious pace of the past three months, combined with

difficult traveling conditions and the stress of dealing with dissension over the

council, proved too much. While in South Carolina in March, he complained of

a “nervous headache, which returns once a month, and sometimes oftener.”

A few days later he noted that he was “still unwell with a complaint that

terminated the life of my grandfather Asbury, whose name I bear; perhaps it

will also be my end.” The following month, in Tennessee, his stomach was so

“unsettled” that it made “labour and life a burden.” All of this brought

on a bout of depression, leading him to “feel happy in the prospect of death

and rest,” if it weren’t for the satisfaction it would give his opponents. “I could

give up the church, the college, and schools; nevertheless, there was one
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drawback—What will my enemies and mistaken friends say? Why, that he

hath offended the Lord, and he hath taken him away.” Living to spite others

isn’t much of a reason for living, but such was the state of Asbury’s mind.6

Stopping at a tavern run by Thomas Amis in eastern Tennessee, Asbury

and his party prepared to cross into Kentucky. But when they turned their

horses out to graze, they ran off. This, combined with Asbury’s ill health, led

him to wonder if God was providentially preventing them from continuing on.

Others wondered the same thing. Jeremiah Abel, the preacher assigned to the

West New River circuit in Tennessee, “sought the Lord by fasting and prayer,

and had a strong impression that it was thewill of God” that Asbury not press on

to Kentucky. With an eye toward the threat of an Indian attack along the way,

Asbury decided to heed Abel’s advice. (Violence between Indians and white

Kentuckians had been escalating since the mid 1780s and continued to intensi-

fy until Anthony Wayne’s victory at the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794.) 7

Staying at Amis’s tavern was, however, out of the question. Apart from the

cost, Amis ran a whiskey distillery, claiming to make £300 a year “by the

brewing of his poison.” Asbury gave “great offence” by “speaking against

distilling and slave holding.” He now decided to turn back into Virginia,

proceeding to the home of Elizabeth Russell, one of the many “mothers in

Israel” he turned to in times of need, where he was “nursed” back to health “as

an only child.” During the next three weeks Asbury regained his health while

preaching in the western Virginia and eastern Tennessee region around

Russell’s home. Then, on May 3, he had what he considered a prophetic

dream, which he told to Richard Whatcoat, who recorded it in his journal.

“Last Night Bishop Asbury Dreamed that a Company was come to conduckt

him . . . through the wilderness and that Two Sedate men Came up to him

where he was: which was Exactly so.” The next morning, ten men from

Kentucky arrived, including the preachers Peter Massie and Hope Hull, the

two sedate men just as Asbury had seen in his dream. The fulfillment of this

dreamwas enough for Asbury to put aside other worries and start for Kentucky.

He was no enthusiast on the order of Freeborn Garrettson, but he shared with

nearly all Methodists a deep conviction that God still spoke directly to believers.

The world of the supernatural wasn’t remote or entirely hidden. Relying

too much on dreams, visions, and supernatural impression could get one

into trouble, but, when judged wisely, they could also be a valid source of

divine guidance.8

The party traveling to Kentucky included sixteen men carrying thirteen

guns. Along the way, Asbury carved his name and the date “May 1, 1790” into a

powder horn. He clearly took the threat of Indian attacks seriously, sleeping

little and recording several stories of previous attacks he heard along the way.

188 AMERICAN SAINT



The journey would have been difficult even without the fear of Indians,

following mountain tracks, fording rivers and muddy creeks, with few friendly

homes to visit. All told, the party rode about 300miles in six days. Once across

the mountains, Asbury was again in his element, among rural people hungry

for a religious experience that spoke to their everyday hopes and fears, who had

little in the way of church property or institutional power to fight over. Debates

over the council seemed far away. Crowds turned out to hear him preach, at one

stop numbering more than six hundred, which made up for having to sleep

outdoors under a tree that night. Despite the hardships of life on the frontier

his health revived, a good indication that he was content with his circum-

stances. At the annual conference held near Lexington, “kind people” enter-

tained Asbury in a “very comfortable house.” The conference proceeded “in

great love and harmony,” including obtaining subscriptions of “upwards of

three hundred pounds” in land and money to establish a new school (as

opposed to a college) near Lexington, to be called Bethel. “I would not, for

the worth of all the place, have been prevented in this visit,”Asbury wrote as he

prepared to leave Kentucky. “It is true, such exertions of mind and body are

trying; but I am supported under it: if souls are saved, it is enough.” Saving

souls was always his highest priority, a thing best accomplished under the

Methodist circuit plan. Asbury didn’t relish the battles that he knew were

coming over church polity, but experiences like those he had just had in

Kentucky reinforced his conviction that the ability to send skilled preachers

wherever they were most needed was key to Methodism’s success. He was

determined to preserve the itinerant connection if at all possible.9

The return journey from Kentucky to Virginia was much like the trip there,

riding about 500miles in nine days. Along the way, Asbury and Whatcoat held

an annual conference in North Carolina, where the issue of the council domi-

nated discussion. After debating the resolutions of the South Carolina confer-

ence, the North Carolina preachers added amendments of their own before

sending Asbury on his way. From there it was on to southern Virginia, where

O’Kelly was the presiding elder and opposition to the council was centered.10

One of the young preachers who was decidedly influenced by O’Kelly and

opposed to the council was James Meacham. Meacham joined the itinerancy

on trial in 1788, that year riding the Bertie circuit under O’Kelly’s supervision.

The next year he rode the Greenville circuit, also under O’Kelly, moving in

1790 to the Orange circuit in northern Virginia under Ira Ellis and Leroy Cole.

Meacham’s opposition to slavery also drew him to O’Kelly. He “took much

delight” in reading O’Kelly’s antislavery tract, Essay on Negro Slavery, which he

first discovered in April 1790, admiring it so much that he immediately began

distributing copies to anyone he thought it might persuade. It is hardly
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surprising that by the spring of 1790, Meacham sided with “my dear old Bro.

O’K” against the council.11

The Virginia conference opened in Petersburg on June 14. Asbury met

with “a warm reception” according to O’Kelly, and “all was peace” until the

council came up, after which things quickly degenerated into partisan bicker-

ing. O’Kelly and Asbury both realized that the present system of allowing each

annual conference to independently debate, amend, and vote on measures that

the other conferences would then supposedly agree to without reservation

would never work. “The cause of our ragged separation,” according to

O’Kelly, was that “the different districts adopted different constitutions!”

Asbury likewise complained that any new proposal had “to be explained to

every preacher; and then it must be carried through the conferences twenty-

four times, that is, through all the conferences for two years.” But while the two

agreed on the problem, they fundamentally disagreed on the solution. For

Asbury, the answer was to create a central body of the church’s senior leaders,

appointed at the bishops’ discretion, to guide and direct the conferences.

O’Kelly had a simpler solution: eliminate centralized authority altogether. He

framed his arguments in republican terms and maintained that what he was

really fighting against was Asbury’s “spurious episcopacy” (spurious was

O’Kelly’s favorite term to describe Asbury’s authority). O’Kelly couldn’t see

why the church needed a “High-Priest” at all. Asbury’s “Ecclesiastical Monar-

chy . . .makes a bad appearance in our Republican world,” he wrote. “Francis

was born and nurtured in the land of kings and bishops, and that which is bred

in the bone, is hard to get out of the flesh.”12

O’Kelly could be a bitter critic, refusing to recognize any trace of goodwill

in his opponents, but there was an element of truth in his accusations.

A tension existed at the heart of American Methodism’s organizational struc-

ture, an uneasy balance between American democratic ideals and Wesley’s

more hierarchical ecclesiology. In some respects Asbury exercised the same

power that Wesley held in Britain, including the right to station each preacher

where he saw fit. Yet Asbury exercised his authority only at the discretion of the

church’s itinerant preachers, embodied in their conferences. They had, accord-

ing to the church’s Discipline, the “Power to expel” a bishop “for improper

Conduct, if they see it necessary.” Just what “improper conduct” amounted to

wasn’t defined, but it wasn’t limited to criminal or moral offenses. Wesley never

suffered himself to be bound by similar rules. To the end of his life he

maintained the right to admit or exclude people, preachers, and stewards as

he saw fit, and to send preachers wherever he chose, telling them “when,

where, and how, to labour.” God had given him this authority, and none

other could take it away. “As long as I live the people shall have no share in
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choosing either stewards or leaders among the Methodists,” Wesley wrote in

1790. “We are no republicans, and never intended to be.” The same wasn’t true

in America, where from the beginning the church rested on a more democratic

foundation. Yet, as O’Kelly knew, the chances that all the conferences would

agree to remove someone like Asbury were no better than that they would

agree on anything else. In O’Kelly’s mind, the bishops could more easily

manipulate the conferences than vice versa. Up to this point Asbury and the

conferences had worked reasonably well together, holding in balance the

tension inherent in Methodist polity. But in Virginia things threatened to

come apart.13

After the first day of the Petersburg conference, Asbury complained that

the younger preachers “appeared to be entirely under the influence of the

elders.” He says little about what transpired, adding only that “I was weary,

and felt but little freedom to speak on the subject.” O’Kelly says more, claiming

that on the second day of the conference nineteen of the twenty-one preachers

present rejected Asbury’s proposals concerning the council, whereupon, in a fit

of anger, Asbury declared that they were “all out of the union.” “Then, as one in

distress, he gathered up his papers” and stormed out of the conference without

even pausing for the usual closing prayer. Over the next several days, according

to O’Kelly, the nineteen expelled preachers offered Asbury several proposals

that would allow them to continue in the church while presenting their views

to the other conferences, but Asbury rejected them all. Finally, as he prepared

to leave Petersburg, the younger preachers begged him to appoint them under

the “old plan.” Asbury agreed, “but no regard was paid to O’KELLY,” according

to O’Kelly. There is probably some truth in O’Kelly’s account, though it seems

unlikely that the Virginians were all models of reasonableness and discretion

while Asbury played the tyrant. Asbury hated these kinds of exchanges and

often reacted by becoming sullen or distant. Nicholas Snethen later claimed

that O’Kelly’s account was “void of all truth,” though he did admit that Asbury

“said some things, which upon reflection he did not justify.” In any event, the

preachers all received appointments, including O’Kelly, whom Asbury reap-

pointed the district’s presiding elder. Yet everyone knew that the matter

wouldn’t go away. O’Kelly’s district had become the weakest of the twelve

links that formed the church’s “chain of union.”14

Following the Petersburg conference, Richard Whatcoat, who was

traveling with Asbury, was “smitten with boils,” so that Asbury believed he

couldn’t “go on.” Whatcoat somehow managed to continue, but in the weeks to

come Asbury himself came down with fevers and other ailments, leaving

him in “great misery of body.” He also pushed on, northwest through Virginia,

preaching as he went, attending a quarterly meeting in Morgantown and
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holding a district conference, with Whatcoat, in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, in

late July. From there Asbury rode back through Virginia, holding a district

conference for northern Virginia at Leesburg beginning August 25. There,

Asbury managed to get a vote in favor of the council with the support of the

district’s presiding elder, Ira Ellis. But many of the preachers remained in

opposition. Unable to attend the Leesburg conference, James Meacham

heard a report on its proceedings from Ellis when the two met on Sep-

tember 1, 1790. After arguing for nearly an hour, Meacham concluded that,

despite Ellis’s support for the council, “I am oppos’d to it, & so is all

the South district of Virginia.” Four days later Meacham received four

letters from traveling preachers he knew in southern Virginia that seemed

to confirm his view. “They are much oppos’d to the Counsil, Set, Yea fixt,

against it, & their Elder with them,” Meacham noted. “I think I can see a door

for ill consequences.”15

Following the Leesburg conference, Asbury rode north to Baltimore,

where he held an annual conference amidst a revival sweeping through the

city’s societies. The main purpose of these conferences was to appoint the

preachers to their circuits for the coming year, to ordain deacons and elders,

and to share news and ideas from one conference to the next. If Asbury also

hoped to use the conferences to stir up support against O’Kelly, he was

disappointed. Following the Baltimore conference, Asbury rode east to Dela-

ware for the Delmarva Peninsula conference, which opened on September 13.

There he heard from “one or two of our brethren,” who “felt the Virginia fire

about the question of the council.”16

Riding north to Philadelphia, Asbury opened the conference for the “poor

Pennsylvania district” on September 22. Poor in this context had a double

meaning. While spiritual poverty was bad, fiscal poverty was just fine.

Pennsylvania had both. On the one hand, it had always been hard ground for

Methodism, with few revivals like those seen in other districts. On the other

hand, Asbury noted with approval that Philadelphia Methodists “are generally

poor.” “Perhaps it is well,” he concluded. “When men become rich, they

sometimes forget that they are Methodists.” From Philadelphia, he crossed

into New Jersey, holding the district conference in Burlington. Southern New

Jersey was in the midst of a revival, with one account claiming that “six

hundred souls had professed conversion,” on the Flanders, Trenton, Burling-

ton, Salem, and Bethel circuits during the past six months. Indeed, the

conference minutes for 1789 and 1790 showed an increase of 615 members

(from 1748 to 2363) on the New Jersey circuits for the year. Asbury experienced

some of the force of the revival on the second night, when “we had a shout,”

followed by attacks from rowdies who “broke our windows” during the
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meeting. At a love feast the next day, “a genuine, sweet melting ran through the

house” as members rose one after another to share their testimonies.17

After a few days in New York City for the New York annual conference,

Asbury turned south for the winter. His immediate goal was Baltimore, where

the council was scheduled to hold its second meeting in December. He knew

that conflict of the kind he hated most was at hand, and at times it distracted

him from his devotional life. “So many persons and things occupy my time,

that I have not as much leisure and opportunity for prayer and communion

with God, and for drinking into the Holy Spirit of life and love as I could wish,”

he groused while traveling through Maryland in November 1790. This led to

occasional lapses into his old sin of “levity.” On one occasion he “reproved”

himself for “a sudden and violent laugh at the relation of a man’s having given

an old Negro woman her liberty because she had too much religion for him.”

Yet his core spiritual convictions had changed little during his nearly

twenty years in America. Seeing that it looked like rain as he rode through

Virginia in June 1790, he prayed that it would pass, “fearing its effects in my

very weak state.” In answer to his prayer, he was “mercifully preserved”; only a

few drops fell on him even though it had rained “very heavily” just ahead.

Likewise, while crossing a river in Maryland in November with the “wind

blowing fiercely,” Asbury prayed for calm. The result was that “when we had

entered the boat, we had a sudden calm.”18

Just as he believed that God still answered his prayers, he also urged others

to follow the same basic devotional practices that he had learned thirty

years before in England. In a letter to friends in England, Asbury asked,

“What progress do you make in sanctification?” “Are you sure of heaven yet?

Are you fit to die yet?” To assess whether or not their souls “be in a thriving

case,” Asbury proposed that his friends answer seven questions. First, do “your

appetites be more strong. Do you thirst after GOD and grace, more than hereto-

fore? Do your care for and desires after the world abate?” Second, do “your

pulses beat more even. Are you still off and on, hot and cold?” Third, “do you lay

out yourselves for the good of others? and are ye filled with zealous desires for

their conversions and salvation? Do you manage your talk and your trade, by

the rules of religion? Do you eat and sleep by rule? Doth religion form and

mould, and direct your carriage towards husbands, wives, parents, children,

masters, servants?” Fourth, Asbury asked, “If the duties of religion be more

delightful to you?” and fifth “If you are more abundant in those duties which are

most displeasing to the flesh?” Sixth, do “you grow more vile in your own eyes?” and

seventh, do “you grow more quick of sense, more sensible of divine influences, or

withdrawings?” The advice contained in the form of these questions could have

been written at any point in Asbury’s career, or by most any Methodist preacher
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or committed member. The degree to which Asbury or anyone else measured

up to this standard varied, of course. But the standard itself changed little,

providing Asbury with a firm spiritual and emotional foundation and an

instant connection to believers he met wherever he traveled.19

The council’s second meeting opened in Baltimore on December 1, 1790.

Conspicuously absent was James O’Kelly, or any delegate from southern

Virginia. Acting on O’Kelly’s advice, the Virginia preachers sent only an

“affectionate letter.” Asbury says little about the council’s proceedings in his

journal, other than the perfunctory assertion that “we had great peace and

union in all our labours.” The council “unanimously” agreed to “consider

themselves invested with full power to act decisively in all temporal matters.”

Yet they did little. The provisions they passed mainly concerned organizing the

church’s publishing ventures and arranging yet another loan for Cokesbury,

this time for £1,000. O’Kelly was predictably unimpressed. He later com-

plained that the entire focus of the council had been “money, money.”

He questioned where all the money went and had little doubt that Cokesbury

was a waste of whatever funds it received. “I believe that God sent out the

Methodist preachers, not to build colleges, but to build up a holy, simple-

hearted people.” Over the next several weeks Asbury encountered repeated

opposition from “dissatisfied brethren” who agreed with the general thrust of

O’Kelly’s criticisms. “I am charged with dreadful things about the council,”

Asbury wrote on February 2, 1791.20 He may still have hoped to weather the

storm without scrapping the council, but things would soon take a turn for

the worse.

Enter Thomas Coke. Coke arrived in Charleston, South Carolina, in late

February, bringing with him a preacher from the West Indies, William

Hammet, who would soon create his own schism in the church. But the

immediate issue at hand was the council. Asbury and O’Kelly had each

previously written to Coke to make their case. O’Kelly’s letter isn’t extant, but

he had clearly put aside his earlier animosity toward Coke in hopes of gaining

an ally against Asbury. Asbury’s letter largely celebrates the movement’s

continued growth, begging the question of how such a popular system could

be as flawed as O’Kelly insisted. To O’Kelly’s charge that he had enriched

himself at the church’s expense, Asbury offered a flat denial: “All the property I

have gained is two old horses, the constant companions of my toil, 6 if not 7000

miles every year. . . .As to clothing, I am nearly the same as at first; neither have I

silver, nor gold, nor any property.” There seemed little denying the truth of this,

and opponents never gained traction on this issue. The real bone of contention

had more to do with power than money, and on this point Coke now sided with

O’Kelly.21
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According to O’Kelly, at the Charleston annual conference Coke “pleaded”

O’Kelly’s “cause” and “withstood Francis to the face; [and] condemned his

conduct.” Asbury and Coke say little about these events, but Asbury did agree

to Coke’s demand for a general conference of all the preachers to meet later in

Baltimore, indicating that at least to some degree Coke and O’Kelly won the

support of the South Carolina preachers. Asbury and Coke then took separate

routes to the Georgia conference, where Asbury was primarily concerned with

the lack of zeal among the people. “The peace with the Creek Indians, the

settlement of new lands, good trade, buying slaves, & c. . . . take up the atten-

tion of the people,” he complained. Coke seemedmore pleased with conditions

in the state, though he bemoaned the many ticks that harassed him along the

way. By the end of March, the two were in North Carolina for the state’s annual

conference. From there it was on to Virginia, where Asbury knew that “trouble”

was “at hand.” Predictably, as he approached Virginia his health worsened. By

the time he crossed the border he was “constantly weak and feverish in body.”22

At the Virginia conference, which opened in Petersburg on April 20, 1791,

Coke stood solidly behind O’Kelly’s assault on the council and Asbury’s episco-

pal authority. “Methodism is gone,” Coke wrote to O’Kelly. Together, he told

O’Kelly, they could “overthrow the new institution [the council]” and restore

things as they had been before. If Asbury didn’t give in, Coke assured O’Kelly

that he “would contend for a republican government.” “Give me thy hand. Fear

not. I am a friend to America,” Coke wrote. Unfortunately for O’Kelly, he didn’t

know Coke well enough to suspect that he might have ulterior motives for

taking sides against Asbury. If he had, he would have known that Coke was no

republican at heart. He only sided with O’Kelly in an effort to weaken Asbury

and thereby set the stage for what he planned to do next.

Even as the Virginia conference sat, Coke was launching a new intrigue.

On April 24, without telling Asbury, Coke wrote a letter to Bishop William

White of the Protestant Episcopal Church (the former Church of England in

America) proposing reconciliation between the Episcopal and Methodist

churches in America. Coke and Asbury were traveling together at the time,

so there is no doubt that Coke deliberately kept the letter secret. What sort of

mandate Coke thought he had for this is difficult to imagine, at least from the

American perspective, other than a sense that the Methodists should never

have separated from the church of his youth in the first place.23

Still, Coke, ever the visionary, pressed his case. He began by reminding

White that he had been “brought up in the Church of England, & have been

ordained a Presbyter of that Church,” but “thro’ a Variety of Causes and

Incidents,” had lost his first love. Consequently, for a time he had become

“exceedingly biased” against the Church, and had therefore likely gone “further

“BE NOT RIGHTEOUS OVER MUCH” 195



in the separation of our Church in America than Mr. Wesley . . . did intend.” In

other words, the creation of an independent American church had been a

mistake, one that he and Wesley would now gladly take back if they could. But

why should the Episcopal Church want them back? Here Coke stressed the size

of American Methodism, which could count “above 60,000 Adults” (actual

membership in 1791 stood at 63,269 whites and 12,884 blacks). Moreover, this

was only the tip of the iceberg with regards to Methodism’s real audience,

according to Coke. Adding in the nonmembers who “constantly” attended

Methodist meetings and the children of members and sympathizers brought

the total “which form our Congregations in these states” to 750,000, a ratio of

more than twelve adherents for every one member. Coke wasn’t alone in

making these kinds of claims. A few years later, in 1805, Asbury estimated

that membership stood at a hundred thousand, but that up to one million

people “regularly attend our ministry.” Thomas Wallcut, a New Englander

traveling through the upper South in 1789, wrote to his Unitarian minister

in Boston that “the spread of Methodism in Virginia & Maryland is unparal-

leled & astonishing—Some go so far as to say that full half the People are

Methodists already.” Wallcut was exaggerating, and Coke and Asbury probably

were as well, though just how much is difficult to tell, especially since Coke

and Asbury counted people who held membership in other churches while

regularly attending Methodist meetings. Estimates like these inflate Method-

ism’s audience, but they aren’t as far off the mark as they might seem. Many

people attended more than one church. The Methodist itinerant William

Capers noted that in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1811, Methodist “preaching

might be attended with great propriety, for almost everyone did so,” though

few actually joined the church since “it was vastly more respectable to join

some other Church, and still attend the preaching of the Methodists, which

was thought to answer to all purposes.” Coke anticipated that a reunified

church would be more successful in drawing these kinds of people into full

membership. In addition to its membership, Coke also noted that American

Methodism could boast 250 itinerant preachers and “a great Number of local

Preachers, very far exceeding the number of traveling Preachers.” Hence,

reunion offered Episcopalians the opportunity to instantly and vastly increase

the size of their church.24

There were of course obstacles in the way. To begin with, the current

Methodist preachers would never give up their ordinations. Since none of the

American preachers had a classical education, they would be suspicious that

even if the current Episcopal bishops dropped the requirement that ministers

demonstrate proficiency in “learned Languages,” (primarily Latin and Greek)

their successors might not. The obvious solution was to have a “Methodist”
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bishop included in the unified Episcopal structure, and Coke clearly had

himself in mind. But the greatest obstacle to reunification was Asbury,

“whose Influence is very capital,” and who “will not easily comply; nay,

I know he will be exceedingly averse to it,” Coke wrote. He assured White

that Wesley fully supported a reunion and “would use his Influence to the

utmost . . . to accomplish that (to us) very desirable Object.” Coke closed

the letter by imploring White to keep their correspondence secret until they

could meet in person. At this point he probably believed that Asbury would

have to be forced out for his plan to succeed, which explains much of his

interest in forming an alliance with O’Kelly. It is difficult to imagine that

O’Kelly would have had any sympathy for Coke’s reunification scheme. Having

dedicated himself to weakening, if not eliminating, episcopal authority within

Methodism, why would he then agree to place himself under the control of the

Episcopal Church? If Asbury was a tyrant, what would the Episcopal bishops

be, with their classical educations and social pretensions?25

John Wesley’s death, which Coke and Asbury learned of while traveling

through Virginia on April 28 or 29, 1791, threw all of Coke’s plans into

disarray. He immediately set off for England. Coke was in a hurry because he

hoped to win election as “President of the European Methodists” on his return

to Britain. (To his credit, when British Methodists refused to recognize him

as Wesley’s successor, Coke gracefully accepted the outcome.) A delay in

Philadelphia allowed him to have tea three times with Bishop White, whose

response to Coke’s proposal was better than he had dared hope, to the point of

suggesting that the Episcopalians might be willing to ordain Asbury a bishop

along with Coke. Encouraged by White’s response, Coke wrote to Protestant

Episcopal Bishop Samuel Seabury of Connecticut on May 14, 1791, confessing

that although he had earlier “promoted separation from” the Church of Eng-

land, “within these two years I am come back again: my Love for the Church of

England has returned.” After repeating many of the same arguments from his

earlier letter to White, Coke concluded by suggesting that if the Episcopal

church “would consent to yr Consecration of Mr. Asbury and me as Bishops

of the Methodist Society in the Protestant Episcopal Church in these United

States,” and give assurances that there would always be a “regular supply” of

Methodist bishops, then “all other mutual stipulations would soon be settled.”

All of this was conjecture on Coke’s part, and he had to admit to Seabury that

“I do not fully know Mr. Asbury’s mind on the subject. I have my fears in

respect to his sentiments: and if he do not accede to the Union, it will not take

place so completely as I could wish.” Unfortunately for Coke, Seabury was

more of a High Churchman than White; he and other leading Episcopalians

weren’t about to agree to these terms. It would be some time before Coke
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realized just how badly he had miscalculated. Before leaving America, he wrote

to O’Kelly on May 4 urging him to “be firm, be very firm, and very cautious,

and very wise, and depend upon a faithful friend in Thos. Coke.” Just how

matters would work out between the two would have to wait until Coke

returned the following year.26

Coke and Asbury met at New Castle, Delaware, on May 16, 1791, the day

that Coke boarded the William Penn for England. Asbury probably already

knew of Coke’s letter to Bishop White though he hadn’t seen it. When the

matter came up, Asbury “was decidedly against the re-union,” according to

Coke. He tried to make the scheme sound as innocent as possible, but, even so,

Asbury didn’t buy it. This is hardly surprising, not only because of Coke’s

alliance with O’Kelly, but also in light of the severity of Coke’s criticisms of

Asbury in recent weeks. In a funeral sermon preached for Wesley in Baltimore

on May 1, Coke asserted that excluding Wesley’s name from the official

minutes in 1787 “was an almost diabolical act.” Of those responsible “in Mr.

Wesley’s expulsion,” two were already “dead and damned, and the others, with

their patron, will go to hell except they repent.” Their patron was, of course,

Asbury. Before leaving America, Coke repeated this charge in several letters,

including one written to Thomas Morrell as Coke sat aboard the William Penn

in Delaware Bay on May 17. The “most cruel treatment” that Wesley “met with

from five or six men in Baltimore in the year 1787” had, Coke asserted,

“hastened the debilitated state of our honoured Friend’s Body, and therefore

probably his Death.” Coke could hardly have brought more serious charges

against Asbury. In effect, he accused Asbury of figuratively stabbing Wesley in

the back and literally hastening his death, crimes worthy, Coke declared, of

eternal damnation.27

For several months Coke remained convinced that a reunion between the

Methodist and Episcopal churches might work. He would have known better if

he had had more contact with Episcopal clergyman like Joseph Grove John

Bend. As Rector of St. Paul’s Church in Baltimore, Bend was in a good position

to assess the Methodist onslaught, particularly since Baltimore Methodism had

experienced several recent waves of revivals. Alarmed at Methodism’s growth,

Bend took a dim view of what he saw as Methodist enthusiasm and ignorance.

In a sermon dated August 29, 1791, he used Ecclesiastes 7:16, “Be not righ-

teous over much” (a favorite of Episcopal priests when dealing with Metho-

dists) to lash out at those of “a warm & gloomy disposition, who abhor the

lukewarmness . . . of the gay world; who deny themselves many innocent en-

joyments; & who, indulging a heated imagination, become arrogant & censori-

ous, thinking & speaking uncharitably of all those whose devotion is more

tranquil.” Bend was particularly troubled at the way that excessive religious
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zeal undermined social authority. “It is impolitic in those in inferior stations, to

set themselves up, as teachers of those above them,” Bend preached. If taken

too far, religious zeal could undermine the stability of society by drawing

workers away from their proper callings (another favorite topic of Episcopal

clergy). “He, who indiscreetly spends in religious exercises to[o] large a portion

of his time, as to break in upon ye allotted to honest industry, runs a risk of

falling into poverty, of involving his family in distress, of neglecting the

education of his children, & of becoming, with health & strength in his

possession, a pensioner on the bounty of another,” declared Bend. He repeated

this sermon three times in Baltimore, continuing to hammer away at its

themes for years to come. Methodists, Bend wrote to William Duke in Novem-

ber 1798, “are, for the most part, persons of the lower classes in life, &

distinguished by . . . ignorance.” Asbury was in Baltimore a month after Bend

first preached his “be not righteous over much” sermon, and he knew that

Bend wasn’t alone among Episcopal clergymen in his resentment of Method-

ism, the depth of which Coke evidently failed to gauge.28

In July 1791 Coke wrote from London to Joseph Benson in Birmingham,

England, that Bishop White had “assured me that every concession would

be made on their parts that was consistent with what they believed to be

Essentials, in order to accomplish so desirable an End as a Re-union of the

two Churches.” Not long after, however, Coke realized that his plan was

doomed. “Permit a friend to drop a caution to you. . . .when you visit this

continent again, come with great care . . . for you are suspected, by some of

your sincere friends, to have conducted yourself when last here with a degree

of unkindness to this connection and especially to our ever worthy brother

A[sbury],” Ezekiel Cooper wrote to Coke on August 11, 1791. “Nothing will

touch the majority of our preachers sooner & more powerfully than to seek the

unjust injury of him [Asbury] who has served them so long & so faithfully,”

Cooper warned.29

Once he realized his mistake, Coke could only hope to control the damage.

In September 1791, he wrote to Asbury pleading that he overlook “the impru-

dence I was led into in preaching Mr. Wesley’s funeral sermon” and “some

other things which you might construe as unkindliness to you.” Even Coke

must have realized that his earlier accusations would be difficult to finesse. His

letters to Asbury became desperate. “You must make allowance for me, con-

sidering the great influence Mr. Wesley had on my mind, and his great

prejudice toward you,” Coke pleaded. “Why don’t you send me your minutes?

Why don’t you write to me?” Asbury’s response, when it came, offered Coke

little comfort. Writing to another preacher in September 1791, Asbury noted

“I wrote to the Doctor [i.e. Coke] that if he came here again he would see
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trouble.” This warning apparently prompted further backtracking on Coke’s

part. In December 1791 Asbury wrote to Edward Dromgoole that “the Doctor

has made most humiliating concessions for his conduct at Charleston, Peters-

burg, and Baltimore, and promises nothing but peace, if he comes here.”

Indeed, writing to Ezekiel Cooper on November 21, 1791, from London, Coke

assured him that when he returned to America it would be “as a Man of

Peace. . . .The time for every thing else is past.”30

New England

Following Coke’s departure inMay 1791, Asbury felt free to put concerns over the

council aside and turn his attention to something more basic. He had always

believed that the church’s primary mission was to preach the gospel as widely as

possible, continually pushing outward to engage the nation’s rapidly expanding

boundaries. One of these regions was New England. “My call this year appears to

be easterly where I have long wished to go, and now providence calls loudly,”

Asburywrote to the preacherDaniel Fidler just two days after learning ofWesley’s

death. Working his way north, Asbury held annual conferences in Baltimore,

Philadelphia, New Jersey, andNewYork before crossing into Connecticut in early

June 1791. No sooner had he crossed the border than he declared the region

spiritually dead, reflecting his own prejudices toward America’s older Calvinist

churches. “We are . . .never out of sight of a house; and sometimeswe have a view

of many churches and steeples, built very neatly of wood; either for use, orna-

ment, piety, policy, or interest—or it may be some of all these,” Asbury wrote.

“I do feel as if there had been religion in this country once; and I apprehend there

is a little in form and theory left. There may have been a praying ministry and

people here; but I fear they are now spiritually dead; and am persuaded that

family and private prayer is very little practiced.” The problem wasn’t that people

refused to listen; indeed they attended “in great multitudes.” But the young

laughed and played in the galleries, and the old seemed “heavy and lifeless.”

New Englanders, Asbury quickly concluded, “must be stirred up to expectmore.”

It was the same wherever he went. In Rhode Island the people appeared “settled

upon their lees,” as also seemed to be the case in Boston.31

Asbury was, in fact, encountering New England Congregationalism at the

end of long spiritual drought. The Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s

had revitalized churches across the region, but this had been followed by

decades of institutional torpor. During the 1790s, New England Congregation-

alism began to regain some of its earlier momentum, partly as a result of its

encounter with Methodism, which challenged the religious status quo in a way
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that ultimately benefited both, at least in terms of growth. According to Samuel

Goodrich, the son of a Connecticut Congregationalist minister, by the 1850s

Methodism had so infiltrated the religious life of New England that “orthodoxy

was in a considerable degree methodized, and Methodism in due time became

orthodoxed.” But the end point of this process was well in the future, and not at

all obvious to Asbury in 1791.32

Why did Asbury go to New England, far from the church’s center of power,

at a time of roiling internal conflict? Considering that less than 1 percent of the

church’s membership lived in the region, there was no pressing need for him to

make this trip. With the fight over the council still undecided, one could hardly

have blamed Asbury if he had chosen to stay in Baltimore or some other

centralized location where he could keep his eye on O’Kelly and actively work

to counter his influence. But these weren’t the kind of concerns that primarily

motivated Asbury. Much as he had done a decade before in Virginia and North

Carolina during the sacramental crisis, he felt compelled to meet the people for

himself, making his own way through the cities and countryside of the land of

the Puritans. In so doing, he set an example for the young itinerants who would

follow him and for the people of the region, for whom “Bishop Asbury” now

becamemore than just a name. IfMethodismwas a hierarchical organization, it

was one in which the pyramid of power was indeed quite flat. This goes a long

way toward explaining the trust that Asbury’s colleagues had in him. Had he

appeared more grasping, more concerned with the trappings of power, it would

have been far easier for critics like O’Kelly to make their charges stick.

At New Haven, Connecticut, Asbury preached to a congregation that

included Ezra Stiles, president of Yale, Samuel Wales, professor of divinity at

Yale, and Jonathan Edwards, son of the great New England theologian and

minister. But when Asbury finished, “no man spoke to me.” He wished to tour

the college grounds, “but no one invited me. The divines were grave, and the

students were attentive; they used me like a fellow-Christian, in coming to hear

me preach, and like a stranger in other respects.” The snub cut deep. To the

professors and students of Yale, he was still the son of a gardener, a metalwor-

ker’s apprentice without a college education. In this context Asbury revealed

part of the motivation that led him to pour so much time, energy, and money

into Cokesbury College. “Should Cokesbury . . . ever furnish the opportunity, I,

in my turn, will requite their behaviour, by treating them as friends, brethren,

and gentlemen,” he wrote in his journal. Like so many religious leaders before

and since, Asbury concluded that if he wasn’t welcome at the best colleges of

his day, he would simply create his own to take their place.33

New England reminded Asbury more of the land of his birth than any

place he had been in America. But the comfort of a familiar landscape didn’t
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make up for the loneliness that began to creep over him. When he tried to

preach in Boston, he had to shout because “the sinners were noisy in the

streets.” He even had a difficult time finding lodging in Boston. “Of their

hospitality I cannot boast,” he wrote after several days in the city. Even on his

first trip to “wicked Charleston,” South Carolina, six years before, “I was kindly

invited to eat and drink by many—here by none.” He longed for Methodist-

style hospitality. Its absence “made me feel and know the worth of Methodists

more than ever.” Inevitably, his health began to suffer, a sure sign that he was

under stress: “My body is fatigued and listless—my spirit tried and tempted:

infirmities cleave to me.”34

Asbury prepared to leave New England in late July 1791 with mixed

emotions. By the end of his tour, he was tired of preaching to unreceptive

audiences and longed “to be with the Methodists again.” The trip hadn’t been

easy (he had ridden about a thousand miles in twomonths), but he had learned

what he needed to know.When he visited Massachusetts again the next year, he

was told that New Englanders “are not to be moved.” Asbury responded: “it is

true, they are too much accustomed to hear systematical preaching to be

moved by a systematical sermon, even from a Methodist; but they have their

feelings, and touch but the right string, and they will be moved.” He now had a

better idea of which strings to pluck, specifically which preachers stood the best

chance of reaching eastern audiences.35

The New England tour offered some respite from the turmoil over the

council, but the problem hadn’t gone away. In the immediate context, unity

would be hard to come by. The church could make room for a great deal of

individual initiative, but there were limits on how far its doctrinal and organi-

zational grid could be stretched. If Asbury needed any additional proof of this,

he did not have to look further than the recent cases of William Glendinning

and William Hammet.
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12

Schism

By the summer of 1785, William Glendinning was losing his mind.

When he tried to sleep, “Let the night be ever so dark, all would

appear like dismal flaming brimstone burning around me.” Twice he

tried to cut his throat with a razor, but couldn’t bring himself to do

it. Friends bound him and took him to a doctor against his will, to no

avail. Soon he began to see the devil—not a vision of Satan, but

Satan himself—lurking about at night, his face “black as any coal—his

eyes and mouth as red as blood, and long white teeth gnashing

together.” At times Satan spoke to him, mocking his wretched

condition and telling him that there was no “mercy for the wretch,

that blasphemes the Holy One of Israel.” Glendinning devotes much

of his memoir to describing these encounters, which continued for

nearly five years. He couldn’t keep his hands still and lost all track of

time. Sleep offered him no respite. In his dreams “the flaming pit” of

hell “would be laid open to my view, burning all around me. . . .Then

would I feel as if the fallen angels had me in their arms, and fastening

the chains of misery round me.” Eventually he tried to kill himself

by tying one end of a rope around a large stone and the other end

around his neck, and then dropping the stone into a deep pool. But

the rope broke and a miserable Glendinning floated downstream to

shallow water.1

He hadn’t always been like this. Born in Moffatt, Scotland, in

1747, Glendinning entered an apprenticeship to a tailor at age

thirteen, after the death of his father. Finishing the apprenticeship at



seventeen, he “had a ramblingmind,” wandering from city to town in southern

Scotland and northern England while working at his trade. Twice he had

visions in which “the earth and all the elements appeared, to my view, as all

in a flame of fire.” When he was nineteen his mother died, leaving him a

modest inheritance. Glendinning used this money to buy passage to America,

arriving in Alexandria, Virginia, in June 1767. He soon moved to Annapolis,

Maryland, where he became “outwardly wicked, and lost all fear of offending

God.” A year or so later he moved to Baltimore, where he again had the vision

of fire consuming the earth. It was also in Baltimore that he first heard

Methodist preaching. At first he stood “looking on, and laughing,” but soon

the preacher’s words found their mark, filling Glendinning with “great terror

and a deep sense of my lost state.” After a subsequent meeting, Glendinning

went into a field to pray and seek “deliverance” from “this deplorable condi-

tion,” when “suddenly there shone (or seemed to shine) a light from heaven

around me. I immediately felt the burden of sin removed, and my heart was

put in possession of the PEACE, which cometh from GOD alone.” He soon

began to speak in public, joining the itinerancy in 1773 or 1774, teamed with

Philip Gatch on the Kent circuit in Maryland. For the next decade he rode

circuits, mostly in the South, paired with some of early Methodism’s leading

preachers. So far, his career seemed thoroughly typical. Much of Glendinning’s

story—a humble family background, limited education, apprenticeship at a

trade, a restless spirit and thirst for travel, supernatural visions and prophetic

dreams, a dramatic conversion, and a quick transition from convert to preach-

er—resembled that of most Methodist preachers.2

About 1784 Glendinning’s story took a bizarre turn. While riding the

Brunswick circuit, he began to question “whether the Scriptures were the

truths of God or not?” These doubts “brought my mind into such a state of

perplexity and confusion that almost every thing began to wear a gloomy

aspect, by night and by day, awake or asleep.” His “atheistical inquiries” took

“such deep root” in him “that my mind got more and more darkened, and I lost

sight of my reconciled God, and all spiritual comforts departed from me.”

“Darkened” in his “understanding,” he “became wretched inmy soul . . . so that

every place, person, or thing, that I saw, or knew, was almost constantly an

offence to me.” Even so, Glendinning’s colleagues had enough confidence in

him to propose electing him an elder at the 1784 Christmas Conference. But

Glendinning refused to have his ordination tied to any specific appointment,

so the conference passed him over. Instead, Glendinning was reappointed to

the Brunswick circuit. He soon overcame his “atheistical” doubts, but re-

mained “the most miserable and wretched of all beings.” In 1785 Asbury

appointed Glendinning to the important Sussex circuit in Virginia, though
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by that time he was sleeping little and quickly coming unhinged. Haunted by

fears that he was damned for all eternity, Glendinning quit traveling in June

1785, going to live with first one friend and then another.

Methodists across Virginia and North Carolina eventually learned of Glen-

dinning’s condition. In April 1790, while riding the Greenville circuit in North

Carolina, James Meacham “heard from that poor Man Glendinning, he is still

as bad as ever—no hope of his recovery.” A few days later Meacham passed

within three miles of Glendinning’s residence, taking the opportunity to again

comment on “the Shoking condition of W.G. . . .he is like a Man Fatally void of

Rational reason[;] he is fearful.” Others passed through fires of temptation

and periods of doubt, but Glendinning’s condition transcended the usual

spiritual struggles. Methodists acknowledged that a loss of mental balance

could be either spiritual or physiological in nature, but whatever its origin,

Glendinning’s state seemed extraordinary.3

Eventually Glendinning had what amounted to a second conversion expe-

rience, in which he “instantly knew” “the same comfort as when I was first

brought to the Lord’s pardoning love.” But the five-year ordeal changed him

forever. He now “clearly saw the great evil of people’s laying so much stress

upon their own particular systems of doctrine, forms of church government,

and modes of worship.” When he considered becoming a Methodist preacher

again, he “saw I should not stand in that order,” since abiding by the church’s

rules would only “hinder my usefulness.” News of Glendinning’s recovery

reached Asbury. When the two met, Asbury told him that he would have to

take a regular appointment if he wanted to preach in Methodist churches.

Glendinning agreed to attend the upcoming annual conference in Petersburg

in April 1791, but refused to take a circuit appointment. At the Petersburg

conference, Thomas Coke took the lead in questioning Glendinning about his

experiences and intentions, at one point telling him that his encounters with

the devil “were only imaginary.” Meeting again in December 1791, the confer-

ence wrote a letter to Glendinning, signed by twenty-one preachers, including

Asbury and O’Kelly, informing him that they would no longer allow him to

speak in Methodist churches.4

Why the conference turned Glendinning away isn’t as obvious as it first

seems. In response to Coke, Glendinning pointed out that Methodists held in

high regard many people who claimed to have had, or at least believed in the

possibility of, physical encounters with beings from the spirit world, including

Richard Baxter and John Wesley himself. Wesley’s Arminian Magazine, the

monthly periodical of British Methodism, contains dozens of sensational

stories of the supernatural in everyday life. At times it reads like a supermarket

tabloid, with stories of ghosts appearing to reveal the identity of a murderer,

SCHISM 205



convince an atheist of the error of his ways, and warn a duke of a murder plot

against him. It includes accounts of a murder prevented by a prophetic dream,

a boy who could identify the location of underground water, episodes of

witchcraft, and so on. Closer to home, the church had recently published

Freeborn Garrettson’s journal, in which he claimed on one occasion to have

wrestled in the night with the devil, who appeared as “a cat” or “a great rat.”

A couple of weeks before the Virginia conference wrote to Glendinning in 1791,

Philip Bruce, presiding elder for northern Virginia, wrote, “We have a variety of

books—but none more entertaining than Bro. Garrettson’s Experience & tra-

vels—these will sell.” Meanwhile, Garrettson served as presiding elder over the

Albany district in upstate New York, one of the church’s fastest growing and

most important regions. In 1794, the British Arminian Magazine published

excerpts from Garrettson’s journal as its feature article for ten consecutive

months, an honor granted to no other American.5 Nor was Garrettson’s ac-

count unique, as the experiences of preachers such as Benjamin Abbott (whose

autobiography the church published in 1801) demonstrate.6 To Glendinning,

there seemed little reason why the church should reject his account, since it

seemed to fall squarely within Methodism’s supernaturalist tradition.

Yet there were differences. None of the other preachers had descended

into anything like Glendinning’s kaleidoscope world. After all, Wesley and

Garrettson hadn’t been confined to a small cabin for five years while they

raved like a lunatic about Satan dragging them bodily into hell. Moreover,

some still doubted Glendinning’s mental stability. When Asbury heard him

preach in December 1790, he concluded that Glendinning was still “not right

in his head.” What made Glendinning suspect wasn’t that he claimed to have

seen the devil, but that the experience dominated his life. He had lost his mind

for five years, and not everyone was sure that he had it back.

For Asbury there was an even more important concern. The experiences of

Garrettson, Abbott, and others like them had led them into the church, not out

of it. If more than a few preachers followed Glendinning’s lead and refused to

take regular circuit appointments, the whole itinerant system would collapse.

During one of their meetings, Glendinning recounts that Asbury told him,

“The door was open for me to come in among them, but that their government

could not give way,—for if they were all to plead as I did, what would become of

their government?” Glendinning and Asbury exchanged a series of letters and

met at least twice over the next three years, but the result was always the same:

Glendinning refused to take a regular appointment and Asbury refused to

sanction his preaching at large. The issue went to the core of Methodist polity.

By his own admission, Glendinning felt compelled to tell anyone who would

listen that the Methodist connection was “unscriptural,” that the conduct of
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many of their preachers toward him was “unchristian,” and that the power

Asbury possessed as bishop “was too great for any human being.”7 For the next

several years Glendinning repeatedly sought readmission to the itinerancy on

an at-large basis, but the annual conferences consistently turned him down.

Still, his protests clearly added fuel to the fire of dissent already smoldering in

Virginia. In the end, Glendinning was the kind of well-intentioned but nar-

rowly focused zealot that organizations always have a difficult time dealing

with. Convinced that he had a commission directly from God, he expected

everyone in his path to yield to the voice of the Lord.8

Hammet

While Glendinning fought the devil and Asbury in Virginia, William Hammet

launched a similar campaign against episcopal Methodism in South Carolina.

Thomas Coke had brought Hammet to Charleston, South Carolina, from the

West Indies for fear that he would die if he stayed in the tropics. An Irish

Methodist preacher, Hammet had come to the Caribbean after John Wesley

ordained him in July 1786 for missionary work in the Americas. Originally

appointed to Newfoundland, Hammet’s ship was blown off course during a

spectacular storm, landing him instead on the island of St. Kitts in January

1787.9 For the next two years Hammet worked diligently to preach the gospel

on the island. When Coke returned to St. Kitts in January 1789, he transferred

Hammet to the island of Tortola. Hammet later continued on to Jamaica,

where Coke found him in January 1791 with a raging fever, in an “immaciated

state, with my face ulcerated,” as Hammet later wrote. Determined that “noth-

ing should be omitted that might any way contribute to save so valuable a life,”

Coke decided that Hammet should accompany him to the United States. After

surviving a shipwreck on Edisto Island, the two arrived in Charleston on

February 23, 1791.10

Hammet made such a favorable impression on the Methodists of Charles-

ton that they quickly decided they must have him for their preacher. Asbury,

who was in Charleston at the time, confided his misgivings in his journal on

March 1, 1791: “I am somewhat distressed at the uneasiness of our people, who

claim a right to choose their own preachers; a thing quite new amongst

Methodists. None but Mr. Hammett will do for them. We shall see how it

will end.” At first Asbury resisted, but Hammet followed him up the coast to

plead his case. Hemet Asbury in Philadelphia in May, bearing “a wonderful list

of petitioners” requesting his appointment to Charleston. “To this, as far as

I had to say, I submitted,” Asbury noted in his journal. Rather than force the
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issue from a distance, he decided to give Hammet some slack and see how

events would play out. Hammet continued on to New York City, returned to

Philadelphia, and then spent six weeks preaching in Baltimore and Annapolis

before finally arriving back in Charleston toward the end of July. There he

discovered that the other twopreachers appointed toCharleston, JamesParks and

the district’s presiding elder, Reuben Ellis, considered him the third preacher in

Charleston rather than the preacher in charge. Offended, Hammet left the

church around Christmas 1791 and took to preaching in the town market.11

When Asbury returned to Charleston in February 1792, he found “a great

commotion among the people, excited by the conduct of William Hammett,

who has divided the society in Charleston, and taken to himself some chaff

and some wheat,” about twenty members in all. Asbury feared that they would

soon gain control of the Charleston meetinghouse. “We are considered by

him as seceders from Methodism!—because we do not wear gowns and

powder; and because we did not pay sufficient respect to Mr. Wesley!” Asbury

marveled. This last point, that American Methodists had disregarded Wesley,

was the one that Hammet focused on in an upcoming pamphlet war with

Thomas Morrell, John Dickins, and Thomas Coke. Hammet had traveled

extensively with Coke in early 1791 when Coke was at the height of his

opposition to Asbury’s leadership. As a British Methodist, Hammet was prob-

ably predisposed to distrust Asbury anyway. To what degree Coke and Hammet

influenced one another at this critical juncture is difficult to say, but once in

America Hammet quickly came to believe that the American church was an

illegitimate substitute for Wesley’s authority. Hammet was amazed that Amer-

ican Methodists had allowed “themselves to be trammell’d with the most rigid

Episcopacy in the world except that of the Church of Rome.” His journal refers

to American Methodism as “Mr. Asbury’s connection,” as opposed to “Mr.

Wesley’s connection.” Professing himself to be “no friend of overgrown epis-

copacy, and an enemy to arbitrary power,” he called on American Methodists to

eliminate the offices of bishop and presiding elder, and to do away with the

council in favor of a general conference of all the preachers. Presaging one of

James O’Kelly’s demands, Hammet also called for a rule allowing preachers to

challenge their circuit appointments if they were unhappy, lest the bishop and

elders “worry any man out of the itinerant connexion.”12

John Dickins, head of the church’s printing operations in Philadelphia,

responded to Hammet’s attack in a pamphlet, Friendly Remarks on the Late

Proceedings of the Rev. Mr. Hammet, published in Philadelphia in September

1792. Dickins pointed out that in meetings with Asbury and others, Hammet

had been vague about whether and when he might return to the West Indies,

and he had also taken several months to return to Charleston from the North.
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Was it not therefore prudent to appoint other preachers to Charleston? But

Dickins’s real concern was with Asbury’s reputation, which he asserted rested

more on the bishop’s “actions” than on his “words only.” Asbury’s “diligent,

laborious and constant mode of travelling has given to thousands an opportu-

nity of knowing him well,” evidence once again of Asbury’s ability to connect

with people at large. To Hammet’s charge that Asbury acted arbitrarily in

stationing the preachers, Dickins responded that considering Asbury had two

hundred preachers to station each year, “we are left to wonder how he conducts

the whole with so much ease, and so little appearance of changeability,” or

favoritism. Dickins’s answer to Hammet’s proposal that preachers be allowed

to appeal their appointments is telling considering the storm that would soon

break when O’Kelly made the same proposal. Dickins didn’t argue that

Asbury’s appointments were always perfect, but that they were reasonable,

and that the church’s larger mission demanded that everyone sacrifice for the

common good. Otherwise, “every one might object to his station, and what

confusion would there be in a conference where every one is dissatisfied!”13

Meanwhile, Hammet went to work building a new denomination, which

he called the Primitive Methodist Church. He built a large church in Charles-

ton, enlisting at least four preachers who had briefly itinerated under Asbury:

Philip Mathews, James Johnstone (or Johnson), Adam Cloud, and John

Phillips, along with a former colleague from the Caribbean, William Brazier.

Together they expanded the Primitive Methodist Connection into North

Carolina and Georgia, and launched several missions in the Caribbean. Yet

Hammet didn’t get the widespread support from Methodists in America or

Britain he hoped for. Coke, in particular, abandoned whatever commitment he

may have had to Hammet in the wake of Wesley’s death and his efforts to patch

things up with Asbury, convincing the British Conference to do the same. In

August 1792 the British Conference wrote to Asbury informing him that,“[we]

esteem union and concord among brethren as one of the greatest blessings,

and therefore do most deeply disapprove of the Schism which Wm. Hammett

has made in the city of Charleston, and do acknowledge no further connection

with him who could attempt to rend the body of Christ.” When Coke returned

to Antigua in February 1793 for the West Indies conference, he convinced the

twelve preachers present to sign a similar declaration denouncing “the rent” that

Hammet had created in the church and disowning “all connexion with him.”14

Hammet responded in kind. In October 1792 he published a pamphlet

accusing Coke of causing the death of two missionaries in the Caribbean by

treating them “cruelly, unjustly and unchristianly,” mismanaging the West

Indies missions and buying slaves. The first two charges were a matter of

debate, but the third wasn’t. In 1791 Coke had sent a missionary, John Baxter,
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and school teachers, Mr. and Mrs. Joyce, to the island of St. Vincent. There they

built a schoolhouse after the island’s legislature gave the church 150 acres of

land to create a mission to the native Caribs. Coke claims that he raised £1,500

in subscriptions and gave another £500 himself, but it still wasn’t enough to

support the mission. Reasoning that the land grant was “a providential gift,”

Coke agreed to purchase slaves (six to ten in all, according to Hammet) to plant

coffee and cotton on the mission’s land, reasoning that they “would certainly be

treated by us in the tenderest manner.” Even for Coke this was a remarkable

decision, given his earlier strident opposition to slavery in the American South.

Yet as was so often the case, he was swayed by immediate circumstances and

those closest at hand. No sooner had he left the island than he began to have

second thoughts. A few months later Coke wrote to the mission from Balti-

more that they could not keep the slaves “on any consideration.” Coke claims

that he bore the cost of their emancipation, but the damage was done. “Dr.

C has printed and preached against negro traffic, how consistent was he then, to

give orders to purchase them upon any pretence whatever?” asked Hammet.15

Hammet’s inconsistencies made him a less effective critic than he might

have been. John Phillips, whomHammet ordained in 1795, left the church in a

matter of weeks. The next year he published his own account accusing

Hammet of being an autocrat, drunkard, freemason, and slaveholder who

“openly and avowedly declared perpetual slavery to be right.” In fact, by January

1795Hammet had purchased a slave of his own. When Coke visited Charleston

in late 1796, he smirked that Hammet had now “gained a sufficiency of

money” to buy a plantation and “stock it with slaves; though no one was

more strenuous against slavery than he, while destitute of the power of

enslaving.” Hammet’s early success quickly faded. “Poor William Hammett is

now come to nothing,” Coke wrote in late 1796. “When he began his schism,

his popularity was such, that he soon erected a Church, nearly, if not quite, as

large as our New-Chapel in London; which was crowded in the Lord’s-day. But,

alas! he has now upon Sunday evenings, only about thirty white people with

their dependent blacks.”16

Still, Hammet’s schism grated on Asbury to the end of his life. For

someone who struggled with insecurity anyway, it was bitterly disappointing

to lose friends under the weight of Hammet’s criticisms. Asbury characteristi-

cally responded by trying to win them back in person, one at a time, even if it

took years. William Capers, who later became a Methodist preacher, noted that

his father had been one of the earliest converts to Methodism in Charleston,

joining the church in 1786. Asbury often stayed in Capers’s home until he

joined Hammet’s schism in the 1790s. The elder Capers and Asbury weren’t

reconciled until 1808, when they met at a camp meeting near Camden, South
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Carolina. Though it had been seventeen years since they had seen each other,

Asbury remembered the names of Capers’s children and asked after them “as if

it had been a few months,” according to the younger Capers. Asbury had

forgotten none of it.17

Hammet and Glendinning were too unstable to successfully challenge

Asbury’s authority over the American church as a whole. But together they

helped to set the stage for one who could, James O’Kelly, by creating an

atmosphere in which Asbury’s authority seemed vulnerable. For Asbury

these were difficult times, but not without their lessons. Glendinning and

Hammet were real-life examples of the risk of compromising the itinerant

system. The danger posed by their demands served to focus Asbury’s resolve to

defend connectional preaching at nearly any cost. At stake, in his mind, were

the souls of countless Americans who might not hear the gospel if he couldn’t

send preachers where they were most needed, rather than leaving them where

they were most comfortable. Particularly alarming to Asbury was Hammet’s

demand to stay in Charleston on what amounted to a permanent basis. “It will

never do for preachers to rise up in a district and never move out of it for three

or four years,” he wrote to Nelson Reed in January 1792 as he hurried from

Virginia to South Carolina to deal with Hammet.18

O’Kelly

Asbury arrived in Baltimore four days before the opening of the first quadren-

nial General Conference feeling “awful.” He had just completed an exhausting

seven-month tour fromGeorgia through Kentucky to New England and back to

Maryland. In Kentucky he was “seized with a severe flux,” an eighteenth-

century synonym for diarrhea. The pain was “as severe . . . as, perhaps, I ever

felt,” but still he pressed on. For relief he ate rhubarb and drank a bottle of

“good claret.” Worse was the turmoil building ahead of the General Confer-

ence. Even the dependable Garrettson gave Asbury an earful as the two traveled

together across Garrettson’s district the week prior to the New York conference.

“We had some close conversation on church government. On this subject there

is not a perfect unanimity of sentiment,” Garrettson recorded in his journal.19

Not quite half of the church’s 266 itinerant preachers showed up for the

General Conference, which opened on November 1, 1792.20 They arrived in a

mood to do something to limit episcopal authority, insuring that they wouldn’t

have anything like Asbury’s ill-fated council foisted on them again. No sooner

had the conference convened than James O’Kelly launched his assault on

Asbury’s episcopal powers. On the second day O’Kelly put forward a motion
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that “After the Bishop appoints the Preachers at Conference to their several

circuits, if any one think himself injured by the appointment, he shall have

liberty to appeal to the Conference and state his objections; and if the Confer-

ence approve his objections, the Bishop shall appoint him to another circuit.”

At this point O’Kelly probably still expected Coke’s support. Prior to leaving for

England in May 1791, Coke issued a circular letter in which he called for the

“abolition” of American Methodism’s “arbitrary aristocracy,” meaning Asbury’s

episcopal powers. Coke proposed that the district conferences elect the presid-

ing elders rather than allow the bishops to appoint them, and that “an appeal

[be] allowed each preacher on the reading of the stations.” This was essentially

the same proposal that O’Kelly now made. At the time of his 1791 circular

letter, Coke was, in the words of one historian, “a radical of the radicals.”

“A good superintendent is but a man, and a man is fond of power . . . [and]

may become a tyrant, or be succeeded by one,” Coke wrote in May 1791.21 But

by the fall of 1792 he had completely changed course, as O’Kelly now learned.

He later wrote that Coke’s arrival in Baltimore had “revived me, for I thought

my best friend had come to town.” But he quickly discovered “that Thomas had

taken the alarm! . . .he had stepped over to the strongest side, and left me to

suffer.”22

Even without Coke’s backing, O’Kelly could still count on considerable

support. As debate raged over the next three days, a number of preachers took

the floor to defend O’Kelly’s motion, including Hope Hull, who had just spent

five months traveling with Asbury from Georgia to Connecticut, William

McKendree, a rising star who had preached under O’Kelly’s supervision for

the past five years, and Freeborn Garrettson. Characteristically, Asbury took

little part in the public debate, preferring instead to work “behind the screen,”

as O’Kelly later put it. Early on, it looked as though the majority of the preach-

ers would vote in O’Kelly’s favor. They assumed there would be few of the kind

of appeals that O’Kelly’s motion allowed for. “For myself, at first I did not see

any thing very objectionable in it,” Thomas Ware later recalled. Ware had never

liked the council. The present motion appealed to him because it reaffirmed

the authority of the conferences and their right to pass judgment on the

bishops’ decisions.23

Complaining of a cold, Asbury withdrew from the conference early on,

sending a letter of explanation. In it, he urged the preachers to look beyond

themselves, especially in the matter of circuit appointments. “Are you sure that,

if you please yourselves, the people will be as fully satisfied?” Asbury asked.

“They often say, ‘Let us have such a preacher;’ and sometimes, ‘we will not have

such a preacher—we will sooner pay him to stay at home.’ Perhaps I must say,

‘his appeal forced him upon you.’” This was, of course, the crux of the matter
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with regard to the effectiveness of the itinerant system, as the majority of the

preachers now realized. If the preachers were allowed to look to their own

comfort, “easy and wealthy circuits” might become “crowded with preachers,

while poor circuits would be left desolate,” seriously compromising the

church’s ability to continually push outward, as one of the preachers pointed

out during the debate. Sending a letter rather than appearing in person was

predictable on Asbury’s part. A simple cold would hardly have slowed him down

on most occasions, but large assemblies were a different matter, particularly

when they promised public debate with quick-witted opponents. He simply

couldn’t bring himself to face the prospect, no matter the consequences.24

As the debate progressed, the tone of O’Kelly’s supporters soon alarmed

Ware and many of his colleagues. Had the motion been “differently managed,”

Ware believed that it might have passed. “But when it came to be debated,

I very much disliked the spirit of those who advocated it, and wondered at the

severity” that those “who spoke in favour of it indulged in the course of their

remarks.” “O Heavens! Are we not Americans!” Hope Hull exclaimed at one

point. “Did not our fathers bleed to free their sons from the British yoke? and

shall we be slaves to ecclesiastical oppression? What, no appeal of an injured

brother? Are these things so? Am I in my senses?” “We are far gone into

POPERY!” added Stephen Davis, another of O’Kelly’s allies. As he listened to

this debate, John Kobler’s reaction was similar to Thomas Ware’s. “I was struck

with fear that some of the brethren was rather too warm, & by the delivering

their arguments, was giving way to a false zeal,” Kobler wrote in his journal.

What at first had seemed a straightforward proposal to assure that everyone

received fair treatment now took on a more ominous cast. Many now realized

that what O’Kelly really intended was to do away with the present itinerant

system, remaking Methodism into a loose confederation of nearly autonomous

districts. In particular, he was determined to secure his grip over the circuits of

Southside Virginia, where he had preached for more than ten years and served

as presiding elder since 1785, with as many as twenty-eight preachers under his

supervision. “A consolidated government is always bad,” O’Kelly wrote to a

friend shortly after the General Conference. Realizing this, the preachers voted

overwhelmingly to reject O’Kelly’s motion on the evening of the fourth day.25

In the end, it was Asbury’s conception of the itinerancy that the preachers

voted to protect. “The sacrifice that a preacher makes in giving up his choice,

and going wherever he is appointed, is not small. But no one is worthy of the

name of a travelling preacher, that does not cheerfully go any where he can, for

the general good,” William Watters wrote with this issue in mind. “Better

many individuals suffer, than the work at large.” This was more than idle

speculation on Watters’s part. Like nearly all itinerants, he had endured
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appointments not at all to his liking. In 1782 Asbury had appointed Watters to

the Fluvanna circuit in Virginia, far from his wife and home in Maryland,

despite the fact that Watters had been battling malaria for most of the past year.

He continued in poor health all that year and into the next, when he was

appointed to the Hanover circuit, “as far from home, and nearly as laborious, as

the one I just left.” “I have often thought my going to those appointments,

amongst the unhappiest circumstances in my life,” Watters later reflected. But

even this experience didn’t diminish his faith in the itinerant system. Those

who opposed O’Kelly did so not because they feared democracy, but because

they sensed that following O’Kelly’s path risked fragmenting the church. No

one wanted to be responsible for creating more Hammets or Glendinnings.

O’Kelly was right about the council, as just about everyone except Asbury

realized from the start, but his solution was no better.26

The day after losing the vote on his motion, O’Kelly and three of his

supporters, including McKendree but not Garrettson, left the conference.

O’Kelly sent a letter to the conference, saying that “he was always afraid our

Superintendents was on a stretch for power,” according to John Kobler. “This

breach gave a Sudden Shock to the whole body and every member I believe

bore its part; tears flowed from every face,” Kobler recorded in his journal. The

conference appointed a committee of three, including Garrettson, to try to talk

O’Kelly into coming back, but to no avail. “Many tears were shed, but we were

not able to reconcile him to the decision of the conference,” Garrettson wrote

in his journal. “His wound was deep, and apparently incurable.”27

The drama wasn’t over, however. Garrettson and his committee reported

back to the conference that though they hadn’t convinced O’Kelly to return,

they still believed that “God was with” him. Angered by even this limited show

of support for O’Kelly, Coke, acting as the conference president in Asbury’s

absence, declared that the dissidents had “done violence to their public faith” by

splitting the church. When someone challenged this reading of events, Coke

“in great warmth . . . offered to stake his salvation, on pain of damnation, to the

truth of his assertion.” Hearing an account of this exchange, O’Kelly wrote a

note to Coke accusing him of betraying “thy trust to me and others” and

demanding “Christian satisfaction.” The charge was largely true, of course,

and Coke responded by meeting with the Virginia preachers that night to

apologize for his “false zeal.” Quick to anger, Coke was equally quick to

admit his mistakes. But the damage was done, and O’Kelly remained alienated

from the church.28

Asbury was different from either Coke or O’Kelly. All three were men of

deep and abiding faith, but each had a different sense of his place in Method-

ism and public life. For all of his zeal, O’Kelly’s writings convey a deep sense of
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personal grievances long nurtured. Unimpressed by the aristocracy of wealth,

he never caved in to the allure of respectability, even to the degree that Asbury

did in supporting Cokesbury College. Yet for all his populism, O’Kelly craved

personal recognition. His writings about the events leading up to the General

Conference say little about the people or the place of Methodism in their lives.

Everything is construed as a struggle between the preachers and the bishops,

or, more specifically, between himself and Asbury. Episcopal Methodism was

flawed not because it failed to take the gospel to the lost (its core mission), but

because it threatened to subordinate O’Kelly’s role in that enterprise. He would

later complain, in 1801, that he had “spent the prime of my days for the

salvation of an unthankful people.”29

Coke was less self-absorbed than O’Kelly, but more aristocratic. Only Coke

could have been so insensitive to the opinions of ordinary Methodists to believe

that there was any chance of a reunion with the Episcopal Church. A gentle-

man at heart, Coke believed that others would listen to him out of respect for

his education and social standing. They often did, but there were limits. For all

his good intentions, Coke was an interloper in America who never stayed long

enough to really understand the church he pretended to lead. His propensity to

change his mind only made it that much more unlikely that American Metho-

dists would trust him. They respected his piety and education, but not always

his judgment. Where O’Kelly was a localist whose interests didn’t extend past a

slice of the South, Coke came off as an international gadfly.

Asbury jealously guarded the itinerant system and had little patience for

critics on this point. He was too stubbornly single-minded to allow that

anything mattered more than preaching the gospel; but so long as Methodists

accepted this, he had their support. His willingness to withdraw from key

debates had a lot to do with how much the preachers trusted him. If he was a

tyrant, it was in the most subtle of ways, as even O’Kelly acknowledged. After

reading the published portion of Asbury’s journal in September 1795, James

Meacham, a former ally of O’Kelly’s, concluded that its “whole tenor” depicted

“an upright soul.” If Asbury asked some preachers to take difficult backcountry

circuits, they could hardly complain that he was asking more of them than of

himself. Asbury’s poverty was apparent to all, and those who suggested that he

was secretly hoarding funds (as O’Kelly had) only damaged their credibility.

“Where is all that he has been heaping up for near these forty years?” asked

WilliamWatters in 1806, though the question would have worked just as well in

1792. “Of allmen that I have knownhe is inmy estimation, the clearest of the love

of money, and the most free to give away his all, in every sense of the word.”30

The preachers also trusted Asbury’s hard-won organizational wisdom. He

knewmore about not only Methodism but rural America than probably anyone
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alive. Who else had traveled the back roads of the nation as extensively for so

many years? Coke and O’Kelly clearly surpassed Asbury as public speakers and

might have matched him in piety and zeal, but they didn’t know America or

American Methodists as he did. Equally important, Asbury had a remarkable

ability to accurately assess what each community needed. The people of any

region had “feelings,” as Asbury had noted in New England. The secret was to

“touch the right string” so that “they will be moved.” It was a thin line to walk,

and Asbury sometimes failed in the attempt (as with the rules against slavery

in the South), but few imagined that anyone else could have done better. The

preachers didn’t always like their appointments, but most knew that no one

else could have made better choices on the whole. Asbury had reached too far

with the council, but considering the inefficiency of the annual conference

system it was easy to see why. Having reasserted the authority of the conferences,

the preachers were satisfied to leave the day-to-day management of the church in

Asbury’s hands, content to watch him work himself to death on their behalf.

Neither side really wanted a schism, but over the next several months

misunderstanding and distrust grew on both sides. Since O’Kelly was “almost

worn out,” at Asbury’s suggestion the Virginia conference, which met near

Petersburg in November 1792, agreed to pay him £40 a year and allow him to

continue preaching in Methodist churches, provided he was “peaceable, and

forbore to excite divisions among the brethren.” O’Kelly saw these conditions

as yet another indication of Asbury’s deceitfulness. “Here we discover the

unscriptural degree of power over the people,” O’Kelly wrote. “If Francis

gives a grant to any minister to preach . . . their doors must be open. Then, if

Francis sends his authority to shut the doors against the same minister, none

must open. This is ‘the power of the keys.’” O’Kelly said that he accepted the

offer of the pulpits, but not the money. Later, he claimed that Asbury sent him

£10, which he considered a gift and used to buy a horse. Others claimed that

O’Kelly drew the money from the book funds, knowing that it was part of

the £40 salary. When an elder (probably Ira Ellis) accused O’Kelly of stirring

up discord while taking money from the church, O’Kelly replied that

“surely . . . ‘you did not intend it as hush money.’ The people will ask, and

I shall teach.” Whatever the source of the money, O’Kelly had a point. Asbury’s

attempt to influence him indirectly, in this case using money, was exactly the

kind of manipulation that had infuriated O’Kelly so often in the past. But

O’Kelly was equally unrealistic if he expected the church leadership to publish

his preaching appointments and open their meetinghouses so that he could

condemn them from their own pulpits.31

By late 1793 there seemed no alternative short of separation. That Decem-

ber, O’Kelly and his followers met in conference, agreeing to form a new
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church on a more democratic footing. Calling themselves the Republican

Methodist Church, they drew in as many as 1,000 former Methodists. “Repub-

lican” was a popular term in Virginia politics; at the same time that O’Kelly

launched his revolt against Asbury, Thomas Jefferson’s and James Madison’s

Republican party was taking shape in opposition to the Federalists. What could

be more American (or at least more Virginian) than a republican church? The

new church, led by O’Kelly and the former Methodists preachers John Allen,

Rice Haggard, and John Robertson, “formed our ministers on an equality; gave

the lay-members a balance of power in the legislature; and left the executive

business in the church collectively,” according to O’Kelly. But what exactly did

that mean in practice? To answer this question, the Republican Methodists met

again in August 1794 in Surry County, Virginia, where O’Kelly had owned a

farm before entering the itinerancy and where his wife had grown up. They

agreed to “lay aside every manuscript, and take the word of God, as recorded in

the scriptures” as its guide. They also rejected the office of bishop (“The bishop

wasmore despised by them, than any otherman,” Jesse Lee noted), but kept the

office of elder, rejoicing to discover that the “primitive [meaning New Testa-

ment] church government, which came down from heaven, was a republic.”32

One of the young Virginia preachers who might have followed O’Kelly was

James Meacham. He had spent most of his career under O’Kelly’s supervision

and admired his opposition to the council and slavery. After the General

Conference, Meacham took up his appointment on the Mecklenburg circuit,

in the heart of O’Kelly’s territory, and occasionally traveled with O’Kelly

and heard him preach. Yet by March 1793 Meacham had concluded that

O’Kelly and his followers were guilty of “Gross inconsistency” in their “protest

against . . . against Mr. A[sbur]y . . .which I cannot reconcile to my reason.”33

By July 1794 James Meacham had begun referring to O’Kelly’s followers as

“the schismatics.” He was particularly dismayed at the way the Republican

Methodists attempted to draw a connection between politics and religion.

Following their conference in August 1794, Meacham dined with a man who

“told me that it was fully believed by many (from the conduct & conversation of

Mr. O’K) that the Original Methodist[s] could not be any thing else but (in fact)

enemies to the Constitution of the States. . . .O! the Maliciousness of men,”

fumed Meacham. Apart from using politics, Meacham also believed that the

Republican Methodists had begun to compromise their opposition to slavery.

On July 31, 1795, Meacham preached at the home of the itinerant Henry

Willis’s father. There he met Abel Olive, who the year before “came to our

conference and offered to travel . . . but he being interrogated closely on Slavery

he took umbrage & left us & now is in connection with Mr. O’K.” By this time

the deep respect that Meacham had once felt for O’Kelly was gone.34
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What dismayed Meacham amused the Episcopal priest Devereux Jarratt.

Writing to a friend in March 1794, Jarratt took undisguised glee in noting the

growing hostilities between the rival Methodist groups in southern Virginia.

“O’Kelly does great things in the devisive way and I dare say he will make

Asbury’s Mitre set very uneasy on his head, so as to give sensible pain to his

heart, and it may be to such a degree, that he may sincerely wish Dr. Coke had

never given him a Mitre at all,” chuckled Jarratt.35

O’Kelly and most of his followers soon changed their church’s name from

the Republican Methodists to the Christian Connection or Christian Church

(though some kept the old name and left to form a separate group), gaining as

many as 20,000 members in the South and West by 1809, though for the

most part they remained centered in southern Virginia and northern North

Carolina. For the moment O’Kelly’s challenge was a serious blow to the

Methodist Episcopal Church. Largely as a result, Virginia membership fell

from a peak of 17,605 in 1793 to 13,288 in 1799, a loss of more than 4,300

members. Yet in the long run, the impact of the O’Kelly schism was less

dramatic than it appeared at the time. While the Methodist Episcopal Church

continued to expand across the nation as a whole, the O’Kelly-ites remained

geographically confined. By 1810 Jesse Lee believed that their numbers were

declining. O’Kelly’s new church may have been more strictly democratic, but as

a result it was also less able to distribute its resources widely and more prone to

bogging down in local controversies.36

One final thread worth following in the O’Kelly story concerns William

McKendree. Born in KingWilliam County, Virginia, on July 6, 1757, McKendree

volunteered to fight on the American side during the revolution. He was at

Yorktown when Cornwallis surrendered, though he was always reluctant to

discuss his war experiences. Awakened during the Virginia revival in the second

half of the 1770s, he was finally converted during the powerful 1787 revival that

swept through the Brunswick circuit, where McKendree lived. In 1788 he joined

the traveling connection on trial and was appointed to theMecklenburg circuit in

O’Kelly’s district. From then until 1792, McKendree served exclusively under

O’Kelly. During these years O’Kelly convinced McKendree, as McKendree later

wrote to Asbury, “of the imminent danger of near-approaching ruin which our

then flourishing Church would in all probability suffer” because of “the want of

religion in a party of leading characters,” principally Asbury, “whose unbounded

thirst for power andmoney, as I understood him,was to pull downdestruction on

the Church of God.”As a result, McKendree was one of the preachers who pulled

out of the 1792 General Conference and rode out of town with O’Kelly.37

McKendree didn’t attend the Virginia district conference held inManchester

a few weeks later. Instead, he sent a letter of resignation to Asbury, declining
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to take a circuit appointment for the coming year. Yet it wasn’t long before he

began to have doubts. Reminiscent of John Dickins more than a decade before,

shortly after the Manchester conference Asbury invited McKendree to ride with

him for awhile. After a few days, McKendree began to have second thoughts

about Asbury, O’Kelly, and their respective motives. Asbury just didn’t seem the

tyrant and fraud that O’Kelly made him out to be. As a result, McKendree agreed

to take the Norfolk, Virginia, station for the coming year. The next year McKen-

dree volunteered to travel with Asbury for three months before taking up his

appointment on the Union circuit in South Carolina. By the end of this time,

whatever doubts he may have had about Asbury’s character and intentions were

gone. McKendree would go on to offer vital service to Asbury and the church.38
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Reconnecting

While in New York City in September 1793, Asbury wrote to his

parents, telling them that he had sent “a small sum of money” by way

of Methodist merchants in New York. He wished that he could do

more, but, as he reminded them in a similar letter the next year, his

annual salary was still only $64 a year. He might have been able to

save more if “the wicked world and those that leave our connection”

(O’Kelly and his followers) hadn’t “Blacken[ed] my character By saying

I have the profits of Books at my command, and profits from the

College [Cokesbury].” Neither had ever turned a profit, of course,

certainly not Cokesbury. But Asbury preferred to avoid the issue entirely

by continuing to keep himself poor. “The coat and waistcoat I now

have on I have worn 13months, and I would not carry a second shirt if

I could do without it,” he wrote to his parents in October 1795. “As

my Father and Mother never disgraced me with an act of dishonesty,

I hope to echo back the same sound of an honest, upright man.”

Still, it troubled him that his parents might go wanting, so he

advised them to “sell any useless property you have, and live upon the

proceeds. I shall never want or possess anything you have.” He hadn’t

forgotten “old England” but would never “reside there” again. Hemust

have known that this would be bitter news to his parents, but there it

was. He was forty-eight years old and responsible for about 270

traveling preachers and another seven hundred local preachers,

spread over an area 1,400miles from north to south, and 1.000miles

east to west. With so much to do, how could he ever turn his back



on America? Having weathered challenges from O’Kelly and Coke, Hammet,

and Glendinning, Asbury was at the height of his authority over American

Methodism. Even Wesley was gone, eliminating any real threat of interference

from Europe. His previous life as Franky, the metalworker’s apprentice, must

have seemed like someone else’s story that he had once read. The formative

experiences of his childhood had shaped him in ways that he could no longer

admit or probably even discern, and he had no desire to return to the world

from which they came. Methodism had allowed him to remake himself in ways

that he never doubted were for the better; to turn back now would be to risk the

very salvation of his soul.

Bringing his parents to America also seemed out of the question. He

wouldn’t have been able to spend much time with them in any event, leaving

them far from everything that was familiar and little closer to him. “My hands

are very full,” he reminded them. “I am here, and there, and every where, upon

the continent.” He had no time for a possessive mother and an embarrassingly

flawed, if good-natured, father. Both sides seem to have realized this, never

seriously pursuing plans for the elder Asburys to move to America. Should his

father die, his responsibility to his mother would increase, perhaps necessitat-

ing that she move to America. “I do most earnestly wish, if my mother should

outlive my father, she would come to me, if able,” Asbury wrote to his parents.

Until then, things were best left as they were.1

Asbury responded to the outcomeof theO’Kelly affair in the sameway that he

had responded to similar events (the aftermath of the sacramental crisis in 1780

comes to mind) throughout his career. Rather than taking time off for recupera-

tion, let alone celebration, he threw himself into his work, eventually at tremen-

dous personal cost. He began the year in Charleston, at the South Carolina annual

conference. From there he rode down the coast to Savannah to hold the Georgia

annual conference, stopping at the site of George Whitefield’s former orphanage

along the way. “A wretched country this!” Asbury reflected as he surveyed the

orphanage ruins. Anglicans, Baptists, and Independents had all come to a bad end

there, yet the Methodists couldn’t give up on a region that contained “souls,

precious souls, worth worlds.” By the time he made his way back to South

Carolina, he had ridden 650 miles in a month. Riding north through the Caroli-

nas, he made his way to eastern Tennessee in time to convene the first annual

conference held in the state on April 2, 1793. Over the next four weeks he rode

another 500 or 600 miles, traveling north to Kentucky to hold that district’s

annual conference before returning to Tennessee in May. From there he turned

northeast, holding annual conferences in West Virginia and western Maryland

before crossing into Pennsylvania in late June. As he rode he had to plan for each

conference, particularly where to station the preachers for the coming year.2
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He arrived in New York in July, “tired down with fatigue and labour,”

having already suffered several bouts of “rheumatism” in his chest earlier in

the year. This was probably rheumatic fever from streptococcocal throat infec-

tions, which can affect the heart valves and lead to congestive heart failure,

sometimes called dropsy. It was an old complaint of Asbury’s. “I was subject,

when in England, during the winter’s cold, and in the Northern States, like-

wise, to a heavy cough and continual tickling, frequent sore throat, and

rheumatic complaints,” he wrote to Thomas Morrell in February 1791. He

also had occasional toothaches from untreated cavities (a common condition),

at least one of which he treated by placing tobacco “in” the tooth. Abscessed

teeth can also lead to infections that damage heart valves. For treatment,

Asbury sometimes had himself bled, which may have provided some real

relief. Blood letting can reduce the fluid overload caused by congestive heart

failure and allow the swollen heart chambers to return to a more normal size,

thereby improving the strength of contraction. Congestive heart failure would

eventually prove the death of him, but only by slow degrees.3

Jesse Lee and New England

Still, he didn’t rest, pushing on to hold an annual conference near Albany

before turning east to New England. Conditions in upstate New York seemed

especially promising, since O’Kelly and the other dissidents had never had

much influence there, and there was no threat of Indian wars. Had Asbury

thought about it, he might have added that there was also little conflict over

slavery. About two hundred people had been converted in the past year alone.

New England was another story. As he made his way through Connecticut and

Massachusetts in July and August, he realized that they didn’t offer the same

opportunities. Methodist preaching in New England drew enough hearers to

keep seven or eight preachers busy, but only about three hundred had joined

the church.

Part of the problem was that Methodists didn’t enjoy government support.

The revolution had set in motion a wave of opposition to tax-supported religion

across the United States, but in New England, where government support of

religion had been strongest during the colonial period, establishments were

generally modified rather than scrapped after 1776. During the 1780s

Massachusetts, Connecticut, and NewHampshire adopted constitutions allow-

ing for multiple establishments, in which local communities could vote on

which church would enjoy the benefits of money that was collected from all

taxpayers, with few exceptions, regardless of individual religious beliefs. In
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most towns and parishes this meant that the Congregationalists, who were

usually in the majority, could still count on tax support. But the new system

also held out the possibility that Anglicans, Baptists, Quakers, and others could

vote themselves tax support in places where they held the majority. In

Massachusetts, some urged the Methodists to do exactly this. At least for now

the preachers “absolutely refused this plan,” for which Asbury “commended

them.” Taking the government’s money meant becoming entangled in the

corrupt and unawakened world of politics, something that Asbury had always

avoided. Having seen the collapse of state-sponsored religion in the South,

Asbury and the preachers he imported from there brought a broader perspec-

tive to New England’s debates over separation of church and state. They

realized that state-sponsored religion was a step backwards, even if not all

New Englanders could see it that way yet.4

Among the most strident opponents of Methodism in New England were

the Congregationalist ministers, another product, Methodists believed, of the

corrupt bargain between church and state. Ezekiel Cooper, who arrived in New

England for the first time in 1793, concluded after a nine-month tour of the

region that “the standing ministers I apprehend are our greatest foes. They fear

the craft is in danger, and if . . . itinerant men [preachers] are encouraged, the

salery of many will come down. Nothing makes men so zealous as trade, so

those men, many of them, make a perfect trade of the ministry, & are more

zealous to keep us away, than to get the people converted.” Money was the root

of the problem, a theme Cooper returned to again and again. “I cannot refrain

thinking they [the established ministers] are like articles set up at vendue. The

highest bidder takes them,” Cooper lamented. “Whatever parish gives the

greatest offer, gives the loudest call, & they strike themselves off to them; so

that they are bought and sold.”5

Jesse Lee, who had been instrumental in taking Methodism to New

England in 1789, agreed. Even though he could count twenty preaching houses

within the bounds of his two weeks’, 130-mile circuit, he “feared that many of

the Ministers are not ingaged in the work,” as he wrote to Cooper in August

1789. “The Presbyterians are the Established religion, & every person is obliged

to pay to them, unless they have a Certificate from some other society,” Lee

wrote to Cooper. Despite the difficulties this created, Lee was certain that he

“was just where God would have me to be.”6

Four years later Lee was still certain of this, but Asbury had his doubts.

What to do with Lee posed a dilemma. Lee had long craved a more substantial

role in the church, but Asbury was never satisfied that he would make a good

bishop. Now it seemed that even New England might be too much for him. Lee

had served as elder of the district since 1790, but when Cooper arrived there in
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February 1793, he discovered that Lee hadn’t consistently enforced Methodist

discipline. Cooper, one of early Methodism’s most erudite public speakers, had

spent much of 1792 in Charleston, South Carolina, before leaving the city

because of his health. Intelligent, calm, and efficient, Cooper was a peacemak-

er by temperament, with a bearing that could impress even sophisticated urban

audiences. Asbury had sent him to Charleston to help quell the Hammet

schism; now he dispatched him to New England for a similar task.7

When Cooper visited Lynn, Massachusetts, Lee’s headquarters for the past

two years, he discovered that “my dear brother Lee had not enforced the

discipline in this place.” Lee hadn’t required members to kneel when praying,

or stand when singing. Worse, “any one who choose may come to the classes,

and as long as they please, without joining. 6 months, 9 months, nay a year &

not join,” Cooper wrote. Lee’s insensitivity to local customs, particularly his

refusal to allow the singing of fugue tunes, had also angered many in Lynn,

such that they were threatening to return to the Congregational church. Lee

predictably took quick exception to what he saw as Cooper’s meddling and

refused to change his ways. There was little that Cooper could do since Lee was

the district’s presiding elder. The responsibility to deal with Lee fell to Asbury,

who wondered how he could remove Lee without completely alienating him

and without knowing where to send him next. In June 1793 Asbury wrote to

Thomas Morrell, then stationed in New York City, that he might send Lee there

“if you could cure him of his obstinacy.” But a month later he reconsidered,

worrying that if Lee went to New York he might “get in with the wrong heads.”

Virginia was also out of the question since Asbury feared that there Lee would

“join the faction,” meaning O’Kelly and his followers.8

As Asbury laid his plans for the conference scheduled to meet in Lynn that

August, he had reason to suspect that the inevitable confrontation with Lee

would be acrimonious. At the 1792 General Conference in Baltimore, which

precipitated the O’Kelly schism, Lee “strove very hard to have several parts of

the discipline altered & the Bishops power reduced,” though without success,

according to Cooper. He believed that Lee did this specifically so that he could

keep his appointment in Lynn. Before he could remove Lee, Asbury first had to

line up his replacement. On the way to the Lynn, Asbury fell in with Cooper. As

they rode, Asbury convinced a reluctant Cooper to take the eldership of the

district. That settled, when the conference opened on August 1 Asbury first

tried to station the district’s other preachers before dealing with Lee, but even

this proved difficult. In particular, Asbury wanted to send Menzies Rainor, a

relatively new preacher who had joined the itinerancy in 1790, to New York,

but Rainor initially refused. “This was a matter of considerable trouble,”

Cooper noted, though eventually Rainor agreed to go.9
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Asbury next tried to appoint Lee to New York City, but Lee also refused,

initially claiming that he needed at least three months to tie up loose ends in

Lynn. When Asbury finally agreed to this, Lee equivocated, refusing to give any

“assurance or real satisfaction that he would go to [New] York at all,” according

to Cooper. Finally, Lee proposed going to Maine to pioneer a new circuit, but

only if the town of Lynn were added to his charge, even though another

preacher, Jordan Rexford, had already been appointed to the Lynn circuit. It

was also customary for the district’s presiding elder to use Lynn as his base (as

Lee had done), meaning that there would in effect be three preachers assigned

at least in part to Lynn. Despite the potential for conflict, Asbury finally agreed,

realizing, as Cooper concluded, that if Lee weren’t accommodated he would

“resent it so highly” that he might “take some improper step.” “I truly wonder

at a man of sense, to be so troublesome and unreasonable & ungovernable—so

stiff & set,” Cooper wrote. “He complains that the Bishop never consulted

him—but it seems that he never advised with the Bishop, never gave him

information of the state and condition of his district & the preachers. . . .He

may think that the Bishop was absolute & delt hard with him. But I cannot see

one absolute step. He yielded and yielded. . . .But brother L[ee] yielded in

hardly any thing.”10

In all, the Lynn conference was “more painful than any one conference

beside,” in Asbury’s estimation. Cooper agreed. “Of all the Conferences I ever

attended this was the most troublesome and trifling. So much accusation,

cross questions, dispute, and opposition that I confess I was grieved &

ashamed,” Cooper wrote in his journal. In Cooper’s mind, this was no acci-

dent. “There appears to have existed a long jealousy between br A[sbury] & br

L[ee],” he concluded, though Cooper clearly blamed Lee more than Asbury. Lee

doesn’t discuss the Lynn conference in his published history of early Method-

ism, but he didn’t quickly forget its results. A few months later, in December

1793, Cooper and Lee had another run-in at which Cooper accused Lee of

“trampling” the authority of the conference. “He appears to be resolved to

oppose the regular government of our church, and I am more & more satisfied

that he only wants power & influence & [that] all would bend before him,”

Cooper fumed in his journal. “He delights to exercise authority when & where

he can; but cannot bear to be ruled or governed.” By January 1794 Lee had

written to a friend in Baltimore that Asbury had “no religion.” “Lord, help me,

I have but little,” Asbury wryly replied.11

For all the bickering and hard feelings, the Lynn conference speaks volumes

about Asbury’s leadership style. In the end, he managed to remove Lee without

completely alienating him, as later events would prove, and install a skilled, if

reluctant, new elder in his place. By the nextNewEngland conference, whichmet
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in September 1794, also in Lynn, Asbury had enough confidence in Lee to

reappoint him presiding elder over the district. Cooper and Lee also patched up

their differences, such that by October 1794 Cooper could write that he and Lee

were “quite comfortable together. Altho’ there was a great trial between us some

time ago, yet now we are as friendly as ever; havingmade up our difference.” Lee

could be stubborn and incorrigible, but Asbury realized that he was also a bold

and effective preacher. Asbury’s tolerance for strong-willed colleagues made it

possible to accommodate Lee, thereby preserving the services of a valuable

preacher for years to come. Even so, Lee was only one of the 269 preachers

Asbury had to station in 1793. What’s remarkable isn’t that the O’Kelly and

Hammet schisms happened, but that there were so few like them.12

Worn Down

Despite its accomplishments, the 1793 New England tour left Asbury ex-

hausted. To make matters worse, on the way into New York City in late August

he was thrown from his horse, injuring his shoulder. “I have been sick upwards

of four months,” he reckoned, during which time he had ridden more than

3,000 miles, held six district conferences, attended numerous quarterly meet-

ings, and preached often. Now he caught the flu, and it was all that he could do

to get through the business of the conference presently meeting in the city.

What he badly needed was a break, but for now, with eight more conferences

scheduled before year’s end, all he could do was push on.13

While in New York Asbury learned that yellow fever was sweeping through

Philadelphia. The epidemic slowed his progress toward the city, where he was

scheduled to hold an annual conference during the first week of September. In

less than three months yellow fever killed 4,000 of the city’s 50,000 inhabi-

tants, spreading panic from Boston to Virginia. The yellow fever virus invades

the liver, leading to necrosis of the liver and jaundice. Characterized by violent

headaches, joint aches, high fever, vomiting progressively tinged with blood

until it turns black, and a yellowish cast to skin and eyes, yellow fever was

brought to Philadelphia, along with the Aedes aegypti mosquito that spread it,

from the Caribbean. Benjamin Rush, the most famous physician of his day,

quickly recognized the presence of the disease in Philadelphia, but without the

benefit of modern understandings of how viruses work, he had no effective

means to contain or treat it. Most doctors believed that marsh miasmas and

putrefying vegetable matter could poison the air, leading to yellow fever and

other diseases. Rush was convinced that a shipment of waterlogged coffee left

to rot on the wharf was the cause of this most recent epidemic.14
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Asbury’s 1793 tour covered more than 3,600 miles, beginning in Charleston, South

Carolina and ending in Newberry County, South Carolina. (Map by J. Paul W. Treece,

University of Missouri Geography, 2008.)



As he struggled to treat the sick, Rush left a detailed account of his efforts

in a series of sixty letters written between August and November 1793 to his

wife, who had fled to New Jersey. After experimenting with several treatments,

Rush convinced himself that he could cure the disease using calomel, a

compound of mercury and chlorine, combined with jalap, a Mexican root

that acted as a violent herbal cathartic. Together they induced vigorous vomit-

ing and purging of the bowels. The efficacy of these purges could be enhanced,

Rush believed, by combining them with aggressive, daily bleeding (taking up

to 80 ounces of blood at a time) and cold baths. Rush extracted 144 ounces of

blood in six days from one patient, while at the same time giving him 150

grains of calomel and about the same of jalap, but the man survived anyway. Of

course, Rush’s efforts did little to stem the tide of the disease, and the treat-

ments suggested by others proved no more effective (there is still no cure for

yellow fever though a vaccine was developed in 1937). As the death toll

mounted, many who had the means fled the city, including the state legisla-

ture, which did so on September 5, the day before Asbury rode into town.

“I judge the people die from fifty to one hundred in a day: some of our friends

are dying, others flying,” Asbury wrote as he entered the city. His estimate was

fairly accurate. By September, Rush also estimated that people were dying at a

rate of up to one hundred per day.15

If Asbury feared catching the disease, he didn’t show it. Since no one really

understood what caused diseases like yellow fever, many, including at times Rush

himself, saw them as divine judgments.When Catherine Garrettson arrived in the

city that summer, she described the “fearful Epidemic fever” as “a dreadful visita-

tion from above.” Like many who had the means, she and her husband,Freeborn

Garrettson, the district’s new presiding elder, fled the city for several months,

spending part of the time in Maryland. But Asbury wasn’t so easily intimidated

by the threat of sickness and never really had been. Since believers had nothing to

fear fromGod’s judgments, they not only had little reason to flee, but an obligation

to proclaim the gospel to those who remained andmight be on the brink of death.

Even though his “strength was gone,” on his first Sunday in the city Asbury

preached twice in between conference sessions. “The people of this city are

alarmed; and well they may be,” he observed. He chose as one of his Sunday

sermon texts Isaiah 58:1, “Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice like a trumpet, and

showmy people their transgressions, and the house of Jacob their sins.” Realizing

that nothing served to focus people’s attention on the fate of their souls like the

prospect of death, Asbury seized the opportunity to remind those who remained

in the city that they stood on the edge of eternity. Given his own precarious

health, Asbury probably stood as close to the brink as anyone in Philadelphia. He

nevertheless escaped unscathed, departing the city on September 11.16
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After leaving Philadelphia, hemade his way south through Delaware, north-

ern Virginia, and Maryland, arriving in Baltimore for its annual conference on

October 20. Along the way he attended seven quarterly meetings and visited

Cokesbury College, which was, as always, struggling, “£500 in debt, and our

employees nearly £700 in arrears.” Following the Baltimore conference, Asbury

rode to Petersburg for the Virginia conference on November 24. This was the

heart of “the divisive spirit” created by the O’Kelly schism, and Asbury had “some

difficulties” stationing the fifty-five preachers present.17

In all, the Virginia conference was exhausting for Asbury, allowing him

only sixteen hours of sleep over the course of four nights. Yet, as had been the

case throughout the year, there seemed little choice but to push on to the next

annual conference, this time in North Carolina only two weeks away. Some-

thing had to give, and it did. Since the first of the year, he had conducted

thirteen annual conferences, from Georgia in the South, to Tennessee and

Kentucky in the West, to Massachusetts and Connecticut in the North, pushing

himself to exhaustion along the way with quarterly meetings, regular preach-

ing, long rides, and hard fare. He arrived in South Carolina in late December

1793 dangerously ill and low in spirits. “I am sometimes tempted to wish to

die,” he confessed in his journal. As the annual conference met on January 1,

1794, he “was seized with a severe chill, an inveterate cough and fever, with a

sick stomach.” The only place available to rest was a room without a fire where

another preacher, Philip Bruce, was struggling through an attack of dysentery.

With Bruce “moving so frequently” and a constant traffic of people coming and

going, Asbury got little rest. Sick as he was, he got out of bed to ordain four

elders and six deacons. Afterward he took a “powerful emetic,” had himself

bled, and drank betony tea, whose high tannin content made it somewhat

effective against diarrhea (the tea was probably on hand for Bruce’s benefit).

Unfortunately, too much betony tea is toxic to the liver and an irritant to the

gastrointestinal tract. Taking it with the emetic probably wasn’t a good idea.18

The combined results of his illness and treatments nearly killed him. For

the next two months, Asbury got no further than Charleston, where he spent

most of his time reading and slowly recuperating. As he mended, he came to

the obvious conclusion that he could no longer attend all of the annual

conferences each year and that he would have to delegate some of this respon-

sibility to others.19

He had seen this crisis of leadership coming in the 1780s, leading him to

institute the short-lived council of elders in 1789. After the preachers rejected

that plan, he doggedly tried to return to his old pattern of presiding over all the

annual conferences, but the strain was inevitably too great. Now there was no

alternative but to find some way to delegate more responsibilities to others.
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Knowing that he wouldn’t be well enough to cross the Appalachian Mountains

in the spring, he wrote to the presiding elders of the western-most districts

advising them to run their own conferences and station their own preachers.

From Charleston, he wrote to John Kobler, presiding elder of the Holston

district in Tennessee, informing him that he had “enjoyed very little Health

since the first of August, having had Inflammation, lameness, influenza,

Fevers & Colds.” Since traveling to Tennessee in the spring was out of the

question, Asbury authorized Kobler to “take the Precidency of the Conference”

and enclosed “a Plan of the Stations of the preachers which I should be glad

should take place.” But Asbury also gave Kobler the freedom to “do as well as

you can” with whatever “Contingencies” might arise. He sent a similar letter to

Francis Poythress, presiding elder of the Cumberland district, encompassing

circuits in Tennessee and Kentucky. He advised both men to meet him at the

conference scheduled for May in Botetourt County, Virginia. Asbury hoped in

this way to keep abreast of what he knew was a rapidly developing area. It was a

strategy that he would employmore andmore frequently in the coming years.20

Asbury was fortunate to have John Kobler to act on his behalf for the

Holston district. Now twenty-six, Kobler had experienced conversion at nine-

teen and joined the itinerancy at twenty-one. His abilities quickly impressed

Asbury, who moved him rapidly through the ranks. In 1790 and 1791 Kobler

served under James O’Kelly in Virginia. Completing his probationary period in

1792, Kobler was received into full connection, moving to the Greenbrier

circuit in western Virginia under Poythress. By the following year, he was an

elder in charge of the Holston circuits and fiercely loyal to “our dear Bishop”

Asbury. As presiding elder, Kobler drew up “rules for daily observation” for his

preachers:

1. Let every preacher who is in health, rise in the morning by light.

2. Before he starts to his appointment reserve an hour at least for

retirement to be spent in prayer & reading the bible.

3. Preach & Meet the class.

4. From the time of public service till evening retirement spend an hour

& half in the most useful Improvements retired from Company.

5. From evening retirement till family prayer, to be spent in Reading,

Singing and Godly Conversation with the family.

6. Visit the Sick whenever we can, whether they send for us or no.

Asbury could hardly have asked for a more dedicated assistant.21

Poythress was more experienced than Kobler and also proved effective at

the time, though he later met a tragic end. Born in Virginia to relatively wealthy

parents (by Methodist standards), Poythress experienced conversion under the
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preaching of Devereux Jarratt. Caught up in the first Virginia revival, Poythress

joined the itinerancy in 1775, riding the first circuit in North Carolina in 1776

along with Edward Dromgoole. Poythress spent the next nine years riding

circuits in Virginia, North Carolina, andMaryland before becoming a presiding

elder in Virginia in 1786 and North Carolina in 1787. In 1788 Poythress moved

across the Appalachian Mountains as elder for the Kentucky circuits. There he

remained until 1800, directing much of the church’s growth in the trans-

Appalachian West. In 1794 membership on the circuits under Poythress’s

direction totaled more than 3,700; Asbury was impressed enough to recom-

mend that Poythress be made a bishop in 1797. In 1800 Poythress finally left

the West to become presiding elder over much of North Carolina. But some-

where along the way he began to lose his mental grip, “shattering his nerves,”

as one friend observed. The next year he returned to Kentucky, but “the light of

the temple was gone.” He “now stared upon the faces of old, loving, long-tried

friends as though they were strangers.” Poythress left the connection in 1801

and never preached again. In 1810 Asbury found him living with his sister near

Lexington, Kentucky. “This has been an awful day to me,” Asbury reflected in

his journal on October 15, 1810. “I visited Francis Poythress: ‘If thou be he—but

O, how fallen!’” “He [Poythress] has been for ten years in a state of insanity, and is

still in a distressed state of mind,” added Henry Boehm, who was traveling with

Asbury at the time.22

This was all in the future, however. In 1794 Poythress’s collapse was still

six years away, and he, like Kobler, appeared up to the task of running his

district without much direct intervention from Asbury. Both were respected

preachers who knew their territories better than anyone else in the connection.

What they lacked was Asbury’s broader vision of the church as a whole.

From 1794 through 1796, Asbury adopted a reduced version of his cus-

tomary annual tour, beginning in Charleston in January, proceeding northwest

along the frontier in the spring, on to New England in the summer, and then

south along the East Coast, arriving back in Charleston by the first of the next

year. It was still a demanding schedule, and he still insisted on pushing

himself relentlessly. In less than three months between March and June

1796, for example, he rode 2,300 miles from Charleston, South Carolina,

through Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and Maryland before

finally arriving in Baltimore. “Were I to charge the people on the western

waters for my services, I should take their roads, rocks, and mountains into

the account, and rate my labours at a very high price,” he wrote while in

western Virginia during this swing. Yet if the basic outline was the same, the

overall scope of his travels was significantly reduced. After his physical break-

down in January 1794, he didn’t return to Tennessee until April 1795, Georgia
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until March 1796, western Pennsylvania until June 1796, and didn’t set foot in

Kentucky at all during this period. He presided over eight district conferences

in 1794, seven in 1795, and another seven in 1796, down considerably from the

fourteen he conducted in 1793.23

Less traveling meant more free time. What was he to do with it? One

possibility was to establish a more permanent headquarters in a centrally

located city like Baltimore. From there he could more easily maintain contact

with the movement’s various regions, summoning presiding elders for period-

ic conferences. This might accomplish informally what the council failed to do.

Asbury was already writing hundreds of letters a year; supervising the districts

from a distance would only require expanding a correspondence network

already in place. Baltimore was an ideal location from which to do this, located

as it was in the church’s strongest region—62 percent of Methodists lived in

Francis Asbury, by Charles Peale Polk, 1794. (Courtesy of Lovely Lane Museum and

Archives, Baltimore, Maryland.)
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Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina in 1796—and relatively accessible

from other areas of the nation.

There is no indication that Asbury ever entertained such a plan. Doing so

would have meant rejecting much of what he had sought to instill in the

movement for more than twenty years. His breakthrough contribution to

American Methodism in 1771 had been realizing that the movement was

never going to thrive if the preachers didn’t go to the people, most of whom

lived outside the cities of the eastern seaboard. Pilmore and Boardman’s error

had been limiting themselves to NewYork and Philadelphia, only vaguely aware

of themovement’s new growth in the South. Asbury wasn’t about to repeat their

mistake. “I have one rule, not to do great things in haste; another, not to act at a

distance, when I can come near,” he wrote to Thomas Morrell in June 1793.24

Instead, he used the freedom that a reduced travel schedule provided to

return to more basic pastoral duties. He did this not only to serve as an example

to others (which he clearly intended), but also as an expression of his own

convictions. No Methodist preacher was above the care of individual souls. The

church’s Discipline reminded preachers that “Family-Religion is wanting in

many branches.” Public preaching alone couldn’t remedy this, “though we

could preach like Angels.” The solution was for “every travelling preacher” to

“instruct” members “from house to house. Till this is done, and that in good

earnest, the Methodists will be no better” than other people.25

These weren’t to bemerely social calls, as Asbury reminded Ezekiel Cooper,

then stationed in New York, in January 1795. “Your attention ought to be paid to

discipline, and visiting from house to house, but not to Eat and Drink,” Asbury

wrote. “We ought to visit as Doctors or as persons to plead the cause of their

souls; not as guests to eat and drink, but [as] Divines for souls.” Asbury tried to

devote as much time as he could to these base-line duties, particularly when he

wasn’t traveling. While in Charleston, he spent time visiting people in their

homes in the afternoon and sitting in on class meetings, especially the African-

American and women’s classes. During one two-month stay in Charleston, he

preached eighteen sermons, met fifteen classes, wrote eighty letters, and visited

thirty families “again and again.” He did much the same during a week in

Baltimore inMay 1795. Wesley and theDiscipline commanded preachers to “Go

into every house,” Asbury observed on this occasion. “I would go farther, and

say, go into every kitchen and shop; address all, aged and young, on the salvation

of their souls.” In New York the following July, he met the black classes (there

were eight) and twomen’s classes on one day, and another nine classes the next.

In this way he reckoned that “I have now spoken to most of the members here,

one by one.” He did much the same in Philadelphia in July 1796, in Elizabeth-

town,New Jersey, in August 1796, and again inNewYork City that samemonth.
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“I was taken up inmeeting classes and visiting from house to house a good deal

of my time in the day,” he noted on this last occasion.26

A reduced traveling schedule had the potential to marginalize him from

the life of the districts he failed to visit each year, but it also offered the

opportunity to reconnect with the more fundamental workings of the move-

ment. Most members, and most preachers for that matter, spent little of their

time concerned with the workings of annual conferences. Their spiritual lives

revolved around class meetings, neighborhood preaching, and community

discipline. For most, quarterly meetings, with their attendant sacramental

services and love feasts, were the extent of their involvement in the wider

Methodist world. The circuit riders traveled more extensively of course, but

most of their time was nevertheless devoted to these same kinds of activities.

A case in point is Ezekiel Cooper. At the same time that Asbury was

pushing himself to the breaking point in 1793, Cooper was settling in to his

new appointment in New England. Apart from acting as Asbury’s agent in

dealing with Jesse Lee, Cooper threw himself into the work of ministering to

locals. Even as a presiding elder with the responsibility of supervising the

district’s preachers, Cooper kept up a regular schedule of attending class

meetings and visiting families in their homes in Lynn, his unofficial headquar-

ters, and the surrounding villages. He began one week in July 1794 by meeting

a class on Monday evening about two miles from where he boarded in Lynn.

The next morning he crossed the countryside to the village of Swampscott, a

mile or two east of Lynn, visiting four families along the way. Making his way to

Woodend, he met a class at 5:00 p.m., and another at 8:00, spending the night

at this last home. The next day, July 16, he walked to the village of Gravesend,

where he visited seven or eight families “from house to house.” That afternoon

he took tea at deacon Farrington’s, “with a number of Ladies, who were upon a

visit at the Deacon[’]s.” In the evening he met a class at “friend Johnsons,”

where “we had a lively time,” as Cooper noted in his journal. “I dont know that

I have been more happy for a long time.” The next day, Thursday, he “pursued

my visiting,” then met a class at three o’clock and preached at night. On Friday

he “walked and visited the people so much that I was quite tired before night.”

Nevertheless, at five o’clock he attended a funeral and then visited three more

families before calling it a day. On Saturday, Cooper “went on visiting,”

meeting ten or twelve families before four o’clock, when he met with a group

of children. Afterward he called on two or three more families. In all, it was “a

fatiguing week to my body & mind,” Cooper wrote.27 Most itinerants had

further to ride between preaching places and class meetings than Cooper did

in Lynn, but otherwise the rhythm of their lives was much the same. Devoting

more time to these kinds of basic duties offered Asbury the chance to reconnect
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with some of the church’s core values in a way that events of the past several

years hadn’t allowed.

Romance and Respectability

This kind of ministry was exhausting in its own way, and not everyone could

take it for long, particularly when a romance came along. “Married or single,”

preachers “leaving the work, is my destress,”Asbury wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in

November 1793. Asbury had Cooper specifically in mind. He knew that Cooper

was discouraged by his continuing struggle with Jesse Lee for control of the

New England district. By January Asbury suspected that “Brother Cooper will

decline this year; it is what I have long feared.” In fact, in early 1794 Cooper fell

in love with Polly Bemis, the daughter of AbrahamBemis, a tavern keeper who,

along with his wife, was one of the leading Methodists of Waltham,

Massachusetts. Cooper immediately wrote to John Dickins in Philadelphia

asking his advice, perhaps hoping for a sympathetic answer since Dickins

himself was married and had children. Dickins’s reply could hardly have been

much comfort to a youngman in love. “If I may be permitted to speakmymind

freely and affectionately in respect to your quitting the traveling connection,

I must say it appears to me you are under a temptation. You are convinced that

you have been in the way of duty. But are you as sure that you would be in the

way of duty then?”Dickins wrote in April 1794. “I am apprehensive, that this is a

particular time in which every preacher who loves the connexion, should

endeavour as far as circumstances will possibly permit, to continue in the

work; for I hear of several that have declined, and others who intend it. O my

brother! if you are under no necessity to marry, stick by the work till nature is

worn out.” There was no mistaking Dickins’s meaning.28

But Cooper couldn’t help himself. He and Polly exchanged frequent letters,

as was typical in romances of the time, and saw each other whenever Cooper’s

circuit allowed him to stop at Waltham. Polly’s letters were “like a barbed dart

to my very heart,” Cooper confessed in his journal. How could he resist “one

whose good sense and fine accomplishments are joined to a virtuous irre-

proachable reputation, an agreable person & excellent disposition. Whose

purity is conspicuous to all who know her, & joined with more than a common

education. The only daughter and child of her parents, possesed of a consider-

able property, and thriving in the world.” For the bookish, contemplative

Cooper, who had been raised in a relatively well-to-do family, Polly seemed

nearly perfect. “I am affectionately and warmly attached to her. I think I could

be happy with her,” he wrote on June 20. On August 7, Cooper proposed to
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Polly that they “take each other for life in the bonds of union, no more to be

twain,” and she accepted.29

So everything was settled. Or was it? Cooper knew that he would be leaving

New England that fall, and apparently he didn’t intend to marry Polly until he

returned at some later, unspecified date. When the couple talked again on

September 12, Cooper recorded that Polly, “expresses a fear that I am not

settled & fixed in my intentions about returning to this part of the world. I in

a plain manner related the uncertainty of it, and told her that I apprehended

there was no dependence to [be] made on it. That I might return in the Spring,

in the summer or in the fall or not at all.” For the next several weeks, Cooper

was in “exquisite pain of mind.” To complicate matters, a rival for Polly’s hand

tried to slander Cooper’s reputation with her family, but her parents still

backed Cooper. In the midst of this turmoil, Cooper made up his mind to

locate, writing a letter to that effect to Asbury on October 1. But he couldn’t

bring himself to put it in the mail, knowing how disappointed Asbury would

be. Finally, on October 17, the couple had a long talk in which Cooper sug-

gested they drop their formal engagement until he returned (if ever). Polly,

Ezekiel Cooper (1763 1847). (From Abel Stevens,History of the Methodist Episcopal

Church in the United States of America, vol. 3 [New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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however, “wished that it might stand as it was.” Their final parting two days

later was about as painful as it could be. According to Cooper, “her last word

was ‘O you must return if you can,’ which she uttered in such a way, that

showed the full feelings of her dear heart, to which I replied, ‘I will endeavour

so to do.’ And so in tears we parted.” They never saw each other again.30

How much of all this Asbury knew is difficult to tell, but he never again

assigned Cooper to New England. Cooper pined for Polly for several months as

he took up his new duties in New York City, but his longing for her couldn’t

overcome his commitment to the ministry. He couldn’t see how a traveling

preacher could have it both ways, a view held by almost all Methodists of the

time. As Dickins advised and Asbury hoped, Cooper never did marry. Even so,

the idea of a celibate ministry ran counter to one of the core tenets of American

culture, that eligible young men and women should get married and have

children. As Methodists became more comfortable with the world around

them, they found celibacy as a countercultural ideal more difficult to sustain.

Eventually, Cooper’s decision to forgo marriage in service of the gospel proved

the exception.31

More often than not, preachers did eventually find wives and leave the

itinerancy. However much Asbury regretted the loss of talented preachers,

there was little he could do when a circuit rider wed, other than offer a less

than heartfelt blessing. Marriage was, after all, an honorable Christian institu-

tion. In April 1795, while in Tennessee, Asbury spent a night with Mark

Whitaker, who had married two years before and settled in nearby Virginia.

“I wish his wife may not love him to death,” was all the enthusiasm Asbury

could muster for Whitaker’s new life. Asbury’s assessment of Reuben Ellis’s

marriage the following November was more positive, though still far from

enthusiastic. “Brother Reuben Ellis is certainly married, for the first time; may

it be for the glory of God, and the good of his Church, and comfort of the dear

man and his wife.”Asbury hoped that Ellis would remain active in the ministry,

but in fact he died the following February.32

Closely related to the problem of preachers marrying and locating was a

tendency for those who remained to cut a more refined figure in polite society.

“I fear I do not see as much simplicity in our young brethren now as in years

past. The love of shining dress and talents appears to be too prevalent,” Asbury

wrote to the preacher Daniel Fidler in June 1793. Young preachers increasingly

seemed less willing to make the same sort of sacrifices that their older collea-

gues had. They appeared less countercultural, more concerned with making a

good impression, especially in the cities. As with preachers leaving the itiner-

ancy, this wasn’t a new problem. But it took on increasing significance as

younger preachers began to sense the possibility that they might succeed in
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winning a more respectable place in society where their predecessors had, with

few exceptions, failed. Asbury knew that this would happen only at the loss of

Methodist “simplicity.” “We have had few City preachers but what have been

spoiled for a poor man’s preacher,” he wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in January 1795.

What was true of the preachers was true of the broader church. Writing to

Martha Haskins of Philadelphia, Asbury bemoaned the fact that there were so

few women’s prayer meetings in that city. “Oh that the sister would establish

prayer meetings once a week. . . . if we had a spirit of wrestling prayer we

should see great very great things.” But the trend seemed sadly in the opposite

direction, away from discipline and self-sacrifice and toward the false light of

high society. For the first time, Asbury began to sense that a significant

segment of the church was moving beyond his core values. “It is low times

with the new sort of methodists,” he lamented to Haskins.33

The feeling was still fairly vague, lurking in the back recesses of his mind,

but it was enough to make him wonder about his future in America. “My mind

is variously exercised as to future events—whether it is my duty to continue to

bear the burden I now bear, or whether I had not better retire to some other

land,” he mused in May 1796. At the time he was riding through eastern

Tennessee on his way to Virginia, the center of his most strident opposition.

On this occasion, however, he wasn’t thinking of O’Kelly, but of the growing

allure of respectability that beckoned the movement away from its highest

calling. “I am not without fears, that a door will be opened to honour, ease, or

interest; and then farewell to religion in the American Methodist Connexion.”

What hope did he have left? That “death may soon end all these thoughts and

quiet all these fears.” Death, of course, wasn’t something a believer need fear;

indeed, it offered entrance into a better life. Even so, this was a decidedly

gloomy outlook on the future of the church. Despite all its successes, Asbury

feared for the future of American Methodism.34
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“Weighed in the balances”

Asbury’s physical breakdown also offered him an opportunity to

reconnect with a group that he had neglected for several years: African

American Methodists. For more than a decade Asbury had been

opposed to slavery and supportive of the church’s efforts to reach

out to African Americans, both slave and free. But in recent years

he had been absorbed in fending off challenges from O’Kelly and

others, and managing the church’s expansion west across the

Appalachian Mountains and north into upstate New York and New

England. Gradually, as his pace slowed and he spent more time in

local community settings, Asbury came to a new appreciation of

black Methodism on two levels. First, his increased opportunities

for worship with African Americans gave him a new appreciation

for their spirituality; they often attended when whites wouldn’t,

worshiped with greater fervor, and practiced more consistent

discipline. Second, slowing down forced him to more fully confront

the injustices of slavery and the intransigence of whites.

There was no shortage of evidence on either count. While on his

way to Charleston in February 1793, he found that some whites not

only refused to provide him lodging in their homes, but also refused to

let him sleep in their slaves’ quarters, fearing that he might spread

antislavery views. A few days later a man agreed to guide Asbury

through a swamp, but when he discovered that the man owned slaves,

Asbury lectured him on “his folly and the dangerous state of his soul.”

Offended, the man abandoned Asbury to find his own way through



the swamp, apparently unmoved by warnings against the spiritual morass of

slaveholding. When Asbury reached Charleston the next day, he couldn’t help

but notice that of the five hundred Methodists in the city, three hundred were

black. As he recuperated there in early 1794, African Americans visited him

regularly, and when he preached, they formed the majority of his audience. At

a love feast in 1794 Asbury noted that “the poor Africans spoke livingly of the

goodness of God.” Whites, on the other hand, could scarcely endure his

preaching. When he “let loose” while preaching in Charleston in February

1794, the one hundred whites in attendance “fled” the house; “they cannot,

they will not, endure sound doctrine,” Asbury concluded. By January 1795, his

white audience in Charleston had declined to only seventy people. That De-

cember, in nearby Georgetown, he reported that “we have nearly one hundred

Africans in society, while we have only seven or eight whites, our doctrine

being too close, and our discipline too strict.” With more time to think about it,

the magnitude of African American Methodism and the tension it caused

among whites became more obvious to him, leading Asbury to reason more

closely on the issue than he had for some time.1

There was, of course, danger in pursuing an antislavery agenda single-

mindedly. At the South Carolina conference meeting in March 1794, some

of the preachers warned Asbury “that if we retain none among us who trade

in slaves, the preachers will not be supported.” This was a conundrum

that wouldn’t go away, and even Asbury had to admit that it was becoming

increasingly difficult to find enough preachers to supply the state. Opposition

to Methodism’s tacitly antislavery message at times turned violent. In January

1795 a group of rowdy young men in Charleston “made a riot, broke

the windows, and beat open the doors” of the church while Asbury preached

inside. “The desperate wickedness of this people grieves and distresses my

soul,” he wrote after this event. A few weeks later he was “insulted on the

pavement with some as horrible sayings as could come out of a creature’s

mouth on this side of hell. When I pray in my room with a few poor old

women, those who walk the streets will shout at me.” The reality of this left

him “deeply dejected.” “I have been lately more subject to melancholy than for

many years past; and how can I help it: the white and worldly people are

intolerably ignorant of God; playing, dancing, swearing, racing; these are

their common practices and pursuits,” he lamented in February 1795, after

spending more than a month in Charleston. While “the women and Africans”

turned out for meetings, “our few male members do not attend preaching; and

I fear there is hardly one who walks with God,” he wrote. “I have thought if we

had entered here to preach only to the Africans, we should probably have done

better,” he added the next February while in Charleston. Pompous displays of
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wealth mixed with cruelty to slaves led Asbury to label Charleston “the seat of

Satan.”2

Charleston wasn’t alone. While riding through South Carolina’s rice coun-

try in March 1794, he drew a comparison between rice plantations and British

warships. “If a man-of-war is ‘a floating hell,’ these are standing ones: wicked

masters, overseers, and Negroes—cursing, drinking—no Sabbaths, no ser-

mons.” In North Carolina, Asbury confessed that his “spirit was grieved at

the conduct of some Methodists, that hire out slaves at public places to the

highest bidder, to cut, skin, and starve them; I think such members ought to be

dealt with: on the side of oppressors there are law and power, but where are

justice and mercy to the poor slaves?”3

Even preachers owned slaves in parts of the South. For several weeks in late

1797 Asbury stayed at Edward Dromgoole’s, where he feared he “had or should

say toomuch on slavery.”A veteran preacher from the 1770s, Dromgoole left the

traveling connection in 1786. He remained active as a local preacher while

acquiring more than 800 acres of land and six slaves in Brunswick County,

Virginia. Since local preachers answered only to their quarterly conferences,

Asbury had no direct authority over Dromgoole. With nowhere else to turn, he

vented his frustration in his journal: “O! to be dependent on slaveholders is in

part to be a slave, and I was free born. I am brought to conclude that slavery will

exist in Virginia perhaps for ages; there is not a sufficient sense of religion nor of

liberty to destroy it; Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, in the highest flights

of rapturous piety, still maintain and defend it.”4

The contradiction became more glaring as opposition to slavery rose

among Methodists farther north. Nearly one thousand slaves were freed in

three counties on the Delmarva Peninsula between 1791 and 1799, mostly by

Methodists, with another thousand freed between 1800 and 1819. This helped

increase the proportion of free African Americans in Maryland’s Caroline,

Dorchester, and Talbot counties from about 15 percent of all African Americans

in 1790 to more than 33 percent by 1810. Among the Delmarva Methodists who

freed their slaves was Judge Thomas White, Asbury’s protector during the

revolution. In his will, White liberated all twenty-one of his slaves, writing, “I

think it wrong and oppressive and not doing as I would be willing to be done

by, to keep negroes in bondage or perpetual slavery.” The contrast troubled

Asbury. While “our southern friends are battered on the subject of slaves,”

northern Methodists lived in “peace,”Asbury observed. “It will not do; we must

be Methodists in one place as well as another.”5

One of the things he had come to realize was that African Americans in

the South were better off meeting by themselves, apart from white supervision.

As he traveled through the South, he met separately with African Americans
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when he could, sometimes attending a black meeting instead of a simulta-

neous white one, as in Charleston in January 1796 when he met with “the poor

slaves in brother Wells’s kitchen, whilst our white brother held a sacramental

love feast in the front parlour upstairs.” After meeting with a group of slaves in

North Carolina, Asbury noted that “we lose much by not meeting these people

alone,” even if their owners were “professors of religion.” One solution was for

black Methodists to have their own preachers, perhaps even their own

churches. As he prepared to leave Charleston in 1795, Asbury wrote that “the

poor Africans brought their blessings, and wishes, and prayers. Dear souls!May

the Lord provide them pastors after his own heart!” In fact, Asbury soon began

ordaining black preachers, even before he had conference approval to do so.6

Richard Allen

Philadelphia offered an example of what African American Methodism could

accomplish in amore tolerant setting. The catalyst for this renewal was Richard

Allen. Born a slave to Benjamin Chew of Philadelphia on February 14, 1760,

Allen eventually became the leading African American Methodist of his gener-

ation, Asbury’s counterpart for black Methodism. A prominent Philadelphia

lawyer and attorney general of Pennsylvania at the time of Allen’s birth, Chew

also owned a 1,000-acre plantation near Dover, Delaware, where the Allens

lived and worked. Chew had been aQuaker until 1758, when he quit the Friends

to join the Anglicans, who were conveniently more tolerant of slaveholding.

About 1768, Chew sold the Allen family to Stokeley Sturgis, a planter and

neighbor of Chew’s, though of far less wealth and social status. Allen later

recalled that Sturgis was “what the world called a goodmaster. Hewasmore like

a father to his slaves than anything else. He was a very tender, humane man.”

For all his kindness, Sturgis sold Allen’s mother and three of her children,

probably about 1776, when his finances took a turn for the worse, retaining

Richard, his brother John, and a sister near Richard’s age. Allen records little

else about his family and early life in his short autobiography, perhaps blocking

out memories too painful to recall, or because his experiences were so common

among slaves that they seemed to warrant no further explanation.7

What Allen does record at some length is his conversion experience. After

hearing a Methodist preach at about age sixteen, he felt “awakened and brought

to see myself, poor, wretched and undone, and without the mercy of God.” In a

pattern familiar to all Methodists, he struggled over his sins until “one night

I thought hell would be my portion. I cried unto Him who delighteth to hear the

prayers of a poor sinner, and all of a sudden my dungeon shook, my chains flew
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off, and, glory to God, I cried. . . .Nowmy confidence strengthened that the Lord,

for Christ’s sake, had heard my prayers and pardoned all my sins.” His brother

and sister also “embraced religion,” and Allen joined a class meeting at Benja-

min Wells’s farm, less than a mile from Sturgis’s home. After their conversion,

Allen and his brother, exhibiting the kind of drive and determination that would

characterize so much of Allen’s life, “held a council together, that we would

attend more faithfully to our master’s business, so that it should not be said that

religion made us worse servants; we would work night and day to get our crops

forward.” Allen also began holding family prayer in Sturgis’s kitchen. Sturgis

and his wife eventually joined in, inviting Allen to move from the kitchen to the

parlor. Sturgis was so impressed with the Allens’ newfound piety that he

encouraged the brothers to attend Methodist meetings and allowed Allen to

invite preachers to his home. Asbury preached at Wells’s farm on August 13,

1779, afterward meeting the class, presumably including Allen, and then in the

evening preached at Sturgis’s. Perhaps it was here that Allen first impressed

Richard Allen (1760 1831), from a steel engraving by John Sartain of

Philadelphia. (Courtesy of the Billy Graham Center Museum, Wheaton,

Illinois.)
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Asbury with his remarkable abilities. In 1778 or 1779 Freeborn Garrettson also

preached at Sturgis’s from the text, “Thou art weighed in the balances, and art

found wanting” (Daniel 5:27). As a former slaveholder who had freed his slaves,

Garrettson’s words struck home as he declared that slaveholders would be

among those found wanting in God’s balance at the final judgment. Afterward,

“my master believed himself to be one of that number, and after that he could

not be satisfied to hold slaves, believing it to be wrong,” Allen recalled. Sturgis

agreed to sell Allen his freedom for £60 gold and silver, or $2,000 continental

money, to be paid off in five yearly installments.8

To earn his freedommoney, Allen cut wood (up to two cords a day), worked

in a brickyard for $50 a month, and drove wagons loaded with salt, preaching at

stops along the way. Allen pushed himself relentlessly, knowing that if Sturgis,

then in his sixties, died before he could complete the bargain, he was “liable to

be sold to the highest bidder, as he [Sturgis] was much in debt.” Through

extraordinary diligence, Allen was able to pay off his manumission in August

1783, a year and a half early. According to a testimonial written two years later,

Allen was so successful as a salt dealer that he “got considerably by it both with

Regard to Money and Reputation.”9

Allen eventually made his way to Maryland, where he briefly rode the

Harford circuit before finally settling in Baltimore in 1785, where he worked

with RichardWhatcoat. Here Allen againmet Asbury, who invited Allen to travel

with him, but only under the condition that in southern states Allen would have

to avoid mingling with slaves and sleep in the carriage. Allen refused on the

grounds that if he got sick, there would be no one to care for him. Asbury’s needs

“would be taken care of, let his afflictions be as they were, or let him be taken sick

where he would,” but Allen “doubted whether it would be the case with myself.”

For all the development in his thinking, Asbury still had little understanding of

the special challenges that African American preachers faced. He wanted to take

Allen with himmainly to impress white audiences, without really understanding

what the experience would mean to Allen.10

Returning to Philadelphia in February 1786, Allen joined the society at St.

George’s church and began preaching to the city’s African American popula-

tion as a local preacher, often preaching twice a day on weekdays and more

often on Sundays. Philadelphia offered an inviting setting, with its rapidly

growing but largely unchurched free African American population. During the

American Revolution the city’s black population had declined from fifteen

hundred to about nine hundred, but by 1790 there were twenty-one hundred

African Americans living in the city, less than three hundred of whom were

slaves. Allen soon pulled together a “society” of forty-two African Americans,

which met with the white Methodists at St. George’s and included Absalom
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Jones. Like Allen, Jones had been born a slave in Delaware, later moving with

his master to Philadelphia where he gained his freedom. At about the same

time that Allen arrived in the city, Jones had quit attending Anglican services at

St. Peter’s Church and turned instead to the Methodists. But when Allen,

Jones, and other leaders of the black Methodist community approached the

district elder about opening a separate church, he refused, using “very degrad-

ing and insulting language.” As an alternative, Allen joined with Jones and

other black leaders to form the Free African Society in April 1787. Members

had to live “orderly and sober” lives and contribute a shilling a month to help

widows, orphans, and others in need.11

As the society laid plans for a “union” African church, the number of

African Americans attending St. George’s continued to increase. White leaders

moved the black members, whom they considered a “nuisance,” according to

Allen, to seats along the walls, but even this failed to alleviate the crowding. To

handle the growing numbers, church officials built a gallery, or balcony, the

length of the church’s two side walls in the spring of 1792. When the building

was reopened, a sexton stood at the door to direct the black members to the

St. George’s Church, Philadelphia. The Methodists purchased the building in 1769

and remodeled it, with the addition of a gallery, in 1792. (Photo by the author.)
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gallery. Once there, they apparently chose the wrong seats. No sooner had they

knelt to pray than a white trustee approached and took “hold of the Rev.

Absalom Jones, pulling him up off of his knees, and saying, ‘You must get

up—you must not kneel here.’” Jones asked the trustee to at least wait until

prayer was over, but he replied, “No, you must get up now, or I will call for aid

and force you away.” When Jones again refused to move, another trustee joined

the first and together they began pulling black worshipers to their feet. By this

time prayer had ended, and, according to Allen, “We all went out of the church

in a body, and they were no more plagued with us in the church.” The event

“raised a great excitement” among the white members, and Allen later specu-

lated that “they were ashamed of their conduct,” but the damage was done.

Later, the district’s presiding elder, John McClaskey, threatened to “read you all

out” if Allen and his friends didn’t abandon their plans for a separate African

Church and submit to McClaskey’s supervision, but they refused. McClaskey’s

threats to “disown you all from the Methodist connection” carried little weight,

since, as Allen put it, “we did not mean to go to St. George’s church any more,

as we were so scandalously treated in the presence of all the congregation

present.” Allen wasn’t yet through with Methodism, but he meant to have a

separate place of worship.12

Plans for the new church continued apace through 1792 and early 1793. At

the ground breaking in March 1793, Allen was accorded a special place of

honor. “As I was the first proposer of the African church, I put the first spade in

the ground to dig a cellar for the same,” he later recalled. But no sooner had

construction begun than calamity struck in the form of the 1793 yellow fever

epidemic. Fear of the disease sent shock waves of panic through the city’s

population. Writing in September 1793, as the epidemic was just gaining

momentum, Benjamin Rush noted that “many die without nurses. Some

perish from the want of a draught of water. Parents desert their children as

soon as they are infected, and in every room you enter you see no person but a

solitary black man or woman near the sick. Many people thrust their parents

into the streets as soon as they complain of a headache.” Rush had been one of

the principal backers of the Free African Society and the African Church, and

now, overwhelmed by the number of yellow fever cases under his care, he

called on Allen to mobilize the African American community to attend the

sick, assuring him that the fever had no effect on “persons of your color.” There

were, of course, many reasons why Allen and his colleagues might have

refused, but Rush had proven himself an invaluable ally in securing funding

for the African Church, and they were “sensible that it was our duty to do all the

good we could to our suffering fellow mortals.” Rush put Allen and his friends

to work bleeding the sick and administering calomel purges; before the
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epidemic ran its course they bled some eight hundred patients. They also drove

the death carts and buried the dead. In the process they quickly learned that

assurances “that people of our color were not liable to take the infection” were

nothing but wishful thinking. By September 25, Rush himself realized his

error, writing to his wife that “the Negroes are everywhere submitting to the

disorder,” adding “Richard Allen, who had led their van, is very ill.” Allen

recovered, but by the time the scourge passed in November 240 African

Americans had died, about 10 percent of Philadelphia’s black population, a

higher proportion than had perished in the white community.13

In the aftermath of the yellow fever epidemic, the leaders of the African

Church decided to affiliate with one of the city’s established churches. When

the vote was taken on which denomination to join, only Allen and Jones stood

by the Methodists, while a large majority chose the Episcopalians. This isn’t

much of a surprise given the recent experiences of Philadelphia’s African

Americans with both denominations. After all, many of the principal white

supporters of the African Church were Episcopalians, including Rush and,

ironically, Joseph Pilmore, while Methodists were among its worst opponents.

While some Methodist leaders, including Freeborn Garrettson, had fled the

city during the yellow fever epidemic, Pilmore had remained, going “every-

where where there is sickness or distress,” according to Rush.

The decision presented Allen with a dilemma. Joining the Episcopalians

offered him the chance to substantially raise his social standing. Only two years

before Thomas Coke had dreamed of reuniting all of American Methodism

with the Episcopal Church; now Allen had the opportunity to accomplish for

African American Methodists what Coke had failed to do for the mostly white

church. Had he chosen to do so, Allen could have become the minister of what

seemed sure to be Philadelphia’s leading African American church and the

first ordained black Episcopalian in the nation.14

Yet Allen couldn’t bring himself to leave the Methodists. Despite being

“violently persecuted” by a string of elders, Allen remained “confident that

there was no religious sect or denomination [that] would suit the capacity of the

colored people as well as the Methodists; for the plain and simple gospel suits

best for any people.” For Allen, this was primarily a religious, not a profession-

al or financial, decision. The Episcopal Church offered many rewards, but

it didn’t, in his opinion, provide the best setting for preaching the gospel.

“The Methodists were the first people that brought glad tidings to the colored

people. I feel thankful that ever I heard a Methodist preach. We are beholden

to the Methodists, under God, for the light of the Gospel we enjoy; for

all other denominations preached so high-flown that we were not able to

comprehend their doctrine,” Allen later recalled. Despite all that the Episcopal
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Church could offer, he informed the other leaders of the African Church that

he “could not be anything else but a Methodist, as I was born and awakened

under them.”15

Asbury’s support of Allen probably played a crucial role in his decision

to remain a Methodist. There were a number of reasons why Asbury might

have objected to Allen’s church. The district’s presiding elder at the time of the

St. George’s incident, John McClaskey, opposed it, as did other leading Phila-

delphia Methodists. No doubt they had done all that they could to convince

Asbury that Allen was misguided and ungovernable. Moreover, Asbury had

always resisted attempts by white preachers, be they William Hammet, James

O’Kelly, or William Glendinning, to exercise more authority than their appoint-

ments allowed, as Allen, a local preacher, had done by defying the orders ofmore

than one elder. Yet it was also clear that Allen hadn’t set out to create a schism; he

hadn’t chosen to be dragged from his knees while at prayer. Disowning Allen,

who clearly wanted to remain a Methodist, would have meant abandoning the

church’s mission to much of Philadelphia’s black population.

To see that this didn’t happen, Asbury reconfigured the leadership of

Philadelphia Methodism in Allen’s favor. In July 1793, he removed McClaskey,

whom he had appointed the district’s presiding elder only the year before,

sending him to Baltimore and replacing him with Freeborn Garrettson, the

very preacher responsible for convincing Allen’s former master of the injustice

of slavery. Married only a few weeks before, Freeborn and Catherine Garrettson

arrived in Philadelphia just as the yellow fever epidemic broke. They stayed

only until the spring of 1794, when Catherine’s pregnancy prompted their

return to Rhinebeck, New York. Nevertheless, Garrettson was present during

the critical period when Allen had to decide whether to become an Episcopa-

lian or stay with the Methodists. Garrettson was early American Methodism’s

foremost abolitionist, and it seems unlikely that anyone could have missed the

significance of his appointment at this critical juncture. The assignment must

have carried special significance for Garrettson, enough to lure him away from

New York, where he had been firmly rooted since 1788. From that date until the

end of his career, Garrettson accepted only two appointments outside New

York, both to serve as elder of the Philadelphia district during periods of

turmoil among the city’s Methodists, first in 1793 and again in 1799. After

Garrettson left in 1794, Asbury continued to support Allen by appointing

preachers friendly to black Methodism to Philadelphia, including Ezekiel

Cooper in 1795 and 1796. How typical of Asbury to work behind the scene

rather than out in front of the audience.16

With a small group of followers, Allen moved a former blacksmith’s shop

that he had purchased for $35, to a lot he had acquired on Sixth Street near
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Lombard Street. He then “employed carpenters to repair the old frame, and fit

it for a place of worship.” Asbury arrived in Philadelphia in late June 1794, just

in time to preach the dedication sermon for the new church, called Bethel. His

presence provided unmistakable institutional recognition for Allen and his

congregation. “Many hearty ‘amen’s’ echoed through the house,”Allen records,

as Asbury preached. From the outset, Bethel was home to the Methodist style

of worship that would have been frowned upon at St. Thomas’s Episcopal

Church. Allen and his followers were committed to “the liberty of extempore

prayer” and to the right of “any that are moved thereto by the Spirit of God” to

speak forth in public. In contrast to the meeting at Bethel, Asbury noted that

later that evening “we had a cold time at the great church,” meaning

St. George’s.17

Still, Asbury’s support for Bethel came with certain expectations. He

agreed to back Bethel only after Allen assured him that “our coloured brethren

are to be governed by the doctrine and discipline of the Methodists.” In

November, Bethel’s trustees published a statement affirming Asbury’s under-

standing of the new church’s status. Avoiding inflammatory language, the

statement began by pointing out the mutual benefits of a separate black

church. For whites, it would “obviate any offence our mixing with our white

brethren might give them.” For African Americans, it would “preserve, as

much as possible, from the crafty wiles of the enemy our weak-minded

brethren, from taking offence at such partiality as they might be led to think

contrary to the spirit of the Gospel, in which there is neither male nor female,

barbarian nor Scythian, bond nor free, but all are one in Christ Jesus.” The

hoped-for result was that both communities “might the more freely and fully

hold the faith in unity of spirit and the bonds of peace together, and build each

other up in our most holy faith.” The trustees claimed the right to hold their

own elections for church officers, to limit membership to “descendants of the

African race,” to license their own exhorters and local preachers, and to

manage their own “temporal concerns.” Beyond that they agreed to continue

“in union with the Methodist Episcopal Church, subject to the government of

the present Bishops . . . as long as the present articles, creeds and discipline of

said Church remain unaltered and unchanged.” Asbury could hardly have

asked for more. He was keenly aware that many white Methodists had

shown far less loyalty to the church, leaving it over issues that seemed trivial

compared to the kind of harassment that Philadelphia’s African American

Methodists had endured.18

Race clearly separated Allen and Asbury, but in other respects the two were

much alike. Though Asbury would never fully comprehend the realities of

slavery and racism, he and Allen could work together because their religion
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formed a stronger bond than race. The two shared a sense of loyalty to the

church that first brought them to conversion and a zealous commitment to

promoting plain Methodist doctrine. Neither was a particularly gifted or per-

suasive public speaker, nor an intellectual by training or temperament. Yet

both were concerned with building disciplined communities of faith where

members could be nurtured beyond the limits of simple conversion. Toward

that end they were indefatigable in their own spheres of influence.
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“We were great too soon”

Flames lit up the sky over Abingdon, Maryland, on December 4,

1795, as Cokesbury College burned, causing the roof to collapse and

gutting the interior, leaving the outer walls standing naked and

scarred. The fire marked the end of an era for Asbury and the

church, dashing his hopes for a Methodist college but also relieving

him of a considerable burden. Cokesbury had never lived up to his

expectations, and it chewed up time and money while drawing

attention away from other projects that might have offered better

returns. From its inception the school had consumed £10,000, and

now it was all reduced to ashes. Many, including Thomas Coke,

suspected arson; two years later Asbury was still convinced that the

burning of Cokesbury “was done wickedly.” Maryland’s governor

offered a $1,000 reward for information leading to an arrest, but the

case went unsolved. For Asbury, the loss of the school’s library was

especially tragic.1

The school had struggled to keep going for years. Much of the

money collected for Cokesbury went toward construction of the

Georgian-style main building, which by late 1789 had cost nearly

£4,000 and was still incomplete, with a good deal of interior

carpentry, plastering, and painting unfinished. Built on a hilltop with

an impressive view, it measured 108 feet east to west, 40 feet wide,

and three stories tall, with room to house one hundred students. Many

thought it an impressive structure, though the Episcopalian

Devereux Jarratt described it as a “vast pile.”2



After the departure of Cokesbury’s first teachers, Levi Heath and Truman

Marsh, in 1788, local physician Jacob Hall took over running the school with

new teachers. Hall was an Episcopalian with a degree from the University of

Pennsylvania who had studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh, Scot-

land, Europe’s leading medical institution. Cokesbury’s initial curriculum had

followed Wesley’s Kingswood method, including an emphasis on reading

Latin, some contact with Greek and Hebrew, arithmetic, geography, history,

and large doses of devotional literature. Students were required to rise at 5:00

a.m., go to bed by 9:00 p.m., and study for seven hours a day. Play was strictly

forbidden; in its place students were supposed to learn manual skills, particu-

larly gardening. Under Hall the curriculum veered away from Wesley’s plan,

taking on the character of a more typical eighteenth-century academy. When

Coke and Asbury stopped at Cokesbury in May 1789, they heard two students

recite by memory chapters from Thomas Sheridan on elocution and a younger

student recite a speech from Livy. Asbury gave the two older boys a dollar each,

and Coke presented the younger student with a small gold coin. Asbury also

rewarded three boys who “excelled in gardening” with a dollar each. The

bishops may have been reasonably satisfied on this occasion, but others weren’t

pleased with the more secular curriculum. The itinerant William Colbert

attended a public exhibition in the college hall in November 1791. “Part of it

I liked much—and part, I think was too Theatreacal, for to be allow’d of in the

College of a people that make so high a profession of religion as the Methodist

do,” Colbert sourly noted.3

By 1792 Hall was pushing for the school to become an independent public

corporation with a charter from the state. This angered Jesse Lee and others who

saw the church losing control of Cokesbury, but the school’s financial state made

keeping it equally problematic. Tuition, room and board were initially set at £30,

though Asbury hoped that gifts would eventually allowmuch of the student body

to consist of charity students who wouldn’t otherwise be able to attend. But such

hopes were never realized. Writing from Cokesbury in October 1793, student

Thomas Dromgoole reminded his father Edward “that every Boy has to find his

own Wood & Candles to Burn . . . or be turned away from the Fire.”4

By the spring of 1794 the school had reached another crisis point, with

enrollment falling by half. On September 28, 1794, Asbury and the New York

conference, meeting in New York City, resolved “that nothing but an English

free day school should be kept at Cokesbury.”Asbury then rode south, crossing

the Susquehanna and arriving at Cokesbury on October 16. There he found the

school £1,200 in debt, with £300 due immediately. The next day Hall resigned

as president of the college, and the school closed. “Our collegiate matters now

come to a crisis,” Asbury wrote on October 21. “We now make a sudden and
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dead pause;—we mean to incorporate, and breathe, and take some better plan.

If we cannot have a Christian school (that is, a school under Christian disci-

pline and pious teachers) we will have none.” That December Cokesbury

incorporated under five clergy and ten lay trustees with a charter from the

state. Giving up control of the school was bittersweet for Asbury, who con-

cluded to “let it go, we were great too soon.” The trustees spent much of 1795

paying bills and reorganizing. No sooner had they done so than fire reduced all

their efforts to ashes that December.5

Abandoning Abingdon for Baltimore, the school reopened in May 1796,

where it was known as the Baltimore Academy. The new school included

departments for boys and girls, while jettisoning what remained of Wesley’s

Methodist piety from the curriculum. That June Asbury noted that the acade-

my had five teachers and two hundred students. The building, originally

constructed to hold balls, concerts, and card parties, was an impressive brick

structure located near the Light Street Methodist Church. But a year to the day

after the burning of Cokesbury, tragedy struck once again when the academy

also went up in flames. It never reopened.6

For Devereux Jarratt the failure of Cokesbury came as no surprise. Though

he “felt for Mr. Asbury,” Jarratt “never expected any great things, or good

purposes,” from Cokesbury. “Indeed, I see not, how any considerate man

could expect any great things from a seminary of learning, while under the

supreme direction and controul of tinkers and taylors, weavers, shoemakers

and country mechanics of all kinds—or, in other words, of men illiterate and

wholly unacquainted with colleges and their contents,” Jarratt scoffed less than

two months after Cokesbury burned. For Asbury, Cokesbury’s demise came

mostly as a relief. “As to the college,” he later wrote, “it was all pain and no

profit.” He uncharitably tried to shift much of the blame for Cokesbury’s overall

failure to Coke. “Would anyman giveme £10,000 per year to do and suffer again

what I have done for that house [Cokesbury], I would not do it,” Asbury wrote in

January 1796. “The Lord called not Mr. Whitefield nor the Methodists to build

colleges. I wished only for schools—Doctor Coke wanted a college.”7

About a month before the Baltimore Academy burned, Asbury joined 120

preachers in Baltimore for the second quadrennial General Conference. Thomas

Coke arrived only a day or two before the conference began, after a voyage from

London in which the weather was fair but the ship’s crew the worst he had ever

seen for “obscenity and blasphemy.”8

The 1796 conference didn’t have near the drama of the 1792 meeting, at

which James O’Kelly stormed out of the church, but it did enact provisions that

would have far reaching implications for Asbury and the church. It fixed the

boundaries of six permanent annual conferences—New England, Philadelphia,
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Baltimore, Virginia, South Carolina, and the Western conference—a significant

reduction from the twenty conferences scheduled for the 1793 conference year.

This would allow the bishops “to attend the conferences with greater ease, and

without injury to their health,” according to the conference minutes. Everyone

realized that the strain on Asbury had become too great. The new system also

made it more difficult for a dissident like O’Kelly to gain control over an entire

annual conference. The majority of the preachers saw this as a positive step,

though they must have realized that it had the potential to limit innovation.9

Between the General Conferences of 1792 and 1796, 106 itinerant preach-

ers located and left the traveling ministry. Though most remained active as

local preachers, their departure from full-time preaching represented a signifi-

cant loss. “None . . .will doubt that we have sustained much injury by the

location of so many of our ministers, at a period, when they were best qualified

to be useful, and the necessity of supplying their places by young and inexpe-

rienced men,” reflected the itinerant Thomas Ware, who attended the confer-

ence. This wasn’t a new problem, of course. Asbury frequently had to scramble

to fill circuits in every region, and circuits sometimes went begging for a

preacher altogether, particularly in more remote areas. When he rode through

the Swannanoa circuit in the Blue Ridge Mountains of western North Carolina

in March 1794, he was shocked to learn that “neither preachers nor elders” had

visited the circuit in six months, despite that fact that it contained about two

hundred members. A few weeks later he learned the reason: one of the preach-

ers appointed to the circuit had taken sick, while the other had married. To fill

the opening Asbury moved Philip Sands from the Guilford circuit to Swanna-

noa, temporarily leaving Guilford with only one preacher. The urgency to

provide someone for Swannanoa notwithstanding, some grumbled that

Asbury was a “despot” for moving Sands in the middle of the conference year.10

The General Conference responded to this general problem by embracing

the Chartered Fund that Asbury had drawn up the previous August in Phila-

delphia. Legally incorporated in Pennsylvania in January 1797, the fund was

designed to take in voluntary contributions, distributing them to those in need.

The articles of association permitted the fund to give up to $64 a year to

“itinerant, superannuated, or worn-out single” preachers, twice that to married

preachers, $64 a year to preachers’ widows, and $16 a year to children or

orphans of preachers, minus whatever they received from their home circuit.

These weren’t lavish sums, but most preachers and their families would have

been glad to get even this. Often they didn’t. Asbury estimated that only about

one quarter of the preachers in Virginia received their full $64 a year, with

things no better in other regions. The General Conference stipulated that the

fund would operate as an endowment, withdrawing only the accumulated
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interest each year, beginning in August 1798, and it was clear that the fund

wouldn’t be adequately endowed any time soon. “No adequate means are

devised to raise it,” Thomas Ware concluded.11

Asbury’s support for the Charted Fund represents a subtle shift in his

thinking. Up to this point, he had taken comfort in the poverty of his preachers,

believing that it would keep them pure from worldly ambition. But too

much poverty could be equally problematic, particularly when the variable

of marriage was added. Young men would marry, whether he wanted

them to or not, and then they would become concerned for the security of

their wives and children in a way that they hadn’t been for themselves alone.

The choice, Asbury now realized, wasn’t simply between a poor ministry and

a worldly one. It was between a destitute ministry populated mostly with

inexperienced young men and a humble ($64 a year wasn’t a lot of money)

ministry that could count on support for their families, especially in old age.

If the strength of the itinerant system was its ability to reach large numbers

of people spread out over vast geographical areas, its weakness was that it

wore preachers out so quickly, leaving the church dependent on an endless

string of inexperienced young men. “I want some older heads in our ministry,”

Asbury wrote to William Watters, a veteran from the 1770s, but he rarely

got them.12

Thomas Coke was equally concerned with the plight of married preachers,

and less inclined to fear the danger of creeping affluence. When he learned

that the Baltimore Academy had burned, he lamented that the £10,000

invested in Cokesbury and the academy hadn’t been “laid out for the support

of a married ministry.” “I have long groaned in spirit on acct. of the loss we

have suffered by the withdrawing of our married ministers on this Continent

from the general work for want of support. The evil sustained by this is

unmeasurable,” he wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in December 1797. Coke instructed

Cooper to find up to three married preachers who were considering leaving the

itinerancy and offer them £20 a year in Coke’s name. This was a generous

offer, but it could hardly meet the larger need. To avoid a wave of pleading,

Coke, in typically Coke fashion, urged Cooper to keep all these arrangements

secret, even from Asbury. The following December, Coke again wrote to

Cooper advising him “that the work will never flourish as extensively and

permanently as we could wish, till you have further provision for a married

ministry. . . . It is contrary to the Word of God & the reason of things, to suffer

the married Preachers to drop off as they do for want of food for themselves

and families.” This was a problem that was only beginning to erode the

foundations of the itinerant system, but Asbury and Coke could see that if it

wasn’t stopped soon, the whole structure might collapse.13
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Everyone at the 1796 General Conference could see that Asbury’s health

was failing. If he should die, who would take his place? Could they depend on

Coke? Some of the preachers knew about Coke’s secret overtures to Bishop

White offering to combine the Methodist and Episcopal churches in 1791,

though the full details of the affair only came out later. “Some said they

thought it a wicked attempt; and were not willing to admit that it was for the

best, nor to take circumstances into the account,” William Phoebus noted.

Beyond the question of Coke’s integrity, many were reluctant to dilute Asbury’s

authority while he yet lived, but they also realized that he wouldn’t live forever.

With this in mind, the majority voted to elect another bishop alongside Asbury,

deciding that it was too great a risk to leave things as they stood. But before the

conference could vote on candidates, Coke “begged that the business might be

laid over until the afternoon.” When the conference reconvened, Coke once

again promised his services to America, “to live or die among [you].” Aside

from his secret proposals to Bishop White, the extent of Coke’s commitments

in Europe and the West Indies made it seem unlikely that he could devote

enough attention to America. Everybody knew that Coke habitually spread

himself too thin. Jesse Lee took the lead in opposing Coke, whom he consid-

ered unreliable and not as well qualified as several of the American preachers

present, himself included. Coke still had many supporters among the preach-

ers, but Lee was a powerful presence. The debate might have gone against

Coke if Asbury hadn’t intervened. Standing before the conference, Asbury

insisted that all past grievances should be buried so that “friends at first are

friends at last, and I hope never to be divided.” He had gone out of his way to

keep Lee in the church in 1793, and he now did the same for Coke.

Following Asbury’s advice, only seven of the 106 preachers present voted

against Coke. Still, the preachers demanded a written pledge from Coke,

recognizing not only his commitment to America, but also his subordinate

status to Asbury:

I offer myself to my American brethren entirely to their service, all I

am and have, with my talents and labours in every respect; without

any mental reservation whatsoever to labour among them, and to

assist bishop Asbury; not to station the preachers at any time when he

is present; but to exercise all the episcopal duties, when I hold a

conference in his absence, and by his consent, and to visit the West

Indies and France when there is an opening, and I can be spared.

In effect, Coke became the church’s reserve bishop, to assume full episcopal

power only in Asbury’s absence. The printed conference minutes con-

tain neither the debate, nor the vote, nor the written agreement, perhaps in
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deference to Coke, who says nothing about these events in his journal, noting

only that “all was unity and love. There was not a jarring string among us.”14

Asbury and Coke nonetheless managed to come away from the 1796

General Conference with opposite interpretations of what had happened.

Coke believed that he and Asbury were to function as entire equals, if in

slightly different roles, notwithstanding all that had been said against him at

the conference and the wording of his pledge. Shortly after the conference,

Asbury proposed that the two divide their responsibilities. He would take the

South while Coke took the northern annual conferences from Philadelphia to

New England. This was an important and expanding region, particularly with

regards to New York, though to be fair it contained only 12,000 of the church’s

nearly 63,000members. Coke was astonished, seeing the proposal as nothing

short of an insult. He later wrote:

I did not see in this plan any thing which related in the least degree to

my being a Coadjutor in the Episcopacy, or which at all served to

strengthen it; though it was for that purpose as the primary point, that

it was thought eligible by the General Conference that I should reside

for life in America. Bishop Asbury was to hold the three Southern

Conferences entirely by himself; & I was to spend my whole time

merely as a preacher; & on a plan upon which I should spend the chief

part of my time in preaching to very few. The Northern States would

be covered with snow. I should have Mountains of Snow to ride over,

only to preach in general (a few Towns excepted) to the Family where I

was, and a few of their neighbours. When Bishop Asbury retired, I fell

on my face before God, & said, “O my God, what have I done?”15

It is difficult to imagine that Coke could have endured this arrangement

for long, but he never even tried. Before he could head north, word arrived that

he had been appointed to preside over the Irish conference. With this news

Coke decided to return home after attending the southern annual conferences.

Accordingly, he and Asbury presided over the Virginia conference meeting

near Richmond in mid-November 1796, where they learned that collections

fell short of meeting the preachers’ salaries by £194. Coke and Asbury then

took separate routes to South Carolina, meeting in Charleston for the confer-

ence’s annual meeting, which convened on January 1, 1797. The time apart did

little to quell Coke’s resentment, especially considering that Asbury still re-

fused to ask his advice. Despite his long absences in Europe and his relative

unfamiliarity with the rank and file of the American preachers, Coke expected

Asbury to consult him before drawing up the yearly appointments. “But to my

astonishment I was not consulted in the least degree imaginable concerning
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the station of a single preacher,” Coke later complained. “In short I neither said

nor did any thing during the whole tour which had any usefulness attending it,

as far as I can judge, but preach.” Of course, Coke could have had the privilege

of stationing the northern preachers had he chosen, but it is probably just as

well that he didn’t. What trouble might he have caused by insisting on particu-

lar appointments without much knowledge of the preachers involved or

responsibility for the long-term consequences? For all of his energy and vision,

Coke had a tendency to meddle and intrigue that Asbury had learned to

distrust. Coke sailed for home in February, but he wouldn’t soon forget the

indignity he had suffered at Asbury’s hand.16

Despite the tension between the two, the bishops managed to cooperate on

one substantial project just before Coke left, spending much of January and

February together in Charleston revising the Discipline. The first version of the

Discipline, a handbook of Methodist doctrine and practice, had been published

in 1785 and largely followed its British equivalent, Wesley’s so-called “Large

Minutes.” The eighth edition, published in 1792, bore the title The Doctrines

and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church, which remained the title into

the twentieth century. Largely with an eye toward answering the O’Kelly-ites,

the 1796General Conference asked Coke and Asbury to annotate a new edition

of the Discipline.17

Published in 1798, the bishops’ notes more than doubled the length of the

first two sections of the Discipline, though most of the notes amount to little

more than adding proof texts from scripture to the existing statements of

doctrine and practice. The exception had to do with the episcopacy and the

closely connected office of presiding elder, which Coke and Asbury defend at

length. After noting the biblical precedents set by Timothy and Titus, who were

“travelling bishops,” Coke and Asbury argued that “every candid person, who is

thoroughly acquainted with the New Testament, must allow, that whatever

excellencies other plans may have, this is the primitive and apostolic plan.” The

1798 Discipline also restored a section on slavery, with Coke and Asbury at one

point writing, “The buying and selling the souls and bodies of men . . . is totally

opposite to the whole spirit of the gospel. It has an immediate tendency to fill

the mind with pride and tyranny, and is frequently productive of almost every

act of lust and cruelty which can disgrace the human species.” This went further

than the church’s previous condemnations of slavery by acknowledging, how-

ever vaguely, the sexual exploitation thinly concealed across the South.18

Coke did most of the writing, though Asbury provided him with notes he

had “drawn up.” Both bishops were satisfied with the result. “If I ever drew up

any useful publications for the press, this was one of them, and perhaps the

best,” Coke later wrote. “I am sure I am right in my desire of printing the notes
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on the discipline,” Asbury wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in October 1797, not long

after he and Coke had completed their work. “You in your Annual distant

station can hardly conceive the mischief and abuse wemeet with from unchris-

tian and illiberal minds.” Regardless, on the whole the notes failed to impress

readers. The eleventh edition of the Discipline (1801) dropped them entirely.

Perhaps their greatest importance lies in the fact that they were written at all, by

two men who could easily have refused to speak to one another. They were

driven men, but their ambition expressed itself as a desire to excel at Christian

charity and forbearance. Even with someone as exasperating as Coke. Even with

someone as stubborn as Asbury.19
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16

“Down from a Joyless height”

Sickness and death cast a shadow over Asbury as the century drew

to a close. While in Charleston in January 1797, he was seized with

the first of a string of fevers and other ailments that dogged him

through 1798. Fevers were to the eighteenth century what cancer is

today: a killer of otherwise healthy adults. As always, there was a

discernable connection between Asbury’s emotional and physical

state. He “laboured under uncommon dejection” on January 17, and

the next day his “serious gloom continued.” By the 26th a fever had set

in, confining him indoors for three days. He was back in bed on

February 17 with another fever, which he attributed to his long stay

in Charleston: “I feel pain to be gone, and do not expect much peace

of mind, or health of body, until I go to my old solitary country life.”1

He still had a fever on Monday the 27th, but “rejoiced to

leave Charleston” anyway. The road failed to provide the relief he

hoped for. After crossing into North Carolina in March, his leg became

“inflamed by riding.” For relief he applied a poultice. Another fever

started the next day after he was caught in the rain, continuing

intermittently for a week. He was still determined to go to Kentucky

and made it as far as eastern Tennessee in late March. There, “the

general advice of the preachers” was that his body couldn’t stand

“the wilderness.” Instead, Asbury once again sent John Kobler with

“letters of direction” to take his place at the Kentucky conference. In

early April another fever seized him in Virginia. His system was so

drawn down that he could only tolerate tea, potatoes, “Indian-meal



gruel,” and chicken broth. For the next five months he uncharacteristically

wrote little in his journal, skipping whole weeks without comment. Neverthe-

less he continued to travel, riding some 2,000 miles on horseback through

Maryland, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey, arriving in New York in early Sep-

tember. By that time, he was suffering from “swelling in the face, bowels, and

feet.” His feet were so sore that he couldn’t “set them to the ground” for two

weeks.2

For relief, such as it was, he applied “leaves of burdock and then a plaster of

mustard, which drew a desperate blister.” Following the commonmedical advice

of the day, he also “took cream of tartar and nitre daily, to cool and keep open the

body.” Cream of tartar acts as a laxative while nitre, or potassium nitrate, acts as

a diuretic. He also “made use of the bark.” As early as the 1630s, missionaries

in the Andes Mountains of South America had learned that the bark of the

cinchona tree, which contains alkaloid quinine, proved effective in treating

malaria. The Jesuits soon became active promoters of the “Peruvian bark,”

leading some to call it “Jesuit’s bark.” By the late eighteenth century, it was

understood that the bark was ineffective on “continuing” fevers of the kind that

Asbury nowhad.He took it anyway, desperate for a cure. Always onewho enjoyed

the company of friends, he now found himself “left too much alone. I cannot sit

in my room all day, making gloomy reflections on the past, present and future.”3

One source of medical advice that Asbury surprisingly didn’t turn to was

John Wesley’s Primitive Physic, or An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most

Diseases. First published in 1747, it went through thirty-six editions, twenty-

three in Wesley’s lifetime, including several published in America. The 1789

edition published in Philadelphia contains more than 900 recipes to treat 289

ailments. Some of Wesley’s cures are harmless, some absurd, but no more so

than the common practices of the day. For “extreme fat” (hardly Asbury’s

problem), Wesley sensibly recommended “a total vegetable diet” for a year.

But to cure asthma he recommended drinking a pint of seawater every morn-

ing or living for a fortnight on only boiled carrots. For a fever he prescribed

drinking “a pint and a half of cold water lying down in bed: I never knew it do

hurt.” He also counseled the usual vomits, purges, and bleeding. Coke and

Asbury wrote a short preface to the 1789 edition recommending it to American

readers, but Asbury didn’t carry a copy with him. Despite the book’s many

printings, it held no special attraction for American Methodists, who regarded

it with the same skepticism as other medical guides of the day.4

For eight weeks Asbury didn’t preach. As he lay sick, he had “much time to

think of and review my whole life.” One conclusion he came to was that he

needed to line up reliable successors. He first thought of Thomas Coke. Asbury

had already given him a letter the previous February, before Coke sailed for
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Ireland, urging him to live up to his commitment to the American

church. “When I consider the solemn offer you made of yourself to the

General Conference, and their free and deliberate acceptance of you as their

Episcopos . . .You cannot, you dare not but consider yourself as a servant of the

church, and a citizen of the continent of America.” Asbury uncharitably

dismissed Coke’s work in the West Indies, writing “If you are a man of a

large mind, you will give up a few islands for a vast continent, not less than

1400 miles in length, and 1000 miles in breadth.”5

Despite this reminder, when he reached New York City in September 1797,

Asbury received a letter from Coke confirming what Asbury must have ex-

pected. Coke had gone from Ireland to England and probably wouldn’t return

to America before spring, if at all before the 1800 General Conference. Asbury

now decided that the church needed to elect a third bishop. “I am sensibly

assured the Americans ought to act as if they expected to lose me every day, and

had no dependence upon Doctor Coke; taking prudent care not to place

themselves at all under the controlling influence of British Methodism,” he

wrote in his journal. “I feel like a man leaving the world and think every place is

my last,” he wrote to the preacher Daniel Smith on October 5, 1797.6

The preachers gathered for the Philadelphia conference the second week

of October 1797, took one look at Asbury, and came to the same conclusion.

Knowing that he would not stop, they unanimously agreed that Jesse Lee

should become his full-time traveling companion. Asbury had had many

traveling companions through the years on a less formal basis, usually preach-

ers whom he invited to accompany him for a few weeks or months at a time.

Together Asbury and Lee made their way south to Baltimore, where, despite an

outbreak of yellow fever, they opened the region’s annual conference on

October 21. Asbury stationed the preachers, but Lee took care of almost

everything else. “All the preachers, but myself, satisfied with their stations,”

Asbury wryly noted at the close of the conference.7

From Baltimore Asbury and Lee crossed into Virginia, making for Lane’s

Chapel in Sussex County, where the Virginia conference was scheduled tomeet

in late November. Along the way “who shouldmeet us but Bishop Coke,” riding

a borrowed horse. Much to Asbury’s surprise, Coke really had been tying up his

affairs in Europe to make possible a quick return to America. “I have found it

indespensably necessary to bring my long voyages across the Atlantic to a

conclusion, and for that purpose to determine on which side of the Ocean to

spend the remainder of my days,” Coke had written to Thomas Williams in

Wales the previous April. “After most mature consideration” he had “resolved in

favour of the States of America. . . .My engagements to our American Connex-

ion are irrevocable.” He had at last made up his mind. At least for themoment.8
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Coke had his enemies in England, but he also had his friends. They were

distressed at the thought of losing his energetic presence for good, particularly

with regard to foreign missions. Belatedly, the British preachers elected Coke

president of their conference and pressed him to carry a letter to America

requesting “the return of our friend and brother, the Reverend Doctor Coke. He

has often been a peace-maker amongst us.” Coke brought this letter with him,

arriving after his ship was captured by French privateers, who seized most of his

possessions before allowing him to board another ship bound for the states.9

When Asbury arrived at the Virginia conference in November 1797, the

preachers were stunned at how bad he looked, much as the Philadelphia

preachers had been, and voted that he ought to rest there until the next April.

Unable to continue, Asbury sent Lee to take his place at the South Carolina

conference in Charleston and sent “directions [on] how to station the preachers”

to Jonathan Jackson, the presiding elder of the Charleston district.10

Meanwhile, Coke had again changed his mind and decided to return to

Britain. Even though he would soon depart, he took it as a snub that Asbury

appointed Lee and Jackson to handle the South Carolina conference, and

perhaps it was. A year earlier Asbury had been unwilling to even consult

Coke about the appointments when the two were together in Charleston. He

now had no intention of turning Coke loose on his own, with his episcopal

powers unfettered, to station thirty-one preachers he hardly knew. But Coke

didn’t see it that way. Having to give way to Asbury in his presence was bad

enough, but to be ignored even when Asbury was incapacitated was too much.

What was the point of being a bishop in that case? “What astonished me, I

think I may say, almost beyond expression was the following mysterious

circumstance—Bishop Asbury was so weak in Body at that time, that he was

convinced he could not reach Charleston in time to hold the Southern Confer-

ence, & therefore he did not attempt it. I offered my services, as it would have

been equally the same to me to have sailed from Charleston as from New York.

But he refused me; & appointed Brother Jackson to station the preachers &

Brother Jesse Lee to sit as moderator in the Conference,” Coke later wrote.

Asbury’s treatment foreclosed any inclination Coke might have had to change

his mind once again. He would be gone for the next three years, submerged in

the affairs of the British connection and its foreign missions.11

The controversy with Coke only added to Asbury’s gloom. From November

1797 to April 1798 he remained in Virginia, trying a number of cures, includ-

ing more cinchona bark. Since iron was generally considered a tonic or an

astringent, he began putting nails in his drinks. On January 1, 1798, he

embarked on “an extraordinary diet—drink made of one quart of hard cider,

one hundred nails, a handful of black snakeroot, one handful of fennel seed,
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one handful of wormwood, boiled from a quart to a pint, taking one wine glass

full every morning for nine or ten days, using no butter, or milk, or meat.” This

was supposed to “make the stomach very sick, and in a few days purge the

patient well,” which it no doubt did, though some of the ingredients may have

been beneficial in other ways. Black snakeroot was used to treat arthritis,

diarrhea, dyspepsia (upset stomach), kidney problems, malaise, malaria, sore

throat, and serve as an insect repellent (hence it was also known as bugbane).

Fennel contains essential oils that can improve digestion, and wormwood was

thought to reduce pain, lower fevers, and act as a sedative. By January 14

Asbury was back to taking tartar emetic, “kill or cure.” He coughed up blood

on March 10, but by May he was beginning to mend, aided by a vegetarian diet

that had a “salutary influence upon my system, much more so than medicine”

(little wonder there). For the next several months he lived “wholly upon

vegetables” and wore only flannel.12

The duration of Asbury’s illnesses may seem strange now, but prolonged

and debilitating sicknesses were common in this period. Infections from

viruses, bacteria, and parasites might linger for weeks or months at a time,

often made worse by the treatments patients endured. Consider the case of

the itinerant William Ormond, who was seized with an unspecified illness

while preaching in North Carolina in December 1791. For a cure, he took

a stewed mixture of ginger, sugar, alum, butter, vinegar, black pepper,

and rosemary. In March 1792 he took another reduced mixture of alum,

saltpeter (potassium nitrate, an oral diuretic), and honey, supposedly to combat

scurvy, and that May he was bled. Then in July he was “taken very Poorly” and

feared that he was “near the other world.” In desperation he sent for a doctor

named Bloodworth, who “gave me a few trifles, took his fea & left me

(not knowing my disorder I fear).” Sister Blan then gave him a “Portion of

Tartar,” a typical emetic. Two weeks later he “heard of Tullisons-Drops,” one

of the dozens of patent medicines available at the time, and sent for some. Next

he took fifteen drops of laudanum, a tincture of opium that became increas-

ingly popular as a cure-all during the nineteenth century. A few days later

Sister Hill gave him camphor and one of “Andersons pills,” another patent

medicine.13

By late August 1792 Ormond began to feel better, but then on the 26th he

was “Suddenly taken with an ague in the night,” followed by another “violent

feaver & pain in the Head.” He put pokeroot, which can act as an emetic and

purgative and was also used to treat rheumatism, on the soles of his feet. Again

he “thought Death was come,” but soon recovered, until September 15 when

he was again “taken with a violent fitt of the burning Ague” that lasted a week.

“I have taken many things but no relief,” Ormond lamented. More relapses
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and treatments followed till the end of the year, when he appeared to break free

of whatever he had.14

Ormond remained fairly healthy until March 1801 when he contracted

“hoarseness & Cold.” For treatment he took calomel (mercurous chloride) and

jalap “to correct the humor in my blood.” This made him salivate freely, a

symptom of acute mercury poisoning. Alarmed, Ormond “took a portion of

Sulphur to kill the Murcury. The change was so great & powerful nature fail’d &

I had very strange feelings all over.” The combination nearly killed him.

Sulphur was known as a laxative and for promoting sweating, and he

continued to take it for several days, sometimes with castor oil, another

cathartic. Though he was sure he would die, within a couple of weeks he

again recovered. To cure a common cold, Ormond had done his best to kill

himself and nearly succeeded. His experience with illness and cures is fairly

representative of this period, paralleling Asbury’s. The difference is that As-

bury was more cautious about trying heroic remedies, even though he suffered

more frequent and severe illnesses, pushing himself beyond what his body

could tolerate.15

As he struggled to keep going, Asbury began to think about his larger

legacy. While laid up in Virginia, he read through his journal, or had it read to

him when he was too weak, with an eye toward publishing at least some of it.

“It is inelegant,” he concluded, yet “it is well suited to common readers; the

wise need it not.” As the church grew and his travels decreased, publishing his

journal offered the chance to educate the many Methodists whom he might

never meet. “I am only known by name to many of our people and some of our

local preachers; and unless the people were all together, they could not tell what

I have had to cope with,” Asbury reasoned. “I make no doubt the Methodists

are, and will be, a numerous and wealthy people, and their preachers who

follow us will not know our struggles but by comparing the present improved

state of the country with what it was in our days, as exhibited in my journal and

other records of that day.”16

Asbury had probably always intended to publish his journal, a precedent

established by JohnWesley and GeorgeWhitefield. In fact, the first two editions

of the short-lived Arminian Magazine published in Philadelphia in 1789 and

1790 carried extracts of Asbury’s journal from August 1771 to April 1773.

Another portion was published in 1792, and the church published Freeborn

Garrettson’s journal in 1791. Realizing that he was no scholar on par with

Wesley or even Coke, Asbury sought to convey much of his understanding of

the faith through short outlines of sermons in his journal. This was certainly a

reasonable approach, since sermons were the most important medium for

communicating theological ideas in early Methodism. Typical Methodists
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might only read one or two of the church’s publications each year, but they all

heard sermons and plenty of them. From 1793 through 1796, Asbury recorded

twenty-three sermon outlines, adding another thirty-nine from 1797 through

1800. The problem with these outlines is that most give only a focal scripture

verse and three or four topic heads, withminimal development, usually occupy-

ing less than a third of the total printed page. A skillful preacher could

have preached a successful sermon from these synopses, but only if he under-

stood all that lay behind the subject headings. Many itinerants kept notebooks

filled with these kinds of outlines, as a way to remember good sermons or keep

track of what they had preached at each stop (thereby avoiding the embarrass-

ment of repeating a sermon in the same place), but Asbury had loftier

goals than this for his journal. Unfortunately, the outlines don’t add up to

much, and he mostly stopped recording them after 1807.17

By April 1798 Asbury was well enough to leave Virginia, traveling in a

carriage, usually a two-wheeled sulky. He continued to use a carriage for the

next several years, riding horseback only when the roads proved too rough.

Later, when traveling with the aged RichardWhatcoat, the two took turns in the

carriage, while the other rode horseback.18

Arriving in Philadelphia on June 2, Asbury heard that his father was dead,

or very close to it. Two weeks later in New York he learned that his father was

indeed “no more an inhabitant of this earth.” As soon as he heard the news, he

sat down to write his mother. His grief at the loss of his “venerable father” was

real, but he offered her only sympathy from a distance. “At present, I have

neither health, nor purse, nor inclination, nor confidence, to re-cross the seas,”

he told her. While he “dare not forbid your coming to this Continent,” he urged

her to “stay, to support the cause of Christ in your house, to the latest hour.” For

“company, and consolation” he advised her to “take a pious prudent woman to

live with you,” perhaps recalling what had happened after the death of his

sister, when his mother had slipped into a prolonged depression. He promised

to continue sending what little extra money he had. Though he hadn’t seen his

mother in nearly thirty years, she still exerted a powerful influence over him. “I

have formed no other connection,” Asbury wrote, referring to the fact that he

remained unmarried. “This might give you some assurance that I am still your

son.” Eliza Asbury probably expected no more than this from her Frank. When

she wrote informing him that she would remain in England, he replied that he

could “gladly consent to your refusal to come to America,” as if he had really

offered her a choice. Asbury says nothing more about his father, other than to

record a short account of his death sent to himby aMr. Phillips of Birmingham.19

The absence of any reflection on his father’s life is striking. Whatever

worked to pull them apart in life continued in death. When Asbury was asked
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to baptize a child named Joseph Asbury Reynolds more than a decade later, he

expressed “surprise” but didn’t say why.20

From New York he pushed himself into New England in mid-July 1798,

accompanied by Jesse Lee. Asbury was just now learning the details of O’Kelly’s

first book on the 1792 schism, The Author’s Apology for Protesting Against the

Methodist Episcopal Church, published in Richmond, Virginia, under the pseu-

donym “Christicola,” though everyone knew that O’Kelly was the author.

O’Kelly wrote that Asbury was a “long-headed Englishman” who continued to

insist on the “slavish subjection” of fellow Methodists. Not only was episcopacy

“the root of popery,” but also Asbury wasn’t even a real American, since he

“came over from the land of Monarchy, before the revolution” and was still a

British subject in his heart “to this day.” “What can be the cause of all this ill

treatment which I receive from him? Was it because I did not, I could not settle

him for life in the south district of Virginia?”Asbury complained. Ultimately it

had been Coke who led the opposition against O’Kelly in 1792 and the General

Conference that had voted him down, but “only I am the grand butt of all his

spleen,” Asbury wrote. The bite of O’Kelly’s criticism deepened what was

becoming the darkest moment of Asbury’s career.21

Asbury didn’t respond to O’Kelly in print, leaving this to Nicholas Snethen,

a thirty-one-year-old preacher from New York. Snethen was commissioned by

the General Conference of 1800 to write A Reply to an Apology for Protesting

Against the Methodist Episcopal Government (1800). O’Kelly answered Snethen

with A Vindication of the Author’s Apology (1801), followed by Snethen’s An

Answer to James O’Kelly’s Vindication of His Apology (1802). O’Kelly had been

right about one thing. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get Asbury to

step out from “behind the screen.”22

As he made his way north in late summer, Asbury was well enough to

travel, but not by much. “I have been very low, and weak, and feverish of late: I

can hardly write, think, read, ride, or talk to purpose,” he wrote on his way

through Rhode Island. Normally, the company of a few close colleagues on the

road would have been just the thing to revive him. But not this time: “It is a

little trying to be with people who are healthy, active, and talkative, when you

cannot bear a cheerful part with them.” A few days later in Massachusetts he

was “greatly outdone” by the heat, “rocks, hills, and stones! . . . there is no

purchase for this day’s hire but souls.”23

By late August Asbury and Lee had pushed their way up the coast of Maine

and then inland to Readfield, where the first conference held in Maine opened

on August 29, 1798. In all they had traveled more than 500miles since leaving

New York in July. Only ten preachers were present for the conference, including

Asbury and Lee, but membership onMaine’s six circuits was up 51 percent over
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the past year and more than one thousand people turned out for public preach-

ing and ordinations on the 30th. The building was so overcrowded “owing to the

people’s wish to gratify their curiosity” that planks and supports in the gallery

could be heard cracking and breaking during the meeting. Fortunately, the

balcony didn’t completely collapse, and “no person was killed or wounded.” In

keeping with the ordinations he had just performed, Asbury preached on the

nature of Christian ministry, taking for his text 2 Corinthians 4:1–2, which

begins, “Therefore seeing we have this ministry, as we have received mercy, we

faint not.” He concluded his sermon with a reflection on fainting not. “Aperson

that fainteth loseth all action; is pale and dispirited: it is a near resemblance of

death, and sometimes terminates in death. Unhappy the man who is dead and

useless in the ministry!” This was as much a commentary on his own situation

as anyone else’s. To quit was to die; he had no choice but to press on.24

Now more than ever, he leaned heavily on the movement’s women,

particularly the many widows who opened their homes to him. Leaving Read-

field after the Maine conference, he lodged at the widow Roe’s near Lewiston,

where he had also stayed on the way to Readfield. The next day he “preached in

the widow Boynton’s back room to about twenty-five persons, chiefly women.”

Later that month he came to the widow Abigail Sherwood’s in New Rochelle,

New York, “where I lay sick last year: it is still like a home [to me].” From 1797

to 1800 Asbury records lodging or preaching at the homes of widows thirty-

four times in his journal. At other places married women made it their

business to see to his comfort and care. Asbury’s preachers were all men, but

women were among his strongest supporters. He couldn’t have continued

traveling in his present physical condition without their constant attention.

Yet it is difficult to learn muchmore about them since they rarely kept journals,

exchanged letters with Asbury, or appear by name in church records. The bond

that he shared with these women, forged around late night talks by the fire and

family prayer after breakfast, must have been significant but remains elusive.25

Dickins, Cooper and the Book Concern

“What I have greatly feared for years hath now taken place. Dickins, the

generous, the Just, the faithful, skillful Dickins, is Dead!” Asbury wrote on

October 4, 1798, to Ezekiel Cooper, who was then stationed in Wilmington,

Delaware. Dickins had remained in Philadelphia as yellow fever swept through

the city in 1798, as he had in 1793 and 1797, “afraid of indulging any distrust”

in God’s providence, as he wrote to Asbury in early September. Dickins’s

sixteen-year-old daughter Betsy died of yellow fever on September 26; the
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next day Dickins was also gone. Cooper must have read on with some trepida-

tion, guessing what was coming next. What Asbury had in mind was for

Cooper to take over running the church’s printing business. It wasn’t yellow

fever Cooper feared; it was the book business’s debts.26

Dickins had done more than anyone to establish Methodist publishing in

America, including using £300 from his wife’s family to get the business going

in the 1780s. By the late 1790s he had invested so much of his own money in

the Book Concern, while simultaneously running an independent bookshop in

the same building, that it became almost impossible to separate his debts from

the book business’s. To make matters worse, in 1790 the Preachers’ Fund,

predecessor to the Chartered Fund, had been invested in the Book Concern,

intermingling the two accounts. By 1796 the Book Concern owed the Preach-

ers’ Fund £419. No one doubted Dickins’s honesty or integrity, indeed everyone

familiar with the Book Concern knew that he took a beating to keep it going. In

1792, the committee charged with overseeing the book business wrote that “too

much praise cannot be given to Mr. D. when it is known with what disadvan-

tages he has laboured from the commencement of the business to the present.”

Dickins had “put at Stake his own capital & risqued his all for . . .no compen-

sation.” The committee recommended raising his salary by $200 a year.27

Part of the problem lay in the way books were sold. The itinerant system

offered a ready-made marketing network, though one that emphasized distri-

bution over profits. Dickins sent books to hundreds of preachers, knowing that

many would fail to repay him. Circuit riders were sent to preach the gospel, not

keep accounts. Since the preachers’ own money wasn’t at stake, most proved

more willing to distribute books than to collect money for them. Accounts

inevitably became jumbled as preachers moved from one circuit to another,

leaving books behind for their successors to dispose of. Amos G. Thompson

wrote to Daniel Hitt in November 1792 to let him know that he had been

transferred to Boston and was leaving his book account £10 in arrears. Thomp-

son had been the presiding elder over western Pennsylvania and parts of

western Virginia and Ohio, where Hitt remained. “If you ask where is the

money? I answer, I have used it for want of Quarterage, &c. & must pay it,

when I can get it to Jno. Dickins.” Hitt, one of the few preachers who kept his

accounts in good order, eventually straightened out the mess Thompson left

behind, for which Dickins was grateful. “If every one with whom I deal were to

show the same diligence, I should not be embarrassed as I am,” Dickins wrote

to Hitt in May 1794. As it was, “I am obliged to keep myself near £3000 in

dept.” Despite these problems, Dickins would be a hard act to follow. In his

funeral discourse for Dickins, Cooper described him as “the wise, the worthy,

the skilful, the generous, and the pious Dickins.”28
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Cooper was a logical choice to succeed Dickins. Since October 1797 he had

been chair of the standing committee that oversaw the Book Concern, advising

Dickins on what to publish and in what numbers. Cooper was bookish,

eloquent, and comparatively well educated. A debate recorded in his journal

gives some indication of this. One evening in December 1797, Coke visited

Cooper in Wilmington, Delaware, along with the preacher James Moore and

Judge Richard Bassett, who later served as a U.S. Senator from Delaware and

the state’s governor. As they sat in Cooper’s boardinghouse room, they fell to

debating whether Christ’s reign during the thousand years of the millennium

would be “personal” or “spiritual.” Coke and Bassett argued for the former, that

Christ would physically reign on the earth during the millennium. In this

sense they took a pre-millennialist position, arguing that Christ would return

before (hence the pre-) the thousand years of peace and prosperity described in

Chapter 20 of Revelation. Cooper took a more post-millennialist position,

arguing against the personal interpretation on the grounds that “the first

Fathers of the Church did not hold it, and that none of the fathers during the

first century ever advanced the idea. Ignatius, of Antioch, Dionesius the Areopa-

gite of Athens, Clemens Romanus, Polycarp of Smyrna, and their contemporaries

held no such doctrine.” Moreover, “according to Eusebius of Cesarea, in his

Bibliotheca Patrum, one Papiuswas the first who introduced that doctrine. True,

after him, others of the fathers held it, and it has been called by some the

‘Dotage of antiquity,’ according to Dupin[’]s history of the fathers.” Cooper also

argued that if Christ returned both at the beginning of the millennium and

later at the day of judgment, “then there are two comings yet to be expected,

which will make three comings in all,” a notion that to Cooper the Bible didn’t

support. Whatever the validity of Cooper’s interpretation, few Methodist

preachers had read widely enough to even venture these kinds of arguments.

Cooper also had considerable personal savings and made a good impression in

polite society, as Asbury knew.29

The problem was that Cooper didn’t want the job. While everyone else

seemed to think he belonged in one of the big cities, he had other ideas. Earlier,

in October 1796, he had pressed Asbury to send him to the rural Pittsburgh

circuit. Asbury initially agreed, but, according to Cooper, “the Trustees of the

Society in this City [Philadelphia] united in a petition so strong to the Bishop,

for my continuance” that Asbury changed his mind. The following April,

Cooper bought a horse and again made plans to go to Pittsburgh until “the

Society rose almost in arms against my leaving them.” After a brief stint in

Wilmington, he again faced the prospect of an appointment in Philadelphia.

Dickins’s death was probably the only thing that could have persuaded him to

return to the city.30
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What he found was even worse than he expected. For two weeks after his

arrival on December 1, 1798, he negotiated with the executors of Dickins’s estate,

who refused to give him the property on hand unless he assumed the Book

Concern’s entire debt of more than $4,500, an amount equal to the annual

salaries of seventy itinerant preachers. Cooper was understandably unwilling to

“engage to pay a large debt upon the credit of debts due to the concern scattered

abroad from New Ham[p]shire to Georgia—and some of it in very doubtful

hands and of many years standing.” He wrote to Asbury, then in Charleston,

South Carolina, asking how much money he could count on from the Philadel-

phia conference. From that distance, there was little that Asbury could tell him.

“I anticipated the difficulties, that would come in your way, of conducting the

Book concern,”Asbury replied on January 8, 1799. “We cannot desire any person

to do our work for nothing; Yet we want it punctually done. . . .what you shall

have for your service youmust leave to the Conference.” Cooper had theminutes

printed but published nothing else until June.31

Before much else could be accomplished, Asbury had to convince Cooper to

take the job for the long haul. Cooper was still under the impression that his

appointment was only temporary, but he learned otherwise when the Philadel-

phia conference (which had oversight of the book business) met in early June

1799. With Asbury presiding, the conference elected Cooper editor and general

book steward with only two dissenting votes, one of them Cooper’s. “I submitted

to the desire ofmy brethren withmuch reluctance, and take it as my cross. I only

engage for one year at a time,” Cooper ruefully noted in his journal.32

As it turned out, Cooper was a better administrator than Dickins. Where

Dickins had relied on informal relationships, Cooper demanded uniformity

and written records. He outlined his new policies in a letter printed in the

annual minutes shortly after his election at the Philadelphia conference. Coo-

per reminded the preachers that while the Book Concern played a vital role in

the church’smission, capable of doingmuch good, it was deeply in debt. “When

I engaged in the business I had not one dollar of cash in hand belonging to the

Concern, and have received but few remittances since. There are large sums

due, and I most earnestly solicit the brethren to diligence and punctuality.”

Cooper didn’t mince words when it came to assigning blame: “Some of our

brethren have acted laudably and praiseworthy in this business. I wish the same

could be said of them all.” When changing circuits, preachers were to complete

“an exact inventory” and then send him a receipt notingwhowas responsible for

what. From now on, accounts would be kept in dollars and cents, rather than

pounds, shillings, and pence, which varied in value from state to state.33

If Cooper was demanding of others, he, like Asbury, was equally demand-

ing of himself. To wrest control of the book business from Dickins’s estate,
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Cooper loaned the Concern $800 of his own money. He wasn’t pleased with

the position Asbury had placed him in, but how could he complain, knowing

how little Asbury kept for himself. Asbury always had this moral advantage

over others—no one sacrificed more for the good of the church and the

salvation of souls. Besides, Cooper knew that there really wasn’t much more

Asbury could do. “We will do what Little we can to Collect for you but we might

as well climb up to the moon as attempt to get some of those debts,” Asbury

wrote in January 1801, from Camden, South Carolina, where the district

conference was meeting. “I only wish that those that think hardly of you or

me could . . . be only punished with our places they so much envy.” Despite the

odds, Cooper continued to expand the Concern’s output, publishing more than

169,000 books and pamphlets between 1799 and 1804. At the same time he

succeeded in pulling the book business out of debt, increasing its net worth to

$45,000 by 1808.34

“Weak enough”

Accompanied by Jesse Lee, Asbury left Charleston at the end of January 1799 for

his annual tour, though in truth hewas in no condition for the road. OnApril 8 in

Virginia, he had “two pounds of blood” drawn, or about a quart. The preachers of

the Virginia conference, which met the next day, urged him not to preach again

until he reached Baltimore, and a week later he coughed up blood.

By this time Asbury’s congestive heart failure, most likely the result of

rheumatic fever and episodes of streptococcal pharyngitis (strep throat), was

increasingly evident. Rheumatic fever also causes polyarthritis, which, com-

bined with edema resulting from his weak heart, made his feet swollen and

sore, hence his preference for riding in a sulky rather than on horseback. Poor

circulation to his feet would also have caused wounds to heal slowly. Putting

nails in his drinks might have helped some, providing a source of iron needed

to restore his blood cells, and his active lifestyle probably also helped him to

survive longer, masking the early stages of his decline. But decline he did. “It is

upwards of twelve years since I began the wreck of my constitution, when I

became more immediately the superintendent of our community in America,”

Asbury wrote to a friend in August 1797.35

Following the Baltimore conference, which began on May 1, 1799, Asbury

and Lee headed north for Philadelphia. At Salisbury, Maryland, Asbury again

had himself bled. The next day his horse “began to sweat, swell and tremble—

and died upon the road.” Unfortunately, he had no money to buy a new one.

Instead, he harnessed the horse of another preacher, Levin Moore, who
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happened to be traveling with them to Delaware, to the sulky, and the two rode

to Samuel Smith’s. There Asbury borrowed a horse from Smith, but two days

later had to return it. The only alternative was to harness the horse of William

Hardesty, another preacher traveling with the group, to the sulky and “wedge

ourselves [in] with all our baggage together.” Under these conditions Asbury

plodded north. “I have had great dejection of mind, and awful calculations of

what may be and what may never be,” he wrote as he crossed into Delaware on

May 26. There, three doctors examined him, advising “a total suspension from

preaching, fearing a consumption or a dropsy in the breast” (consumption is

an old name for pulmonary tuberculosis; dropsy of the chest, or hydrothorax, is

a form of pleurisy, characterized by an accumulation of fluid in the pleural

cavity, the membrane surrounding the lungs, and shortness of breath). His

eyes were now “weak enough, even with Glasses.”36

Knowing that he couldn’t ignore his failing health for long, he began to

make plans to resign the episcopacy. He arrived in Philadelphia in time to open

the conference’s annual meeting on June 6, 1799. This was the conference at

which Ezekiel Cooper was officially appointed to run the Book Concern, but

Asbury actually spent little time in the meeting, resting instead at the nearby

Eagle Iron Works, owned by Henry Foxall. In answer to a note from Cooper,

Asbury wrote on June 10 that his doctors had advised “rest, Rest or Death, or

great Danger! I have resigned the pulpit—I am weaning the conference—I am

absent Whole Days at a time; I keep no minutes now, never Preside, seldom

speak in conference, only when called upon in a special manner.” “I may

shortly come to this, that I cannot serve the Connection, without sacrificing,

my health, my Life, or my Conscience.” These were desperate words, but he

could see little choice.37

Following the Philadelphia conference, Asbury and Lee rode to New York

for a joint meeting of the New York and New England conferences. Afterward

Asbury was seized with “violent pain in my knee” and a high fever. “I never felt

so great a resolution to resign the general superintendency as I do now . . .my

prayers and counsel will be turned this way until next General Conference,” he

wrote in his journal on July 1, 1799. The next month he wrote to Thomas

Morrell, then stationed in Baltimore, informing him that “I have only to say

I am writing my resignation . . . to the General Conference. . . . I firmly believe

I have delayed my resignation too long, it is time they were put upon

ways, means, and persons for the better organization of so great a Body of

people. . . . I wish the preachers and people to take warning I am about to

come down from a Joyless height and stand upon the floor with my Brethren.”

Several had already read his letter of resignation and “in general approve the

design.”38
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Though sick most of the time, he continued to press south from New York

through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia,

and then back to South Carolina as summer gave way to fall and then winter.

He was often sick to his stomach, troubled by intestinal pain, and worn down

by the labor of travel. “I need much faith and good water,” he wrote while in

Virginia that August. In September he placed two blisters on his chest, which

predictably did him little good. One of his few consolations during this miser-

able tour was that he and Jesse Lee drew three thousand to six thousand people

a week to hear them preach. “Thus, if nomore, I can say that my travelling hath

brought thousands to hear the Gospel, who, probably, would not otherwise

have heard it.” Yet this did little to change his mind about resigning. “I think of

nothing less than the resignation of my office of superintendent at the general

conference,” he wrote that August in Virginia. The thought, he noted two

months later in North Carolina, of “having to ride about six thousand miles

annually; to preacher from three to five hundred sermons a year; to write and

read so many letters . . . all this and more, besides the stationing of three

hundred preachers . . . and spending many hours in conversation by day and

by night, with preachers and people of various characters, among whom are

many distressing cases,” was now more than he could bear. He had been in

America twenty-eight years. Did he “wish to live them over again? By no

means . . . I could not come up to what I have done; I should be dispirited at

what would be presented before me.” He had spiraled so far down that it

seemed impossible to recover.39

Asbury’s declining health accelerated a shift in the nature of his relation-

ship with the church. At the same time that it was growing in numbers and

expanding its borders, his own travels and contact with the preachers and

people declined. He did his best to stay connected, but it was a losing proposi-

tion. In addition, Methodists in general were becoming increasingly success-

ful, confident, even comfortable. If they weren’t careful, spiritual complacency

was just around the corner. If his health had been better, Asbury might have

seen the problem sooner and defined his opposition more clearly. As it was, he

was at risk of becoming something that he had never been before in America:

irrelevant.
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“Feel for the power”

If 1799 ended dismally for Asbury, 1800 would offer a new beginning,

with unexpected revivals and the election of a new bishop. But as

winter gathered somewhere north of the Mason-Dixon line and

Asbury hurried south to escape its onslaught, he couldn’t yet see this.

His greatest challenge remained supplying the circuits with

competent preachers. Of the approximately 820 preachers who had

entered the traveling connection between 1773 and 1799, only 263

remained in the saddle. Most of these were young, single men with

little formal education. Of the active preachers, only thirty-six, or

13.6 percent, had been riding circuits for more than a decade. More

than half (141 preachers) had traveled for less than five years, and

more than a third (ninety-two preachers) for less than three years. The

263 itinerants of 1799 were responsible for 156 circuits spread across

sixteen states, vast stretches of the western territories, and parts of

Maine and Canada, containing 61,351 members (a ratio of 233

members per preacher) and perhaps three or four times as many

listeners. Seventeen of the preachers served as presiding elders,

Ezekiel Cooper was the book editor, Thomas Coke was in Europe, and

Jesse Lee traveled with Asbury, leaving 242 itinerants to ride 156

circuits. This meant that nearly half of the circuits had only one

preacher, rather than the expected two. Four circuits went without an

itinerant preacher entirely. Shortages of preachers were most evident

in the South (partly owing to the O’Kelly schism), the frontier regions

of the West, and New England. Experienced presiding elders like



Freeborn Garrettson, who had been preaching since 1776, were invaluable

resources, but there were few enough of them to go around.1

Following the claims of James O’Kelly, accounts of this period often imply

that Asbury ruled the preachers with an iron fist, appointing them wherever he

chose, without much regard for their opinions or those of the people more

broadly. From this point of view Asbury’s authority is a paradox: Why did such

a democratically minded people put up with such a tyrant? In fact, most Metho-

dists didn’t see it this way. At some basic level,Methodists trustedAsbury because

of his personal discipline and the example he set: no one sacrificed more

for the gospel or better represented what Methodism ought to look like. But

specifically with regard to the preachers, Asbury’s authority rested more on his

unparalleled knowledge and his subtle judgment, demonstrated over the years

in a range of difficult circumstances. Most of the preachers were young, lacking

experience beyond their home region. Given the limits of communication at

the time, they knew little of events outside the area they traveled. They trusted

Asbury because they believed he understood the church as a whole better

than anyone.

Asbury would have preferred to circulate the preachers more widely,

moving them from region to region as they matured, so as to increase their

range of experience. But circuit preaching was a daunting enough challenge

even on familiar ground, and few of the young men who entered the itinerancy

were prepared to immediately leave their home region. Some eventually ma-

tured enough to do so, but most didn’t last long enough to try. Of the ninety-two

itinerants who began their careers between 1797 and 1799, only eighteen were

still riding circuits in 1810, less than 20 percent. Of the rest, fifty-three had

located because of marriage or poor health, eight had died, seven had dropped

out before completing their two-year probationary period, four had withdrawn

from the connection, and one had been expelled.2 Thomas Lyell was only

fifteen years old when he preached before a crowd of four thousand to five

thousand people at a quarterly meeting in 1790. After saving enough money to

buy a horse, Lyell joined the traveling connection in 1792. His first appoint-

ment was on the Frederick circuit in Virginia with Thomas Scott, who was only

twenty-one or twenty-two and who had joined the traveling connection three

years before. Between them, “a circuit of very considerable extent, and of very

great importance was committed to the supervision and care of two youths—or

rather a youth and a boy,” Lyell later remembered. Membership increased by

two hundred within the bounds of the circuit during the year, but this success

notwithstanding Scott located in 1795.3 Itinerant preaching was a young man’s

calling. No wonder Asbury commanded such wide respect. Few young men

could match his perseverance even for five or ten years.
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Asbury did what he could to balance the concerns of the preachers with the

needs of the societies. Since he was always scrambling to supply the circuits

and keep enough preachers in the field, he couldn’t afford to push young

preachers beyond what they could endure. But he also had to avoid damaging

a circuit or city station with a poorly matched preacher. Coaxing often worked

where an ultimatum might not. After the South Carolina conference annual

meeting in early January 1800, held in Charleston, Asbury was still searching

for someone to fill the Charleston appointment for the coming year. On

January 8 he wrote to George Dougherty, who hadn’t attended the conference

and was then stationed on the Oconee circuit in Georgia, that Nicholas

Snethen would be leaving Charleston. “It is imprest upon my mind that you

are the only person of my choice to supply this critical but important station.

These are to request you if life permits, to be in Charleston on February 7th as I

must go hence the 10th,” Asbury wrote. His assessment of Dougherty was

based on conversations with other South Carolina conference preachers, since

Dougherty had only joined the itinerancy on trial the year before and he and

Asbury had spent little time together. At first glance Dougherty didn’t look like

a good match for Charleston. He was tall, thin, and gangling, with an awkward

walk and a high, reedy voice. He had lost one eye to small pox, which also

disfigured the rest of his face, and generally dressed shabbily. Nevertheless,

Asbury had done enough checking around to know that there was more to

Dougherty than met the eye. Charleston Methodists soon discovered that

Dougherty had a subtle mind capable of constructing moving sermons that

were intellectually and emotionally gripping. A preacher who later heard

Dougherty preach found himself “absolutely enchained by a burst of elo-

quence, a mellow blaze of rich thought as rare as it was overwhelming.”4

Anticipating Dougherty’s possible objection that another South Carolina

preacher, James Jenkins, would be better qualified to fill the appointment,

Asbury wrote to Dougherty that “Brother Jenkin[s] I am told will upon no

consideration take this station.” To add weight to his request Asbury pointed

out that John Harper, the other preacher on the Charleston station, “highly

approves the appointment and [agrees] that you must have the charge by all

means.” Asbury evidently sensed that he had to be diplomatic with Dougherty,

rather than simply inform him of the appointment or leave it to the district’s

presiding elder to do so. The tactic worked. When Jesse Lee returned on

February 7, 1800, from a tour of Georgia, which Asbury had been too sick to

take, he had Dougherty in tow, ready to begin his ministry in the city. In fact,

Lee, who was riding Asbury’s horse, probably delivered the bishop’s letter to

Dougherty in person, perhaps further encouraging him to take the Charleston

post. Asbury’s decision to appoint Dougherty to Charleston and his efforts to
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convince the young preacher to take the assignment were worked out in a

broad organizational context, relying on the opinions and support of a number

of locals.5

Asbury’s reduced traveling schedule coupled with the church’s continuing

expansion meant that he increasingly had to manage competing concerns

from a distance. In late September 1800, he crossed the Holston River in

eastern Tennessee, stopping at Benjamin Van Pelt’s to leave his carriage before

proceeding on horseback to Kentucky. Earlier in the year he had missed the

Holston conference meeting, which was held in April while he was in eastern

Virginia, on his way instead to Baltimore. Now he learned that at the confer-

ence John Page had been moved from Tennessee’s Cumberland circuit to the

Holston, Russell, and New River circuits in Virginia, despite a petition from

the Cumberland people to keep Page another year. To Asbury’s thinking, the

Cumberland petition should have been heeded. “Had I attended at the last

Holston Conference, you should have returned immediately to Cumberland,”

he wrote to Page from Van Pelt’s. “I hope that you will now hasten to that

charge as soon as possible.” Page had been instrumental in directing a revival

then sweeping through northern and middle Tennessee and southern Ken-

tucky, including the Cumberland circuit. Asbury was anxious not to interrupt

its progress, especially since Methodism had seen slack times in the West in

recent years. Between 1792 and 1800, membership in Kentucky actually fell

from 1,808 to 1,742 while the state population more than doubled, from less

than 100,000 to more than 220,000. Much of the decrease was the product of

the O’Kelly schism and opposition to the church’s rules against slavery. Now

the tide seemed to be turning, and Asbury didn’t want to miss it. Page wasted

no time in complying with Asbury’s new instructions. After receiving the

bishop’s letter, he paused only long enough to eat dinner and then set out for

Tennessee.6

To accomplish Page’s transfer halfway through the conference year, As-

bury proposed moving James Hunter from the Green circuit to join John

Watson on the Holston, Russell, and New River circuits, taking Page’s place.

Watson wasn’t the kind of preacher who could be left alone on such a vast

charge. A colleague later recalled that he “was devoted to his work,” and “few

men understood our doctrines and discipline better than JohnWatson.” But he

“had a bad delivery and was never a very agreeable preacher.” Green would

temporarily be left without an itinerant, though Asbury hoped that either

Benjamin Young or John Granade (one of early Methodism’s most electrifying

and eccentric preachers) could shortly “be spared to come to Green.” Granade

had never had a circuit appointment before, but Asbury had met him at a

recent quarterly conference, quickly recognizing his unique abilities. These
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changes might have been managed by a presiding elder, except that none had

been appointed that year for lack of a qualified candidate. As it turned out, at

the next annual conference in 1801, Young joined Page on the Cumberland

circuit, Hunter remained on the Holston and Russell circuits and Watson on

New River. Samuel Douthet and Ezekiel Burdine transferred from the Little

Pee Dee and Anson circuits in South Carolina to ride the Green. Meanwhile

Asbury appointed William McKendree, one of the church’s most capable

younger preachers, presiding elder of the district. (The district was so big,

encompassing parts of Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky and Ohio, that McKen-

dree later quipped he could only cover it if Asbury gave him an “immortal

horse.”) This was a lot of trouble to accommodate Page and the people of the

Cumberland circuit (if it’s confusing to read, think how difficult it was to

arrange on the ground), but Asbury believed that the inconvenience was

worthwhile. He couldn’t please everyone, but within the confines of the system

he worked tirelessly to find the best fit for the preachers he had. Page remained

on the Cumberland circuit for four years until he was appointed presiding

elder of the newly created Cumberland district in 1803. Unfortunately, that

same year his health gave out and he located.7

At times itinerants simply refused to follow Asbury’s directions, leaving

him to work around them. He appointed John Kobler to the Cumberland

circuit for 1798, but when it came time for him to “take my place by the

bishops desire,” he instead “held a counsel” with a group of Kentucky preach-

ers, “and it was thought most advisable . . . for me to go over the Ohio to the

Western Territory to form a circuit in that remote corner.” Ignoring Asbury’s

directions, Kobler spent the year in Ohio, though the minutes show him on

Cumberland. In September 1799 Henry Smith left Kentucky to form the

Scioto circuit in Ohio. The next year Asbury wanted to move Smith, telling

him “You have been there long enough.” Smith disagreed. As he later recalled,

since Asbury “could get no person that I thought would suit the place, I went

back, and continued there until the fall of 1801.” Asbury relented, assigning

Smith to Scioto for 1800 and 1801. When Asbury appointed McKendree

presiding elder over the Kentucky district in October 1800, he tried to persuade

William Burke, then stationed on the Hinkstone Circuit in Kentucky, to take

McKendree’s former post as a presiding elder in Virginia. Burke flatly refused.

“I told him it was out of the question; that I had returned to Kentucky, at his

request, from Baltimore, in the spring; that I had rode down my horses; that I

had worn out my clothes; that I was ragged and tattered; and last and not least,

I had not a cent in my pocket.” Once again, Asbury gave in, appointing Burke

back to the combined Hinkstone and Lexington circuits. And this was just in

theWest. There was a kind of porosity to the system that Asbury, or anyone else
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for that matter, couldn’t entirely control. It necessitated endless shuffling of

appointments to fill voids and mend cracks, but what else could he do? He

needed every preacher he could get.8

The Power of the Word

If the majority of the preachers were young and relatively new to circuit

preaching, they still resembled their predecessors in several important ways.

Like the preachers of Asbury’s generation, they came from families of modest

means. Had they not turned to preaching, they would have taken up farming or

laboring with their hands. Most had only a few years of common school behind

them, having never darkened the door of a college. Like their predecessors,

they aspired to preach with what the itinerant Henry Smith, who took up his

first circuit in western Virginia in 1794, described as an irresistible “holy

‘knock-’em-down’ power.” Anning Owen, who began his preaching career in

upstate New York in 1795, was known as “Bawling Owen” because of his

impassioned preaching style. When South Carolina’s Jimmy Jenkins prayed,

his “soul, voice, strength, all went in. The sound was as the roar of a tempest,

ablaze with lightning, and pealing with thunder.” No matter what region they

came from, Methodist preachers aspired to preach bold, extemporaneous

sermons that stirred the hearts of their listeners. The eternal fate of lost

souls deserved no less.9

Most of the circuit preachers were literate, but given their limited formal

education and the press of their schedule, preaching as they did nearly every

day, they had little time for extensive preparation. They lived their sermons and

preached from their daily experience, for better or worse. They were “close

home” preachers, as one circuit rider put it. Each sermon began with the

preacher taking, or reading, a text of scripture. As they expounded on their

texts, they relied heavily on anecdotes and analogies from everyday life. At the

end of his forty-year preaching career, Henry Smith boasted that he “never

wrote a sermon in my life,” relying instead on the leading of the Spirit and his

feel for an audience whenever he rose to speak.10

This was exactly the kind of preaching that Asbury had been converted

under and that he continued to practice. Henry Boehm, who later traveled with

Asbury as his assistant from 1808 to 1813, claimed to have heard him preach

1,500 times. Boehm’s manuscript journal demonstrates that Asbury preached

more often than he records in his own journal. Wherever he went, he preached

at almost every opportunity, from camp meetings with crowds in the

thousands to cramped frontier cabins with a few dozen people. Preaching
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was “his element, his life, he could not live long without,” according to Boehm.

Asbury chose his scripture texts carefully (Boehm describes his sermons as

“scripturally rich”) and reasoned through them in detail. Yet like all Methodist

preachers, he made liberal use of anecdotes and examples gleaned from his

experience. “He had a remarkable method of making an unexpected use of

observations he had dropt in preaching,” noted John Wesley Bond, who

traveled with Asbury during the last two years of his life. “There was a rich

variety in his sermons,” added Boehm. “No tedious sameness; no repeating old

stale truths.”11

What impressed both Boehm and Bond was Asbury’s subtlety, a quality

perhaps lost on some listeners. Bond recalled that once when preaching in

New York City to a mixed congregation of African Americans and whites,

Asbury “anticipated” the way that the whites might use his sermon to criticize

African Americans. He had evidently been preaching on the dangers of pros-

perity, pausing to observe that some whites might be thinking, “these people

[African Americans] cannot stand prosperity:—good useage spoils them.”

“I don’t know that they can bear prosperity as well as they can poverty or

affliction—Have we borne it?—Are we as humble and as much devoted to God,

now; as when we were poor?” These “words had a very striking effect on the

audience,” Bond remembered. Like all Methodist preachers, in his delivery

Asbury relied “much on the divine influence,” according to Boehm. Once,

when Samuel Thomas stood to begin his sermon, Asbury, who was sitting

nearby, tugged at Thomas’s sleeve, whispering to him, “Feel for the power, feel

for the power, brother.” Any Methodist preacher would have understood what

this meant. It was advice that Asbury himself tried to follow, though not always

successfully. “He often felt for the power himself, and when he obtained it he

was a kind of moral Samson,” Boehm wrote. But “when he did not he was like

Samson shorn of his strength.”12

Despite his ability to persuade people face-to-face and his deep piety,

Asbury never became a great preacher. Even John Dickins, one of his staunch-

est supporters, admitted that a fair number of the church’s preachers “far

exceeded” the bishop “in the judgment of the populace as public speakers.”

In particular, if “Mr. Asbury sought the applause of men, and was jealous lest

others should eclipse him in a public character, he never would have, which he

oftimes has, permitted preachers to travel with him for weeks and months

together, who have far exceeded him in the judgment of the populace as public

speakers,” Dickins wrote in 1792. Dickins meant this as a compliment, but it

also reveals Asbury’s limits as a preacher.13

As his administrative responsibilities increased after 1800 and his health

declined, Asbury’s preaching becamemore disjointed. At their best “his addresses
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were generally, plain and simple; yet energetic . . . and, most commonly, consisted

in a judicious selection of choice matter to suit the occasion,” Ezekiel Cooper

recalled. Yet all too often his delivery was “rather abrupt and obscure, owing to the

suddenness of his transitions and digressions; and his method, frequently bore

the appearance of the want of attention, and correct arrangement,” Cooper added.

Nicholas Snethen, who traveled with Asbury for several years beginning in

1800, agreed. Asbury “was a practical preacher; nevermetaphysical or speculative;

never wild and visionary; never whining and fastidious. No exception could

be taken to the general purity and dignity of his language. His enunciation

was excellent,” Snethen wrote in 1816. Yet “strangers” didn’t generally find

him “edifying.” “This was owing, in part, to his laconic and sententious style,

and the frequent concealment of his method; and in part, also, to his natural

impatience of minuteness and detail, which was always heightened by the

pressure of disease. He belonged to that class of preachers, who are said to wear

well; who, the oftener they are heard, the better they are liked,” Snethen noted.14

This was more or less what everyone said about Asbury’s preaching.

Nathan Bangs heard him for the first time at the New York conference in

June 1804. “His preaching was quite discursive, if not disconnected, a fact

attributed to his many cares and unintermitted travels, which admitted of little

or no study. . . .He slid from one subject to another without system. He

abounded in illustrations and anecdotes.” Nonetheless, Bangs left the confer-

ence “filled . . .with admiration” for Asbury because “he presided with great

wisdom, dispatch, and dignity, and treated the young preachers as a father.”

Once, when Asbury and Jesse Lee were traveling together, they stopped to

preach near Philadelphia. Feeling unwell, Asbury asked Lee to preach in his

place, without informing the congregation of the switch. After Lee’s sermon,

Asbury gave a short exhortation. When it was all over, “some said they liked

very well what the bishop preached, but they did not like what that old man said

after him,” according to one observer.15

His own failings aside, Asbury pressed his preachers to devote themselves

to the ministry of the word. In their notes to the 1798 Discipline, Coke and

Asbury reminded preachers that their duty was to “shew the sinner how far he

is gone from original righteousness” and to “describe the vices of the world in

their just and most striking colours, and enter into all the sinner’s pleas and

excuses for sin, and drive him from all his subterfuges and stongholds.”All the

same, hell fire and brimstone alone wasn’t enough. A preacher “must say

nothing which can keep the trembling mourner at a distance: he must not

provide for him a rich feast, and hand it up to him in dishes too hot to be

touched.” God’s grace must never slip from view. “There must be nothing now

held forth to the view of the penitent but . . . the mercy which is ready to
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embrace him on every side.” If this weren’t enough, preachers also had to

consider the needs of new believers for “the pure milk of the word,” and of

mature Christians for “strong meat.” It was a delicate balance, but it was the

responsibility of every preacher to strike it as best he could.16

The preachers generally did their best to comply. William Ormond’s

journal contains one of the most complete records of sermon texts left by an

itinerant of this period. Converted in December 1787 and sanctified in March

1790, Ormond took his first circuit appointment in 1791, when but twenty-one

years old. For the next twelve years he rode circuits in North Carolina and

southern Virginia, with one year in Georgia. He died of yellow fever in October

1803 while stationed at Norfolk and Portsmouth, Virginia. In his journal,

which runs from July 1791, shortly after he began itinerating, to October

1803, a few months before his death (with the exception of a missing volume

for December 1792 to August 1795), Ormond records 1,823 sermons from 262

identifiable scripture passages. His twenty-seven favorite texts, from which he

preached at least twenty times each, account for 56 percent of all his sermons.

Most of the Old Testament andmuch of the New never found their way into his

preaching. Excluding Ormond’s ten favorite Old Testament passages, the

remaining Old Testament texts account for only 18 percent of his sermons.

He preached on only four passages from Acts, only twenty-two times from

Romans, but eighty-six times from Revelation, 117 times from 1 Peter, and 126

times from Isaiah. Ormond clearly knew many of his favorite texts by heart,

often quoting them in his journal rather than giving the chapter and verse

reference. Considering that he changed circuits every year, he probably never

preached the same sermon twice in the same place. But he made little attempt

to guide his listeners systematically through the Bible. Relying so heavily on

Revelation, 1 Peter, and Isaiah suggests that Ormond’s preaching mostly

depicted a people under siege and the church as an insurgency.17

Asbury preached from a wider array of scripture texts over the course of his

career with fewer favorites. He records preaching from 1,029 biblical passages

in his journal (doubtless only a fraction of the total), only nine of which are

repeated more than a dozen times. Yet, like Ormond, Asbury didn’t strive for

any kind of systematic organization to his preaching. Early Methodist preach-

ing, as Asbury and his preachers understood it, was geared more toward

dealing with immediate personal experience and the demands of everyday

faith. The circuit riders had a sense of themselves as something new, as

emissaries of a spiritual revolution sweeping the nation. They offered new

wine to a thirsty multitude; there simply wasn’t time to let it age.18

If he wasn’t the best preacher in the connection, Asbury saw himself as a

sort of Methodist George Washington. In the popular imagination Washington
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was austere, disinterested, standing above the fray of petty partisanship,

concerned only for the welfare of his country, qualities that Asbury hoped

others saw in him with regard to the church. Washington may not have been a

great speaker, as Asbury wasn’t a great preacher, but there was more to

leadership than that. Asbury met Washington on two occasions, so it was

with a measure of real loss that he learned on January 4, 1800, that Washing-

ton had died three weeks earlier. Though he didn’t generally comment on

political figures or events, he couldn’t resist eulogizing Washington, that

“matchless man!” in his journal. Washington’s religious convictions, such as

they were, tended toward moderate Anglicanism, but Asbury managed to

convince himself that the president was an evangelical at heart. In particular,

he noted that Washington provided for the manumission of his slaves in his

will, “a true son of liberty in all points.” “At times he acknowledged the

providence of God, and never was he ashamed of his Redeemer: we believe

he died, not fearing death.” To die at peace, knowing that you were bound for

heaven was the mark of the truly converted. Assigning these religious convic-

tions to Washington was a stretch, but given his respect for Washington’s

public character, Asbury couldn’t help himself.19

Hand to the Plow

On a bitterly cold day in February 1800, Asbury and Nicholas Snethen (the

bishop’s new traveling companion) left Charleston headed north. The roads

were treacherous, and Asbury’s carriage got stuck in the mud, breaking some

of the rigging. They didn’t reach their lodgings until 8:30 p.m. that night.

Conditions remained difficult for days stretching into weeks as they made their

way north. In North Carolina it snowed 18 inches and then rained. Snethen did

most of the preaching as Asbury’s health took a turn for the worse. By mid-

March he was suffering from great “distress” in his “bowels.” For relief he took

a patent medicine, Stoughton’s bitters. On March 15 Asbury and Snethen

crossed into Virginia, having ridden 500 miles in four weeks. There a “friend”

asked to borrow £50 from Asbury. “He might as well have asked for Peru,”

Asbury joked. “I showed him all the money I had in the world—about twelve

dollars, and gave him five . . . I will live and die a poor man.” Pushing himself,

his horse, and carriage to the limit, Asbury arrived in Baltimore on May 5,

completing a journey of 1,100 miles from Charleston. It had been imperative

that he reach Baltimore before May 6, 1800, the day that the general confer-

ence was set to open and where he had every intention of resigning from the

episcopacy.20
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His colleagues had something else in mind. The conference opened with

Thomas Coke, now fifty-two, who had just returned from Europe, reading an

address from the British conference pleading for his return. This, of course,

wasn’t the first time this had come up. In 1797 Asbury and the Virginia

conference had released Coke to serve in Europe, pending the decision of the

1800 General Conference. Now that it came to it, what were they to do with

Coke? He still commanded a great deal of respect among the American

preachers because of his learning and piety, and he still corresponded regularly

with some of the more senior American preachers, including Ezekiel Cooper

and Richard Whatcoat. He had taken great risks in the West Indies and

promoted the mission tirelessly at home. Recently he had spent several

months calling on political connections on behalf of preachers in Ireland and

the Channel Islands (located in the English Channel off Normandy). Coke had

contacts and a level of experience that few American preachers could match.

Equally important, he represented an important link to the church’s past, the

more so considering that so many of the 116 preachers present at Baltimore

were under the age of thirty and had been preaching for less than five years.

Still, the West Indies and Ireland were British projects, with no real connection

to America. Everyone realized that Coke’s loyalties were divided and that he

hadn’t spent enough time in America to keep up with the church’s rapid

expansion. After two days of debate, the conference wrote to the British

Methodists that Coke’s commitments in Europe and the West Indies “turned

the scale at present in your favour. We have, therefore . . . lent the Doctor to you

for a season.” Coke was to return to the United States for the 1804 General

Conference at the latest. It was anyone’s guess what his role in the church

would be by then.21

With Coke’s situation settled, the conference turned to three major issues:

Asbury’s status and that of the episcopacy more broadly, the support of married

preachers and their families, and slavery, that most vexing of issues. When

asked what his plans for the future were, Asbury replied “that he did not know

whether this General Conference were satisfied with his former services.” His

“affliction” since the last General Conference had been such that he had needed

a colleague to travel with him, he had been forced to stop and recuperate for

weeks or months at a time, and for the most part he had been limited to riding

in a carriage, reducing the scope of his travels. But when it came to it, Asbury

simply couldn’t say the words, couldn’t bring himself to actually resign. So he

asked the preachers to do what he couldn’t do himself, to set him aside in favor

of someone else. Did the conference still want the services of such an infirm

old man, now fifty-four? The reply came in the form of a motion by Ezekiel

Cooper that the conference “consider themselves under many and great
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obligations to Mr. Asbury, for the many and great services he has rendered to

this connexion . . . [and] do earnestly entreat a continuation of Mr. Asbury’s

services.” And that was it. The motion passed without dissent. Asbury had

underestimated his own reputation. No one could imagine the church without

him as long as he yet lived. (Cooper must have taken some satisfaction in

making this motion considering the way that Asbury had maneuvered him

into running the Book Concern.)22

Still, Asbury clearly needed help. William Burke proposed electing two

additional bishops, but “a very great majority” favored adding only one, to be

elected by the conference as a whole. Two leading candidates emerged for the

post: Jesse Lee and Richard Whatcoat. Other potential candidates included

Freeborn Garrettson and Ezekiel Cooper, but Garrettson was unwilling to

travel far from his family and beloved home on the Hudson River, and Cooper

was already occupied as the church’s book agent, a role that suited him better. A

few years earlier Francis Poythress would have been a strong candidate, but he

was now sinking into insanity. Lee and Whatcoat offered the conference

contrasting choices. Lee was capable, strong willed and experienced. He had

joined the itinerancy in 1783, preaching extensively in Virginia, Maryland, New

York, and New England. Most recently he had traveled with Asbury, meeting

many of the connection’s preachers across the country. If the preachers wanted

a strong leader to balance Asbury’s hand, then Lee seemed the obvious

choice.23

Richard Whatcoat was altogether different. Born in Gloucestershire, Eng-

land, in 1736, Whatcoat began preaching in 1763 and came to America with

Coke in 1784. John Wesley had wanted to make Whatcoat an American bishop

(Wesley would have said superintendent) in 1787, but the American preachers

rejected the appointment under biting criticism of both Wesley and Whatcoat

from James O’Kelly and, to a lesser but still significant extent, Jesse Lee.

Whatcoat bore the whole affair with characteristic humility. During his sixteen

years in America, he had traveled and preached extensively across the nation,

but he had never entered into any of the church’s controversies. Already in his

mid sixties, his health periodically faltered under the hardships of itinerant

ministry, yet he never complained. Indeed, what everyone admired about

Whatcoat was his soft-spoken perseverance and deep, introspective piety. “I

think I may safely say if I ever knew one who came up to St. James’ description

of a perfect man,—one who bridled his tongue and kept in subjection his

whole body,—that man was [Richard] Whatcoat,” the itinerant Laban Clark

later recalled.24

The election was held on Monday morning, May 12, with Lee and What-

coat tying on the first ballot. Whatcoat won on the second ballot by four votes,
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fifty-nine to fifty-five. With characteristic humility, he referred to the election

only in passing in his journal: “I was voted to the Office of Bishop,” is his only

comment. Lee, on the other hand, came to believe that a rumor circulating

among the preachers had been instrumental in preventing his election. The

story, according to Lee, was “that Mr. Asbury said that brother Lee had imposed

himself on him and the connexion, for eighteen months past, and he would

have got rid of him long ago if he could.” When Lee confronted Asbury with the

story, he denied having anything to do with it. At Lee’s request, Asbury stood

before the conference to disavow the rumor and express his gratitude for Lee’s

“past services.” Lee later claimed to have traced the rumor’s origin to a preacher

independent of Asbury. Considering the trust that Asbury had placed in Lee

over the past year and a half, it seems improbable that Asbury had anything to

do with the alleged rumor. Still, it is worth reflecting on the ease with which

Lee entered into these kinds of disputes. If he and Asbury had served as

bishops together, they would almost certainly have had run-ins of the kind

Richard Whatcoat (1736 1806). (From Abel Stevens, History of the

Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 4 [New York:

Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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that characterized Asbury’s and Coke’s relationship, with the added complica-

tion that Lee would never have left. Their relative authority would have been

ambiguous, doubtless giving rise to misunderstandings. Lee wouldn’t have

been able to bear any sort of subordinate status for long, nor would Asbury

endure Lee’s contentiousness. Whatcoat’s election was a near thing, but the

preachers chose a man of unquestioned piety who by personal inclination

would function as something of a bishop-in-reserve for Asbury. What would

happen in the event of Asbury’s death was anybody’s guess, but they could deal

with that when it happened. For now, things would go on as they had before,

with Asbury pressing himself to the limit of his endurance and Whatcoat

filling in when he couldn’t go on.25

Even before Whatcoat’s election, the conference paused to consider

the preachers’ salaries, which were still fixed at $64 a year. On the morning

of the 9th, James Tolleson proposed that whereas “the annual salary of our

preachers being very justly considered too small—as almost every article of our

consumption comes now at nearly fifty per cent higher than when the salaries

were fixed,” they should be increased (passed by five votes) to $80 a year

(passed by an unspecified majority). The fact that the first motion passed by

only five votes reveals how much the preachers still clung to Asbury’s pattern

of voluntary poverty. Among those who opposed the measure was South

Carolina’s James Jenkins. He “was willing that the married preachers should

receive more than sixty-four dollars, but thought the single ones might make

out” with less. Opposition to the increase also reflected the reality of church

finances. Since many of the preachers didn’t get the $64 due them now,

why raise the salary further? Alas for Tolleson, he didn’t live long enough

to enjoy the extra money. He died that August in Portsmouth, Virginia, of

yellow fever.26

Four days after Whatcoat’s election, the conference took up the perennially

divisive issue of slavery. No one spoke in its favor, but the conference’s rejection

of a number of antislavery proposals indicates the depth of the divide that

separated Methodists. Nicholas Snethen’s motion that “from this time forth no

slaveholder shall be admitted into the Methodist Episcopal Church” was de-

feated (the minutes don’t record the tally), as was John Bloodgood’s motion that

children born into slavery after July 4, 1800—a date chosen for its obvious

significance—must be emancipated when they reached a certain age (left

unspecified). Next, James Lattomus proposed that within the year every slave-

holding member “shall . . . give an instrument of emancipation for all his

slaves; and the quarterly meeting conference shall determine on the time the

slave shall serve, if the laws of the state do not expressly prohibit their

emancipation.” This was the system that many quarterly conferences in border
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states had adopted, but here it was voted down, presumably by the southern

preachers.27

With these defeats in mind, Ezekiel Cooper made what must have seemed

a modest proposal “that a committee be appointed to prepare an affectionate

address to the Methodist societies in the United States, stating the evils of the

spirit and practice of slavery, [and] the necessity of doing away [with] the evil as

far as the laws of the respective states will allow.” The motion passed, probably

because southerners saw it as a small price to pay to give the anti-slavery faction

something to feel good about. After all, the conferences weren’t required to do

anything but read the address. Time would prove them wrong.28

“We have long lamented the great national evil of NEGRO SLAVERY,”

began the one-page address that the committee, appointed in response to

Cooper’s motion, brought in a few days later. Joining Cooper on the committee

were William McKendree and Jesse Lee, both southerners but neither a friend

of slavery, though Lee was the more ambivalent of the two. The address

attacked slavery on two levels: as an affront to civil liberty and as a contradiction

to Christian morality. As a civil matter, slavery was “repugnant to the unalien-

able rights of mankind, and to the very essence of civil liberty.” In a nation

“jealous” to protect its freedom, slavery represented “an inconsistency which is

scarcely to be paralleled in the history of mankind!” Religiously, “the whole

spirit of the New Testament militates in the strongest manner against the

practice of slavery.” Hence, “at this General Conference we wished, if possible,

to give a blow at the root to the enormous evil . . . to rouse up all our influence,

in order to hasten, to the utmost of our power, the universal extirpation of this

crying sin.” Strong language, but if southerners were alarmed, they could

reflect that it only mirrored wording contained in the Discipline for several

years. The annual conferences were urged to send addresses to their state

legislatures demanding the “gradual emancipation” of all slaves. “O what a

glorious country would be ours, if equal liberty were every where established,

and equal liberty every where enjoyed!” Following the conference, Cooper

printed and began circulating copies of the address, signed by the bishops,

which soon found its way into newspapers north and south.29

Asbury had few illusions about the address changing the minds of many

slaveholders or their sympathizers. He had spent too much time among slaves

and masters, observing the growing inflexibility of many whites. His only

contribution to this debate was a pragmatic proposal to provide for the ordina-

tion of “black and coloured people,” something that he had already begun to

do, though most of the preachers didn’t know it. The conference responded by

granting the bishops “leave . . . to ordain local deacons of our African brethren,

in places where they have built a house or houses for the worship of God,” so
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long as a qualified candidate was available. The candidate also had to “obtain an

election of two-thirds of the male members of the society to which he belongs,”

along with a recommendation from the circuit preacher or preachers, all of

which still granted a measure of control to local whites. Despite these controls,

southern preachers were still “much opposed” to the new measure, according

to Jesse Lee. They managed to pass a motion that the new rule would only be

entered into the General Conference journal (which wasn’t published until

1855) and not in the Discipline. As late as 1810, Lee claimed that “this rule is at

present little known among the Methodist preachers themselves, owing to its

having never been printed.” Nevertheless, the rule provided new opportunities

for the growing number of African American preachers.30

In fact, Asbury had already ordained Richard Allen the first black deacon in

the Methodist church on June 11, 1799, though he didn’t record the event in his

journal. Asbury increasingly realized that if African Americans were to be

converted, it would be under the guidance of their own preachers. Before his

death in 1816, he recorded ordaining at least eight African American preachers,

including James Varick, cofounder of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion

Church in New York City, and Daniel Coker, a prominent Baltimore preacher,

who, along with Richard Allen, founded the African Methodist Episcopal

Church in 1816. Doubtless there were many more ordinations that, like Allen’s,

Asbury didn’t record in his journal, as was usually the case with white preachers

as well. Most of the ordinations of African Americans that Asbury doesmention

took place in Philadelphia or New York, though he occasionally ordained free

African Americans farther south. In February 1812, near Richmond, Virginia,

he noted that, “A charge had been brought against me for ordaining a slave; but

there was no further pursuit of the case when it was discovered that I was ready

with my certificates to prove his freedom.”31

Backlash

Revitalized by the events of the General Conference, Asbury left Baltimore on

May 20, 1800, for a tour ranging north to New England through the summer

and west to Kentucky and Tennessee in the fall before turning south through

the Carolinas for the winter. His health, usually a good barometer of his

outlook, was “better than when [the General Conference] began.” By the time

he arrived in South Carolina in mid-November, he had ridden 1,000 miles in

two months and kept twenty preaching appointments. Along the way, he slept

under twenty unfamiliar roofs at the exorbitant cost of $50. It was a grueling

schedule, but news of extensive revivals across the country buoyed his spirits.
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Almost as soon as he crossed the border into South Carolina, he realized

that things weren’t going as well there as elsewhere. The “sickly state of the

South, in both senses”—by which Asbury meant the region’s unhealthy physi-

cal environment and its morally debilitating dependence on slavery—meant

that it was unable to spare preachers for the growingWest. Indeed, he predicted

that five or six South Carolina preachers would locate that year. Two days later, as

if in fulfillment of this prophecy, Asbury met Benjamin Blanton, the district’s

presiding elder, on the road. “He is now a married man,” Asbury lamented.

“Like others of his Southern brethren, after he has faithfully served the connex-

ion about ten years, he talks of locating.” This indeed proved the case, as

Blanton soon left the traveling ministry for good.32

If Blanton’s departure was distressing, it was nothing compared to what

Asbury soon learned. In Charleston the address on slavery had become a target

of pro-slavery advocates. The address’s timing could scarcely have been worse.

It appeared in the South within weeks of Gabriel’s plot to stage a slave uprising

in Richmond, Virginia, an event that sent shock waves through the region.

Asbury now heard that John Harper and George Dougherty, the two preachers

stationed in Charleston, had been assaulted. Harper wrote to Ezekiel Cooper,

“We have lately had a good deal of Trouble, on acct. of the address from the G

[eneral] Conference on the subject of emancipation.” When the controversy

first broke, Harper’s house was “beset” by “two hundred angry men, with a

Lawier of note at their Head, who uter’d great Threats.” A few days later, while

on his way home after preaching, Harper was surrounded by “a numerous

Band of the Champions of Liberty,” as he sarcastically referred to the pro-slavery

mob. He was defended from the crowd’s “rage by some Friends,” who were

themselves attacked and “now bear the marks of hard Blows.”33

George Dougherty received even rougher treatment, at least in part be-

cause he had opened a school for African American children. After a prayer

meeting Dougherty was seized by a mob and held under a pump till “almost

deprived . . . of breath.” He was saved from drowning when Martha Kugley, a

Methodist, rushed into the mob and stuffed the folds of her dress (some

accounts say her apron) into the spout of the pump, stopping the flow of

water. After Dougherty’s pumping, Harper published a letter in the local

paper claiming that he had only seen accounts of the address in newspapers

(neither Harper nor Dougherty had attended the General Conference) until on

September 8, “a few” unsolicited copies arrived in a box of books from Cooper

in Philadelphia. When word got out that Harper had copies of the address, a

city official showed up at his door, demanding that he burn them. Harper

complied, pleading in his published letter that he had never “desired to see that

which the address recommends come into effect by any other than lawful,
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honorable and innocent means, and not by mobs, tumults, insurrections, or

any means of so unhappy a tendency.” Harper had arrived in America from the

West Indies in 1795, but had spent most of his time in the North, much of it in

Baltimore. Fearing for the safety of his wife and six children, he now made

plans to flee the South at the first sign of another mob.34

Dougherty wasn’t so easily intimidated. He was still operating his school

the next spring, writing to Asbury that “My black school has increased to

upward of forty, several of whom have discovered an excellent capacity in

learning. But you will readily believe that this has no tendency to remove the

reproach of the cross. The epithet of negro school-master, added to that of

Methodist preacher, makes a black compound sure enough.” Yet Dougherty

managed to hold the society together. By May 1801, he could report that “the

congregations are as large and serious as they were at any time since I came to

Charleston. The number of blacks that attend on the Sabbath is truly pleasing.”

For all of the trouble in Charleston, Asbury could reflect that he had chosen

well in bringing Dougherty there.35

The larger controversy further alienated Charleston’s elite. In particular, it

focused public attention on the sections of the Discipline respecting slavery that

most South Carolinians had overlooked till now. That quickly changed. Accord-

ing to Harper, public figures of “the highest authority” now found the church’s

policies “to be highly Inimical to the Tranquility of the Country. Some Magis-

trates of the highest Respectability, have given it as their opinion, that we need

not expect peace in this state, unless we abjure our principals respecting

slavery, contained in the form of Discipline.” A few weeks later, in December

1800, Asbury met a member of the South Carolina General Assembly who

informed him that the address “had been read and reprobated” in the legisla-

ture, and “that it had been the occasion of producing a law which prohibited a

minister’s attempting to instruct any number of blacks with the doors shut;

and authorizing a peace officer to break open the door in such cases, and

disperse or whip the offenders.” In fact, the law, which had the governor’s

support, prohibited any slave assembly without whites present and forbade

whites from meeting with slaves in a “confined or secret place of meeting,” or

at night for “religious or mental instructions.” Patrols that discovered an illegal

meeting could break it up using the whip, as Asbury had heard. With tensions

running so high, Harper wrote to Cooper, “It is the General opinion that if Mr.

Asbury comes here it will be at the Peril of his Life.” Asbury took the threat

seriously, barely setting foot in Charleston until 1803. It was never his style to

provoke a public confrontation.36

Yet confrontation he would have. As winter waned, Asbury and Whatcoat

made their way through the Carolinas, arriving in Virginia in late March 1801.
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Often they got nothing to eat between an early breakfast and a late dinner, with

a ride of 30 miles in between. Along the way, they continued to encounter

fallout from the address on slavery. Before crossing into North Carolina in late

January, Asbury observed that he was “Sure nothing could so effectually alarm

and arm the citizens of South Carolina against the Methodists as the Address of

the General Conference. The rich among the people never thought us worthy to

preach to them.” In the past they had given “their slaves liberty to hear and join

our Church.” “Now it appears the poor Africans will no longer have this

indulgence. Perhaps we shall soon be thought unfit for the company of their

dogs.” Two weeks later, he ran into a certain Solomon Reeves, who “let me

know that he had seen the Address, signed by me; and was quite confident there

were no arguments to prove that slavery was repugnant to the spirit of the

Gospel; what absurdities will not men defend!” Asbury wondered. “If the

Gospel will tolerate slavery, what will it not authorize? I am strangely mistaken

if this said Mr. Reeves has more grace than is necessary [ for salvation], or more

of Solomon than the name.” The address of course wasn’t the root of the

problem. It had only “lanced” the abscess “of deep rooted enmity, that has

been swelling for years,” Asbury wrote to Thomas Morrell, then stationed in

Baltimore, that February.37

However little sympathy Asbury had for slaveholders, he had to admit that

Methodist preachers now had less “access” to slaves. “Our way is strangely

closed up at present in consequence of the Address,” he noted a few days after

his confrontation with Reeves. The storm raised by the address had a particu-

larly chilling effect on Methodist activities in South Carolina, spreading out-

ward from Charleston. At Manchester, on the Santee and Catawba circuit, a

mob chased the itinerant Levi Garrison, who only escaped by taking “to the

bushes.” When Garrison’s partner on the circuit, James Jenkins, visited the

village soon afterward, he “expected hot work, for I was resolved to stand my

ground.” A mob again formed and broke up Jenkins’s meeting, ordering the

slaves to leave the house and seizing the bread Jenkins was using for commu-

nion. The leaders then ordered Jenkins outside where they planned to whip

him, but he was made of sterner stuff then they expected, and calmly faced

them down. Still, for all his bravery Jenkins regarded the address as a monu-

mental mistake. By provoking the law passed by the South Carolina Assembly,

the address “had well nigh taken the bread of life” from the “wretched, hungry,

starving souls,” of the slaves Jenkins was accustomed to ministering to. It had

also “waked up the spirit of persecution against our people generally, and

especially against the preachers; many of whom, and myself among them,

suffered some gross insults repeatedly.” Five years before, Asbury had noted

that Charleston’s few male Methodists “do not attend preaching.” Instead,
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Methodist congregations were mostly made up of “women and Africans . . .

and some few strangers.” According to Jenkins, this latest episode reduced

even this attendance. He visited Charleston shortly after the controversy broke,

writing that “I had been accustomed to see the galleries filled with coloured

people, and to hear the most cheerful and delightful singing from these willing

worshippers; but now there were not exceeding two or three heads to be

seen . . . It did not seem like the same place. So much for the addresses from

the General Conference.” By May 1801 Dougherty reported a rebound in black

attendance, following a relaxation of the law forbidding assemblies of slaves,

but in Jenkins’s mind the damage was done.38

Over the next few years tension between Methodists and planters de-

creased somewhat, but it never completely abated. While in New York in July

1802, Asbury heard that “persecution” had “ceased in Charleston.” Yet when he

returned to the state later that year, he learned that this wasn’t entirely true.

Methodist preachers still hadn’t “gain[ed] the confidence of the lowland plan-

ters (if indeed that time shall ever be)” with the result that “thousands of the

poor slaves” still didn’t have access to the gospel. Much the same was true in

Richmond, Virginia, where only four or five whites out of the city’s seventy-odd

Methodists attended meetings in September 1802, according to the city’s

stationed preacher, Alexander M’Caine. Methodism was “despised by the

great, complained against to the Civil Magistrates by the Middle, & persecuted

& stoned by the lower Classes—they have strove by every method to stop our

night meetings,” M’Caine wrote to George Roberts. After “repeated com-

plaints,” the city’s Mayor “said he would stop the blacks, and if there were

five people of colour after dark in our Meeting he would fine me & the rest 3

Doll[ar]s p[er] head, or I must receive 30 lashes on the bare back.” Under these

threats M’Caine felt compelled to “forbid the blacks from coming as there was a

law against it—such a place I never was in before.” What freedom Methodists

had to preach across much of the South rested on an unspoken truce with pro-

slavery whites. Carolina Methodists continued to expel members who traded

slaves (Asbury mentions two in March 1801), but they never again participated

in an appeal to state legislatures for the general abolition of slavery.39

The fallout over the General Conference’s addressmade clear how far apart

opinions among Methodists north and south had drifted. Where northerners,

like Ezekiel Cooper, still hoped to force an end to slaveholding among Metho-

dists, Jenkins-style southerners hoped only to work within the system, convert-

ing as many slaves as possible but taking no interest in their emancipation. To

Cooper, slaveholding was a sin that no expediency could justify; for Jenkins, any

hint of abolitionismmeant an end to the church in the South. Asbury agonized

over this conundrum for the rest of his life, unable to find a way out.
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Tomake the anti-slaverymovement seem lessAmerican, nineteenth-century

southern Methodist historians invented the idea that it had all been Thomas

Coke’s doing. Describing the events of 1800 from the vantage point of 1856,

Francis Asbury Mood, historian of Charleston Methodism, claimed that it was

“the indiscreet interference of Dr. Coke with slavery” that had “aroused hostility

against the Church in all quarters.” So firmly rooted was this interpretation by

1884 that M. H. Moore could write that “the insane zeal of . . .Dr. Coke in

particular” had “excited” the troubles of 1800. Moore even claimed that Dough-

erty had been seized and nearly drowned by mistake, having actually done

nothing to indicate he had any qualms about slavery. Unfortunately, later histor-

ians have often carried this myth forward. In fact, after 1784 Coke had relatively

little to do with Methodist abolitionism. It was instead American preachers like

Ezekiel Cooper who pushed the issue to the breaking point. Asbury took a

secondary role in this debate, except for the provision concerning ordination,

which in the long run yieldedmuch greater benefits for black Methodists, but he

was still more centrally involved than Coke.40
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18

“The garden of God”

“This night, this memorable night, never to be forgotten, excelled

all I had ever seen,” Thomas Smith wrote on New Year’s Day 1801.

When Smith arrived at the home of Captain Thomas Burton on the

eastern shore of Virginia, he could hardly get into the yard, “the

press of people was so great.” “At the very commencement of the

meeting the Spirit of the Lord came as a rushing, mighty wind—the

people fell before it, and lay in heaps all over the floor. The work

continued all night, nor did it stop in the morning, but continued

for thirteen days and nights without interruption; some coming, some

going, so that the meeting was kept up day and night.” When it was

all over, Smith took in ninety-five new members, forming fifty-five

whites into one class and forty African Americans into another.

Throughout the year, Smith recorded meeting after meeting lasting

far into the night, with people falling “in all directions,” crying out

for mercy. “Our societies are getting so large I know not how we are

to meet them,” he wrote in November 1800. Indeed, Smith and his

colleague on the Northampton circuit took in 607 new members

that year alone.1

Smith’s experience was part of a revival sweeping across America

on a scale not seen since the 1780s. It was almost more than Asbury

could have hoped for. Writing to Thomas Coke in August 1803, he

reflected, “I thought once, should I live to see preaching established in

all the states, and one hundred in society in each of them, I should be

satisfied.” Now he dreamed not of hundreds, but of “millions.” His



personal renown had also grown beyond what he could have imagined as a

younger man. He was so well known that letters from Europe could be sent to

him “in any publick town or city upon the continent,” addressed simply to

“Francis Asbury.” A town had been named for him (Asbury Town, New Jersey),

and parents across the nation named their children after him. No one of his

generation was better known face-to-face across the nation.2

And yet Asbury couldn’t and wouldn’t allow himself to relax. TheMethodist

way of salvation demanded that one push on to the very end; there could be no

rest short of the eternal rest of death. Eventually something had to give, either

when his health failed or the church changed under his feet, demanding a new

style of leadership. The day would come when both happened, but not yet.

After a quarterly meeting near Abingdon, where Cokesbury lay in ruins,

Asbury and Whatcoat rode to Duck Creek, Delaware, for the Philadelphia confer-

ence annualmeeting,which opened June2 and continued for four days.With sixty-

four preachers present, the annual conference became an extension of the revival

sweeping through theDelmarva Peninsula. “The people would not leave the house

day nor night,” Asbury noted. “At one point, the meeting in the meeting-house

continued without intermission for 45 hours,” alternating between preaching,

singing, and prayer, according to Jesse Lee. The people shouted so loud at times

“that the speaker could not be heard.” People went home only to sleep a little,

hurrying back as soon as they awoke “at any hour of the night.” “Such a time

I think I never Saw before,” Whatcoat concluded. “The people Scarcely left

the preaching house Day or night.” “Many of the saints, as well as sinners would

tremble, shake, and fall helpless on the floor, and remain in that condition for a

considerable time,” Lee recorded. “The probability is, that above one hundred souls

were converted to God,” Asbury added. His estimate was confirmed two weeks

later by George Kinard, who wrote to report 117 new members at Duck Creek.3

Despite great difficulty in stationing the preachers, in which Whatcoat took

little part, the many conversions at the Duck Creek conference buoyed Asbury’s

spirits. By the time he reached Philadelphia, he could report that “My health is

restored, to the astonishment of myself and friends.” Among those who noticed

the change was Whatcoat, who wrote to Asbury’s mother that “the Hand Divine”

had “marvelously prolonged” her son’s life, “and restored his health, aswell asmy

own.” From Delaware they rode to New York City for the district’s annual

conference on June 19, then to Lynn, Massachusetts, for the New England

conference on July 18.4

By late September Asbury and Whatcoat had reached the Holston River in

eastern Tennessee. Asbury got his chaise over the river by straddling it between

two canoes and then swimming his horse across. After leaving his horse and

carriage at Benjamin Van Pelt’s, he crossed into Kentucky to hold the district’s
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annual conference at Bethel School. Though signs of a revival were on the

horizon, it hadn’t yet penetrated far into Kentucky. “It is plain there are not

many mighty among the Methodists in Kentucky,” Asbury wrote.5

As he crossed back into Tennessee, he could sense that things were different.

Here the awakening initiated by John Page and others was already well under

way. At Nashville more than one thousand people turned out to hear Asbury

preach. The next day, October 20, 1800, he attended what amounted to his first

camp meeting, though no one yet called them that, at Drake’s meetinghouse.

Since the churchwasn’t large enough to hold all the people, a preaching standwas

set up “in the open air” among “a wood of lofty beech trees.” There “theministers

of God, Methodists and Presbyterians, united their labours” and “mingled”

together. Preaching, singing, and praying continued all day, and at night “fires

blazing here and there dispelled the darkness and the shouts of the redeemed

captives, and the cries of precious souls struggling into life, broke the silence of

midnight.” Two weeks later Asbury preached to another seven hundred people

near the North Carolina border.6

By 1801 the revival had two epicenters from which it radiated outward, one

in the Cumberland region of Tennessee and Kentucky and the other on the

Delmarva Peninsula and western shore of Maryland. In late August 1800

Asbury learned that six hundred new converts had joined in the Baltimore

district that summer alone. By fall, people packed Baltimore area churches. In

November, George Roberts, then stationed in Baltimore, wrote to a friend in

New York that they had just held the largest and loudest love feast the city had

ever seen. “Such a general shout I hardly ever heard & when I tell you that near

a thousand were presant you may form some Idea how great was the noys.”

Asbury also learned that a “work” was under way in Annapolis; “Indeed it

begins to be more and more general in the towns, and in the country.” This

“revival upon the western shore of Maryland” and elsewhere was exactly what

he had been “agonizing for . . . for many years.”7

Soon the revival extended north, reaching New England and upstate New

York. New England presiding elders Shadrach Bostwick and John Brodhead wrote

to Asbury reporting awakenings on nearly every circuit. At one quarterly meeting

in Connecticut, “many were struck and fell from their seats prostrate upon the

floor, crying in bitter agonies, some for converting, and others for sanctifying

grace,” according to Bostwick. The revival also spread south through Virginia. In

September, Asbury received a letter from Jonathan Jackson, presiding elder over

the southeastern Virginia district, informing him that “great and powerful times”

prevailed across the district, with two hundred added to the church that summer.8

Even in its early stages, Asbury was beginning to sense the possibility of

this new work. The church as a whole had gained only six thousand members
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during the 1790s, and membership had actually declined in the South. During

the decade from 1800 to 1810, membership would explode, nearly tripling

from 63,700 to more than 171,700, with sustained growth in every state.

In a familiar pattern, Asbury’s perception of what was now possible worked

like a tonic for mind and body, at least in the short term. “Here let me

record the gracious dealings of God to my soul in this journey,” he wrote on

October 30 as he prepared to leave Tennessee and cross over into the Carolinas

for the winter. “I have had uncommon peace of mind, and spiritual consola-

tions every day, not withstanding the long rides I have endured, and the

frequent privations of good water and proper food to which I have been

subjected; to me the wilderness and the solitary places were made as the

garden of God.”9

Following the South Carolina conference at Camden in January 1801, he

left for the North, intending to ride 5,000 to 6,000 miles during the next

ten months. Richard Whatcoat, “my never-failing friend,” as Asbury described

him, again rode with him. By now much of Asbury’s work had to be coordinat-

ed through the mail. Letters from Whatcoat and Asbury took on a pattern in

early 1801. Asbury would write to give specific directions as to which preacher

should be stationed where, when meetings should be held, and so on.

Whatcoat would then add a short postscript, giving spiritual comfort and

encouragement. It was an arrangement that accurately reflected the personal-

ities and perceived responsibilities of both men. Whatcoat seemed to feel no

resentment at his secondary status, though he was the older of the two. The

year before he had written to Asbury’s mother, Eliza, that he and Asbury “are

like David and Johnathan, united to live, Travel and Labour together.”

The reference is to the biblical story of King Saul’s son Jonathan, who risked

his life to befriend and protect David, even though it meant that David would

one day be king in his place. There was more than a little of Jonathan in

Richard Whatcoat.10

When they reached the Kent circuit, they learned that nearly three thou-

sand had joined the church on the Delmarva Peninsula during the past

year. “There has been a most glorious revival of religion in this Peninsula,”

Whatcoat noted. At Dudley’s meeting house in Queen Anne’s County, Mary-

land, fifteen hundred blacks and whites turned out for a love feast. Eight

days later at Dover, Delaware, so many people showed up to hear Asbury

preach on a Monday that the meetinghouse couldn’t hold them all and the

meeting had to be moved to the nearby capitol building. Despite the success

indicated by these crowds, the press of his schedule began to gnaw away at

his sense of well-being, undermining the stamina he had enjoyed over the

past year.11
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Less Than Brotherly Love

He finally broke down after reaching Philadelphia on May 30, 1801. Two and a

half weeks earlier, at the close of the Virginia conference, he had a “wart,

cancerous in appearance,” removed from his foot. The wound never really

healed and now, accompanied by intermittent fevers, it incapacitated him. In

Philadelphia the curiously named doctor Philip Physick took up Asbury’s

treatment. Physick had studied medicine in London and Edinburgh, and has

been called the father of American surgery, though nothing he did for Asbury

deserved such a lofty title. Physick diagnosed Asbury with a “sinew strain,”

concluding that the “dead part of the sinew” had to be burned away with round

after round of a “caustic.” The resulting pain must have been excruciating, but

Asbury tried not to murmur. Disease was a product of God’s providence, sent

to test one’s faith. Early Methodists rarely prayed for divine healing, a concept

that would only gain prominence in America with the Mormons in the mid-

nineteenth century and in the late nineteenth-century Holiness and Pentecos-

tal movements. As he endured his treatment, Asbury made only spotty entries

in his journal for seven weeks. “Why should I continue my journal while here?

What would it be but a tale of woe?” he wrote in late July. He felt “shut up in

Sodom, without any communication with the connexion at large.”12

To make matters worse, the Philadelphia church was embroiled in a bitter

controversy that Asbury was forced to mediate, unable to escape. Unlike the

O’Kelly schism of a decade before, the Philadelphia split wasn’t about core

doctrine or polity. It began as a division between a wealthierminority and a poorer

majority within the church. From there it spiraled into a clash of personalities

and a blatant power struggle, just the sort of squabble Asbury regretted most.

In 1799 membership in Philadelphia stood at 411 whites and 211 African

Americans, with three itinerant preachers assigned to the city. In the spring of

1800 Asbury stationed only one itinerant preacher, Lawrence McCombs, in the

city after white membership declined to 407 and black membership increased

to 257, many under Richard Allen’s leadership at Bethel. As a result, Ezekiel

Cooper and other local preachers became more heavily involved in the affairs

of the city’s Methodist churches. At the same time a deep division formed

between a small group of what Cooper called “the most wealthy and respect-

able members” on one side, and “the poor” majority on the other. The catalyst

for the split was the revival of 1800–1801, which swept some three hundred

new white and nearly two hundred new black members into Philadelphia

Methodist churches by the spring of 1801. Overwhelmingly these new mem-

bers were artisans and laborers. Historian Dee Andrews calculates that by the

“THE GARDEN OF GOD” 305



spring of 1801, “at least 953 of the 1,117members meeting at the four chapels in

Philadelphia (more than 85 percent) were women, blacks, and laboring men.”

Alarmed, the “wealthy and respectable” faction, which included a dispropor-

tionate number of merchants and professionals, began looking for ways to

solidify their control over St. George’s church.13

Tomakematters worse, McCombs threw in his lot with the wealthier faction.

He removed several class leaders alignedwith the poorer faction, includingHenry

Manley, who was charged with “usury” and “disturbing the peace of the society,”

and replaced them with leaders from the other side. The displaced leaders

appealed to Joseph Everett, the district’s presiding elder. Meeting in late August

1800, Everett and the Philadelphia quarterly conference judged McCombs’s

actions “a stretch of power” and ordered Manley’s membership restored and the

removed leaders reinstated.McCombs refused. So, onOctober 27, Everett ordered

him to another circuit and replaced him with another itinerant, Richard Sneath.

But McCombs refused to leave the city, and the conflict simmered on.14

Sneath’s appointment was clearly calculated to favor the laboring faction.

He had little sense of social ambition and found the annual and general

conferences he had attended “tedious.” He much preferred the company of

plain, zealous believers who liked their religion hot. On previous visits to

Philadelphia, he preached several times at the two African American churches,

Richard Allen’s Bethel church and Zoar chapel, but only once at St. George’s.

Once stationed in Philadelphia, he divided his time evenly between the city’s

four Methodist churches: St. George’s, Bethel, Zoar, and Ebenezer. There was

no chance that Sneath would continue McCombs’s pattern of favoring Phila-

delphia’s more elite Methodists.15

Like Asbury, Cooper found the schism exasperating and complex, with

layers of conflict on both sides. One of these layers involved the estrangement

of McCombs and Everett. Between February 21 and March 5, 1801, McCombs

and Cooper exchanged at least thirteen letters in which McCombs claimed that

he had acted only to bring about a balance of power between the two sides and

that Everett had interfered where he didn’t belong. In his last letter to Cooper,

McCombs threatened to “bring the matter to” the upcoming Philadelphia

conference, so that “the preachers would the better know the authority and

power, of a presiding Elder.” “If a preacher is to be jostled out of his station . . . at

the nod, or whim, of the presiding Elder, it is a thing I never knew.”16

Initially Cooper tried to remain neutral, believing that “each party was

disposed to strain the questions altogether on their own side, and in their own

favour right or wrong.” But over time he became disgusted with the “temper

and spirit of the . . .wealthy and respectable party.” They “gave way to such a

bitterness of spirit, and to such an abusive principle and practice of evil
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speaking, and persecution that I more than ever was convinced that their

motives were not pure, and their designs were not good.” It dismayed Cooper

that McCombs resisted any attempt to negotiate a reconciliation between the

two sides that didn’t include his own reinstatement in Philadelphia. To Cooper

this smacked more of personal ambition than Christian charity. In the end, he

could only “wish every old point of strife was buried between all parties—I

believe things are & have been exagerated.”17

Asbury first learned of the schism while in South Carolina in December

1800. He received several letters from the North which he likened to the

messengers who brought news to Job of the destruction of his family and

property. “While he was yet speaking there came also another . . . ” Among the

letters was a petition from “eighty male members of the society in the city of

brotherly love, entreating me to do what I had no intention of doing—that was,

to remove brother Everett from the city.” He couldn’t see that Everett had done

anything wrong, and he must have been generally pleased with the appoint-

ment of Sneath, whom he had met the previous August. Moreover, the city was

now in the midst of a revival, with “great congregations, great shoutings” and

nearly one hundred newmembers, all an indication that “God was with them.”

The awakening gained further momentum in early 1801 under Sneath’s lead-

ership. Like the revival to the south on the Delmarva Peninsula, meetings often

continued well into the night with “jumping and shouting” and people falling

to the floor, unable to rise, crying out for mercy. At one meeting at Zoar chapel,

Sneath reported that “the people shouted so loud that I could not hear myself

speak.” In late January 1801 Sneath found it necessary to divide one of the

St. George’s class meetings into three, still leaving one of the three new classes

with forty members. The next day he took in twenty-four new members at

St. George’s and the following day another eighteen at Ebenezer.18

That June the Philadelphia conference refused to reverse any of Everett’s

decisions, whereupon McCombs relented, and he and Everett “made up,”

according to Cooper. This still left open the larger problem of the class division

within the Philadelphia church. The conference asked the bishops to write a

letter addressed to both parties, recommending that “all sides . . . drop every

point of dispute, and return to peace and quietude,” according to Cooper. The

resulting letter, signed by Asbury and Whatcoat, contains no specific recom-

mendations. It simply implores both sides “to have peace and unity re-estab-

lished among you.” Asbury had always been loath to interfere in local church

affairs beyond stationing the traveling preachers. Now he and Whatcoat reit-

erated this policy, noting that they considered “each society as standing in its

own accountability.” Asbury would have been glad to been shut of the whole

affair, but his injured foot prevented him from leaving the city.19
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Rather than soothing overheated tempers, the bishops’ address only added

“offense to the dissatisfied party,” meaning the wealthier faction, according to

Cooper. Shortly after the Philadelphia conference, a group of fifty to sixty

people resigned their memberships and set up a rival church. They purchased

the north end of the Philadelphia Academy, a building originally built to

accommodate the preaching of George Whitefield and lately owned by the

University of Pennsylvania. The local preachers who joined the breakaway

group, including former itinerants Charles Cavender and Thomas Haskins,

refused to take preaching appointments from Sneath, setting up their own

schedule of meetings instead. The group also included local preacher John

Hood, who joined the first Methodist society in Philadelphia in 1768, Lambert

Wilmer, at whose home Asbury stayed during his second visit to the city in May

1772, and Jacob and Hannah Baker. Jacob was a successful merchant, and the

Bakers had been Methodists for nearly thirty years. Joining this group of

venerable members were merchant and local preacher Samuel Harvey and

physician William Budd, at whose home Cooper had recently boarded. This

was a formidable group to lose, but Asbury’s sentiments still remained with the

poorer majority. Calling themselves “The United Societies of the People called

Methodists,” the new church grew to eighty-three members in its first year.20

On August 18, 1801, the United Societies drew up an independent consti-

tution, which nevertheless remained decidedly Methodist in character. The

“Articles of Faith” section is condensed but otherwise drawn almost word for

word from the 1798 Discipline (the most recent edition) minus Coke and

Asbury’s explanatory notes, or any references to bishops or presiding elders.

Where the ritual section of the Discipline called for the bishop to preside (for

example at the ordination of elders), the new constitution substituted a “Presi-

dent Pastor.” Conspicuously absent from the new constitution is any condem-

nation of slavery or the Discipline’s prohibition against “The buying or selling

of men, women, or children, with an intention to enslave them.” The United

Societies saw themselves as genuinely Methodist, but under no obligation to

Asbury or his presiding elders. Their concerns were those of Philadelphia’s

wealthier Methodists alone. What they wanted most was the authority to impose

a degree of refinement on the city’s Methodists, at least at the academy.21

Complicating the Philadelphia schism for Asbury was the fact that he had

asked Thomas Haskins to edit his (Asbury’s) journal for publication. Asbury

wrote to Haskins on June 26, 1801, even as Haskins was preparing to leave the

church, that he could still promise Haskins $100 for editing the journal. As if

working with Haskins wasn’t tricky enough, Asbury had to consider that

Ezekiel Cooper, the church’s book agent and an opponent of Haskins’s faction,

would ultimately be responsible for publishing the journal. Asbury was never
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entirely satisfied with Haskins’s efforts, and a year later he concluded that he

had seriously overestimated Haskins’s “literary abilities.” Early in 1802 Cooper

published the portion of Asbury’s journal covering the period January 1, 1779,

to September 3, 1780, but Asbury wasn’t pleased with the result. “If I had left

him [Cooper] at liberty it would have been done better,”Asbury wrote to George

Roberts, then stationed in Philadelphia, in August 1802. As it stood, the

journal was “very incorrect: had I had an opportunity before it was put to

press, I should have altered and expunged many things.” Two years later

Asbury wondered whether further portions of the journal “will ever be pub-

lished before or after my death.”22

Still, he wanted a record of the church’s progress, all the more so as the

revival swept in crowds of new members. Since his journal had proved disap-

pointing, he turned to the preachers, badgering the presiding elders to send

him detailed accounts of revivals in their districts at least once a year. He hoped

that these could then be edited “for the press” and published on a regular basis.

“I wish that when any of my brethren write to me, that they would give me all

the information they can of the work of God, it cheers my soul, and I can

communicate it to thousands,” he wrote to Thornton Fleming, presiding elder

of the Pittsburgh district. He advised Fleming to “keep a small Journal at hand,

and select at least one narrative of all the extraordinary things of the great

meetings, and of the number of souls professing awakening, Justifying, Sanc-

tifying, or reclaiming grace,” to send to him. Alas, the elders generally failed to

supply the kind of regular reports that Asbury was looking for. A few collec-

tions of letters and accounts from this period were eventually published, but

not the kind of broader history that Asbury was hoping for.23

“The lame and the blind”

By early July 1801 Asbury longed to leave Philadelphia, which he alternately

referred to as this “unhappy place,” and “the city of strife, unmeaningly or

ironically called Philadelphia,” but the condition of his foot wouldn’t allow it.

“I only regret that I had anything at all to do with the Philadelphia fire and still

I am here and cannot with safety get away,” he complained to George Roberts.

“You will judge of my case to sit from morning to evening in a disagreeable

attitude in the heat of the weather and division in the middle of the city.” By the

end of themonth, hewas determined to leave, sore foot or not. Traveling south he

made his way into Maryland, where he met Richard Whatcoat and his current

traveling companion, Sylvester Hutchinson, in Frederick County. By necessity,

Whatcoat had taken up Asbury’s usual episcopal duties (ordaining deacons and
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elders and stationing the preachers) at the New York and New England confer-

ences that summer. ButWhatcoat, generally known among the preachers as “Old

Father,” was also ailing. Earlier Asbury hadworried thatWhatcoatwould “lose his

sight in part or whole, he will ride and preach himself blind.” Now it appeared

that he was indeed “almost blind,” only able to “see dimly with one eye.” Since

both bishopswere in poor health—“the lame and the blind,” asAsbury referred to

himself and Whatcoat—they decided to divide the work between them and meet

at the end of the year in South Carolina.24

Asbury and Snethen made their way across Virginia in September, arriv-

ing in eastern Tennessee late in the month to hold the Western conference

annual meeting. They were too late to attend the now famous Cane Ridge

camp meeting, which had been held in early August in central Kentucky, but

Asbury heard reports about it, including that “one thousand if not fifteen

hundred fell and felt the power of grace.” Only twelve Western conference

preachers attended the Tennessee conference, the rest pleading that they

couldn’t leave their circuits at this critical juncture because of “the greatness

of the work of God.” Unfortunately, it was too late in the year for Asbury to

venture farther west and north across the mountains into central Kentucky and

Tennessee to see for himself, so he turned southeast into North Carolina. As

always the roads in the West were “equal to any in the United States for

badness,” testing the limits of his “lame feet and old feeble joints.” By October

he had walked or ridden more than 800 miles since leaving Philadelphia, an

average of about 100 miles a week. Weak as Asbury was, Snethen did most of

the preaching. Asbury usually then followed with an exhortation, or by reading

letters he had received describing the revivals on the Delmarva Peninsula or in

the Cumberland region.25

Crossing into South Carolina, Asbury was disappointed, but not really

surprised, to learn that there was little appearance of revival in the state.

“I cannot record great things upon religion in this quarter; but cotton sells

high,” he sarcastically wrote as he crossed between the Tyger and Enoree rivers.

“I fear there is more gold than grace—more of silver than of ‘that wisdom that

cometh from above.’ ”26

The three months of traveling since leaving Philadelphia had been spiri-

tually rewarding but physically draining for Asbury. In September he wrote

from Virginia to George Roberts that “I am obliged to ride down the high

mountains because I cannot walk, and Jane [his horse] does not know how to

crook her joints down these precipices” as horses raised in the mountains

apparently did. Each step jolted him, causing pain “in the hip on the lame side

in riding.” As always, decent lodging was hard to come by. Most frontier cabins

had only “one room and fireplace,” into which the family crowded, “not usually
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small in these plentiful new countries,” along with the “half a dozen . . . stran-

gers” that Asbury’s visits always seemed to attract, “making a crowd,” he

observed. “And this is not all; for here you may meditate if you can, and here

you must preach, read, write, pray, sing, talk, eat, drink, and sleep—or fly into

the woods.” What made it worthwhile were the dramatic revivals that he

witnessed sweeping across the West.27

Arriving in Camden at the end of the year, Asbury received some unex-

pectedly good news. Since he had left Philadelphia, St. George’s church had

actually managed to retire a large debt despite losing its wealthiest members in

the recent schism. At the time of the split, the church was “near three thousand

Dollars” in debt for recent renovations, according to Ezekiel Cooper. He

believed that those who left the church were actually encouraging creditors to

sue for control of the building so that they (the separating faction) could buy it

back. Whether or not this was true became a moot point when the remaining

members managed to raise $4,000 in less than a year. “O Zeal! Zeal! what will

it not do when made Elastic by opposition,” Asbury wrote when he heard the

Daniel Killian’s home, near Asheville, North Carolina, one of Asbury’s favorite

stopping places 1800 1813. (From R. N. Price, Holston Methodism. From Its Origin to

the Present Time, vol. 1 [Nashville: Smith & Lamar, 1903].)
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news. Writing to Cooper, he recommended that the church use any surplus

funds to buy or build a house for the city’s preacher, making it easier to station

a married preacher there.28

It was something to feel good about as he headed north in early 1802. He

would soon receive news he had long feared.
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“Like a moving fire”

His mother was dead, which inevitably came as a shock. She died

on January 6, 1802, though word only now reached him in early April in

Baltimore. The death of his father had produced only a few lines in his

journal, but his mother’s led to an initial reflection of more than four

hundred words, with follow-up entries and a spate of correspondence

with friends and relatives in England. After recounting her family

history and conversion—her Welsh ancestry, how she had “lived a

woman of the world” until the death of her daughter, Sarah, how that

“hopeless grief” had eventually led to her conversion—Asbury recalled

how for fifty years “her hands, her house, her heart, were open to

receive the people of God and ministers of Christ; and thus a lamp was

lighted up in a dark place called Great Barre, in Great Britain.” In death

all of his mother’s faults were forgotten and only her strengths

remained, particularly her outgoing personality, which drew together a

society of believers in her village. “As a woman and a wife she was

chaste, modest, blameless; as a mother (above all the women in the

world would I claim her for my own) ardently affectionate.” In other

words, Eliza was an ideal Methodist woman, a true “mother in Israel.”

Where he hoped for his father’s salvation, he was confident of his

mother’s, as confident as his Arminianism would allow.1

Eliza’s death was ultimately a blessing, as it was for all believers

who left this world of woe for a better place, but it still didn’t rest

easy with her son. The effusiveness of his praise belied a measure of

guilt that he had never returned to England or brought his parents



to America. For all of his accomplishments, he had in some measure failed his

own family. The obligation of children to their parents was on Asbury’s mind

the year before when he advised the itinerant Thomas Morrell to return home

to his ill father. Morrell had been stationed in Baltimore in 1799 and 1800,

participating in the thick of the city’s recent revival. Learning that his father,

who lived in Elizabeth, New Jersey, was ill, Morrell asked Asbury for an

appointment closer to home. Asbury responded by stationing Morrell in New

York City for the next three years, 1801 to 1803. Like Asbury, Morrell was the

only living child of a lone surviving parent, his mother having died in 1796. “I

should advise the preachers at such seasons to go and see their Parents,”Asbury

wrote to Morrell when he first learned of his father’s illness in February 1801. “I

am well persuaded that you ought to take a Station in [New] York . . . and when

health, and weather will permit, if it was every week, visit your Father, and spend

asmuch time as you can, a Day or Two; I am clear withMr.Wesley, the obligation

of children to parents never ceaseth but with life.”2

When he returned home in 1801, Morrell found his father had indeed

“declined much in health—so that I cannot see it my duty to leave him.

I consequently must locate myself at least for a season.” Morrell’s journal reveals

that during 1801 and the first half of 1802 he lived in Elizabeth and preached

there almost exclusively, though the town already had two stationed preachers

and his appointment was technically to New York City. But Asbury and the

district’s presiding elder overlooked this, making considerable allowance for

Morrell’s devotion to his father. “You ought to cheer the setting hour of your

Father’s life; hold and stay long,” Asbury advised Morrell in February 1801. “My

dear mother is going swiftly, if not gone . . . I have often thought very seriously of

my leavingmymother, as one of themost doubtful Sacrifices I havemade.”What

he couldn’t do for his own mother he did for Morrell’s father. In 1804 Asbury

appointed Morrell to Elizabeth and the following year Morrell located there,

leaving the traveling connection. His father died that September in 1805.3

Allowing Thomas Morrell to sit by his father’s side vicariously assuaged

some of Asbury’s guilt, but it didn’t absolve him of all regret. In particular he

wanted details of his mother’s last hours, which he hoped would show that she

had died triumphant, confident in her faith. His cousin John Rodgers wrote

from Walsall, Staffordshire, with some particulars, but not the kind of detailed

deathbed account that Asbury was looking for. As to his mother’s property,

“I never expected or desired a farthing,” he wrote to Rodgers. Still, he was

disappointed to learn that “a certain Mr. Emery has taken all her property.”

Elizabeth had evidently signed everything over to Emery after her husband’s

death, so that she could live rent-free in their cottage, Asbury’s boyhood home.

Emery was likely the landlord of the Malt Shovel pub, and use of the cottage
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was probably tied to Joseph’s employment at the malt house or farm. In

essence, Elizabeth had died penniless, in hock to a tavern keeper, not the

kind of end Asbury wished for his mother. At any rate, his last remaining tie

with England was now broken.4

From Baltimore, Asbury and Whatcoat made their way through Maryland

and the Delmarva Peninsula toward Philadelphia in the spring of 1802. Along

the way they heard numerous reports that the region’s awakening was “spread-

ing along like a moving fire.” Over the past eleven months the Baltimore and

Philadelphia conferences, which included the peninsula, had added about ten

thousand new members. Learner Blackman and William Bishop took in more

than one thousand newmembers on the Dover circuit alone, an increase of 591

whites and 416 African Americans. “This was a gracious year to my soul,”

Blackman noted. “Some times I preached from 6 to 10 and 11 times a week and

met large classes almost every day.” As he traveled across the region, Asbury

sometimes preached, but more often gave only an exhortation, or read letters

giving accounts of the revival in various places. He would have preferred to stay

in the Chesapeake, soaking up the church’s success, but he couldn’t favor the

strong over the weak, the latter of which included Philadelphia.5

This year, however, things were even looking up in the city of brotherly

love. Much to Asbury’s surprise, the breakaway Academy church requested

readmission as a regular appointment under the city’s stationed preachers,

George Roberts and John McClaskey. Still, the Academy members, whom

Asbury referred to as the “separates” or “malcontents,” continued to see

themselves as different (read better) than Philadelphia’s other Methodists. A

month later Asbury learned that the Academy members wanted the eloquent

Roberts to preach to them exclusively. “I utterly disapprove the motion,” As-

bury wrote to Roberts in June. “What, you confined in your labours to 100 in

society and 1000 in congregation when you may preach to 10,000 or more by

going into other churches?” Two weeks later Asbury further instructed Roberts

“to preach but twice in the Academy Church, upon Sabbath Days, that will be

sufficient, then you can go to St. Georges, Ebenezer, or Bethel.” He threatened

to move Roberts to New York rather than see him tied to the Academy alone,

but the Academy members relented, and Roberts remained in the city.6

What most annoyed the Academy Methodists was the emotional energy

that the revival brought to Philadelphia’s churches, as the itinerant Thomas

Sargent discovered when he took up his appointment in the city. In June 1803

Sargent attended a Monday evening love feast at the Academy as part of

Asbury’s instructions that the church accept the ministry of all the city’s

stationed preachers. “Nothing remarkable” happened until the meeting was

dismissed and he left the building, Sargent wrote to ThomasMorrell a few days
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later. Standing in the yard, Sargent was startled to hear “several very loud

shreakes.” Rushing back into the building, he ran into several people “opposed

to a noise” who were fleeing in the opposite direction “as if the old one [the

devil] was after them.” Among these was “a fine dressed lady, endeavoring to

make her escape, [who] came up full drive against me,” nearly bowling Sargent

over. “My God what shall we do. It’s just like St. Georges. We are ruined, we are

ruined,” the woman cried. She had attended all of the church’s past love feasts,

but “this is the first time I have seen them dance.” When the woman asked

Sargent if he thought this proper worship, he replied, “Oh yeas madam . . . it

will do very well.” Shocked, the woman “repented that she had ever been in the

Academy. And so quit the ground.” Clearly there was a divide between Sar-

gent’s style of Methodism (and Asbury’s for that matter) and that of the

Academy members. They still wanted to be Methodists, but without the

shouting, falling, and dancing that accompanied the awakening in Philadel-

phia’s other Methodist churches. They were too refined for such carrying on.

Asbury was willing to accommodate the Academy Methodists, but not if it

meant creating a separate elite brand of urban Methodism. His sympathies

clearly rested with the city’s poorer, shouting Methodists. The issue would

come up more frequently in years to come, as an increasingly powerful

minority of urban Methodists sought to fashion a church several degrees

removed from its shouting roots.7

Traveling from Philadelphia to New York, Asbury received “a variety of

letters, conveying the pleasing intelligence of the work of God in every State,

district, and in most of the circuits in the Union.” As in Philadelphia, at the

New York conference a large number of new itinerant preachers joined on trial,

in this case twenty-two, bringing the total for the last six conferences to sixty-

three. This was certainly an encouraging development, though some charged

Asbury with giving in to favoritism in stationing the preachers. The “care, and

tumult, and talk, experienced in the noisy, bustling city,” wore him down, as

did the “passions, parties, hopes and fears” of preachers and people. While one

preacher worried that he might be sent to New Hampshire or even Canada,

another “wishes to go where [his brother] dreads to be sent, and smiles at the

fears of his more timid brother.” At the same time, the people complained that

“such a one will be too strict, and may put us out of order—a second will not

keep the congregations together; and our collections will not be made—a third

will not please; because he is not a lively preacher, and we want a revival of

religion.”8

One result of this bickering was that the conference asked Asbury to go to

the New England conference, scheduled to meet July 1 in Monmouth, Maine,

unconvinced that Whatcoat could handle things on his own. This meant that
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Asbury had to send Nicholas Snethen to the West alone to take his place,

forgoing his chance to see the western awakening for yet another year. As

always, he gave in to the collective will of the conference, shouldering his

responsibility to the church as a whole. In all, his tour of New England was

little better than he expected. “Should I live to be as old as Mr. Wesley, and

travel as long as he did, yet shall I never see a Maryland in Connecticut,”

Asbury groused. At one appointment in Massachusetts, “an old drunkard”

repeatedly interrupted his sermon. “My spirit has been greatly assaulted, and

divinely supported in . . . the hope of rest, rest, rest, eternal rest.” New England

had that effect on Asbury, making him look forward even to death.9

As he made his way south from New England, Asbury continued to hear

news of the revival still sweeping the nation’s middle corridor, from Delaware

to Kentucky. Crowds at an annual meeting in Dover, Delaware, swelled to

between five thousand and seven thousand over five days, and both Richard

Bassett and Thomas Smith wrote that some one hundred people were con-

verted. At the end of August 1802, Asbury witnessed the revival fire at a three-

day meeting in Harrisonburg, Virginia. During the love feast on Sunday, “there

was great shaking, and shouting, and weeping and praying.” The outcry was so

intense that “it was thought best not to stop these exercises by the more regular

labour of preaching.” Three weeks later he attended a camp meeting (the first

he called by that name) in eastern Tennessee. Some fifteen hundred attended

over four days, during which Asbury read accounts “of the work at Dover” to

the crowd. Shortly thereafter, a letter arrived from Jesse Lee saying that the

awakening had taken hold in southern Virginia, in the same circuits that had

been the center of the 1787 revival. Indeed, many of those awakened were

children of converts from the earlier revival.10

Writing separately to Ezekiel Cooper, George Roberts, and Thornton Flem-

ing in December 1802, Asbury rejoiced that “upwards of 3000” new members

had been added in theWestern conference. Altogether he hoped for an “increase

of 21,000 in the seven conferences” for the year. In the end, membership

increased by 13,860 in 1802 and another 17,336 in 1803, a stunning achievement.

He was particularly impressed with the efficacy of camp meetings, which were

fast becoming a central feature of the awakening. Writing to George Roberts at

Philadelphia, Asbury urged him to “have a camp meeting at Duck Creek, out in

the plain, south of the Town, and let the people comewith their Tents, waggons[,]

provision, and so on, let them keep at it, night and Day.” His advice to Thornton

Fleming, presiding elder of the Pittsburgh district, was that campmeetings “have

never been tried without success. To collect such a number of God’s people

together to pray, and the ministers to preach, and the longer they stay, generally,

the better—this is field fighting, this is fishing with a large net.”11
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The exact origin of camp meetings is a matter of debate. In hindsight,

Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists could all claim some priority to the

practice, though the term wasn’t generally used before 1802. For Presbyterians,

camp meetings represented an extension of the tradition of multi-day sacra-

mental meetings brought to America by Scotch-Irish immigrants decades

before. Baptist associational meetings also sometimes lasted several days,

drawing people from a wide geographical region.12

For Methodists, camp meetings represented a logical extension of the

quarterly meeting, which had been used to draw together the preachers and

people of a given circuit four times a year (as the name implies) for more than

thirty years. Quarterly meetings fostered connection, that all-important word

for early Methodists. Beginning in 1776, quarterly meetings in Virginia were

expanded from one-day to two-day affairs, usually over a Saturday and Sunday.

People traveled considerable distances to attend, and in revival seasons crowds

in the hundreds and even thousands were common on some circuits. “Quar-

terly-meetings on this Continent are much attended to,” Thomas Coke wrote

as he made his way through southern Virginia in April 1785. “The Brethren for

twenty miles around, and sometimes for thirty or forty, meet together. The

meeting always lasts two days. All the Travelling Preachers in the Circuit are

present, and they with perhaps a local Preacher or two, give the people a

sermon one after another, besides the Love-feast, and (now) the Sacrament.”

As they developed in the 1780s and 1790s, quarterly meetings came to have a

well-defined pattern. Fridays were observed as a day of fasting in preparation

for the meeting. Preaching began Saturday morning and continued till early

afternoon, when the business session convened. Here preachers and local

leaders met to deal with disciplinary cases, license local preachers and exhor-

ters, make recommendations to the annual conference, and discuss finances

and other administrative concerns. Preaching continued Saturday night, fol-

lowed by prayer meetings in nearby homes. Sunday morning began with a love

feast, followed by sermons and exhortations from the presiding elder and

circuit preachers. The sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper followed

either at the close of the morning service or in the afternoon. Sunday evening

concluded with more preaching, singing, and praying.13

The numbers who thronged quarterly meetings often strained resources

despite the determined hospitality of locals. Such were the crowds that “we

knew not what to do with the thousands who attended our quarterly meetings,”

Thomas Ware wrote, reflecting on the Delmarva Peninsula in this period. In

southern Ohio, where settlement was still relatively thin, Philip and Elizabeth

Gatch, along with two other families, began hosting quarterly meetings at their

homes near the forks of the Little Miami River in 1800. “Women would walk
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twenty and even thirty miles to attend,” Gatch wrote, “and it was [a] matter of

astonishment to see the numbers that attended.” Each family boarded fifty to

one hundred people in their home, with the men sleeping in the barns where

meetings were also held. In the summer of 1801 Abner Chase attended a

quarterly meeting on New York’s Saratoga circuit at which he and thirty to

forty others stayed at the home of William Bentley. “As was the custom of those

days, the brethren from abroad were entertained by the families in the vicinity

of the meeting, not in pairs but by dozens.” Services were also held in a barn at

this meeting, with women sitting on the floor and men in the loft. In Septem-

ber 1802 Edward Talbot hosted a quarterly meeting at his home, about four

miles from Shelbyville, Kentucky. Along with boarding forty to fifty people in

his home, Talbot stabled their horses and donated an acre of corn for feed.

Whether it was in Ohio, New York, Kentucky, or on the Delmarva Peninsula,

quarterly meetings brought believers together in numbers that no other com-

munity event could match.14

What quarterly meetings did for a circuit, annual conferences did on a

much larger scale, bringing together more preachers and people from a wider

geographical area. The transition to camp meetings was easy for Methodists,

who had a long history of holding extended two- or three-day meetings. The

only real innovation was the camping itself. Even someone as well informed as

Jesse Lee, writing in 1810, “never could learn whether they [camp meetings]

began in the upper parts of South-Carolina, in Tennessee, or in Kentucky.”

When the first camp meeting was held and whether the concept was invented

by Presbyterians, Methodists, or Baptists is really beside the point.15

That said, camp meetings did represent an important progression in the

Methodist program to evangelize the nation, though it had little to do with a

shift in theology or doctrine. Camp meetings took the familiar Wesleyan

message of repentance, conversion, and sanctification and presented it in a

new, more culturally accommodating setting. Nonmembers hadn’t generally

traveled long distances to reach quarterly meetings (how could they have

expected to impose on the hospitality of strangers when they weren’t even

members?), but camp meetings created more public space, inviting nearly

anyone who could bring provisions and a tent to attend. Almost immediately

this new openness required organizers to create security details to keep out

rowdies and peddlers. Asbury advised Daniel Hitt, presiding elder of the

Alexandria, Virginia, district in August 1804, to appoint sixteen to twenty

watchmen at an upcoming camp meeting, carrying “long, white, peeled rods,

that they may be known by all the camp.” This was a small price to pay for the

opportunity to reach a much broader audience. No longer would multi-day

meetings be limited by the floor space of local families.16
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Asbury’s enthusiasm for camp meetings at this juncture is in some

respects surprising, considering that he had only attended one by that name

prior to 1803. The theatrical nature of camp meetings, with their nighttime

preaching under the somber glow of torches, accompanied by the shrieks and

groans of seekers, was a far cry from Asbury’s own public manner. While

others preached, shouted and fell, Asbury usually worked quietly behind the

scenes, planning ahead, resolving disputes and talking closely with a handful

of friends. He rarely wept, cried out, or had the kind of visionary experiences

that many preachers and exhorters reported. Yet, much as he had recognized

the centrality of southern emotionalism three decades before and defended it

against the criticisms of Thomas Rankin, Asbury now perceived a unifying

thread in the mass meetings of the current awakening. Camp meetings

provided a link to popular culture that could be turned in favor of preaching

the gospel. For whatever reason, and Asbury didn’t speculate on what it was,

people responded to these gatherings in a way that they didn’t to ordinary

church meetings.17

“Plan of the Camp,” sketch by Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 1809. The tents are

arranged around a perimeter, with the “Negro tents” located behind the preaching

stand. Benches for men and women are on either side of a center aisle. In front of

the preaching stand is “a boarded enclosure filled with straw, into which the

converted are thrown that they might kick about without injuring themselves.”

Two streams border the camp to supply water. (Courtesy of the Maryland Historical

Society, Baltimore, Maryland.)

320 AMERICAN SAINT



The force of the awakening continued unabated through 1803. On the

Delmarva Peninsula, the church continued to make converts at an astonishing

rate. “It seems as if the whole Peninsula must be methodised,” Asbury wrote in

April as he made his way across the region. By 1810, Methodists represented 21

percent of the peninsula’s adult population, with the church’s broader influ-

ence extending further still. “Twenty-five years of faithful labours, and the

consistent lives of our brethren, generally have worn down prejudice; so that

many who will not live will, nevertheless, when they are sick, send for the

preachers, that they may die Christians,” Asbury wrote. What was true on the

peninsula was also true in the West. In the summer and fall of 1803, he finally

had the chance to travel through western Pennsylvania and Ohio and then

down into central Kentucky. Near Pittsburgh he preached to two thousand at a

camp meeting in August, “the first of its kind attempted in this country.” A

month later, two thousand attended the Western conference meeting, where

there was “preaching every day” and continual “singing and prayer, night and

day, with little intermission.”18

Camp meetings produced displays of religious excitement that no one

could recall witnessing before. Huge crowds created a festival atmosphere

centered on preaching, worship, and prayer. In August 1803 Asbury met a

Camp meeting, lithograph (c. 1820) after a painting attributed to A. Rider.

(Courtesy of the Billy Graham Center Museum, Wheaton, Illinois.)
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Presbyterian near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, who “asked my opinion” of people

falling down during preaching. “I replied, that in my judgment, any person

who could not give an account of the convincing power of God, might be

mistaken.” By itself, “falling down would not do.” Yet Asbury was quick not to

dismiss the phenomenon altogether, since it could be a sign of genuine

conviction. Only a week before, he was pleased that “A woman, noted for

being a mocker, fell down, and cried for mercy, confessing her sins before all

the people,” during one of his sermons. Those overcome “often uttered several

piercing shrieks in the moment of falling,” one participant later remembered.

Some could speak, though unable to stand, while others lay motionless for

hours, even days, with a weak pulse and cold skin. James Finley claimed that

those who fell “uniformly testified that they had no bodily pain, and that they

had the entire use of their reason and powers of mind.” Another preacher

wrote that some of the stricken experienced trances and visions in which they

“professed to have seen heaven and hell, to have seen God, angels, the devil

and the damned; they would prophesy, and, under the pretense of Divine

inspiration, predict the time of the end of the world, and the ushering in of

the great millennium.”19

Foreign travelers couldn’t resist treating the intense emotionalism of camp

meetings as a tourist attraction. Their analyses reflect wider patterns of criti-

cism of the revival. While traveling in Kentucky in 1802, Francois Andre

Michaux attended a camp meeting near Lexington, noting that during the

course of “vehement” preaching sometimes two hundred or three hundred

people were overcome and fell. “This species of infatuation happens chiefly

among the women, who are carried out of the crowd, and put under a tree,

where they lie a long time extended, heaving the most lamentable sighs,”

Michaux reported. This was a common criticism of the awakening: that it

preyed upon the more susceptible emotions of women and the poorly

educated. While in Georgia in 1806, British traveler John Melish acknowl-

edged that the Methodists had done some good by “enforcing the principles of

morality amongst their votaries.” But he questioned whether “the evil attend-

ing” camp meetings “does not overbalance the good.” “I can see little sense in

the practice they often have of thumping and making a noise in the time of

divine service, thereby converting the temple of the Lord into a scene of

confusion and discord, exciting the laughter of the profane, and distracting

the serious.”20

Even Methodist preachers, long accustomed to seeing people cry out and

fall in a swoon, scarcely knew how to account for the new “exercises.” Soon

after he began circuit preaching in 1803, Peter Cartwright encountered the

running, jumping, and barking exercises, and, most dramatically, the jerks, at
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camp meetings. Saints and sinners alike would be “seized with a convulsive

jerking all over, which they could not by any possibility avoid, and the more

they resisted the more they jerked,” Cartwright later remembered. “I have seen

more than five hundred persons jerking at one time in my large congrega-

tions.” When Lorenzo Dow first heard of the jerks in February 1804, he

assumed that reports describing them were “vague and false,” until he ob-

served hundreds of Presbyterians, Methodists, Quakers, Baptists, Episcopalians,

Independents, and at least one circuit rider seized with the bizarre exercise. At

one camp meeting site Dow noticed that fifty to one hundred saplings were cut

breast-high, which seemed “slovenish” until he learned that they had been

intentionally left that way for people seized with the jerks to grab.21

At the moment, the stakes seemed high. Predictably, the visibility of camp

meetings was such that they “roused a spirit of persecution against us,”

according to Asbury. In July 1806 William Chandler, presiding elder for the

Delaware district, wrote that at eight camp meetings since spring, “2293 have

been Converted and upwards of 900 Sanctified.” That December Asbury

received more “good news” from Chandler, though mixed with word of fresh

opposition. “The work of God is wonderful in Delaware,” Asbury wrote. “But

what a rumpus is raised! We are subverters of government—disturbers of

society—movers of insurrections. Grand juries in Delaware and Virginia

have presented the noisy preachers—lawyers and doctors are in arms—the

lives, blood, and livers of the poor Methodists are threatened: poor crazy

sinners!” Whatever the fate of their livers, he had reason to be alarmed. The

following July, Joseph Everett wrote to Ezekiel Cooper that a Virginia court had

fined Chandler and others $2,000 in connection with revival meetings.22

While some took Methodists to court, others harassed them on the

ground. On the closing Sunday of a camp meeting in upstate New York’s

Tioga County, “some intoxicated young men seated themselves by the

women, and refused to move until compelled; they fought those men who

came to take them away, and when the presiding elder interfered they struck at

him,” according to Asbury. In the fray, the local “gentry fled away cackling

falsehood like wild geese.” The next day one of the rowdies had the preacher

Anning Owen arrested for “Sabbath breaking, drunkenness and fighting.” Even

Asbury was charged with fighting, though he claimed he wasn’t on the ground

at the time. Given Asbury’s aversion to public conflict and his frail health, it’s

hardly conceivable that he would have leaped into a brawl even had he been

there. “All Earth and hell is roused against field meetings, but we will endure

fines[,] imprisonment, and Death sooner than we will give them up,” Asbury

wrote to Stith Mead two weeks after the incident. Camp meetings were messy

affairs, involving a number of risks, from runaway enthusiasm among the
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worshippers to violent attacks from rowdies. “These meetings exhibited noth-

ing to the spectator unacquainted with them but a scene of confusion, such as

scarcely could be put into human language,” recalled one Methodist preacher.

But they could also be scenes of sincere spiritual awakening and discovery, and

for this Asbury willingly hazarded all other difficulties. When George Dough-

erty wrote from South Carolina’s Camden district in the summer of 1805 that

they had “all manner of . . . jerking, dancing, etc.” Asbury could only comment,

“yet the work goes on.” “One thing appears to be certain,” Jesse Lee later wrote,

“that there never was a time among the Methodists, in any part of the United

States, where so many professed to be converted in a few days.”23

Why this revival at this time is a question observers generally answered in

two ways. Participants who supported the awakening ascribed it to the merciful

hand of God and the efforts of those who preached, prayed, and welcomed

people into their homes. Given their Arminian theology, Methodists were

comfortable with the idea that the revival was a cooperative effort between

God and his people. Those who despised the revival tended to attribute it either

to the devil or the work of delusional fanatics, a mirror image of the reasoning

of the revival’s supporters. Recalling his upbringing in Kentucky from 1785 to

1800, Daniel Drake described the Methodists he knew as “lamentably igno-

rant.” “The high and disorderly excitement which characterized their worship

was equally lamentable. Their camp meetings in the woods, which I some-

times attended, presented scenes of fanatical raving among the worshipers,

and of levity and vice among the young men who hung about the camp.”24

More recent observers have often explained the revival as the opening act

of the Second Great Awakening. In this interpretation, the awakening is often

depicted as beginning on the western frontier about 1800 and then moving

east and north, culminating in the ministry of Charles Finney in upstate New

York and along the Atlantic seaboard in the 1830s and 1840s. Some have seen

the revival as a form of social control (the notion that religion can be used as a

tool to surreptitiously control the unwashed masses), others as a response to

conditions on the American frontier or the market revolution, and still others

as an “isomorphic” congruence between popular religion and culture. The

main problem with all of these explanations is that they obscure much of

what Asbury and the Methodists actually did, primarily by assuming that

Methodism was mostly experienced in short, violent bursts of “camp-meeting

hysteria,” as one author puts it.25

Interpretations linkingMethodism to the early nineteenth-century frontier

have been particularly influential in this regard. Following Frederick Jackson

Turner’s famous frontier thesis, historians long argued that the frontier created

an environment uniquely receptive to camp meeting revivalism. A spate of
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books from the 1920s through the 1950s by WilliamWarren Sweet (the dean of

Methodist studies during this period who taught for two decades at the

University of Chicago), Walter Brownlow Posey, Charles A. Johnson, Catharine

Cleveland, Bernard A. Weisberger, and others placed the “Great Revival” of the

early nineteenth century solidly on the frontier. The trans-Allegheny West was,

in this interpretation, a scene of “brawling, debauchery, and drunkenness”

(Johnson), where “every frontier community was a Sodom unredeemed” (Weis-

berger). Things might have continued this way if not for the Methodists,

wielding the sword of the camp meeting. “Among all of the weapons forged

by the West in its struggle against lawlessness and immorality, few were more

successful than the frontier camp meeting. This socioreligious institution

helped tame backwoods America,” Johnson writes. Otherwise sophisticated

studies in the 1960s and 1970s expanded this thesis to include “the South,”

but often still retained a focus on the frontier and camp meetings. More recent

scholarship on southern religion and Methodism has taken a different turn,

but the connection between the frontier and Methodism remains strong in

textbooks and general histories.26

The problem with the frontier thesis is that most of the awakening didn’t

take place on the frontier. One center of the revival for Methodists was the

Delmarva Peninsula and western shore of Maryland, an area long since settled.

The proportion of American Methodists living on the peninsula jumped from

13 percent in 1800 to almost 19 percent in 1804, making it one of the church’s

fastest growing centers. Even most of the regions of Kentucky that were deeply

involved in the revival were some twenty years removed from their initial phase

of white settlement, as Ellen Eslinger has shown. Back in 1797, the itinerant John

Kobler wondered whether it was worth it to go to Kentucky at all since “there is

such a number of preachers there of all denominations, that I fear one so

Insignificant as myself will be of no service” (Kobler went instead to Ohio in

1798). As the revival spread to southern Virginia, it encompassed regions settled

several generations before that had already experienced awakenings in 1776 and

1787. There is simply no good reason to see this latest revival as fundamentally

rooted in the frontier experience, at least as it took shape among Methodists.27

Nor is it the case that the revival fostered a sort of rugged individualism. In

fact, one of the prerequisites for the revival seems to have been the formation of

stable, settled communities. No organized religious group had much success

in Kentucky in the 1790s, including the Baptists and Presbyterians. It wasn’t

until after two decades of settlement and the formation of stable communities

that churches finally took root in much of the state. The revival also coincided

with a marked decrease in the kind of Indian hostilities that Asbury had

worried about during his western travels in the 1790s and a decline in violence
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in general. There seems little justification for arguing that the revival was a

response to the loneliness and social deprivation of frontier life.28

Theories predicated on social control and the frontier fail to adequately

account for Methodism in general and Asbury in particular. Part of the prob-

lem with Asbury is that he doesn’t fit into familiar categories. He wasn’t a

dynamic public speaker like Charles Finney, Lorenzo Dow, or Peter Cartwright,

nor was he an intellectual on par with New England’s Timothy Dwight, Lyman

Beecher, or the theologian Nathaniel W. Taylor. Yet, directly and indirectly,

Asbury played a central role in the awakening’s development. Indirectly, he

helped guide Methodism through the difficult 1790s, keeping the circuit

system intact, with its itinerant preachers, class meetings, quarterly meetings,

heartfelt worship, communal cohesion, discipline, and emphasis on local

initiative and lay leadership, against just the kind of opportunity that now

appeared. More directly, Asbury strategically deployed the preachers, sending

his most capable preachers where the prospects seemed brightest. His knowl-

edge of the West, based on his travels and extensive correspondence network,

made a quick response there possible. Recall that when a revival broke out on

Tennessee’s Cumberland circuit under John Page in 1799, Asbury reworked

the 1800 appointments to keep Page there. Shortly afterward he made William

McKendree, one of the church’s rising stars, presiding elder over the Western

conference. At the same time he placed other preachers in locations matched

to their abilities: fearless George Dougherty in Charleston, eloquent George

Roberts in Baltimore and then Philadelphia, indefatigable Thomas Smith and

Learner Blackman on the Delmarva Peninsula (Blackman later moved to

Kentucky), electrifying John Granade in Tennessee, and so on. All of this

planning now paid off.

Asbury also publicized the revival from Georgia to Maine, Delaware to

Tennessee, through his correspondence, collecting as many accounts of dra-

matic conversions and huge meetings as he could, and then reading them to

congregations wherever he traveled. When he read accounts of the awakening

in cities like New York, they had an electrifying effect on the people. This is

another reason that Asbury badgered the presiding elders and circuit preachers

to keep him informed of the revival’s progress. No one had more extensive

contacts throughout the nation, and no one was in a better position to shape

public perception of the awakening. Unfortunately for Asbury, the success of

the revival accelerated a process of subtle change within the church, eventually

leaving him behind to defend abandoned ground.29

The revival also drew energy from the ecumenical cooperation of Metho-

dists with Presbyterians, and to a lesser extent Baptists, which Asbury did all

that he could to promote. Asbury, McKendree, and Whatcoat preached at a
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Presbyterian sacramental gathering in October 1800, in the revival’s early

phase, presided over by some of the West’s most influential Presbyterian

ministers, including William Hodge, John Rankin, William McGee, and

Thomas Craighead. Asbury later returned the favor by inviting Hodge and

McGee to preach at the Western conference’s annual meeting in Tennessee.

Though they were never entirely comfortable with the Methodist presence,

Presbyterians looked to Methodists for guidance on handling the falling,

shouting, and weeping the revival produced. While in South Carolina in

January 1801, Asbury received descriptions of the revival highlighting coopera-

tion between Methodists and Presbyterians. He immediately wrote letters to

Daniel Hitt, presiding elder of Virginia’s Alexandria district, George Roberts in

Baltimore, and Thomas Morrell, also still in Baltimore, informing them of the

“most glorious work in Cumberland, in the Tennessee State, in the union of

the Presbyterians and Methodists,” which gave him “most animated pleasure

and felicity.” That fall Asbury received more accounts “of the revival of religion

amongst the Presbyterians and Methodists in Cumberland,” which he read to

congregations wherever he went and passed along in letters to his many

correspondents.30

Cooperation cost the Methodists little, while expanding their field of

potential converts. For Presbyterians, the revival ultimately proved more prob-

lematic, with its implied Arminianism, raw emotional energy, and lack of

focus on education. But for a brief season many Presbyterians in the West

and South were willing to lock arms with the Methodists, an offer that Asbury

gladly accepted. He enjoyed sharing meals and table talk with Presbyterian

ministers who were friendly to the awakening. In Sparta, Georgia, in Novem-

ber 1801 Asbury encountered a “Presbyterian-Methodist woman” who

“shouted and warned the Spartans to flee from the wrath to come” as he

read a letter from James McGready to the congregation. Writing to a British

correspondent in June 1803, Asbury claimed that “the Presbyterians, over half

the Continent, are stirred up, and are in church and congregational union

with the Methodists.”31

Yet the “union” of Presbyterians and Methodists wasn’t an entirely equal

exchange. While Asbury and his preachers didn’t set out to steal away nominal

Presbyterians, it worked out that way more often than the reverse. Among

Presbyterians “the walls of prejudice are falling,” Asbury wrote to George

Roberts in December 1802, with the result that “many young people and

some elders come over to us.” On another occasion near St. Matthews, South

Carolina, he noted that while much of the local population were “originally . . .

Dutch Presbyterians . . .many have joined the Methodists.” He never had

occasion to complain of the opposite.32
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The Presbyterian orientation toward education and a calm, rational ap-

proach to all things religious soon drove a wedge between them and the

Methodists. “To all but the Methodists the work was entirely strange,” James

Finley later recalled. After the initial revival wave, Asbury still sometimes met

with Presbyterian ministers, as when he “breakfasted with Rev. Mr. George

Newton, Presbyterian minister, a man after my own mind,” on October 17,

1805, in North Carolina. But this became less frequent over time. “Friendship

and good fellowship seem to be done away with between the Methodists and

Presbyterians; few of the latter will attend our meetings now,” Asbury noted

while in western Virginia in August 1806. “As to Presbyterian ministers . . . I

will treat them with great respect, but I shall ask no favours of them: to humble

ourselves before those who think themselves so much above the Methodist

preachers by worldly honours, by learning, and especially by salary, will do them

no good,” Asbury added after meeting with several Presbyterian ministers in

Georgia that December. By 1809 his judgment of Presbyterians had become

even harsher: “O, the terrors of a campmeeting to thosemen of pay and show.”33

The Baptists were another story. From the start of the revival, there was

less cooperation and more direct competition between Methodists and Bap-

tists. Methodist preachers across the West frequently complained that after

they had done the hard work of awakening sinners, Baptists would move in to

“reap the fruit.” “As to John’s people,” (a play on John the Baptist’s name) “they

are contrary to all people,” Asbury complained in December 1802. No sooner

did “young people” get converted at Methodist meetings than the Baptists

came along to “sweep [them] into the water.” In all fairness, each side poached

the other’s converts. But it was the contentiousness and exclusivity of Baptists

that most annoyed Asbury, convincing him that Methodists needed to preach

more consistently on infant baptism and Christian perfection, the church’s

signature doctrine.34

In the midst of this remarkable expansion, Asbury saw, or thought he

could see, a corresponding degree of Methodist unity. “I never saw the Con-

nection more united and cheerful, and determined to go on while Liberty,

equality, and good order prevails, and the work of God goeth on with increasing

rapidity, in every Conference, District, and Circuit more or less,” he wrote to

Ezekiel Cooper from New York in July 1805. “I am happy to find one spirit

animates the whole, for seventeen hundred miles: the same hymns, prayers,

and language salute my ears and heart,” he wrote to Daniel Hitt later that

month. The revival spread Methodist culture more uniformly across the na-

tion, expanding communication networks and mobilizing a new wave of

converts.35
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Limits

The revival in the Chesapeake and the West was immensely satisfying

for Asbury, but it introduced new complexities as the church

continued to expand. In 1789 he had fewer than two hundred

itinerant preachers in a dozen states. Now he had nearly four hundred

traveling preachers in some twenty states and territories, including

a large new component west of the Appalachian Mountains. Dividing

and managing the work would have been difficult enough in good

health, but Asbury and Whatcoat were both ailing. At the Western

conference, held in the Cumberland region of Tennessee in October

1802, Asbury couldn’t walk, and his “stomach and speech were pretty

well gone.” He had himself bled three times and on October 8,

following the advice of a local doctor, applied bandages with “sugar

of lead” (a toxic form of lead acetate that acts as an astringent) to

his feet. The next day he “was attacked in the knee with a most

torturing pain, attended with a swelling.” The pain in his knee and

feet brought on “a powerful rheumatic shock, such as I never had in

my life.” Incapacitated, he left William McKendree to examine and

station the preachers. Following the conference, Asbury dispatched

John Watson to meet Nicholas Snethen and send him to Georgia to

fulfill his appointments there. Though in excruciating pain, he then

pushed on through the backcountry of eastern Tennessee, determined

to make the South Carolina conference meeting at Camden on

January 1, 1803. McKendree traveled part of the way with him, lifting

Asbury to and from his horse “like a helpless child.”1



By day he could only preach by kneeling on a chair, and by night he could

sleep only after taking laudanum, a tincture of opium. He may have developed

an addiction to laudanum if he took it daily for more than a week at a time (his

journal is unclear). If so, the narcotic withdrawal symptoms he would have

experienced after quitting might explain some of his periodic complaints,

including intestinal cramping and diarrhea. On occasion he also took patent

medicines containing opium, including Bateman’s Drops, which he obtained

in western Virginia in May 1796 along with paregoric, another tincture of

opium. All of this was quite common at the time. Doctors regularly prescribed

opium, and the word addiction hadn’t yet taken on its modern connotation.2

Spending much of the winter in South Carolina allowed Asbury to recover

somewhat, but his health was still fragile as he set out for the north in February

1803. By the time he arrived in Philadelphia in May, he was “in a low state of

bodily health,” according to Richard Whatcoat. He nevertheless completed an

ambitious circuit that year, taking in the Virginia conference in March, the

Baltimore conference in April, the New England conference at Boston in June,

the New York conference at Ashgrove in July, and the Western conference, north

of Lexington, Kentucky, in October. He held up fairly well for most of the tour

until he came down with “wasting dysentery,” probably contracted from con-

taminated food or water, near Strasburg, Pennsylvania. Yet his pace hardly

slackened. For relief he used wine, barks, and some “most excellent laudanum.”

Before crossing into Kentucky, he took his first extended tour of Ohio, a state that

would figure prominently in Methodism’s future development. At the Kentucky

conference, he formed the Ohio circuits into a district and sent two missionaries

to Natchez, Mississippi, and one to Illinois, places he would never see.3

While Asbury’s health generally held out for most of 1803, Richard What-

coat wasn’t so fortunate. At age sixty-seven, he had ridden more than 3,700

miles during the past year. Whatcoat and Asbury traveled together for much of

the spring and summer of 1803 until July, at Philadelphia, when it became

apparent that Whatcoat couldn’t go on. He had blood in his urine, the result, he

suspected, of “gravel,” or granular deposits of mineral salts, somewhat smaller

than so-called kidney stones. To go on would be to “die by inches,” according to

Asbury. Following Asbury’s advice, Whatcoat slowly made his way to Balti-

more, where he remained from August 1803 to July 1804, usually only preach-

ing once on Sundays. Whatcoat’s latest setback almost guaranteed that new

proposals would be floated at the upcoming General Conference to deal with

the church’s growing administrative complexity, something that Asbury antici-

pated with a measure of dread.4

Coke returned from Britain for the General Conference, sailing from

England on September 21, 1803, and arriving in Norfolk, Virginia, at the end
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of October. Shortly before leaving for America, he wrote to Ezekiel Cooper,

“The Lord has opened my way wonderfully & clearly (I was going to say, that he

is written it on my mind as with a Sunbeam) to be wholly yours.” One reason

he now felt content to stay in America permanently was that God had “endued”

the British Conference with “the True Missionary Spirit” to the point that they

could be counted on to support the West Indies missions in Coke’s absence.

“I am now going to spend the remainder of my life with you,” Coke wrote.

He repeated this pledge shortly after his arrival in a letter to Richard Whatcoat.

“I am now come to be yours entirely. Every shackle, every engagement, every

obligation, in Europe, has been loosed or discharged; and my destination for

life on this Continent is written by the Lord as clearly as if it was with a Sun-

beam.” His luggage certainly gave the impression that he was serious about

staying. He brought “nineteen chests, boxes, & trunks, containing all my

papers, most important books, &c.”5

Yet, as was often the case, Coke hedged his bet. He was understandably more

wary of his reception in America than his letters to Cooper and Whatcoat let on.

Prior to his departure from England, he wrote to Alexander Sturgeon in Sligo,

Ireland, assuring him “In respect tomy return to Europe, I can only say to youwhat

I said the other day to the English Conference . . . that nothing will keep me in

America but the clearest and most indubitable light that it is the will of God

I should remain on that Continent.” Coke asked Sturgeon to move the date of

the Irish conference to the secondweek of July, so that hewould have time to return

to Ireland after theGeneral Conference in Baltimore if he so decided. “Nothing but

an indubitable assurance that the will of God requires me to continue there [in

America], shall preventmy return,” Coke assured another English correspondent.6

After learning of Coke’s arrival, Asbury proposed that he take a 5,000-mile

tour of the seven annual conferences, which would have carried him through

the summer. This essentially was what Asbury did each year, if his health

permitted. Coke had other ideas. He had already written to Whatcoat that he

hoped to finish his Commentary on the New Testament (he had made arrange-

ments with a printer in London to publish it before leaving for America) prior

to the General Conference. To accomplish this, he planned to spend most of

the intervening six months in Baltimore. “I must so contrive my Plan till the

General Conference, that I may have a great deal of time to spend in retirement

in order to finish,” Coke wrote. Yet, after further consideration, he realized that

it wouldn’t look good for him to remain entirely in Baltimore. A sudden

“impression” that he “should go to Georgia, to meet Bishop Asbury at the

Georgia Conference . . . completely robbed me of a night’s rest.” Two days later

he set off for Georgia, surprising Asbury, who didn’t know that he was coming,

in Augusta.7
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The meeting in Georgia was pivotal, and it didn’t go well. Coke later

claimed, in a public circular letter, that he was “amazed . . . to find, that every

thing was in the same situation” as on his previous visit. “So far from my

having any opportunity of strengthening the Episcopacy, according to your

solemn engagements . . .when you accepted me as one of your Bishops, I was

not consulted on the station of a single Preacher.” Coke claimed that he wasn’t

even allowed to see the appointments at the close of the conference. “I then saw

the will of God concerning me—that I ought not to labour in America, unless

the General Conference would consent to comply in some degree with its

engagements.” He reiterated that he had no desire to take Asbury’s place.

“But every Bishop ought to have a right of giving his judgment on every

point, or he is but the shadow of a Bishop.” His treatment in America was

especially galling since in Europe “my judgment has considerable regard paid

to it.” Coke concluded with his oft-repeated statement that he wouldn’t “spend

my life in America . . .merely to preach.”8

Had Coke been willing to serve a kind of apprenticeship under Asbury, as

Whatcoat had done, in time he might have become Asbury’s equal in the

church. But Coke was a gentleman, not an apprentice. Asbury had divided

the work nearly equally with Whatcoat before the latter’s health broke, and he

increasingly relied on trusted elders to station the preachers when he couldn’t

attend an annual conference because of his own fragile health. “If I must bear

the burden now laid upon me, I can call forth men of our own to help me, in or

out of conference, men that know men and things by long experience,” Asbury

wrote to Daniel Hitt in January 1804, following the Georgia conference. With

patience Coke might have won Asbury’s trust, and that of the preachers more

generally, but patience was never Coke’s long suit, as it was for Whatcoat.9

Asbury sensed almost immediately after the Georgia conference that Coke

would return to Europe. Following the conference, Coke reluctantly set off

from Charleston, South Carolina, for a tour of New England before the General

Conference. At the same time Asbury wrote to Daniel Hitt that Coke “cannot

well be spared from the Irish and English Connection without irreparable

damage; and I suppose he is better fitted for the whirl of public life, than to

be hidden in our woods.” Other observers came to the same conclusion. Isaac

Robbins wrote to Hitt that he had the “satisfaction” of meeting Coke and

hearing him preach in Fredericksburg, Maryland, in February, while Coke

was on his way to Boston. “Brother Essex & myself rather suspect . . . by the

answer he makes, when any one asks him with respect to his future residing

with us, that he contemplates on returning to England,” Robbins speculated.

Whatever else the General Conference might do with regard to the episcopacy,

Coke wouldn’t be part of the equation.10
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The 1804 General Conference, which convened on May 7, was more

contentious and accomplished less than any of the previous quadrennial

conferences, though it set some important precedents for the future. Of the

204 eligible preachers (those who had traveled at least four years), only 111 or

112 attended, more than half of whom were from the Baltimore and Philadel-

phia conferences. The New England, Western, and South Carolina conferences

sent only twelve delegates between them. By the end of the two-week

gathering, only seventy preachers remained. Asbury said little and Whatcoat

said even less. He only spoke once, to “recommend the suppression of passion

or ill-will in debate.” Coke was more loquacious, speaking on a wide range of

issues.11

The low point of the conference was a tedious paragraph-by-paragraph

revision of the Discipline, during which many of the preachers gave up and left

town. Intermixed with these tiresome proceedings were a number of votes on

measures with far-reaching consequences. A motion by George Dougherty was

passed prohibiting itinerant preachers from remaining on the same circuit for

more than two years, as Asbury had sometimes allowed married preachers and

others with special needs to do (a motion to recognize these special needs was

defeated). The conference voted to move the Book Concern, which now had a

net worth of $27,000, to New York City, whereupon Ezekiel Cooper resigned as

editor. He was reelected anyway. Cooper had worked wonders with the book

business, and by 1807 it had a net worth of more than $59,000. Growing

Methodist prosperity, the recent revival, and friendlier relations with other

denominations worked to open new markets. “If you had a Thousand more

[books] to send into every District than you have sent they would soon be sold,”

Asbury had assured Cooper back in December 1801. “The Presbyterians, and

others will purchase our Books.” The profits from the book business were

regularly tapped to make up for shortfalls at the annual conferences, as was

the Chartered Fund, which remained in Philadelphia.12

The conference also took up the perennially divisive issue of slavery, but

reached no easy consensus. After “a variety of motions” and “long conversa-

tion,” Freeborn Garrettson proposed “that the subject of slavery be left to the

three bishops, to form a section to suit the southern and northern states, as

they in their wisdom may think best.” The motion passed, but Asbury refused

to go along. He knew he couldn’t please everyone and risked charges of tyranny

if he tried. How could an episcopal decree with any teeth in it succeed where so

many previous efforts had failed? The conference should have known better.

All else having failed, they naturally formed a committee, consisting of George

Dougherty, Philip Bruce, William Burke, Henry Willis, Ezekiel Cooper, Free-

born Garrettson, and Thomas Lyell. Most of the members of this group had at
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one time been dedicated abolitionists, but they failed to do anything of signifi-

cance. Instead, the conference voted to suspend the rules on slavery in North

Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia, and to print a separate version of the

Discipline without the rules on slavery for the southernmost states. “I think

never did a General Conference sit longer with more ado, and do less; and

perhaps the less the better,” Asbury wrote when it was all over. He suspected

that Coke would be back in America in less than a year, but he was wrong. Coke

never returned.13

“If they want to go, let them go”

On June 2, 1804, Asbury’s horse, Jane, was “horned by a cow, and lamed” at

Radnor, Pennsylvania. Jane’s injury meant that she had to be left behind, which

he regretted. He loved his horses, named them, and cared for them as best he

could. Besides, “supple joynted Jane” represented “half of my personal estate.”

After buying a new horse for $80, he rode to Philadelphia where he discovered

that Richard Allen had heard about Jane and bought him a horse for $90. Not

needing two horses, he sold one at a loss for $60. Jane recovered, but too late

for this tour, though Asbury later got her back. He wasn’t so fortunate with

Spark. Asbury was forced to sell the horse in 1811 when he went lame in

Pennsylvania. As Asbury left Spark for the last time, “he whickered after us;

it went to my heart.” Asbury’s attachment to his horses wasn’t unusual among

Methodist preachers. When William Ormond was forced to sell his horse in

1803 because he was moving to a city station, he took comfort from the belief

that they would be reunited at “the G[eneral]. Resurrection[,] then I shall

(I believe) see him in an immortal State never more to suffer.”14

Leaving Philadelphia for the New York conference in June and the New

England conference in July, Asbury learned that George Roberts might refuse

to take his appointment in Baltimore. Roberts had entered the traveling

connection in 1789, serving from 1791 to 1794 in New England. In 1795 he

moved to New York City, where he remained first as a presiding elder and then

a preacher until 1799, when Asbury finally moved him to Annapolis and then

Baltimore. Roberts had “stayed an unwarrantable time in New York,” Asbury

wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in June 1799, because no other station except Balti-

more could support him. Writing later that month to two prominent Baltimore

Methodists, Asbury admitted that because Roberts was married, he would “be

more expensive than a single man,” but Asbury assured them that “his address

will command a congregation, and draw support.” Indeed, after hearing Ro-

berts preach at the 1796 General Conference, William Colbert described him
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as “an excellent speaker.” According to Thomas Morrell, Roberts’ colleague in

Baltimore in 1800, he “was one of the most excellent of men. I think superior

in every point of view to any I had ever been stationed with.”

Roberts got on well with Maryland Methodists from the start, but he still

had trouble maintaining his family. Still he didn’t blame Asbury for his

troubles. What else could the bishop have done? “We do not feel a murmer

in our hearts against the providence of God,” Roberts wrote to a friend in

November 1799. “Why should we, when the least that we enjoy is infinitely

more then we deserve [?]” Eventually, however, the pressures of raising a family

on an itinerant’s salary wore Roberts down. Asbury sent him to Philadelphia in

1802, where he wanted to stay, but the new two-year rule prohibited Asbury

from leaving Roberts there in 1804. Besides, Asbury had already made other

appointments for Philadelphia. “How many stock bricks must I take out of the

wall before it is finished?” he asked Roberts. Instead, Asbury sent Roberts back

to Baltimore. Roberts went, but only reluctantly. “George the first has just

arrived with all the Royal family,” wrote Thomas Sargent, another Baltimore

preacher, when Roberts arrived in July 1804. Roberts must have heard a lot of

this sort of sarcasm. While in Philadelphia, he had met Benjamin Rush, who

advised him to study medicine. After his two-year appointment in Baltimore,

Roberts located in Philadelphia in 1806 to practice medicine and presumably

avoid another transfer and more complaints about his family, despite Asbury’s

best efforts to keep him in the itinerancy. “Perhaps it is best to let alone

G. Roberts,” Asbury wrote to Daniel Hitt, Roberts’s presiding elder, in July

1805. “If they want to go, let them go . . . let us have volunteers.”15

Though Roberts didn’t quit until 1806, his discontent was evident in 1804,

presaging a string of high-visibility defections. During the General Confer-

ence, Asbury had suspected that Thomas Lyell planned to leave the church to

become an Episcopalian. No sooner had Asbury dealt with Roberts than a letter

arrived from Lyell indicating as much (Lyell was ordained in the Episcopal

Church on June 14, 1804, by Bishop Thomas Claggett of Maryland). Two

months later, when he returned from New England, Asbury heard that Lyell

had become rector of Joseph Pilmore’s old congregation in New York City, two

blocks from the John Street Methodist Church, at £450 a year. Lyell’s salary was

actually £500 a year plus a house, though he felt cheated when he discovered

that Pilmore had made £600. At any rate, it was more than the $80 a year he

was entitled to as a Methodist preacher. Now able to support a family with ease,

Lyell married on April 15, 1805, and settled into a long tenure in New York City.

“So, farewell to Tommy Lyell!” Asbury wrote.

As had been the case with George Roberts, Asbury had gone out of his way

to keep Lyell, who was a graceful and urbane preacher, in the connection. “He
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[Lyell] is a man of so much address that for many years [he] hath obtained that

indulgence from the episcopacy, and people, no other man hath had,” Asbury

wrote to Epaphras Kibby shortly after Lyell’s resignation. Lyell had also been

one of the most frequent speakers at the General Conference only weeks

before—no one save Thomas Coke and Ezekiel Cooper took a more public

role in the conference proceedings—and had served on three important commit-

tees even as, it now appeared, he made plans to leave the connection. The spring

after Lyell left the church, RalphWilliston did the same. Like Lyell, Williston had

actively participated in the 1804GeneralConference and, like Lyell, he became an

Episcopalminister, eventually taking a church inNewYorkCity begun by another

former Methodist preacher, George Strebeck, in the 1790s.

Asbury tried to put a positive spin on this trend and distance himself from

it. “When any man leaveth our connection he leaves the conference, not me, I

would not have it thought I am any thing in the business,” he wrote to Ezekiel

Cooper in July 1805. Asbury only regretted, or so he told Cooper, that departing

preachers “should loose [lose] their first love; and give the world cause to say

the methodist preachers will be bought with money as well as others. [F]or my

part, I am glad they are gone, and so the judicious part, preachers and people,

will say[,] let them go, and welcome.” But it wasn’t so easy, and Asbury knew it.

Though seventy new preachers joined the traveling connection in 1804, forty-

two located, two were expelled, and four died, yielding a net increase of only

twenty-two. “Some want to localize the Connection, but find themselves disap-

pointed and fly like Lyell and Williston, or locate like others, that cannot always

be indulged,” Asbury complained to Jacob Gruber in July 1807.16

Asbury wasn’t the only one to sense the danger here. “I suppose the plain

truth is this, he wishes to be greater, than the Methodists wish him to be,”

Enoch George wrote of Ralph Williston in August 1805. What if Lyell and

Williston represented only the beginning of a trend that would continually rob

the church of its seasoned and most competent preachers? In its early days the

church had been shunned and even persecuted by more respectable churches.

Now the Methodists were paying for their success as these same churches

poached their most polished preachers. “I would wish my good Bro. that you

would abide fast by the traveling connexion, for a great many of the old pillars

have already given it up, and if all of them should desert it [the church] will

totter and fall,” Samuel Coate wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in March 1805. Coate

himself had been “strongly solicited to settle down and take a parish close by

my father in laws, where there is a church and no minister as yet.” He knew he

could command a substantial salary if he left, but “It is no temptation to me as

long as I am able to act the part of a traveling preacher . . . rest, and ease, are

desirable things but where we must purchase them at the expense of letting
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our little ark totter and perhaps fall they are dearly purchased.” As a married

preacher, Coate understood the pressure to settle down at a comfortable salary.

He also realized that Cooper was just the kind of preacher that a respectable

urban church would covet. In the end, however, it was Coate who left, locating

in 1810, while Cooper remained in the ministry for another forty years. The

problem of veteran preachers leaving to join more socially prominent churches

made it that much more difficult for Asbury to battle the creeping affluence he

now saw infecting the preachers.17

“Nothing is hidden”

Returning from New England, Asbury made his way into western Pennsylva-

nia by the end of August 1804. There Richard Whatcoat caught up with him,

having ridden slowly west from Baltimore after the General Conference. “I am

so weary withall; I cannot write sense,” Asbury confessed in the middle of a

rambling, nearly incoherent letter to Daniel Hitt on August 22. After leaving

Uniontown and crossing the Monongahela River, he contracted a “burning

fever” and “most inveterate cough,” leaving a thirty-four-day gap in his journal.

He used emetics twice and had himself bled and blistered four times, which

did him little good. Local Methodists “despaired” of his life, as James Henthorn

wrote to Hitt. In the midst of his sickness, Asbury “was led into the visions of

God; I shouted his praise.”

Whatcoat stayed with Asbury through his illness, expecting to accompany

him west when he recovered. The two set out for Ohio on October 10, though

Asbury still wasn’t well. Whatcoat, ailing himself, was unable to ride “at a

greater speed than a walk,” so Asbury exchanged his gentler mare for What-

coat’s larger horse. But the “great beast jolted me in such a manner as I could

not have borne in health: I was pressed above measure, so that I despaired of

life, or health.” The road ahead looked dismal. On their present course, they

still had a journey of 1,500 miles before reaching Charleston, South Carolina,

in December.18

Whatcoat and Asbury were only eleven days along when Asbury again

came down with a fever, forcing him to turn back. Acting as “my own doctor,”

he decided to “breakfast upon eight grains of ipecacuanha,” or syrup of ipecac,

an emetic and expectorant that “cleansed my filthy stomach, and so broke up

my disease that a fever of fifty days fled.”Asbury may have been suffering from

amebiasis, an intestinal parasitic infection caused by drinking contaminated

water, which can result in liver abscesses, fevers, and night sweats. Syrup of

ipecac contains emetine that could have broken his fever by killing off the
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amoebas in his intestinal wall and liver. Unfortunately, emetine can damage

the heart, contributing to his progressive congestive heart failure. A hacking

cough still tormented him at night. Since Asbury couldn’t continue, Whatcoat

resolutely set out “wandering alone through the wilderness,” according to

Asbury. Mostly blind by this time, Whatcoat crossed southern Ohio to Chilli-

cothe and then proceeded south across the Ohio River into Kentucky. By early

November he had reached Lexington, and the following month he was in

South Carolina.19

Asbury now gave up on accomplishing much for the remainder of the year

other than reaching Charleston alive. Crossing into Virginia in early Novem-

ber, he attended a quarterly meeting at Newtown (now Stephens City), where

“above all, I wished to see Daniel Hitt,” presiding elder of Baltimore district.

Asbury needed to ask Hitt for traveling money, since he was down to his last

two dollars. He also gave Hitt a letter concerning next year’s Baltimore confer-

ence (scheduled for April 1805), in case Asbury himself couldn’t attend. The

letter authorized Hitt to “preside in the Conference as I have done, and do all

things with a single eye to the glory of God. Admit, examine, elect, and station

the preachers.” A postscript reminded Hitt to “Mark well! Should Bishop What-

coat be present, his want of sight is such, he cannot preside, but he will be as

counsellor, and may ordain.” Once again Whatcoat was reduced to a subordi-

nate position, this time by his health. Whatcoat and Asbury met in South

Carolina at the end of the year, both in better health than when they had parted.

Each was surprised to see the other alive.20

The church’s sudden expansion was like being driven before a storm, but it

was better than sitting becalmed in a sullen sea. Asbury’s role in this expansion

increasingly came down to managing the conferences. But even here he left

much of the detail to the preachers themselves. The 1805 Virginia conference,

typical of the many Asbury presided over during these years, opened with

twenty-seven preachers present (four of whom arrived late), plus the two

bishops. Financially, the conference finished the year owing the preachers

$507.30 in unpaid allowances, $449.39 of which was made up from various

sources, including $120 drawn for the Chartered Fund and $100 from the

Book Concern. Annual conferences frequently had to deal with accusations

brought against preachers, and this one was no exception. One of the first

orders of business was to deal with the case of James Taylor, who was still

traveling on trial when he fell into debt. Telling his presiding elder in North

Carolina that he wished to return to the Virginia conference, Taylor instead

“went courting from place to place, till at length he got a wife.” Learning this,

the conference dropped Taylor, leaving him without an appointment for the

coming year. Next, Enoch Jones’s presiding elder, Alexander M’Caine, brought
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“charges” against Jones for “obstinate conduct, and improper language to

him.” This was Jones’s first year of circuit preaching, and evidently he was

having a difficult time adjusting. The conference agreed that Jones should “be

call’d in & talk’d to before the Conference,” after which a “large majority” voted

that he should remain on trial. Notice that it was the conference as a whole, not

Asbury alone, that decided Jones’s fate, a pattern repeated at other conferences.21

Less than a month later, Whatcoat and Asbury attended the Baltimore

conference, which had a similar set of disputes to iron out. In one of these

cases the conference appointed a committee of five preachers to “hear &

examine” a complaint brought against William Brandon. After “weighing the

evidence and circumstances,” the committee unanimously found Brandon

“guilty” of “unchristian & immodest conduct towards two young women” and

later changing his story. The conference expelled Brandon, without comment

from Asbury.22

Though Asbury attended nearly all of the annual conferences, surviving

minutes indicate that he never dominated their proceedings. In 1802, with

Whatcoat and Asbury present, the Virginia conference heard complaints that

Jeremiah King had “neglected his appointments & . . .was seen huging the

young women & also Given too much to a spirit of Levity.” A committee, not

including Whatcoat or Asbury (who were both present), determined King

“Culpable, & directed that one of the Bishops should reprove him before the

Conference, Which was done,” though it isn’t clear whether Whatcoat or

Asbury did the reproving. (If Whatcoat, it’s difficult to imagine anything too

severe, though his saintly demeanor may have been rebuke enough.) King

continued to travel and preach in the Virginia conference until he located in

1805, perhaps marrying one of the young women he was so fond of embracing.

The year after King’s case, the conference received “second hand” information

“that Br. Thomas Fletcher sold a Negro.” Fletcher was leaving the traveling

connection to locate anyway and wasn’t present at the conference, but the sale

of a slave by an itinerant preacher was still a serious matter. His case was tabled

“untill the matter can be clear’d up,” though subsequent minutes give no

further details. The larger point is that the conference as a whole took part in

adjudicating disciplinary cases. Asbury’s opinion presumably carried weight,

but he seems rarely to have controlled conference deliberations.23

The 1805 Virginia conference also admitted fourteen new preachers on the

recommendation of their quarterly meetings and approved the requests of four

preachers to quit traveling and locate. Prospective itinerants were expected to

bring a recommendation from their local quarterly meeting. In most cases

applicants had already served as class leaders, licensed exhorters, or local

preachers. The conference as a whole then examined the candidate and voted
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on whether or not to admit him to the traveling connection. Once again, the

decision wasn’t Asbury’s alone, and, if the conference minutes are a fair

indication, he often said little during these discussions. Outside of the circuit

appointments, his was more of a partnership with the preachers and people

than his critics allowed. Who did or did not become a circuit rider was left

largely to the preachers as a body to decide. Their decisions, in turn, were

largely determined by who the quarterly meetings chose to recommend to the

annual conferences. If the people of a society or circuit didn’t approve of a

young man’s abilities, he wasn’t likely to ever appear before an annual confer-

ence. In this way Methodists got the preachers they wanted, or deserved.24

“Awful as death”

Just before the New England conference in July 1805, Asbury received a letter

from Thomas Coke “announcing to me his marriage, and advising me, that he

did not intend to visit America again as a visitor.” Coke would return, Asbury

wrote to Stith Mead, only “if his work can be pointed out and all be made safe

and easy before he comes.” “Marriage is honourable in all—but to me it is a

ceremony awful as death,” Asbury wrote, in one of his better-known journal

entries, the day he received Coke’s announcement. “Well may it be so, when I

calculate we have lost the travelling labours of two hundred of the best men in

America, or the world, by marriage and subsequent location.” At the 1804

General Conference Asbury had guessed that Coke would soon marry, and

now it had happened. Coke promised that he would no longer be a burden on

the connection’s finances, from which Asbury guessed that his new wife was “a

lady of fortune.” Coke’s marriage set in motion the endgame of his connection

to the American church.25

At fifty-seven, Coke had married Penelope Goulding Smith, heir to a

substantial fortune, as Asbury surmised. They met in the fall of 1804, while

Coke was collecting money for overseas missions, and were married the

following April 1 in front of fifteen hundred people. “I am almost too happy

in the possession of my God and my Penelope,” Coke wrote to Samuel

Bradburn four days after the wedding. “We love each other as much as, I

think, two created Beings ought—I was almost going to say can.” By all

accounts it was a happy marriage. In her mid-forties when they married,

Penelope Coke was cheerfully committed to traveling with her husband.

They bought a carriage into which they stuffed piles of luggage and from

which they tossed religious pamphlets to people on the streets. But Penelope’s

health was fragile, and Thomas knew there were limits as to what she could
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endure, especially with regards to crossing the Atlantic. A month after his

marriage he wrote to Whatcoat that if he returned to America during Asbury’s

lifetime, “it will be necessary for the plan of our Episcopal labours to be fixed on

a permanent & unalterable basis.”26

Coke continued his campaign to get a clear mandate from the American

church with a June 1, 1805, circular letter sent to preachers across the connec-

tion. In it Coke rehearsed his understanding of the commitments made on

both sides. He then proposed that he and Asbury divide the seven annual

conferences “betwixt us, three and four, and four and three, each of us

changing our division annually.” As to his recent marriage, Coke assured the

American preachers that “my wife is one of the best of women: she breathes

the genuine spirit of a Christian pilgrim, and would go with me anywhere, yea,

through fire and water.” But he added a caveat: “The constitution of my beloved

wife is a very delicate one. . . .She has been indeed brought up in a most tender

and delicate manner, and therefore needs conveniences through life, which

others not brought up in the same tender way have no need of.” Almost as an

afterthought Coke added that he didn’t intend “to derogate, in the smallest

degree, from the worth and integrity of my old, venerable, and worthy friend,

Bishop Whatcoat.” But he could see little meaningful role for the feeble elder

bishop.27 Most of the preachers hardly knew Coke outside his participation at

the quadrennial general conferences, where he had often seemed of two minds

regarding America. What were they to make of his offer?

Unfortunately for Coke, not much. One after another, the annual confer-

ences sent replies to Coke “in amanner that will not please him,” as Asbury put

it. These responses were drawn up by committees, none of which included

Asbury, and approved by each conference as a whole. In March 1806 the

Baltimore conference appointed a “select committee” of five preachers, Daniel

Hitt, Alexander M’Caine, George Roberts, Enoch George, and Nelson Reed, to

reply to Coke. The lengthy letter they drafted left little doubt where they stood.

“Notwithstanding your declarations that you have never broken your engage-

ments to us in the smallest instance, we think you have widely departed from

them,” the committee wrote. Despite promises to “make America your home,”

once back in England Coke had “entered into” conflicting “engagements, with-

out our knowledge or consent.” “Our Discipline is as binding on the Bishops as

it is upon the other Orders among us, and we think no Preacher ought to desert

his post without being accountable to his brethren.” Coke’s proposal to divide

the annual conferences with Asbury represented a dangerous “innovation” that

would wound “the Itinerancy in the vitals,” and weaken “the Machine in one of

its main springs.” Coke seemed to think that a bishop’s authority was irrevoca-

ble, or nearly so, but the Baltimore conference said otherwise. “It is not our wish
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to debar any of our Bishops or Preachers from entering into matrimonial or

other engagements if they think it right; but if they do, and thereby disable

themselves from serving us in the respective relations, it is a right which we

hold sacred, and which we will not voluntarily give up that we will dismiss them

from those relations and cho[o]se others to fill their place.”28

Coke believed that he and Asbury were equals in the episcopacy (though not

Whatcoat), but the conference disagreed. “We think it our duty to inform you that

in case of the death of Bishop Asbury, we do not believe the General Conference

would ever invest any man with the same power,” the conference stated. “He has

been with us from the beginning . . . and in every instance he has conducted

himself as such in adversity and prosperity—in fulness and want: he knew us

when we were scarcely a people, and he has travel’d on with us through all our

difficulties and dangers without ever flinching, till we have become more than

One Hundred Thousand in number.” What a contrast to Coke. From the preach-

ers’ perspective, Asbury’s authority was based largely on his unparalleled record

of service, the nature of which no one could ever duplicate. The conferences’

replies to Cokemade it clear that no one, not even Asbury, could “desert his post,”

and still remain in power. It was the General Conference, and not the bishops,

who wielded the ultimate authority. Wesley had never allowed anything of the

sort, and Coke had yet to grasp that things were different in America.29

It is a wonder that Coke continued to press his case, but he did. He

responded during 1806 and 1807 with a series of letters to the annual con-

ferences largely expanding on explanations and grievances from his earlier

correspondence. In a letter to the Baltimore and Philadelphia conferences,

dated January 6, 1807, Coke reiterated that “My dearest wife . . . can bear

travelling . . .five thousand miles a year; & I can bear to travel 10,000 miles

annually.” This was clearly an exaggeration—even in good health Asbury could

only manage about 5,000 miles a year—and the American preachers knew it.

After all, they spent their lives traveling. Coke also felt it necessary to reminded

the preachers that “in the circumstances in which the Lord has been pleased to

place me I could not, as the Servant of Christ, sacrifice my considerable

influence in Europe for a Sphere comparatively so small as that of a mere

preacher in America.” What were mere preachers supposed to make of this?

Coke seemed unaware that his high-handed tone might offend. He understood

the constitutional hierarchy of American Methodist polity, but not the demo-

cratic spirit that underlay it. Where Coke demanded his rights before he would

serve, Americans expected him to earn his authority as a product of his service,

as Asbury had always done. “As to Doctor Coke’s business; I think it is time to

talk strong & plain too, & let the good Doctor know that Americans are men of

sentiment and principles,” the preacher James Quinn wrote in May 1806.30
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As Coke’s stock fell, Asbury predicted that the next General Conference

would consider “dissolving the union with Doctor Coke.” Coke was getting

what he deserved, but Asbury was characteristically reluctant to see him go.

“Can we ever forget the days and nights we have sweetly spent together; spirits

sweetly joined, and not a jar,” he wrote to Coke in May 1806. “You have never

had more undissembled friendship shown to you than in America.” Yet Asbury

was unwilling and unable to give Coke what he wanted: unwilling because he

didn’t believe that Coke was adequately prepared to lead the American preach-

ers and unable because the preachers didn’t trust Coke. Two months later,

Asbury wrote to Bennet Kendrick, “Dr. Coke has made proposals to serve the

connection on a different ground, the conferences, all that have heard, have

rejected the Doctor’s letter . . . every conference has written. Nothing is

hidden.” On the contrary, to Coke America now seemed wrapped in an

impenetrable fog.31

The Trouble with Marriage

Coke had been right about one thing. Providing for married preachers re-

mained a challenge, compounding the already critical shortage of competent

itinerants, particularly in New England, the West, and the South. This wasn’t a

new problem, of course, but every year it seemed to get worse. Writing from the

Virginia conference in February 1802, Asbury fretted that “Portsmouth, Bertie,

Roanoke, Haw River, Guilford, and Salisbury [circuits] should each have an

additional preacher, if we had them; yea, Petersburg, Hanover, Williamsburg,

and Richmond also; but the Lord hath not sent them, and how can we make

them?” Complaints like this appear regularly in his journal and letters from

this period, the shortages magnified by the flood of new converts joining the

church in the post-1799 revivals. “We have about forty traveling preachers in

the South Conference; and we want fifty, we have about forty in the Virginia

Conference, and we want sixty,”Asbury wrote to the preacher Bennet Kendrick

in January 1804.32

Earlier in his career, Asbury had preferred that his itinerants remain

single, leading some to later conclude that he was a misogynist, jealous that

his preachers not be contaminated by contact with women. The reality is less

sinister and more complex. It wasn’t women, but the cost of supporting

married preachers that he feared. “Marriage is an holy and honorable station,”

Asbury wrote to the preacher Thomas Sargent in January 1804, but it usually

required a preacher to locate. “Thus, when, for the time, we should have age

and experience in the ministry, we have youth and inexperience; and such have
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charge—this, not of choice, but necessity,” Asbury commented in 1803 to

James Quinn, who was himself considering marriage.33

Since young men and women showed no inclination to quit marrying in

these relatively prosperous times (Quinn married a few weeks after his conver-

sation with Asbury), something had to change. The church had to find the

means to support more married preachers. “Many will, and perhaps ought to

marry, and to Continue in the work,” Asbury advised the veteran preacher

Thomas Morrell in February 1801. By the spring of 1802 Asbury estimated that

there were fifty married preachers in the connection, “some with three others

with five and some with Eight or Ten children.” Unable to come up with

enoughmoney, the annual conferences were often “too much afraid of employ-

ing married preachers,” Asbury wrote, “but it must, it will be done.” There was

no other choice. Finding adequate housing and support for married preachers

increasingly occupied Asbury’s time in the coming years.34

The problem of married itinerants went deeper than the issue of financial

support alone, as Asbury knew. Except for a few who were stationed in cities,

married itinerants had to “stretch their loves,” as Asbury put it, leaving their

families for weeks or months at a time to ride their circuits. Consider the case

of Richard Sneath. After receiving his appointment to New Jersey’s Bethel

circuit at the Philadelphia conferencemeeting in June 1798, Sneath “set out for

home but with forebodings of sorrow.” His wife, he knew, would be furious

that he had decided to preach another year. In this he “was not deceived.”

Arriving home, he discovered that she had already learned “that I intended

traveling again” and “was in a fury.” Sneath left a few days later for his circuit.

Though his farm near Radnor, Pennsylvania, located about 12miles northwest

of Philadelphia, was only a day’s ride from some parts of his circuit, he didn’t

return home again until September. When he did, he cut his foot with an ax

while chopping wood with his sons, requiring eleven weeks of convalescence

for the wound to heal. This period of “confinement was a very great trial to me,”

Sneath wrote. “The circuit lay heavy on my mind.” He left for his circuit in late

November 1798, not returning home again until the following April and then

again in June. He never really enjoyed farming, and when home he spent

much of his time thinking about his circuit appointments. “This [ farming] is

not my eliment,” Sneath reflected while home haying on one occasion. “My

mind is not so well satisfied in anything as the work of the ministry.” In the

meantime, his wife and sons kept the farm running well enough to survive.35

Whether or not his wife was a Methodist isn’t clear, but she certainly didn’t

like Sneath’s long absences, and his family suffered from his neglect. When

home in June 1799, he recounted that his “soul” was “very much distress[ed] by

the turbulance and ill humor of my wife.” Still, the couple got along well

344 AMERICAN SAINT



enough to conceive a son when Sneath next returned for eleven days in late

October and early November 1799. More difficult times soon followed.

Hearing that his family “was sick and out of order,” he returned home in

February 1800, and was “alarmed at seeing my daughter laid to bed with a son

in her arms[;] what a distress to parents to see there children take bad ways.”

Apparently Sneath hadn’t even known that his daughter was pregnant. Though

“in much trouble of mind,” he returned to his circuit less than two weeks later.

When he returned home four months later, he was “surprised” to learn that his

daughter had agreed to marry the father of her child, the doings of his children

largely a mystery to him. Sneath stayed home for only three days following the

birth of his son on July 24, 1800, writing that “I find that it is best for me to

have little to do with the world[,] for it draws my attention too much.” When he

moved to Philadelphia to take Lawrence McCombs’s place that year, there is no

indication that his wife joined him in the city, which isn’t surprising consider-

ing the temporary nature of the appointment, the expense of city living, and the

demands of maintaining their family and farm back home, let alone their own

shaky relationship.36

The problem for Asbury was what to do with preachers like Sneath. Asbury

probably wasn’t specifically aware of the degree of Sneath’s detachment from

his family and his conflicts with his wife, but he was aware of the tremendous

strain that the itinerant system placed on married preachers in general. It

wasn’t an easy problem to solve, and for now Asbury attempted to make only

small modifications to the circuit system.

On top of all this, Asbury wasn’t infallible when it came to making circuit

appointments, and his decisions could sometimes seem arbitrary and uncaring

to even the most dedicated preachers. Consider the case of William Colbert,

who began riding circuits in 1790. In 1802 Colbert became a presiding elder in

the Philadelphia conference, first for theAlbany andGenesee districts, and then

in 1804 for the Chesapeake district. Though his father, a widower who lived in

Baltimore, was struggling with his health, Colbert worked tirelessly to fulfill

what he saw as “an important charge!” Shortly after attending a quarterly

meeting in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, thirty-nine-year old Colbert met twen-

ty-one-year old Elizabeth “Betsey” Stroud, daughter of Colonel Jacob Stroud,

founder of Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania. Jacob Stroud’s family had lived inNorth-

ampton County for more than two decades, and by 1799, he owned more than

10,000 acres of land. His had been a life of hard work and steady advancement

in the rough and tumble of frontier settlement. Though most of her family

remained Quakers, Betsey Stroud had joined the Methodists.37

William later remembered that when he first met Betsey at a quarterly

meeting on the Bristol circuit, she was wearing “an olive coloured silk gown”
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and appeared “genteel, plain, and well dressed,” all that a Methodist preacher

could hope for. Following the meeting, another preacher suggested that since

William and Betsey were headed to the same destination, some 30miles away,

they should ride together. They left before sunrise with William determined “to

conduct myself while traveling with this young woman with the propriety that

becomes one of my profession. And I was on my guard.” It was no use. “Before

the going down of the sun I found my heart united with her,” he later

remembered. “I now found she had got possesion of my heart, and could not

help being glad.” Two weeks later they saw each other again at a quarterly

meeting on the Chester circuit and agreed to exchange letters while Colbert

continued his rounds. For Colbert, “my life became a burden to me without

her.” Despite opposition from Stroud’s family, the two were married on No-

vember 1, 1804.38

For a while it seemed that the couple could cope with balancing an

itinerant ministry and marriage. At times Betsey traveled with William on

his rounds. In between she stayed with family and friends, mostly in and

around Stroudsburg. “I pray unto the Most High, that next to the Salvation of

my soul, it may be my greatest study to render her life with me as agreable as

our circumstances will admit,” William wrote in January 1805, shortly after

leaving Betsey in Soudersburg, Pennsylvania. It helped that Betsey was as

committed to Methodism as William. “May we both love and serve in true

humility, is the sincere desire of thy unworthy companion,” Betsey wrote to

William in March 1805 while he was away on his rounds. “Thou dost mention

my bearing with thee,” she wrote, referring to an earlier letter from William.

“Be assured my love it will be pleasing to have thee with me, but I have a desire

to discourage thee in missing any part of thy duty on my account, I am very

sorry to be the cause of any persons neglecting any part of their duty, especially

one so near and dear, but as it seems to be convenient for thee, I am much

pleased to hear of thy coming soon, though I do not expect the time will be very

short to either of us.”39

At the May 1805 Philadelphia conference Asbury appointed Colbert to

Philadelphia with Michael Coate and James Smith. Though he was no longer

a presiding elder, Colbert believed that the Philadelphia station was “more

important.” Yet for several months Betsey remained in Stroudsburg, 100miles

to the north, because they were unable to arrange suitable housing in Phila-

delphia. Meanwhile William suffered “much dejection of spirit on account of

my unsetled situation in Life.” “I am some times affraid I shall get impatient to

see thee. I cannot help being unhappy at times while absent from thee,” he

wrote to Betsey, “My dearest of all on earth,” in June 1805. He spent an

inordinate amount of time simply walking the city’s streets. It didn’t help

346 AMERICAN SAINT



that Philadelphia’s Methodists seemed unconcerned with his plight and un-

willing to provide assistance when he asked. The culture of Methodism didn’t

make room for a circuit rider’s family, as Colbert now discovered. “I have felt

myself much cast down,” he wrote on June 27, 1805. “The prime of my days

have been spent in the service of an ungrateful public, whose interest (I can say

without boasting,) I have been instrumental in the hands of God of promoting;

unto whom necessity compeled me to make my wants known, and in return

have got my feelings wounded instead of my wants being relieved!”40

Colbert’s dejection continued through the fall of 1805, culminating in a rift

with Betsey, who was pregnant at the time and who took refuge among her

Quaker relatives. “This has been a day of sore trial to me:—that one who ought

to be above all one to encourage me in the blessed work, to which I believe I am

called will walk no more with me. She turns her back on me and goes among

the people who of all people, stand most in the way of our usefulness,” William

wrote on November 3, 1805. A month later Betsey was in Philadelphia, where,

on December 4 she gave birth to a girl. The child died twelve hours later, “taken

away by that God who does all things well,” according to Colbert. He believed

that the baby died because he wasn’t worthy of her. Always a traumatic event,

the death of a child can push a couple apart, and this was the case for Betsey

and William. William preached the next day, and a week later sent to Asbury a

generally favorable report on the Philadelphia churches, along with a brief

comment on the passing of his daughter “to a better place.”41

Over the next few months William quarreled with several of Betsey’s

relatives, including her sister Jemima and brother Daniel, “a rigid uncharitable

quaker.” The Strouds weren’t used to deferring to newcomers. “Language

cannot describe the trouble of my mind,” William wrote that February. That

month he also entered into a public debate with a well-known visiting English

Quaker, who, according to Colbert, “aimed some deadly blows” at Methodism

during a Quaker meeting he attended. Colbert continued to correspond with

Asbury, whom he deeply admired, until the Philadelphia conference in April

1806. There Colbert expected to be reappointed to Philadelphia, but, much to

his chagrin, was instead moved to the nearby Burlington circuit. “I do feel it a

hardship, that I should be for ever so unnecessarily tost about, without any

respect to my circumstances and situation in Life. I feel very seriously disposed

to dissist from traveling and I do not know but I should if it was not for fear of a

reproach on myself in its being said—that stationing me in a City had so lifted

me up that I was too proud to go on a circuit,” Colbert wrote the day he received

his new appointment. Why Asbury didn’t give Colbert a second year in Phila-

delphia isn’t clear, though his family problems must have been obvious to all.

“It is true I am by no means a great preacher, nor have I the loudest of voices,”
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Colbert wrote to Asbury a few days after the Philadelphia conference. Yet his

removal had “been what many did not expect,” considering that passions over

the recent schism in Philadelphia had subsided during the year and “not a few”

were “converted to God.” Besides, Colbert had spent so muchmoney setting up

house for himself and Betsey that he couldn’t afford to buy a horse. It seemed a

waste to so quickly overturn all his efforts to settle in the city. Here, then, was

the crux of the matter: Colbert expected accommodation for his new status as a

married preacher, of which Asbury took no notice.42

Though they had no horse, Betsey accompaniedWilliam part of the way on

his first round of the Burlington circuit inMay 1806. “Poor Betsey, what is it I do

not suffer on thy account!” William wrote on May 24, shortly after the two

parted. “Brought from a house of plenty to endure the hardships of the life of an

Itinerant Methodist Preacher[’]s wife, unnecessarily tost from place to place by

an unfeeling Bishop.” Colbert didn’t think that he could “serve under” Asbury

“longer than this year.” “The present Form of our Church Government I am

satisfied with, tho’ it invest the Bishop with such power. But I am much

dissatisfied with the Bishops partiality and disrespect to the most delicate

circumstances and situations of men.” Perhaps if Asbury had left Colbert in

Philadelphia another year, it would have allowed him enough time to sort out

his personal problems. Then again, maybe not. Colbert’s predicament wasn’t

the sort that yielded to easy solutions, pitting as it did the demands of marriage

and family against a career designed for singlemen. Atmost, Asbury could only

have left him in Philadelphia another year, following the new two-year limit

passed at the recent General Conference, and it seems apparent that Colbert’s

preaching wasn’t entirely successful in Philadelphia. Besides, in recent years

Asbury had bent the rules to keep George Roberts and Thomas Lyell in the

connection, yet both had left anyway. “My very dear Billy,” Asbury wrote to

Colbert in July 1806. “I am pleased for your own sake that you are still in the

work God hath called you to, and blessed you in. I am for myself fully deter-

mined never! never! to perswade any man to stay with us, for such men will go,

in the end.” That was the lesson that Asbury had learned from the departure of

Roberts, Lyell,Williston, and others like them, and he now applied it to Colbert’s

situation. And yet there was a certain arbitrariness to Asbury’s decisions, as

Colbert knew. After all, Asbury had transferred ThomasMorrell fromBaltimore

to New York City to be near his ailing father, but had taken no notice of Colbert’s

father, indeed may not have even known that his father was in poor health.

Asbury’s partiality was unintentional, but it was partiality nonetheless. Still, if

there was a better way to organize the church, Colbert couldn’t see it.43

Colbert stayed, and his prospects gradually improved. In the past, he

himself had been critical of preachers who had left the connection to marry,
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and he was determined not to appear like them. In 1804, while presiding over

the Genesee district, Colbert had come to know a young preacher, Samuel

Budd, who, though not yet twenty, appeared “very zealous and had been

useful.” But soon after the year’s third quarterly meeting, Budd married a

woman he had only recently met and “went off to the Jersey with his wife, and

left his business unsettled.” “I look upon such men to be a disgrace unto the

ministry, and I should not wonder if the curse of God was to follow such men

as would leave the work of God for the sake of a woman,” Colbert wrote at the

time. How could he now do the same? Unwilling to admit any fault in the

matter or to impugn the church as a whole, Colbert instead directed his

frustration at Asbury. Yet over time he must have realized that his troubles

didn’t all arise from his recent appointment. Betsey’s father died in July 1806,

leaving them a substantial house with land, where they now moved and where,

on October 21, Betsey gave birth to a second daughter. Still, Colbert soon

despaired of “all hope of doing any good in this country,” since his efforts to

preach in the area bore little fruit. His family needed a home, but a house and

farm required extensive upkeep, leaving him little time to preach. “This day I

have been married two years, and little beside trouble ever since,” he recorded

on November 1, 1806. Colbert was able to bring his ailing father from Balti-

more to live with them, but then on January 12, 1807, their second daughter

died in Betsey’s arms after a sudden illness that left William only a few

moments to baptize her. In 1807 Colbert was appointed to the Kent circuit

on the peninsula, and in 1808 he was simply designated a missionary for

Pennsylvania. Gradually his life settled into a pattern, with his time divided

between home and traveling, accompanied at times by Betsey or his father.

Unlike Richard Sneath, whom he saw now and then at conferences and on the

road, Colbert was unwilling to ignore his family for long stretches of time.

Consequently his ministry never had the same scope or intensity as before his

marriage. Shortly after the death of their second daughter, Colbert longed to

“leave all litterally, and follow Christ, Preaching that eternal Gospel of truth

which I have preached for years and been powerfully blessed in,” but that was

no longer possible.44

This was the reality that Asbury had to deal with. Despite his misgivings

about some of his preachers’ marriages, he continued to push wealthier

circuits to accommodate them. His methods for doing so were sometimes

calculating and even sly. In November 1803 he arrived in Charleston, South

Carolina, where the society had constructed a new parsonage that was as yet

unfurnished. Asbury rode directly to the house, hitched his horse, put his

saddlebags in one of the rooms, and sat down on the doorstep, waiting to be

discovered. The first to recognize him was an elderly black man, who informed
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Asbury that no one lived in the house. “I know that,” he replied. The man

offered to guide Asbury to some place more accommodating, but he insisted

that he would spend the night in the parsonage. Word soon spread that the

bishop was at the parsonage and intended to stay there. One by one locals

arrived offering to put him up in their homes, but he refused. Uneasy with the

idea of the bishop sleeping on the floor in a bare room, people began to bring

items to make him comfortable; someone brought a bed, someone else a table

and chairs, another kitchen utensils, until the house was pretty well furnished.

What might have taken months was accomplished overnight. Asbury

“continued a week in Charleston, lodging in our own house . . . receiving my

visitors, ministers and people, white, black, and yellow; it was a paradise to

me.” After Asbury left, the city’s preachers were able to begin using the

parsonage without additional expense.45

Dealing with the needs of an increasing number of married preachers led

Asbury to reflect at uncharacteristic length on his own choices. “If I should die

in celibacy, which I think quite probable, I give the following reasons for what

can scarcely be called my choice,” he wrote in his journal on January 27, 1804.

He had begun “public exercises” at age sixteen or seventeen and had joined

Wesley’s traveling connection at twenty-one. At twenty-six he had come to

America, intending on “returning to Europe at thirty years of age.” But the

war intervened, and the resulting turmoil, Asbury now claimed, “was no time

to marry or be given in marriage.” At thirty-nine he became bishop of the new

American church, requiring him to travel extensively and relentlessly. “I could

hardly expect to find a woman with grace enough to enable her to live but one

week out of the fifty-two with her husband,” he observed. Besides, “what right

has any man to take advantage of the affections of a woman, make her his wife,

and by a voluntary absence subvert the whole order and economy of the

marriage state, by separating those whom neither God, nature, nor the require-

ments of civil society permit long to be put asunder? it is neither just nor

generous.” And it was exactly what itinerants like Richard Sneath were

doing. Who then could blame Asbury for preferring celibacy for himself and

his preachers?46

There was, of course, more to it than that. The time Asbury spent with

women as he traveled was almost always in group or family settings, sur-

rounded by men, including husbands, sons and preachers. He maintained

long-standing and genuine friendships with women like Sarah Dallam, Eliza-

beth Dickins, and Mary Withey, but in fact he saw these women only once or

twice a year at most. Writing to Mary Tabb, he admitted, “My female corre-

spondents are few except a few of the preachers’ wives that write me with their

husbands in the same letter.” The church was his family, and he viewed its
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women as mothers, sisters, and near cousins, but not potential romantic

partners. Beyond that, women remained largely a mystery to him. His parents’

shaky marriage and his mother’s possessiveness probably also served as a

warning against anything more intimate. In further defense of his own celiba-

cy, Asbury added that he “had little money,” much of which had gone to

“administer to the necessities of a beloved mother.” Here was more truth

than he probably realized. He had never been able to break sufficiently free

of his mother’s influence to consider forming a separate family of his own.

Now that she was gone, it was simply too late.47
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21

“I see, I feel what is wrong

in preachers and people,

but I cannot make it right”

Heat rolled in waves from parched soil as Asbury and Whatcoat

made their way through Pennsylvania and Ohio in late summer 1805.

“The earlier fruits and productions of the year have been very

abundant; but without a rain, the latter fruits and grain must fail,”

Asbury observed. It might have been a metaphor for the church. At the

moment, each of the church’s thirty-two districts promised “great

success.” By the summer of 1806 membership exceeded 130,000.

“I think we congregate 2 millions in a year; and I hope for 100,000

souls convicted, converted, restored, or sanctified,” Asbury wrote to

Henry Smith that July. All the same, Asbury’s theology prepared him

for the inevitability of human failure. Despite all its promise, the

revival might easily dry up under the scorching sun of apathy.1

The bishops were headed to Kentucky for the Western conference,

where Asbury “completed my plan for the coming year, and submitted

it to the presiding elders, who suggested but two alterations.” With

these in hand, and after preaching to about three thousand on the

conference’s closing Sunday, he and Whatcoat continued south

through Tennessee, the Carolinas and into Georgia. By late November,

Asbury was back in Charleston for his customary winter hiatus.2

Taking advantage of the availability of books in Charleston,

Asbury used some of his free time to read. This included a couple

of Methodist standbys, but mostly popular new releases. He had

recently read four hundred pages of John Marshall’s immensely

popular biography of George Washington, the first volume of which



was published the year before, and now he reread Jonathan Edwards’ biogra-

phy of David Brainerd, the famous colonial New England missionary to the

Indians. Finding that “my eyes fail,” (by this time he used reading glasses) he

resolved to “keep them for the Bible and the conferences,” but nevertheless

pressed on through Charles Atmore’s lengthyMethodist Memorial, published in

1801 in Bristol, England, which contained sketches of Wesley’s early preachers.

After Atmore, Asbury pored over several hundred pages of Wesley’s journal.

“These books suit me best—I see there the rise and progress of Methodism,”

he concluded. But he continued to read non-devotional books as well. In

January he reread “the Jewish Antiquities,” William Whiston’s much-read

translation of the writings of Flavius Josephus, which Asbury had first encoun-

tered in 1778. He also read British explorer Mungo Park’s Travels in the Interior

Districts of Africa (1799), an account of his exploration of the Gambia and Niger

rivers. Park’s entertaining account was a best seller, with editions in French and

German. While in Charleston, Asbury also read Thomas Haweis’s massive An

Impartial and Succinct History of the Revival and Progress of the Church of Christ,

From the Birth of Our Saviour to the Present Time, first published in England in

1800, but not in America until 1807. Asbury had heard Haweis preach as a boy

in West Bromwich, and the book later influenced his last major address to the

church in 1813. As always, his reading, when he had the time, was eclectic and

relatively up to date.3

As Asbury and Whatcoat traveled north during the spring of 1806, neither

bishop was in particularly good health, though it was Whatcoat who fared the

worst. In Dover, Delaware, he was “taken with a fit of the gravel,” according to

Asbury, who feared hewould die. Asbury leftWhatcoat inDover, too sick to travel.

As Asbury made his way to Philadelphia in April for the conference’s annual

meeting, he could only speculate that perhaps his friend was already dead.4

As Whatcoat’s health deteriorated, Asbury came up with a plan to call a

special general conference of seven delegates from each of the seven confer-

ences in the summer of 1807 to elect an additional bishop and make provisions

for delegated quadrennial conferences, rather than general conferences open

to all itinerant preachers who had traveled four years (a limitation introduced

in 1800). Having followed accounts of the Lewis and Clark expedition, he could

see a point in the near future when the church would extend “to the Pacific

Ocean.” But it wouldn’t get there resting “upon shoulders burdened with the

weight of threescore years, and deeply read in cares,” he wrote to Thornton

Fleming, presiding elder of the Monongahela district, in November 1806. By

June 1806 the Baltimore, New York, and New England conferences had

agreed, and in the coming months the Western and South Carolina confer-

ences also consented.5
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But the plan unraveled at the Virginia conference in February 1807, under

a withering attack from Jesse Lee, who opposed “an irregular Conference, to

make improper Bishops,” as he put it in a letter to Ezekiel Cooper in April.

“The Virginia conference would not let it be debated at all, which greatly

displeased F. A. [Francis Asbury],” Lee wrote to Cooper in May. It was a bitter

pill for Asbury. The “great odium” with which the Virginians dealt with the

matter seemed to him like “[O’]Kelley over again.” Once again, he found

himself groping for a way to protect Methodism’s larger connectional structure

against forces that threatened to fragment the church.6

The rebuke of the Virginia conference was all the more troubling since by

that timeWhatcoat was already gone. After leaving New England in June 1806,

Asbury had hoped to stop by Dover and check up on his friend. But when he

reached Philadelphia on July 8, he learned that Whatcoat had died three days

earlier. His passing was a loss but also a mercy, considering the state of his

health. He had been a “faithful friend for forty years . . .who ever heard him

speak an idle word? when was guile found in his mouth?” Asbury wrote.

“A man so uniformly good I have not known in Europe or America.” Whatcoat

had died broke, without money enough to pay his last traveling expenses, had

those caring for him required payment. But of course they didn’t. Who asks

such things of a saint?7

The Asburyan Episcopacy

Despite the opposition of the Virginia conference, by the spring of 1808

everyone knew that something had to be done to shore up the episcopacy

and more clearly define the church’s polity. The preachers realized that Asbury

couldn’t shoulder the burden of the episcopacy alone, and that should he die,

the church would face a crisis. This became the central issue of the 1808

General Conference, which convened in Baltimore on May 6 with 129 preach-

ers present. As it developed, the conference addressed three basic issues: what

to do about Thomas Coke, how to replace Richard Whatcoat, and what the

future role of the General Conference should be. Up to this point, the General

Conference had the power to change any rule or doctrine and to appoint or

recall bishops at its discretion, though it had never done the latter. This had

seemed reasonable in the 1780s, when everything was up for grabs, but hadn’t

they reached a collective consensus on basic doctrine and practice over the last

thirty years? Most agreed they had. With Coke absent in Britain, Asbury took a

surprisingly prominent role in the proceedings, though he was still by no

means the most vocal participant.
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Coke’s relationship to American Methodism had grown increasingly

vague since the last general conference. He hadn’t visited the country since

1804, knew next to nothing of the new western territories, and had never met

most of the current itinerant preachers. His first visit to the United States, from

November 1784 to June 1785, had been his longest and most important, but

that was more than twenty years ago. What’s more, his 1791 overtures to

Bishop William White proposing a merger of the Methodist and Episcopal

churches in America had, almost by accident, recently become generally

known for the first time. White had kept the matter to himself (as had Asbury)

for more than a decade until, in 1804, the Episcopal minister SimonWilmer of

Chestertown, Maryland and the Methodist preacher John McClaskey, then

assigned to the Chestertown circuit, contacted him. White replied to Wilmer

and McClaskey with a brief account of his correspondence and conversations

with Coke more than a decade before.8

The thread of the story was then picked up by John Kewley, a Methodist

turned Episcopalian who was engaged in a dispute with Maryland Methodists

over the legitimacy of the Methodist episcopacy and the ordinations derived

from it. Kewley had joined the Methodist connection as a preacher on trial in

1801 and was appointed to the Clarksburg circuit in the Pittsburgh district. In

1802 he was assigned to the Allegheny circuit, but the next year his name

disappears from the annual minutes altogether. He was ordained a deacon in

the Protestant Episcopal Church in June 1803. Somehow, Kewley had become

deeply disaffected with Methodism, and he now intended to expose what he

saw as the church’s inconsistencies.9

As the controversy unfolded,White sent a letter to the Episcopal priest James

Kemp, rector of Maryland’s Great Choptank parish, in which he transcribed

Coke’s letter of April 24, 1791, calling for a reunion of the two churches. Kewley

then publishedWhite’s letter to Kemp, including the full text of Coke’s 1791 letter,

in a pamphlet entitledAnEnquiry Into the Validity ofMethodist Episcopacy;With an

Appendix, Containing Two Original Documents, Never Before Published. Kewley

used Coke’s proposal to White to argue that Coke himself had doubted the

legitimacy of his ordination at Wesley’s hands. This, of course, wasn’t really

Coke’s concern, and Kewley’s argument isn’t convincing on this point. It certainly

wasn’t likely to sway many Methodists, though Kewley seems to have believed

otherwise. He addressed Asbury by name in the pamphlet’s preface, with the

hope that he would become “convinced of the errors of Methodism,” and “re-

nounce them as I have done; and use all your influence to put an end to the

‘schism’ and to lead yourmistaken brethren back to the unity of the Church.” That

would be the day. Kewley’s pamphlet would have quickly dropped from sight if it

hadn’t been for the light it shed on Coke’s past conduct.10
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The 1808 General Conference began debating Coke’s status by publicly

reading two letters from Coke. In the first, dated November 16, 1807, Coke

reiterated his earlier offers to come to America as an equal of Asbury, but not

“merely to preach.” If the American preachers “agree that I shall have a full

right to give my judgment in every thing, in the general and annual confer-

ences, on the making of laws, the stationing of the preachers, sending out

missionaries, and every thing else, which, as a bishop or superintendent,

belongs to my office,” then he would “come over to you for life.” At this point

Coke didn’t know that his 1791 scheme had become public knowledge, or how

much this had shaken the American preachers’ confidence in him.11

Once he learned this, he wrote a second letter on January 29, 1808, attempt-

ing to justify the 1791 affair. Coke explained that the Methodist connection had

been “like a rope of sand,” and could only “be saved from convulsions by a union

with the old Episcopal Church,” or so he believed at the time. The controversy

brewing in Virginia under O’Kelly had indeed shaken the church’s foundation,

but Coke, who had initially backed O’Kelly, was as much responsible for stirring

this up as anyone. Coke argued that he hadn’t consultedAsbury before contacting

bishop White because “it was impossible. I was at and near Philadelphia, and

he was somewhere in the South.” This wasn’t true, even if Coke remembered

it that way. On the day that Coke wrote to White in April 1791, he and Asbury

were traveling together in Virginia, probably sleeping in the same room.12

None of this won Coke any new friends. The conference chose to deal with

Coke by continuing him at his present status with the provision that “he is not

to exercise the office of superintendent or bishop among us in the United

States until he be recalled by the General Conference, or by all the annual

conferences respectively.” Writing to Ezekiel Cooper after the conference, Coke

confessed that this provision “affected me at first reading,” but that he “fully

approved of [it] on cool reflection.” Approve or not, there was little he could do

about it. For his part, Asbury remained on friendly terms with Coke,

continuing to send him updates on the American connection.13

Having dispensed with Coke, the conference turned to the question of

replacing Whatcoat. There were motions to elect one, two, and seven new

bishops. The latter proposal, by Ezekiel Cooper, would have provided a bishop

for each of the seven annual conferences, essentially a diocesan system, with

Asbury functioning as something of an archbishop or an elder statesman

among colleagues. This would have been a dramatic change, amounting to

an admission that a bishop couldn’t adequately govern more than one annual

conference at a time. It also would have created a more democratic and

decentralized polity, something that Cooper would continue to push for at

this and future conferences.14
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Cooper’s diocesan proposal had been circulating among the preachers for

several months, to the extent that its supporters were accused of “electioneering.”

Given several months to turn the idea over in his mind, Asbury concluded that it

would corrupt the Methodist system by encouraging localism over connectional

unity. “I shall never be an Arch Superintendent much less an Arch Bishop,” he

wrote to Nelson Reed, presiding elder of the Baltimore district, in December

1807. Despite the difficulty of attending all the annual conferences, like “Great

George Washington,” he would rather “lay my commission at the feet of the

General Conference” and retire than agree to Cooper’s plan. Instead, Asbury

favored having two or three bishops who “should do their best to attend every

conference and all that are or shall be in the union every year; and visit the

seventeen states and territories as oft as possible and have their eyes and ears in

every part of the Connection. This is the true Wesleyan Superintendency . . .

formed in the constitution of 1784 and has been in operation ever since.”15

The majority of the preachers agreed. Cooper’s support was mostly limited

to the Philadelphia and New York conferences, where he had directed the

church’s publishing business for the past decade. Asbury and the system he

represented were a known quantity proven over time. Thousands upon

thousands had received the word under his episcopacy. What could Cooper

guarantee? When the issue finally came to a vote, the conference elected only

one new bishop, choosing William McKendree, who received ninety-five votes

against twenty-four for Cooper, four for Jesse Lee, three for Thomas Ware, and

two for Daniel Hitt.16

McKendree was Asbury’s choice, and the two complemented one another

well. After returning to the church following the O’Kelly schism of 1792,

McKendree had served as a presiding elder in the Virginia, Baltimore, and,

most recently, Western conferences, where he supervised much of the explo-

sive growth there between 1800 and 1808. Like Asbury, McKendree was

known for traveling light and doing without. He had also developed a reputa-

tion as a careful and fair-minded administrator. Nathan Bangs described

McKendree as “the life and soul” of the preachers in the West. Over the years

Asbury had traveled with McKendree and appointed him to examine and

station the preachers in theWest. Following theWestern conference in October

1802, as the two rode to North Carolina, Asbury became so sick that, in his own

words, “My dear M’Kendree had to lift me up and down from my horse, like a

helpless child.” By 1808 the two knew one another well.17

McKendree was like Asbury in another way: he wasn’t a great public

speaker. Some who knew him from his younger days in Virginia remembered

this and wondered if he was really cut out to be a bishop. To answer this

question, Asbury arranged for McKendree to preach a Sunday sermon in front
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of a packed congregation at Baltimore’s Light Street Church a few days before

the election. McKendree’s initial appearance in the pulpit was less than reas-

suring. He was tall for the time, about 6 feet, and relatively good looking. But

he was shabbily dressed in ill-fitting clothes made of coarse cloth. His vest was

too short, and when he raised his hands, his red flannel undershirt showed.

More than that, when he began, as Nathan Bangs later recalled, “he seemed to

falter in his speech, clipping some of his words at the end, and occasionally

hanging upon a syllable, as if it were difficult for him to pronounce the word.

I looked at him not without some feeling of distrust—thinking to myself,

‘I wonder what awkward backwoodsman they have put in the pulpit this

morning, to disgrace us with his mawkish and uncouth phraseology?’” McKen-

dree’s sermon text included Jeremiah 8:22: “Is there no balm in Gilead; is there

no physician there? why then is not the health of the daughter of my people

recovered?” Though he started slowly, when he got to describing the blessings

of God’s balm for his people, “he seemed to enter fully into the element in

William McKendree (1757 1835). (From Abel Stevens, History of the Methodist

Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 3 [New York: Carlton &

Porter, 1867].)
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which his soul delighted to move and have its being, and he soon carried the

whole congregation away with him into the regions of experimental religion.”

As McKendree began to feel his subject, it was “like the sudden bursting of a

cloud supercharged with water,” according to Bangs. William Colbert, who was

also there, found it “vain to resist” the current of McKendree’s thought. People

began to shriek, shout, groan, weep, and finally fall to the floor throughout the

church. Bangs watched a “very large, athletic-looking preacher” sitting next to

him suddenly collapse “as if pierced by a bullet.” Bangs himself felt his “heart

melting under emotions which I could not resist.” Any doubts about McKen-

dree’s depth vanished. Asbury was heard to say that the sermon would make

McKendree a bishop, and it did.18

With the election of McKendree settled, the conference took up the issue of

restructuring the church’s governing rules, particularly with regard to the role

of the quadrennial general conferences. The problem, as Asbury saw it,

was that the general conferences, which had always met in Baltimore, tended

to be dominated by representatives from the Baltimore and Philadelphia

conferences, along with a few influential Virginians. Indeed, at the pre-

sent conference there were thirty-one members from Baltimore and thirty-two

from Philadelphia, comprising almost half of the total. Only seven members

came from New England, and only eleven each from the Western and South

Carolina conferences. In response, the New York conference brought a memo-

rial, endorsed by the New England, Western, and South Carolina conferences,

calling for the creation of a delegated General Conference. The day after the

New York memorial was read, Asbury made a motion to create a committee of

“an equal number from each of the annual conferences,” which shrewdly

assured that the committee couldn’t be dominated by the central conferences,

to draft a response.19

At its first meeting, the committee elected a subcommittee consisting of

Ezekiel Cooper, Joshua Soule, and Philip Bruce. Cooper and Soule produced

competing plans, while Bruce was content simply to back Soule’s proposal.

The main difference between the two plans had to do with the episcopacy.

Cooper’s plan stipulated only that the conference couldn’t “do away” with the

episcopacy or “reduce our ministry to a presbyterial parity.” Soule’s went

further, restricting the General Conference so as not to “destroy the plan of

our itinerant general superintendency.” In other words, it prohibited the

General Conference from creating a diocesan system as Cooper favored.

Soule’s proposal prevailed in the larger committee of fourteen and then

came before the entire conference.20

The committee’s report also proposed that future general conferences be

made up of seven delegates from each annual conference, chosen by ballot, plus
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an additional delegate for each tenmembers after the first fifty. So, if a conference

had eighty preachers, it would get ten delegates (seven plus three). Second, it

stipulated that “the General Conference shall not revoke, alter, or change our

Articles of Religion, nor establish any new standards of doctrine.” More specifi-

cally, it couldn’t “change or alter any part or rule of our government, so as to do

away [with the] episcopacy, or destroy the plan of our itinerant general superin-

tendency,” except “upon the joint recommendation of all the annual conferences,

then a majority of two-thirds of the General Conference succeeding shall suffice

to alter any of the above restrictions.”At stake was whether or not reformers like

Cooper could change the church’s basic polity by a simple majority vote. Was the

church’s episcopal structure a matter of convenience, easily altered, or should it

be protected against all but the most measured change?21

By this stage in its development, the Methodist church was as rife with

competing agendas as any organization of its size. Jesse Lee led the initial

opposition to the report, fearing that it would reduce the influence not only of

the powerful central conferences, but also of the older preachers. On the floor,

Lee argued that delegates to future general conferences ought to be chosen by

seniority rather than by election.22

Ezekiel Cooper wasn’t done either. After a day of intense debate over Lee’s

objection, Cooper once again tried to turn the discussion back to the issue of

episcopal control. On Monday afternoon, May 16, he asked to postpone the

present debate so as to introduce a “new resolution, as preparatory to the

minds of the brethren . . . on the present subject.” Cooper’s motion called for

the election of presiding elders “without debate” once a year at the annual

conferences. This, in effect, would have accomplished much of what Cooper

had wanted from a diocesan episcopacy, only at a different level. Bishops might

still circulate through the whole connection, but presiding elders would be

strictly local selections, not episcopal appointees, thus making them more

answerable to their conferences than to the bishops. Debate on Cooper’s

motion occupied all of Tuesday and Wednesday morning, May 17 and 18,

before losing seventy-three to fifty-two. This ended Cooper’s efforts, at least

for the present, to decentralize and democratize the church’s polity in a fairly

radical way. The church had prospered under the current episcopal plan, and

the majority of the preachers couldn’t be persuaded to abandon it.23

This didn’t necessarily mean that they knew exactly what they wanted.

They were groping for a way to adapt to new complexities without changing the

general outcome. When the first resolution of the report—that “The General

Conference shall be composed of delegates from the Annual Conferences”—

was finally brought to a vote on Wednesday afternoon, it went down to defeat,

sixty-four to fifty-seven. Now what? The conference had rejected quite a few
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proposals, but had yet to approve anything. All that was clear was that the

majority of the preachers from the central conferences were as yet unwilling to

give up their de facto control of the General Conference.24

Fed up with this impasse, all but one delegate from the New England

conference and two from theWestern decided to pull out and return home. But

Asbury andMcKendree were determined to hold things together. With the help

of New England’s Elijah Hedding, they arranged a meeting with the disgrun-

tled preachers and convinced them to stay. For the next several days Asbury did

what he did best in these situations, talking with small groups late into the

night, patiently building a consensus. By this point in his career, he had

developed a recognizable style in dealing with these situations. “If he could

not carry a point, he did not force it against the wind and tide, but calmly sat

down till the blast was gone by, and with a placid dignity made a virtue of

necessity, or, with discriminating wisdom, brought the measure forward in a

less exceptional shape, and at a more convenient time,” one observer wrote.

Debate on the committee of fourteen’s report resumed the next Monday, May 23,

with a motion that future general conferences “be composed of one member for

every five members of each annual conference.” This was essentially the same

plan that had been rejected theweek before, but this time it passed by “a very large

majority.”25

Now came the question of how the delegates would be chosen. At this

point Joshua Soule cleverly proposed “that each annual conference shall have

the power of sending their proportionate number of members to the General

Conference, either by seniority or choice, as they shall think best.” This

“Yankee trick,” as Lee later called it, neutralized much of Lee’s opposition,

since it upheld the right of individual conferences to manage their own affairs.

Lee had used seniority as a wedge issue to oppose a delegated conference, but,

as Soule knew, he was also a firm advocate for the autonomy of annual

conferences. Soule worded his motion so as to force Lee to choose between

the two. It was shrewd politics, and it worked. Lee was left speechless long

enough for the motion to pass.

Once Soule’s motion passed, opposition to the remaining provisions of the

original committee report fell away. By midday Tuesday the conference had

adopted the rest of the so-called Restrictive Rules that formed something akin

to a new constitution for the church. In short, these rules provided for a

delegated General Conference that was prohibited from revoking or changing

“our articles of religion,” or establishing “any new standards or rules of

doctrine, contrary to our present existing and established standards of doc-

trine,” unless approved by all the annual conferences and two-thirds of the

General Conference. Future changes would have to have overwhelming
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support and pass through a drawn-out process of review. The new rules also

protected, in disciplinary cases, the right to trial by committee for preachers, or

before the society for members, and stipulated that proceeds from the Book

Concern and Chartered Fund could only be used “for the benefit of the

traveling, supernumerary, superannuated, and worn-out preachers, their

wives, widows, and children.” This, in combination with McKendree’s election

to the episcopacy, was as much as Asbury could have hoped for.26

The conference did one other thing with regard to Jesse Lee. It turned down

his request to publish his recently completed history of American Methodism.

Asbury didn’t like the book, particularly Lee’s (mostly accurate) description of

Asbury’s hiding out in Delaware during the revolution.27 But there was more to

it than that. While Lee’s book is filled with first-hand observations that histor-

ians havemined again and again, it also contains errors that annoyed those who

had lived through the events Lee described.28 Most of Lee’s mistakes concern

districts he hadn’t visited in years. The committee appointed to review the book,

made up of one member from each of the seven conferences, concluded that

Lee’s history was “more like a simple and crude narrative of the proceedings of

the Methodists than a history.” Lee published the book anyway two years later,

under the title A Short History of the Methodists.29

The Crest of the Wave

All of this was a relief to Asbury, alleviating some of the anxiety he had

felt since Whatcoat’s health failed. It meant that he could expect to finish his

career under the system he had spent his adult life crafting, what historian

Edward Drinkhouse later termed the “Asburyan Episcopacy.” Characteristical-

ly, Asbury’s response was to redouble his efforts, despite his sixty-two years.

From February 1807 to February 1808, he had ridden 5,000 miles in his

annual tour, and there would be no letting up now. Henry Boehm, Asbury’s

new traveling companion, arrived a day late for his scheduled meeting with

Asbury at Perry Hall following the General Conference, only to find that the

bishop had left without him. “He never waited for any man, and he wanted no

man to wait for him,” wrote Boehm, who caught up with Asbury the next day.

Riding through Maryland, Asbury and Jane, his favorite horse, suffered from

the unusually warm weather, what he called “Georgia heat,” but he pressed on

anyway.30

Asbury had invited Henry Boehm to travel with him specifically because

he was fluent in German, in an effort to build bridges with German-speaking

settlers.31 Boehm, who had just turned 33, came from a family of Swiss and
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German pietists who had settled in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. He joined

the church in 1798 at a quarterly meeting held at Boehm’s Chapel, a Methodist

meetinghouse built in 1791 on land donated by his brother, Jacob Boehm. The

meeting offered an auspicious beginning to Boehm’s career in the church, with

“Sinners crying for mercy all over the house, below, and in the Galleries,”

according to the circuit preacher William Colbert. Joining the traveling con-

nection in 1800, Boehm outlived just about everyone active in the church at the

time (he died in 1875 at one hundred years of age).32

Boehm’s manuscript journal confirms that he frequently preached in

German or followed Asbury’s sermons with an exhortation in German when

the two were in areas dominated by German audiences. “Many of my German

Brethren seemed so elivated as if they naver had heard the gospel in their

mother tongue,” Boehm recorded after preaching in German on July 12, 1810.

“Great liberty in speaking to a people who had not heard the gospel in their

mother tongue for ten or twelve years, at least some of them,” he wrote a

month later in Ohio. At Asbury’s request, Boehm arranged for the Discipline to

be translated and published in German in 1807. Asbury was so pleased with

Boehm’s Chapel, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. (Photo by the author.)
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the results that the next year he had Boehm translate and publish a collection

of tracts.33

Crossing into Ohio with Boehm in early August, Asbury vowed “never, in

future, to cross the mountains before the first of September,” because of the

debilitating heat. One 70-mile stretch took thirty-nine hours to cover, riding

twenty-three and resting sixteen, “by crooked paths,” with “plenty of stones,

rocks, hills, and springs of water,” according to Boehm. It left Asbury “unable

to stand, walk, or kneel,” by his own account. From Ohio they made their way

briefly into Indiana, where Asbury observed that “in this wild there may be

twenty thousand souls already.” As it happened, Methodist preachers had

already crossed over the Mississippi River into Missouri, though Asbury had

neither the time nor the stamina to follow them. That task he left to William

McKendree, who crossed theMississippi to attend a series of campmeetings in

Missouri in July and August 1808. Meanwhile, Asbury traveled with a group

that included Boehm, the preacher Benjamin Lakin, and his wife, the irre-

pressible Betsey Lakin. “I feel for the people of this territory; but wemust suffer

with them, if we expect to feel for them as we ought,” Asbury wrote on

September 9 after crossing into Kentucky. This was the crux of the problem

with a “local episcopacy” in Asbury’smind: “it cannot be interested for its charge

as it should be, because it sees not, suffers not with, and therefore feels not for,

the people.” He took comfort in knowing that he was so familiar a sight inmany

places that “people call me by my name as they pass me on the road.”34

Asbury’s episcopal tours of 1809 and 1810 were much the same. He

never let up, presiding at all seven annual conferences for 1809 and eight

for 1810, including the new Genesee conference, located in upstate New York

and the northern reaches of Pennsylvania. Asbury and McKendree created

the Genesee conference in 1810 to insure that present and future bishops

would have to at least visit the region, which was remote from either

New York City or Philadelphia, before making decisions about it. In all,

Boehm estimated that he and Asbury rode 4,778 miles from December 1809

to December 1810.35

The pace of growth remained steady, even if the fervor of the revival had

begun to fade, with the greatest increases in the Western, New York, and New

England conferences. Membership increased by 7,405 in 1808, 11,043 in 1809,

and 11,527 in 1810. At that point it stood at 163,033. “I feel as if this would be the

greatest year that hath ever been known in Europe, or America for the power of

God,” Asbury wrote to Ezekiel Cooper in March 1810.36 Camp meetings had

become “as common now, as quarter meetings were 20 years back,” Asbury

wrote to Elijah Hedding. He expected the church to hold six hundred camp

meetings in 1810.37
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All of this stretched resources to the breaking point, particularly with

regard to the traveling preachers. Asbury heard from one circuit preacher,

Allen Green, who rode the Monongahela circuit in western Virginia, that by

summer 1810 his circuit included “twenty-eight [preaching] appointments to

fill in twenty-five days, besides meeting one thousand seven hundred in

classes.” This was, of course, in addition to the demands of traveling in the

backcountry across a circuit that encompassed some 2,500 square miles. It is

little wonder, then, that so many circuit riders quit after only a few years.38

The size and complexity of the traveling connection was both a blessing

and a curse. The church needed more preachers than it had and constantly

needed to find replacements for those who quit. Without a continual supply of

new recruits the whole thing would grind to a halt. Of the approximately 1,250

preachers who joined the traveling connection between 1769 and 1806, only

334, or 27 percent, were still riding circuits in 1809. Of these, only 115, or about

one-third, had more than five years experience. Only ten of the preachers who

held conference appointments in 1809 had begun circuit preaching before

1785. The majority of those who left the itinerancy, 762 out of 916, served as

unpaid local preachers. They quit traveling not because they had lost faith in

the church, but because circuit riding was simply too demanding. Only fifty-

seven of the 1,250 preachers who had joined since 1769 left the church or were

expelled, a testament to Asbury’s administrative skill (see table 21.1). The

fluidity of it all was nonetheless overwhelming. Asbury was like a swimmer

straining against a tide, moving neither forward nor backward. At some point

his strength would fail, but he was determined to put that moment off as long

as possible.

table 21.1 Status in 1809 of itinerant preachers who joined the traveling

connection 1769 1806

Division

Total

number

of

itinerants

Died

in

the

work

Located

or

stopped

traveling

Left

the

church

Expelled

from the

church

Still held a

conference

appointment

in 1809

Joined 1769 1784 126 25 78 6 7 10

Joined 1785 1792 288 35 198 13 4 38

Joined 1793 1800 261 20 161 9 4 67

Joined 1801 1806 325 6 90 3 7 219

Never moved beyond

probation

250 11 235 1 3 0

Totals 1250 97 762 32 25 334

Sources: Jesse Lee, A Short History of the Methodists (Baltimore: Magill and Clime, 1810), 319–44; Minutes of the

Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church for the Years 1773–1828, 2 vols. (New York: T. Mason and

G. Lane, 1840), 1:5–175.
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“A Revolution in the Church”

Apart from the pressure of growth, success itself seemed to be eating away

at the church’s foundation. This wasn’t a new issue, of course, but it now

seemed to take on increased significance. Asbury had always believed that

poverty and suffering were allies of true spirituality. Taking note of the

termination of Thomas Jefferson’s unpopular embargo on trade with

Europe in April 1809, he couldn’t help but “fear much that these expected

good times will injure us:—the prosperity of fools will destroy; therefore

affliction may be best, and God may send it, for this is a favoured land:

Lord save us from ruin as a people!” He tended to use a lot of exclamation

points when reflecting on the dangers of creeping affluence. “Respectable!

Ah! there is death in that word,” he wrote from New York a week later. “O

Lord, save thy now despised Methodist children from the praises of the

people of this world!”39

Despite all of the church’s success, Asbury sensed a crisis looming on the

horizon. “As to building houses, taking new places, extending to the extremi-

ties of our Borders, to the most distant settlements, and forming, and enlarg-

ing congregations, we excel,” he wrote to Thomas Coke in June 1810. Could

there be anything wrong with this kind of success? Well, yes. In the church’s

oldest strongholds “preachers and people, in Towns, Cities are too much on the

Lees. . . .Now is the time of danger, many Rich people have Joyned us, we

monopol[ize] religion in some places, all together; as if the offence of the cross

was ceasing.” Earlier preachers had been tested by fire, but it all came too easily

now. “What was Methodism 40 years ago? There was everything to be done,

things were not made ready for our hands,” he wrote to Zachary Myles of

Baltimore in August 1810. “We are losing the spirit of missionaries and

martyrs, we are slothful, we can only tell how fields were won, but by our

brethren and sisters, not by us,” he added in a letter to Lewis Myers, a presiding

elder in the South Carolina conference, later that month.40

The proof of this could be seen in an increase in conspicuous consump-

tion. While in Rhode Island in May 1809, Asbury lamented that New England

Methodists seemed intent on building “grand” houses with steeples and pews,

even if it meant stooping to hold lotteries to raise the money. “Our ease in Zion

makes me feel awful,” he wrote in July 1810 while in upstate New York. “Ah,

poor dead Methodists! I have seen preachers’ children wearing gold—brought

up in pride. Ah, mercy, mercy!” What hope was there if even the preachers

didn’t know better? “How shall preachers who are well provided for maintain

the spirit of religion!” Asbury wondered in March 1811.41
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Evidence of the same could be seen in every region, not just in the cities of

the East. Ohio, which was quickly becoming one of the church’s strongholds,

was a good example. Asbury had first set foot in Ohio in June 1786, though it

was another decade before he spent much time there. Once he did, he quickly

realized the region’s potential. While traveling across southern Ohio for the

first time in the fall of 1803, he was struck by the fertility of the land, “as fine

lands as any in America.” By 1809 the price of such abundance had become

evident. “Here are folks frommost of the eastern States, and of all professions,”

he wrote from Milford on the Little Miami River. “They have good land, and

this rarely makes people any better.”42

The upshot of all this was predictable. Writing to Jacob Gruber, presiding

elder of the Greenbrier district in the Baltimore conference, in August 1809,

Asbury lamented an increase in “backsliding” among members of long stand-

ing and a rash of “sudden conversions” that were “not sound nor . . . lasting.”

How could it be otherwise, when Methodists now had it so easy, with so much

to distract them? “It is a wonder we are not worse; and our shame, we are not

better,” he wrote to an old friend in England.43

Asbury’s response was to set himself apart as an example of deliberate

sacrifice, shunning the easy way. He had previously acquired a two-wheeled

sulky and installed a stiffer shaft in the spring of 1809 to take the pounding of

backcountry roads. It broke anyway that July in Pennsylvania, and again in

Ohio in August. He finally sold the sulky in November 1810. Without it he

could “better turn aside to visit the poor; I can get along more difficult and

intricate roads; I shall save money to give away to the needy; and, lastly, I can be

more tender to my poor, faithful beast.” He also continued his practice of

staying with ordinary members, rather than seeking out the homes of the rich.

After spending the night at the estate of a wealthy South Carolina planter in

December 1810, he felt obliged to comment in his journal that “it seldom

happens that I seek such a shelter.” His piety, lived out for all to see, had always

been a pillar of his authority, and it was no different now.44

If it was martyrdom he wanted, his colleagues were ready to oblige. He had

little rest, either on the road or at conferences and camp meetings. “I slept

about five hours last night,” he reported on one such occasion in Ohio, typical

of many. “A crowd of company, and hogs, dogs, and other annoyances to weary

me.” Locals, eager to hear their bishop, often scheduled more appointments for

him than he could handle. “I might murmur at this, and perhaps I do . . . I can

truly say my life is like a daily death,” he wrote while in western Virginia in

August 1809, after learning that locals had published speaking engagements

for him without asking. Apart from preaching, there were always people who

wanted to see him. “We seldom lodge at a house without the company of
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preachers: we are pleased to see them; but would be better pleased to know they

were on their circuits, faithfully atwork,”Asbury groused in February 1809, while

on his way to the Virginia conference. InNewYork the next summer, thewife of a

preacher complained that she had tried to see him earlier at Trenton, New Jersey,

but he was constantly “crowded” around. He could only tell her that it was even

worse “in the back settlements—a cabin has not always two rooms.”45

The worst were the letters, which piled up for him everywhere. “I have

at least twenty letters to answer, and but one day” to do it, he wrote near

Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in July 1809. Complaints like this are routine in his

journal. Letters arrived by the dozens in packets that awaited him at cities

and towns along his annual route. He often rose at 4:00 a.m., in part to pray,

as he always had, but now also to write letters before hitting the road. “I have

at least near a thousand letters and papers put into my hands a year, all

calling for some responsibility,” he wrote to Nathan Bangs in 1810. No wonder

many of his letters from this period have a stream-of-consciousness feel

to them.46

Among his correspondents, Asbury increasingly heard from preachers

unhappy with their appointments and societies unhappy with their preachers.

One layman, writing to Ezekiel Cooper in March 1808, characterized this

increasing contentiousness as “a new Era and what some call a Revolution in

the Church.” Much of this wrangling revolved around two related issues: the

reluctance of circuits to support married preachers and the demands of

married preachers for appointments that were convenient for their families.

Societies had always been reluctant to take on the extra financial burden of a

preacher’s family, but the issue took on new importance as more preachers

tried to remain in the itinerancy after they married. “The time has nearly

arrived, that we may expect a change of Preacher’s for this place,” the leaders

of the Asbury Methodist Church in Wilmington, Delaware, wrote to the bishop

for whom their church was named on March 15, 1808, in anticipation of the

Philadelphia conference meeting the next week. The church didn’t expect the

present minister, John McClaskey, to be reappointed to Wilmington, “neither

do we wish it.” The members had nothing against McClaskey as a preacher—

he had “faithfully declar[ed] to us the counsels of God”—but they claimed they

couldn’t afford him. McClaskey was married, and the cost of his and his wife’s

allowance plus their room and board came to $350 a year. “This sum, tho. small

for him, we find large for us, and very difficult to raise,” the church leaders

wrote. They asked Asbury to send “a single Preacher the ensuing year, as we

cannot provide for a man with a family.” Asbury complied, sending William

Bishop to Wilmington. Of course that meant finding somewhere else for

McClaskey, who Asbury shuffled off to the Kent circuit in Delaware.47
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On the other side were the preachers. Asa Shinn wrote to Asbury on

February 7, 1808, just before the Baltimore conference, apologizing for having

been “hindered” in meeting his obligations the past year on the Monongahela

circuit because of his wife’s poor health. The coming year would probably be no

better. “I may spend the remnant of my days more in suffering than doing,”

Shinn informed Asbury. Nevertheless, he asked Asbury to reappoint him to the

same circuit, since it was “doubtful whether it will be prudent or practical” for

his wife to move. Asbury compromised, appointing Shinn to the adjacent

Greenfield circuit. A week after Shinn’s letter, William Page wrote to Asbury

requesting “a Circuit Convenient to my family.” Page had in mind that he

might serve “as a Missionary within the bounds of this [the Monongahela]

District,” preaching in the “many Large & populous Settlements,” that had

sprung up outside the boundaries of the present circuits. Asbury couldn’t do

this, but he did assign Page to the Ohio circuit, not far from the Redstone

circuit that Page had ridden the year before.48

In much the same fashion, James Coleman wrote to Asbury on May 11,

1810, a week before the New York conference, that though he was blessed with

health, “my Famely is feble and Sickley.” Finding it difficult to move his family

in their distressed state, Coleman planned to build them a house in Ridgefield,

Connecticut, on land provided by his father-in-law. He therefore asked Asbury

to appoint him to the nearby Redding or Croton circuits. In this case, Asbury

didn’t comply, perhaps because he realized that Coleman was likely to neglect

his circuit too much, traveling back and forth between his family and his

appointments. Coleman was instead granted supernumerary status. He re-

turned to circuit preaching on the Litchfield circuit in 1811.49

These examples represent the increasingly delicate balancing act that As-

bury had to perform between frugal churches and married preachers. On the

whole, Asbury blamed the preachers more than the people when things didn’t

work out. The concerns raised by Shinn, Page and Coleman were legitimate,

but they nonetheless represented a trend that he found worrisome. With

Methodism’s newfound respectability, the “rich” were now joining the church,

including their daughters, who then married Methodist preachers. The expec-

tation of these couples was for the kind of relative prosperity that one or both of

them had grown up in, not the privation and uncertainty that had always been

a part of the itinerant life. More important, married preachers who didn’t eat

and sleep in the homes of the people had a different kind of relationship with

their congregations. “Our preachers get wives and a home, and run to their

dears almost every night: how can they, by personal observation, know the state

of the families it is part of their duty to watch over for good,” Asbury com-

plained while in Rhode Island in June 1810. By that time, he had seventy
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married preachers to accommodate, estimating that they lost one quarter to

one half of their time visiting their families. Managing the appointments of all

the circuit preachers “may possibly be my martyrdom,” he wrote to Coke in

May 1809. “I see, I feel what is wrong in preachers and people, but I cannot

make it right,” he wrote in September 1808 as he slogged his way through the

Kentucky backcountry.50

He had to wonder how much of real substance was left for him to do. Was

he already a quaint relic of the past in his own church? It wasn’t yet clear, but he

had a suspicion which way things were headed.

“I SEE, I FEEL WHAT IS WRONG IN PREACHERS AND PEOPLE . . .” 371



This page intentionally left blank 



22

What God Allows

Either way, Asbury didn’t intend to go easy. By 1811 he had to be the

toughest sixty-six-year-old alive.

Outwardly, he looked much as he had forty years ago when

he stepped ashore in Philadelphia, the inevitable effects of age

notwithstanding. Henry Boehm, who knew him best at this time,

describes him as 5 feet9 inches tall and 151 pounds, “erect in person, and

of a very commanding appearance.” He had “rugged” features, though

“time and care” had left deep wrinkles (perhaps another sign of his

failing heart). His blue eyes were still “so keen that it seemed as if he

could look right through a person.”When Jacob Young first met Asbury

in 1803, he remembered that the bishop “fixed his eye uponme as if he

would look me through.” “There was as much native dignity about

him as any man I ever knew,” Boehm wrote. “He seemed born to sway

others. There was an austerity about his looks that was forbidding to

those who were unacquainted with him.”Asbury dressed plainly but

neatly, holding “in utter abhorrence all approaches to external pomp,”

according to one observer. He now favored black clothes, though in the

past he had worn gray and even light blue. He wore a “low crowned,

broad-brimmed hat, a frock coat, whichwas generally buttoned up to the

neck, with straight collar,” Boehm remembered. Another preacher

rememberedAsbury as being “spare and tall, but remarkably clean, with

a plain frock coat, drab or mixed waistcoat, and small clothes of the

same kind.” He wore knee breeches with leggings and shoe buckles,

perhaps similar to ones he had made back in Birmingham as a



metalworker’s apprentice. This had been the fashion formany years, though now

the younger preachers were beginning to wear the new style pantaloons, or long

trousers, a practice Asbury “heartily disapproved,” according to Boehm. When

only one preacher, Seth Mattison, arrived at the Genesee conference in 1813

wearing “knee-buckles and gaiters; which was the bishop’s manner of dress,”

Asbury “manifestedhis approbationby embracinghimmost cordially,” according

to Abner Chase, who was himself wearing long pants.1

The years after the General Conference of 1808 were, in some measure, a

period of retrenchment for Asbury. In part this was necessitated by failing

health. He was beset by another round of ailments beginning in January 1811,

first by pain in his feet and then by the flu. As in the past, for treatment he

resorted to an emetic, cream of tartar. In July 1811 he applied a poultice to his

right foot in hopes of easing the swelling and “severe” pain, to little avail. That

month he again suffered a series of intermittent fevers.2

By late October he had recovered somewhat, only to be “stricken with acute

rheumatic pain” in his knee inmid-November. Describing himself as “a prisoner

Francis Asbury (c. 1812). (From Abel Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal

Church in the United States of America, vol. 1 [New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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with pain,” he applied a blister, which didn’t help. The pain forced him to once

again ride in a sulky, despite the trouble of maneuvering it over backcountry

roads. He continued in this condition through the end of 1812. “I cannot easily

describe the pain under which I shrink and writhe,” he wrote that December.3

Near the end of January hewrote to JacobGruber that he had lost “the use of both

feet” three weeks earlier, and had to be “handed [carried] from place to place.” By

February he was back on crutches. The fevers and swelling in his feet and knee

continued, for which he applied blisters and took emetics. In September his face

became swollen, and the followingmonth he first complained of “pleuritic pains

in the breast.” Entries in his journal becamemore sporadic toward the end of the

year, and a friend gave him “an old gig worth forty-five dollars” to ease his way.4

And yet he managed to attend every annual conference: eight meetings in

1811 and nine in 1812 and 1813, after the Western conference was split into the

Ohio and Tennessee conferences. He rode 4,000 to 6,000 miles each year,

over sometimes treacherous roads and through all kinds of weather. During

one stretch in the summer of 1811, he rode 1,600miles in sixty days, preaching

as he went. He visited Canada for the first and only time in July 1811 and

wanted to go to Mississippi, but the preachers at the 1813 Tennessee conference

wouldn’t let him. Each year the conferences gave him $200 total for traveling

expenses, barely enough to cover basic necessities. “If we were disposed to stop

at taverns (which we are not), our funds would not allow it,” he wrote in July

1813while in New York. Three weeks later he ran out of cash and had to borrow

$5 to continue on. Bad weather was harder on him now. Asbury’s journal for

these years contains increasing numbers of references to riding in the rain,

probably because he was more mindful of how dangerous a fall on slippery

roads could be for someone in his condition.5

The impending end of his life pushed Asbury back to first things. He

“revived” his practice of fasting on Fridays and promoted it among the preachers,

along with two general fasts annually for the entire church. He also took renewed

interest in the doctrine of sanctification, believing that the church had let it slip

fromview. “I fear a great failure in the doctrine of sanctification,” hewrote to John

Sale, presiding elder of the Kentucky district, on September 24, 1812. That same

day he wrote to James Quinn, presiding elder of the Muskingum district, urging

him to “See sanctification, feel it, preach it, live it . . . Let us be as one soul.”6

Asbury also adopted the “custom” of visiting the graves of departed friends.

He found solace in their memories and in the belief that they had completed

their life’s work, had gone on to a better place. Following their path was

increasingly on his mind. “How my friends remove or waste away! yet I live,”

he wrote in December 1813. Among the graves he frequented was Henry

Willis’s, which he first “wept at” in June 1808, according to Henry Boehm.
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Asbury’s 1811 tour covered more than 3900 miles, beginning and ending near

Charleston, South Carolina. (Map by J. Paul W. Treece, University of Missouri

Geography, 2008.)



Willis, one of Asbury’s former traveling companions, had died earlier that year,

after a circuit preaching career from 1779 to 1790 and then a period of

prolonged poor health. Asbury stopped by Willis’s grave near Pipe Creek,

Maryland, whenever he could, recording visits in March 1811 and August 1813.7

Old friends yet living, especially widows, also occupiedmore of his thoughts.

Asbury not only stopped to see Henry Willis’s grave, but also to visit his widow,

AnnWillis, who had been left with six young children. At theWillis’s, in Boehm’s

words, “the bishop kissed and encircled in his arms the six orphaned children of

his departed friend, and blessed them in the name of the Lord, and prayed with

them.”He also correspondedwithWillis, giving her news of his work and asking

her to “help me sister by your prayers. . . . be Frank’s sister and his mother and

prompter, to all good.” There aremore than thirty references to visitingwidows in

Asbury’s journal for the years 1811 to 1813.8

Asbury’s Notebook

If he was thinkingmore about the past, his habits of discipline wouldn’t let him

forgo his responsibilities in the present. Asbury devoted much of his time on

each annual tour to planning the appointments for the coming year. Boehm

observed that “the bishop always planned his work far ahead, and when he

came to a conference he had but to carry out his plan.” As they rode together,

Asbury “freely” discussed possible appointments with Boehm, sometimes

asking his advice about where to assign various preachers. As a result, “the

preachers tormented me to know where they were going,” but Boehm kept the

bishop’s confidence, which of course was why Asbury trusted him. Asbury also

discussed his plans with the presiding elders and listened to the examinations

of the preachers at their respective annual conferences before finalizing his

plans. “I have heard him in open conference request the preachers to give him

a representation of their cases before making out their stations, that he might

understand their peculiar circumstances, and act accordingly,” observed

Nathan Bangs, who knew Asbury during this period. “He would get all the

information he could from circuits, preachers, letters, and presiding elders,

etc., then make the appointments,” another preacher remembered.9

To organize his thoughts, Asbury “used to keep a private memorandum of

all the preachers throughout the whole connection, wherein he noted down

their various talents and qualifications for the work of the ministry,” according

to Abner Chase, who was admitted on trial at the New York conference in May

1810. At least some of these notes survive in a volume made up of individual

sheets of paper, 104 pages in all, that were evidently collected and bound at
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some later date, probably after Asbury’s death. Though it isn’t signed, most of

the notebook is in Asbury’s handwriting. It contains more than 2,040 evalua-

tions of individual preachers at twenty-eight annual conference meetings from

1810 to 1813. Some preachers appear more than once in the notebook, indicat-

ing that Asbury updated his evaluations when necessary. Most of the entries

occupy only one line, which makes sense given the constraints on Asbury’s

time and on what he could carry.10

The notebook reveals Asbury’s priorities and the care he took in his

evaluations. His appointments weren’t spur-of-the-moment decisions. It also

indicates just how short of preachers the church really was. Asbury’s entries

generally address four concerns: a preacher’s piety, his ability to preach, other

strengths he might possess, and limitations that held him back. In general,

more attention is given to the question of piety than to any other. Asbury used

words like “pious,” “zealous,” and “faithful” to describe preachers meeting a

certain standard, the absence of these terms reflecting a negative evaluation.

A sincere devotion to prayer, Bible reading, and meditation were important to

Asbury and always had been. His conception of what constituted a vibrant

spiritual life was one of the constants of his career. “Pious[,] useful[,] sensible”

was how he described John Wesley Bond, who later served as his last traveling

companion, at the 1811 Baltimore conference. At the 1813 Ohio conference

Asbury wrote of Jacob Young, who had been riding circuits for about a decade,

“his heart is in the work[,] seeks warmly perfect Love[,] God has blest him.”

This was about as good as he could hope for; Asbury appointed Young presid-

ing elder of the Ohio district for 1813.11

Piety alone wasn’t enough, of course. The ability to deliver the word

mattered too. What Asbury was looking for here was a combination of

“gifts”—the ability to speak clearly and persuasively—and diligence. At the

1810 Baltimore conference he described Robert R. Roberts as a “good preacher

blest of God” who left the “people pleased,” which seems accurate given the

course of Roberts’s career. At the same conference Asbury described Enoch

George as a “Laborious, excellent man,” who was a “diligent[,] gifted preacher.”

Two years later he still felt the same about George, describing him as a “fire

kindled preacher” who was “deeply devoted after holiness.” As a result, Asbury

sent George to the important Baltimore circuit in 1810 and then made him

presiding elder of the Potomac district in 1811. Roberts and George were later

elected to the episcopacy to replace Asbury after his death in 1816.12

Others received less glowing evaluations. At the 1811 South Carolina

conference Asbury noted that Richmond Nolley “cannot preach” and was

therefore only “useful in hospitals[,] gaol [and the] poor house.” A year later

Asbury gave Nolley a similar evaluation, noting that he was “pious” and
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“prudent” and good at visiting “house to house,” but not, presumably, at

preaching. With this in mind, Asbury sent Nolley on a mission to the remote

Tombigbee region of Alabama for two years. There he traveled from settlement

to settlement, ministering to people in their homes, but rarely having to speak

before large assemblies. In one famous encounter, Nolley followed fresh

wagon tracks to the camp of a family newly arrived on the upper reaches of

the Tombigbee River. “What!” exclaimed the man when he discovered Nolley’s

identity. “Have you found me already? Another Methodist preacher!” Having

already left Virginia and Georgia in hopes of breaking his wife’s and daughter’s

attachment to the church, he was dismayed to find a circuit rider “before my

wagon is unloaded.” In 1814 Nolley moved to the Attakapas circuit in Louisi-

ana, where he died the following winter from exposure after falling off his

horse in a stream, several miles from the nearest house. His death was widely

celebrated as an example of dedication to the church, though none of the

accounts mention the limitations that led Asbury to send him to the frontier

in the first place.13

Apart from preaching ability, Asbury occasionally noted other strengths a

preacher might possess. He described some as “studious” and “given to

reading,” and others as good “disciplinarians.” At the 1811 Baltimore confer-

ence he noted that John Swartzwelder was not only “upright” and “useful,” but

also that he “speaks German,” a talent that Asbury took into consideration in

appointing Swartzwelder to districts with lots of German speakers.14

More numerous are comments on various limitations that held preachers

back. For some these involved health problems. At the 1811 Virginia conference

Asbury noted that Thomas Neely was “Bleeding in [his] Lungs,” but might be

able to resume preaching in six months. Neely was granted supernumerary

status, a sort of injured reserve list, but never recovered sufficiently to take a

circuit, locating in 1813. Others, whose conditions were less severe, soldiered

on, much as Asbury had always done. At the 1810 Baltimore conference Asbury

noted that Gerard Morgan had “good abilities,” but couldn’t “endure hardship.”

Likewise, Job Guest was an “acceptable preacher,” but “weak in [the] breast

[and] throat.” Appointed to ride circuits nonetheless, both survived the year to

be reappointed in 1811. Greenleaf Norris wasn’t so fortunate. At the 1810 New

England conference Asbury noted that Norris was “diligent” and “well received

as a preacher,” but that he was also “sick.” In fact, Norris died the following

year of consumption in Boston while appointed to the Lynn circuit.15

Chronic debt was another concern. Falling into debt had always been

viewed as a moral failing by Methodists, and Asbury expected the preachers

to set an example in this regard. Elijah Willard came before the 1810 New

England conference seeking to be admitted on trial, but when Asbury and the
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preachers discovered that Willard was $100 in debt and married with a child,

they turned him away. Levi Shinn met a similar fate that same year at the

Baltimore conference. Asbury noted that Shinn was “pious” and “useful,” but

also that he was married with three children and had “slender property” to

support them. John Newman was likewise “Totally Rejected” at the Baltimore

conference in 1812 even though he was “pious” and had a “great mind,”

because he was $80 in debt.16

For some, it was a combination of factors that made them unsuitable for

the itinerancy. Joseph Piggot was admitted on trial at the Western conference

in 1811 with a reputation as a “gifted exhorter” and assigned to the Letart Falls

circuit in Ohio. By the 1812 conference, Asbury had heard enough about Piggot

to conclude that he was, in reality, a “small man” with a “Little mind,” who had

recently married to boot. Asbury dropped Piggot from the connection with the

simple notation, “Done.”17

And then there were the preachers who failed to consistently travel and

preach, often because of family obligations. Peter Cartwright is a good example.

Born in Virginia in 1785, Cartwright moved with his family to Kentucky about

1790. There he was converted and joined the Methodist church under John Page

in 1801. Cartwright began circuit preaching in 1803 and married in August 1808

at the age of twenty-two. Sometime during the winter of 1808–1809 his father

died, requiring Cartwright to leave his circuit for several months to settle the

estate. In his autobiography, Cartwright claims that he never again missed this

much time away from his circuit and never more than six months total for his

entire career. In fact, the probate dragged on for about a year, requiring a good

deal of Cartwright’s attention. In an effort to accommodate Cartwright, Asbury

andMcKendree appointed him to the Livingston circuit in Kentucky for the 1810

conference year, which is where his father’s farmwas located. Nonetheless, at the

Western conference in November 1810, Asbury noted that Cartwright had “lost

half [the] year” and was “once absent 10 months.” More than that, he described

Cartwright as “too light” and “Airy,” leading to “complaints” about him, certainly

not the impression one gets from Cartwright’s memoir. Asbury returned

Cartwright to the Livingston circuit for 1811, but the results were much the

same. At the Western conference meeting in the fall of 1811, he noted that

Cartwright had been “9 months in the year upon his own account.” Eventually

Cartwright straightened out his family issues enough to focus more directly on

his preaching. By the fall of 1812Asbury had gained a newmeasure of confidence

in Cartwright, describing him as “blessed” and possessing “good sense,” and

appointed him presiding elder of the Wabash district in Indiana.18

Asbury’s patience with Cartwright becomes more understandable when he

is compared with his colleagues, many of whom were less than stellar. In 1811
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Asbury described Joshua Lawrence as “not studious[,] travelled some, to me

Doubtful,” William Compton as “imprudent with the [opposite] sex,” James

Bateman as “pious[,] gifted but Languid,” and James Quail as “not Great, never

will be great.” Yet he gave each a circuit appointment for the year. In 1813

Asbury noted that Charles Dickinson “Blunders but improves” and could only

muster enough enthusiasm for Abraham Trail to say that he was “better than

he used to be.” Both were reappointed. The church had some truly brilliant

preachers and a lot of capable ones, yet such was his need that Asbury was

obliged to employ just about every reasonably pious candidate who wasn’t too

sick, broke, or hopelessly muddled. The wonder is that he made it work at all.

Writing to Jacob Gruber, presiding elder of the Monongahela district in Sep-

tember 1811, Asbury complained that the connection was bogged down with

“weights, cyphers, drones . . .whilst some are chained like slaves to the gallies

of labor.” If Asbury was a tyrant, he ruled a motley crew.19

Once the appointments were made, Asbury had neither the time nor the

inclination to listen to complaints from preachers unhappy with their assign-

ments. He developed the practice of having Boehm bring his horse to a side

door while he read the appointments on the last day of conference, so that he

could make a quick getaway as soon as he had finished. Imagine Asbury

reading the appointments slowly and carefully, folding his paper, uttering a

closing prayer, and then striding, as quickly as his sore feet would allow, to his

horse at the door, as the room erupted into a dozen conversations. “He thus

avoided importunity, and no one could have his appointment changed if he

desired to, for no one knew where to find the bishop,” Boehm recalled.20 The

incredible disappearing bishop—now you see him, now you don’t.

Pulling Back

Even Asbury, stubborn as he was, realized that neither he nor the church could

go on like this for long. So he began to turn more of the decision making over

to William McKendree. Asbury and McKendree both attended the 1810 Virgi-

nia and Genesee conferences, but only McKendree signed the conference

minutes, indicating that only he officially presided. Writing to the itinerant

preacher Martin Ruter in March 1810, Asbury noted that he had “given”

McKendree “the chair of every Conference. It is time in the thirty-nine years

of my labors to wind up.”21

Yet if he was willing to let McKendree preside at conferences, he was still

reluctant to yield control over the annual appointments, that jewel in Asbury’s

episcopal crown. He was particularly uncomfortable with McKendree’s efforts
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to formalize the presiding elders’ advisory role when it came to stationing the

preachers. What Asbury had always done informally, as witnessed by his

notebook, McKendree now attempted to make an official part of conference

proceedings. The issue came to a head in 1811. “I am fully convinced of the

utility and necessity of the council of Presiding Elders in stationing the preach-

ers,” McKendree wrote to Asbury that October, in response to Asbury’s

continued objections. McKendree proposed a kind of compromise by which

Asbury would form a plan to station the preachers as he had always done, and

then McKendree would review this plan with the “assistance” of the presiding

elders. “But I still refuse to take the whole responsibility upon myself,” McKen-

dree wrote. By 1812 McKendree seems to have won over his senior colleague.

That September Asbury wrote to John Sale that he had become “a kind of Vice

President” to McKendree. “I am unspeakably happy in the presidency of

Bishop McKendree in the conferences, and the stationing. I retire with pru-

dence,” he wrote to Christopher Frye that November. Shortly after this, he quit

keeping his notebook.22

The transition from Asbury’s personal, almost apostolic, control over the

appointment process to McKendree’s committee-oriented style was subtle but

momentous. Asbury hadn’t only made the circuit appointments, he had em-

bodied the commitment to Christ and the church that each preacher was

expected to carry to his circuit. Sensing that no one could now fill this role,

McKendree pulled back from setting himself up as Asbury’s sole successor.

Much as John Wesley had had no single successor in Britain, Asbury would

have none in America. McKendree’s system was more democratic and in

principle less prone to favoritism, but it required the presiding elders as a

group to step up and join him in collectively filling Asbury’s shoes. Confer-

ences and committees often lack an identity and are liable to sink to the lowest

common denominator. In this case, that denominator turned out to be not all

that low. One of Asbury’s strengths was his willingness to tolerate strong

personalities in leadership positions, even when they cut across his views,

and the church now reaped the benefits of this. Methodism wasn’t a personality

cult; it was more of a culture. Wesley’s theology and practice (his method) had

been flexible enough for Asbury to adapt to the American context. Now As-

bury’s method was modified by McKendree and others. Asbury wasn’t entirely

comfortable with this process (Wesley hadn’t been either), but his theology

prepared him for just such an eventuality. All men fail; ultimately the church is

in God’s hands. And yet somewhere in the recesses of his mind Asbury

couldn’t escape the fear that there was something fundamentally wrong.

By the spring of 1812, Asbury had relinquished enough administrative

responsibilities to consider a trip to Britain. He dropped hints to this effect in
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some of his letters to British Methodists, including Thomas Coke and Thomas

Roberts. The idea so alarmed the delegates to the General Conference of 1812,

meeting that May in New York, that they formed a committee in response. The

committee concluded “that it is our sincere request and desire that Bishop

Asbury would relinquish his thoughts of visiting Europe, and confine his

labours to the American connexion so long as God preserves him.” Asbury

refused to give the idea up. Writing to Christopher Frye in August 1812, he

suggested that by the time of the 1816 General Conference he might be in

“Europe” or “heaven” (it was the latter). The British conference responded with

an invitation that Asbury received in March 1813. “We have news from the

English Conference. It has given me an invitation to my native land, engaging

to pay the expenses of the visit,” he wrote on March 7. Asbury wrote back

thanking the British conference and suggesting that two “younger” preachers

might accompany him once theWar of 1812 had subsided. Alas, by the time the

fighting ended he was no longer fit for the journey.23

As for the war itself, Asbury says little, which isn’t surprising considering

his general misgivings about politics. He does refer to the war as a conflict

“between our people and the English people,” but otherwise refused to take

sides. “Calamity and suffering are coming upon them both: I shall make but

few remarks on this unhappy subject; it is one on which the prudent will be

silent,” he wrote on August 8, 1812. When asked to preach a sermon to a group

of Pennsylvania volunteers a few weeks later, he chose as his text Jeremiah 2:13,

“For my people have committed two evils; they have forsaken me the fountain

of living waters, and hewed them out cisterns, broken cisterns, that can hold no

water.” This could hardly have been the kind of rousing martial sermon that

the officers were hoping for, especially considering Asbury’s often laconic

delivery. One can imagine the new recruits scratching their heads, wondering

exactly what they were being encouraged to do, while the officers fidgeted in

the back. Asbury did make a point of shaking hands with each soldier as they

left, but he wasn’t asked to preach any more sermons of this sort. By 1814 he

was complaining that people had become “so greatly agitated” by the war that

“Bibles are laid aside for the news papers.”24

General Conference of 1812

As ninety delegates representing eight annual conferences convened in New

York City the first week in May for the General Conference of 1812, they could

take satisfaction knowing that membership stood at two hundred thousand, an

increase of forty thousand since the last general conference. They could also

WHAT GOD ALLOWS 383



reflect, as Asbury had written to Thomas Coke the previous September, that the

church held four hundred to five hundred camp meetings annually and could

claim to “congregate, possibly, three millions.”25

Electing delegates succeeded in smoothing out inequities in regional

representation, but it also eliminated much of the democratic ferment seen

in 1808. Asbury mostly left McKendree to frame the conference’s agenda

(Thomas Coke didn’t attend), limiting his own role to that of a senior consul-

tant. Sill, when McKendree read an address to the conference on the state of

the church as a way to frame an agenda, Asbury was taken aback, rising to ask,

“I never did business in this way; and why is this new thing introduced?”

McKendree shrewdly replied, “You are our father; we are your sons. You never

had need of it. I am only a brother, and have need of it.” Asbury merely sat

down, realizing that in some measure the church had passed him by.26

Seven years earlier, Asbury hadwritten that his authority rested on, “1. Divine

authority, 2. Seniority in America. 3. The election of the General Conference.

4. My ordination by Thomas Coke, William Philip Otterbein . . .Richard What-

coat, and Thomas Vesey. 5. Because signs of an apostle have been seen in me.”

McKendree could have made a similar argument—he had served since 1788,

been elected and ordained in much the same manner, and presumably could

claim a divine mandate—but he chose a more bureaucratic turn. In so doing, he

attempted to remove at least a measure of the apostolic component from the

equation, replacing itwith a greater emphasis on facilitating discussion. Yetwhen

McKendree “invited a committee of the most respectable and influential mem-

bers” to serve as his “council,” they responded with “a distant and reserved

carriage.” Religion is about more than a smooth-running bureaucracy. The

preachers realized that if there was something to be gained under McKendree,

there was also something to be lost. Could a committee replace a prophet?27

The conference revisited four old issues—the selection of General Confer-

ence delegates based on seniority, slavery, the sale of “spirituous or malt

liquors” by preachers, and the election of presiding elders—ultimately to little

effect. Jesse Lee raised the issue of seniority, as he had in 1808, only to lose

again. The issue of slavery wasn’t brought up until the last day of the confer-

ence, with a bland motion “requesting the conference to inquire into the

nature and moral tendency of slavery,” which was tabled and never pursued.

A motion early in the conference by James Axley of Tennessee “that no

stationed or local preacher shall retail spirituous or malt liquors without

forfeiting his ministerial character among us” was tabled several times before

going down to defeat.28

The lack of attention to slavery must have stirred mixed emotions in

Asbury. He remained convinced of the moral evil of slavery, but he was also
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aware that positions on both sides had hardened in recent years. At the

Western conference in October 1808, some of the preachers had even “hissed”

at Asbury as he tried to mediate “a long, weary, and warm debate” over slavery,

as one preacher described it.29

After that, Asbury’s journal is relatively silent on the topic, as are his letters,

though he does record often preaching to and worshipping with African Amer-

icans. He also continued to ordain black preachers and encourage separate black

meetings. “We have a great change and a gracious prospect here in Charleston,

and in the neighborhood among both descriptions of people,” he wrote in

November 1808, while in the city where racial issues were the most prominent.

“By our colouredmissionaries the Lord is doing wonders among the Africans.”30

Beyond that, accommodation seemed to be the only solution in the South.

“We are defrauded of great numbers by the pains that are taken to keep the

blacks from us; their masters are afraid of the influence of our principles,”

Asbury had complained in February 1809, while in North Carolina.

Would not an amelioration in the condition and treatment of slaves

have produced more practical good to the poor Africans, than any

attempt at their emancipation? The state of society, unhappily, does not

admit of this: besides, the blacks are deprived of the means of

instruction; who will take the pains to lead them into the way of

salvation, and watch over them that they may not stray, but the

Methodists? Well; now their masters will not let them come to hear us.

What is the personal liberty of the African which he may abuse, to the

salvation of his soul; how may it be compared?

This represented the culmination of a shift in Asbury’s thinking on slavery, and

the present General Conference seemed to agree, if only by its silence. The

antislavery heyday of the 1780s must have seemed a lifetime away.31

Asbury’s reaction to the defeat of the motion prohibiting preachers from

selling liquor was presumably less ambiguous. He had long used wine for his

health and had never been a teetotaler, though he had always disapproved of

distilled liquor and abhorred drunkenness. Now he increasingly came to see

“vile whisky” as “the prime curse of the United States,” particularly in the

South and, to a lesser extent, the West. After preaching in Georgetown, South

Carolina, in January 1813, he reflected that of the church’s one hundred white

members, most were women: “the men kill themselves with strong drink

before we can get at them.” “What a land is this of widows; and men sick,

dying, and drunken!” he wrote that February, while still in South Carolina.32

The consumption of distilled spirits in the United States had been on the

rise for several decades. According to one estimate, by 1810 the per capita
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consumption of distilled spirits by those fifteen and older was about 8.7 gallons

each year, more than triple today’s rate and much higher than in colonial

America. This national binge eventually gave rise to the temperance move-

ment, the broadest social reform effort of the nineteenth century. Methodists

slowly came to see rising consumption as a crisis, but it took time. The General

Conference of 1796 had urged shopkeepers not to serve customers enough

liquor to get them drunk, but went no further. The year before, the itinerant

James Jenkins spent a quarter on the Seleuda circuit in South Carolina, where

he “deemed it my duty plainly to reprove the practice of distilling.” Local

Methodists were so offended that they gave him only $8 for his services that

quarter. Methodists ultimately took up the cause of temperance in a big way,

but in 1812 partaking of a convivial dram, or selling it to someone else, seemed

too ingrained in even the ministry to legislate it out. Asbury was ahead of the

curve, yet long experience with issues like slavery had taught him just how

difficult it was to press an unpopular position.33

The question of electing presiding elders concerned Asbury more keenly,

as it had at previous conferences, bearing directly as it did on the appointive

powers of the bishops. “It is said the wise men in New York conference have

discovered that it will be far better to elect the presiding elders in conference,

and give them the power of stationing the preachers. I suppose we shall hear

more of this,” he had predicted while in New York in July 1811. He was right. At

the 1812 General Conference Laban Clark, then stationed in New York City,

made a motion calling for the election of the presiding elders by their annual

conferences.

Troubled by this proposal, Asbury wrote to Clark on May 16, 1812, several

days before the conference voted on his motion. “I fear you have shewed the

appearance of severity in conference,” he began. Asbury challenged Clark’s

proposal on two levels. First, he argued that it addressed a problem that didn’t

exist. “Is not your motion in conference, directly Levelled at our chartered

privilege, for 40 years, [which has] never [been] designedly abused[?]” Second,

he attempted to play on Clark’s loyalty to him. “Am I not your father?” Asbury

asked. “If Thy Father has sinned against thee tell him as a son, to a Father, with

great pla[i]nness; yet tenderness because he is an old man among men, now

weak in Body and mind. I am thy Father; and the greatest Friend thou hast in

the world, a spiritual Friend; if not I wish to be so. I hope our trials . . .will end

in Greater confidence Love and union, so wishes, so prays, yours to serve,

F. Asbury.” There is something almost sycophantic in this plea, or at least a

degree of petulance that seems uncharacteristic of Asbury’s earlier career. He

was losing touch with the younger preachers, and it frustrated him. At this

point in his career, he saw himself primarily as an apostle, a spiritual father, not
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a constitutional bureaucrat. Couldn’t Clark see that the church needed more of

the former and less of the latter?34

Clark’s response twodays later is a study in gentle firmness, inmany respects

more impressive than Asbury’s outburst. “I am pleased that you open your mind

to me with freedom. But I am extreemly pained that your feelings have been

wounded!” Clark wrote. “Nothing can be more distant fromme than designedly

to injure the feelings of . . . the man whom I esteem and reverance above all

other. . . .You sir have an interest in our connection, and an influence over it,

that no other man can have.”At the same time, once Asbury was no longer “with

us,” it would be impossible to put off the calls for change. Clark saw his proposal

to elect presiding elders as a way to preserve the office against those who would

eliminate it entirely. “Presiding Elders have not always had the confidence of the

preachers in their charge—it was not your fault that they had not,” Clark wrote.

“Would it not be a means of conciliating the affections of the preachers, if they

could have a choice in their rulers? I candidly confess it is my serious belief it

would.” Clark intended his motion as a compromise that “would be the preserva-

tion of our connexion and the peace & glory . . . of your last days.”35

Debate on Clark’s motion began on Monday, May 18, and continued

through Tuesday afternoon. Those in favor of election argued that it squared

better with American democracy and provided a fairer system of checks and

balances for the circuit preachers. Asbury wasn’t really the target here. Like

Clark, most of the preachers were already focused on what would come next.

Hence, they were careful to argue, according to Nathan Bangs, “That however

safely this prerogative might be exercised by Bishop Asbury, especially in the

infancy of the Church, when the number of preachers was few, it had now

become impossible, on the increase of preachers and people, for a bishop to

exercise such a tremendous power intelligibly and safely to all concerned.”36

Those opposed to the motion argued that the church wasn’t a civil govern-

ment, and that in any event most governmental positions were filled by appoint-

ment rather than election, which was certainly more the case in the early

nineteenth century than today. They further contended that elections would

lead to “an electioneering spirit” and might make a presiding elder “fear to do

his duty,” lest he lose votes. Besides, whatever the bishops lost by not residing in a

particular conference they more than made up for with their “knowledge of the

whole work.” The problem was so vexing because, as Nathan Bangs observed,

“there must, in the nature of things, be an umpire somewhere.” The church had

prospered to date, but once Asbury was gone, who would that umpire be? In the

end, Clark’s motion lost by a vote of forty-five to forty-two.37

Debate on this issue continued at successive general conferences for

another sixteen years, eventually leading to the formation of the Methodist
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Protestant Church in 1830, which abolished the episcopacy and presiding

eldership and even allowed for the election of class leaders by their classes.

Asbury was long gone by then, but he could feel the ground shifting under his

feet in 1812.38

The 1812 General Conference did two other things that closely concerned

Asbury. First, it appointed a committee to see what could be done about writing

a history of American Methodism. For years Asbury had been badgering the

presiding elders to send him accounts from their districts that could be

compiled into a history. He made another push for this in the year leading

up to the 1812 General Conference. “I have stricken out a plan for a complete

letter-history of Methodism, by our presiding elders,” he wrote to Thomas

Douglass, presiding elder of the James River district in the Virginia conference,

in February 1811. Under Asbury’s plan, the presiding elders were supposed to

interview the circuit preachers and “aged” members in their district, and then

submit a “complete historical letter neatly [and] correctly done” to their annual

conference. “It will make a grand history in about fifty letters,” Asbury wrote.

“The plan is plain and possible.”Maybe so, butmost of the presiding elders either

didn’t comply or did so in a slipshod manner. The committee appointed to read

the letters at the General Conference concluded that they “contain some valuable

information,” but were otherwise “not sufficiently full on different points.” The

General Conference then authorized the New York conference to “engage a

historian to digest and arrange the materials thus furnished, and prepare them

for the press,” but nothing ever came of it, much to Asbury’s dismay.39

Second, the conference passed a resolution requesting the bishop to “sit to a

good painter,” whose work would then be turned into an engraving, with enough

copies printed to “supply the connexion.” Asbury proved less than cooperative.

After the conference adjourned, Daniel Hitt, the conference secretary, wrote to

Benjamin Tanner, who was to arrange for the portrait to be painted in Philadel-

phia, thatAsburyhad “takenhis departure,” onhis “No[r]thern,Western&South-

ern tour.” “If he lives & retains health sufficient to travel,” he was scheduled to

stop in Philadelphia in April 1813, but even then it was “uncertain, whether or no

he will consent to sit for his likeness to be taken.”40

The Valedictory Address

Knowing that his time on this earth might indeed be short, Asbury sat down in

August 1813 to compose a valedictory address to William McKendree and the

church as a whole. In it, he championed two themes: the necessity of maintain-

ing an itinerant ministry and the apostolic authority of the episcopacy. The first
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had been central to his conception ofMethodism since his first days in America.

The second had been growing on his mind for the past several years.41

Asbury began by advising that there should only be three bishops, traveling

continually through the nation and meeting together at each annual confer-

ence. This was to guard against the “growing evil of locality in bishops, elders,

preachers, or Conferences,” a threat that he had battled from Pilmore in the

1770s through O’Kelly in the 1790s to the present. Asbury admitted that

“locality is essential to cities and towns,” but since America was overwhelming-

ly rural, the itinerant nature of the connection needn’t be abandoned. “Guard

particularly against two orders of preachers: the one for the country, the other

for the cities,” he warned.Why was “locality” such a threat? Because it inevitably

led to corruption. Settled ministers too often sold their services to the highest

bidder. Indeed, there were already “too many” young preachers “whom we can

view in no other light . . . than as men going into the ministry by their learning,

sent by their parents or moved by pride, the love of ease, money or honor.” It

needn’t be so. “You know,my brother, that the presentministerial cant is that we

cannot now, as in former apostolic days, have such doctrines, such discipline,

such convictions, such conversions, such witnesses of sanctification, and such

holy men. But I say that we can; I say wemust.” The issue here wasn’t youth but

commitment. “Never be afraid to trust young men; they are able, and you will

find enough willing to endure the toils and go through the greatest labors;

neither are they so likely to fail as old men are,” Asbury wrote.42

Related to this discussion were issues of education and politics. Too often it

was the case “that schools, colleges, and universities undertake to make men

ministers that the Lord Jesus Christ never commanded to bemade.” Experience

taught that “a plowman, a tailor, a carpenter, or a shoemaker!” could preach as

well as “a college-taught man.” “Wemay rationally conclude that learning is not

an essential qualification to preach the gospel,”Asbury asserted. “It may be said

no man but a fool will speak against learning. I have not spoken against

learning. I have only said that it cannot be said to be an essential qualification

to preach the gospel.” Hadn’t he been a metalworker’s apprentice?43

If education was to be approached warily, politics was to be avoided

completely. “As to temporal power, what have we to do with that in this country?”

Asbury asked. “We are not senators, congressmen, or chaplains; neither do we

hold any civil offices.” In fact, Jesse Lee currently served as chaplain to the

U.S. House of Representatives, an appointment that Asbury viewed with suspi-

cion rather thanpride. “Weneither have, norwish to have, anything to dowith the

government of the States, nor, as I conceive, do the States fear us. Our kingdom is

not of this world. For near half a century we have never grasped at power,”Asbury

wrote.44
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The second major argument of the valedictory address had to do with the

apostolic nature of the episcopacy. Asbury argued that “the apostolic order of

things was lost in the first century,” when itinerant ministry was abandoned.

“There were no local bishops until the second century,” he claimed. “Those

who were ordained in the second century mistook their calling when they

became local and should have followed those bright examples in the apostolic

age,” among them Paul, Barnabas, and Timothy. The Reformation “only beat

off a part of the rubbish, which put a stop to the rapid increase of absurdities at

that time; but how they have increased since!” Until the Methodists showed up,

that is. “In 1784, an apostolic form of Church government was formed in the

United States of America at the first General Conference of the Methodist

Episcopal Church.” What was at stake now was no less than the future of

Christianity. He had come to America believing that he was part of a cosmic

drama of vast significance. As lofty as his goals had been then, American

Methodism’s success now led him to conclude that his office was even more

important than he had first realized. Little of value stood between him and the

apostle Paul, whose ministry Asbury now believed he had fought for four

decades to restore.

These were Asbury’s main points, but his own words account for only about

half of the valedictory address. The remainder is made up of extended quotations

from Thomas Haweis’s An Impartial and Succinct History of the Rise, Declension

and Revival of the Church of Christ From the Birth of Our Saviour to the Present Time,

first published in London in 1800, though Asbury quoted from the second

American edition, published in Baltimore in 1807. How typical for Asbury to

thrust a shield between himself and critics, to rely on an outside authority to

support his argument.While his thesis could hardly have been bolder, he chose to

rely on an obscure English cleric to make much of his case for him.45

Neither impartial nor succinct (it runs more than one thousand pages),

Haweis’s history, according to his biographer, set out to “trace the faithful

remnant of God’s people which had persisted through even the darkest

ages.” The parts of Haweis that interested Asbury most argued that the first-

century apostles were primarily, in Haweis’s words, “itinerant evangelists,” and

that “it was a great and serious evil introduced, when philosophy and human

learning were taught as a preparation for a Gospel ministry,” as Asbury put it

when he first read Haweis in 1805. Asbury took Haweis’s book as independent

confirmation that Methodist patterns had always been the practice of sincere

Christians in every age. Would this kind of vital piety continue among Ameri-

can Methodists? Asbury wouldn’t have written the valedictory address if he

hadn’t had his doubts.46
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End of the Road

As 1813 drew to a close, Asbury was still determined to remain

a factor in the church, particularly at the annual conferences. He

hoped his presence alone would be a bulwark against complacency

and that his death would be as much an example as his life had

been. “Mr. Wesley had requested that he might not live to be idle,”

Asbury remarked to a friend during this period. “But I feel no

liberty to make such a request: I must leave it to God; it may be his

will that, as the people have seen my strength, to let them see my

weakness also.”1

HenryBoehmquit travelingwithAsbury following thePhiladelphia

conference in April 1813. At the General Conference of 1812, where it

had been generally known that Boehm and Asbury would soon part

ways, Lewis Myers made a motion that the conference express its

“gratitude” to Boehm and offer him “some compensation” for collecting

overdue accounts related to the Book Concern as he traveled with

Asbury. The conference did vote its thanks, but no compensation.

“Thanks are cheap,” Boehm wryly concluded.2

JohnWesleyBond replacedBoehmasAsbury’s traveling companion.

Bond’s parents were converted under the preaching of Robert

Strawbridge, and Asbury had known them since the 1770s. Bond had

only joined the itinerancy in 1810, but he quickly gained Asbury’s trust.

“JohnWBondwithout exception is the best aid I every had,”Asburywrote

to Nelson Reed in February 1815.3



Coke’s End

Asbury and the church faced another transition in 1814, though one that

proved far less dramatic than it might have a decade before. Thomas Coke

abruptly died at sea while sailing for India and Sri Lanka with a band of

missionaries. Coke had steadily drifted away from American Methodism in

recent years, busy with missionary endeavors to Africa, Asia, and the West

Indies. He was instrumental in sending ten missionaries to Sierra Leone in

1796, though that effort failed because the missionaries, unprepared for the

rigors of life in Africa, set to bickering among themselves and soon returned

home. For the next decade the West Indies occupied most of Coke’s attention

with regard to missions, until about 1805 when he began to seriously consider

a mission to India. By 1809 he had narrowed his focus to Sri Lanka, then

known as Ceylon.4

The death of his wife, Penelope, in January 1811 plunged Coke into near

despair. Asbury sent his condolences when he learned of Penelope’s passing,

though he could not resist suggesting that perhaps she had died because Coke

“loved her more than God.” This was harsh, even by the standards of early

nineteenth-century Methodists, who often saw death as just one more way that

God disciplined his children. It could hardly have given Coke much comfort,

whatever Asbury’s intention. Shortly after returning from his family home in

Brecon, South Wales, where he had gone to bury Penelope, Coke confessed to

friends that he was “very much distressed in mind.” Only the prospect of

foreign missions kept him from longing “to drop my Body, & be with my

dear, dear, dear Penelope.”5

Even so, Coke didn’t remain single for long. That December he married

Anne Loxdale, fifty-five, less than a year after Penelope’s death. Writing to Mary

Bosanquet Fletcher, wife of the Methodist minister and theologian John

Fletcher, Coke suggested that it was Penelope who directed him to Loxdale

from beyond the grave. “I bless God, he has given me the very counterpart of

my late dear Wife in my present,” Coke wrote in July 1812. “I cannot possibly

tell which of them is most excellent. But my present dear Wife is probably

more extensively useful in the Church. In large Societies she can meet one or

two Classes of a day.” Alas, the couple was married less than a year. Anne died

on December 5, 1812.6

Grief-stricken once again, Coke threw himself into planning the mission

to Sri Lanka and began an intensive study of Portuguese. The British confer-

ence, concerned about the cost, limited his party to seven. “I am now dead to

Europe, and alive for India. God himself has said to me, ‘Go to Ceylon,’” Coke
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wrote to Samuel Drew in June 1813. “I had rather be set naked on the coast of

Ceylon, without clothes, and without a friend, than not go there.” Yet, after

losing two wives in close succession, Coke craved a companion. In late 1813 he

proposed to, and very nearly married, a young woman he barely knew who

evidently had designs on his money. Only the timely intervention of friends

who knew the woman’s family prevented a union that would have set her

creditors on Coke, and perhaps led to his arrest.7

Coke’s band of missionaries sailed for India on December 30, 1813, erasing

all doubt about his relationship to American Methodism. “I hope Dr. Coke will

devote the last of his days nobly, not in making many books, but in his apostolic

mission in those two vast quarters of the globe, Asia and Africa,”Asbury wrote to

Zachary Myles when he learned of Coke’s departure. Coke’s party sailed in two

ships thatwere parts of a fleet headed south fromEurope aroundAfrica. Theyhad

a stormy and difficult passage, though, as a seasoned traveler, Coke’s calmness

was a source of comfort to the others. He made it as far as the Indian Ocean,

where he died suddenly in the night on May 3, only three weeks from India.8

It was some time before Asbury learned of Coke’s death, given the logistics

of communication from India to England and then on to the United States.

“Doctor Coke died near the coast of Asia, was found Dead upon the cabin floor!

Buried at Sea!” Asbury wrote to Jacob Gruber in July 1815. As was typical of

Asbury, in death he chose only to remember the good in Coke. “He was in his

temper, quick.—It was like a spark; touch it and it would fly; and was soon

off . . .But jealousy, malice, or envy; dwelt not in a soul so noble as that of Coke,”

Asbury declared in a funeral sermon for Coke. This was accurate of Coke at his

best andmore than fair. Coke was “a gentleman, a scholar, and a bishop, to us—

and as a minister of Christ, in zeal, in labours, and in services, the greatest man

in the last century,” Asbury wrote in his journal. Coke had had his differences

with the American preachers, Asbury included, yet he had stood by the Ameri-

can church for thirty years, and for this Asbury honored him.9

“A living death”

As he made his way through the Carolinas in early 1814, Asbury tried to settle

into his familiar travel routine, but it didn’t last. He met the South Carolina

conference at Fayetteville, North Carolina, on January 12, after which he had, in

his words, “a serious attack of pleuritic fever, with little intermission of pain”

for fifteen days. He nevertheless made it to Norfolk for the Virginia conference

on February 20, and then on to the Baltimore conference, beginning March 16.

Following the Baltimore meeting, he took ill at Perry Hall for three days,
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treating himself with an emetic. He and Bond then rode to Philadelphia for the

conference’s annual meeting, April 6 through 14.10

From there they crossed the Delaware River to New Jersey in a steamboat.

During the crossing “it came on to rain very hard, and as there was no shelter

to the boat . . . the Bishop was taken very sick, and had a severe spell of vomiting

on board,” according to Bond. They pressed on until Asbury “was taken worse

on the road, and vomited much.” They tried to find “a little Beer or Wine” to

soothe Asbury’s stomach, “but there was none to be had” among their friends.

Bond prepared “a dose of medicine” by taking a tablespoon of “rhubarb, one of

Peruvian Bark and two (there ought to have been three) nutmegs grated,”

adding them to a pint of water and boiling the mixture down to half a pint.

After straining the brew, Asbury took a “wineglassful” every two hours. His

condition deteriorated until he collapsed at the home of a friend in New Jersey,

about seventeen miles from Philadelphia, on April 24. There he was seized

with “a violent ague” followed by a high fever.11

It was in this condition that Henry Boehm found him, having heard of

Asbury’s distress. Boehm arrived on May 3, observing that Asbury was “so very

low he was scarcely able to breathe.” For two weeks he seemed to hover

between life and death, with Bond and Boehm attending him around the

clock. “His lungs were much affected; the discharge of mucus exceedingly

great: his cough was very distressing, and his old astmatical complaint being

agravated thereby, he at some times appeared near strangling,” according to

Bond. For treatment, Asbury, by his own recollection, was blistered sixteen

times (Bond says seventeen) and bled three times. At one point, when his

“flesh was nearly cold” and “his pulse could scarcely be perceived,” a “warming

pan with live coles was passed slowly over the bed for some time,” and he was

given “spiced wine and columbo,” according to Bond.12

Slowly Asbury began to mend, but the toll on his system was immense. He

was “so exceedingly reduced in the flesh, the bones appeared in danger of

cutting through the skin,” Bond observed. “I am now a walking skeleton,”

Asbury wrote to Christopher Frye on July 23. “He never fully recovered from

that sickness, and he was physically unfit to go round his diocese again,”

Boehm later wrote. “It was a living death, a perpetual martyrdom.” Yet he

insisted on pushing on. “I would not be loved to death, and so came down from

my sick room and took to the road, weak enough,” Asbury wrote on July 19 in

one of his first journal entries since April.13

Asbury professed not to fear death, and the cheerfulness with which he

bore up under his illness seemed to bear this out. He later told Bond that it was

“the severest, and sweetest affliction” he had ever felt. At one point during his

illness, Asbury asked for a mirror. “Observing how his flesh had wasted away,
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and how exceedingly ghastly his appearance was; he smiled,” remembering the

General Conference’s request that he sit for a portrait. Turning to Bond, he

remarked, “If they want my likeness now they may have it.” Bond records that

even at his weakest Asbury continued to pray and sing with as much breath as

he could spare.14

Others prayed as well. Early nineteenth-century Methodists generally

didn’t believe in divine healing in the way that would become popular in the

later nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Sickness could be a judgment or a

mercy; either way enduring it was a duty, an expression of one’s faith. But on

this occasion Bond and others prayed directly for Asbury’s healing. A preacher

from Philadelphia told Bond that in the city prayers for the bishop “were not

prefaced as usual with ‘If it be thy will.’—‘If consistent with the wisdom of thy

providence’ etc. But it seemed that their faith would take no denial. Their cry

was, ‘Lord spare him.’ ” In part, this was a response to Asbury’s holiness, which

seemed to merit a miracle, something beyond what ordinary believers could

expect. It was also a reflection of how much Methodists still looked to him to

define the church. They weren’t sure what they would be without him.15

To ease his way, the Philadelphia conference gave Asbury a small four-

wheeled carriage, and he and Bond set out for the West, reaching Pittsburgh on

July 23. There Asbury wrote to Christopher Frye, presiding elder of the Mono-

ngahela district, that his cough was so “incessant,” with such “powerful

expectoration!” that he could get only three hours sleep per night. “I am now

a walking skeleton,” he added. By the time they reached Cincinnati for the

Ohio conference the first week in September, Asbury was coughing up blood

and too sick to preside. Writing to the presiding elder, Nelson Reed, he

confessed that “a Boy 6 years of age would excel me in strength . . . I cannot

even Eat without difficulty.” Yet he continued anyway, attending the Tennessee

conference in Logan County, Kentucky, in late September and the South

Carolina conference in Milledgeville, Georgia, at the end of December. There

he “preached at the ordinations, but with so feeble a voice that many did not

hear: I had coughed much and expectorated blood.”16

Who would have blamed him if he had hunkered down in Charleston or

some other retreat to regain his strength? Wouldn’t a year off have been

understandable? No, he had come too far for that. He wouldn’t be caught idle

at the end, wouldn’t lose the chance to demonstrate the meaning of faithful-

ness. He knew that his condition was a topic of conversation among the

preachers.

With this in mind, he headed north in January 1815 determined to do three

things: preach, collect money for the poor, and visit old friends. Each was, in its

own way, an expression of his faith. Preaching was the basic way that Methodists
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communicated their ideas to the broader populace and a duty (by definition) of all

preachers. Asbury was determined that no one should think himself above

preaching as often as possible. “Such was the shattered state of his lungs in the

latter part of his life, that it afflicted him very much to preach; especially to large

congregations. His cough was always greatly irritated by it,” Bond wrote, reflect-

ing on this period. “Ah!, I may always calculate on losing half the nights sleep at

least, after preaching in the day. But I will freely give that, to have an opportunity

of inviting poor sinners to my blessed Saviour,” Asbury told Bond. Nothing,

nothing should take precedence over preaching salvation to the lost. “Preach as

if you had seen heaven and its celestial inhabitants and had hovered over the

bottomless pit and beheld the tortures and heard the groans of the damned,”

Asbury advised his preachers that July.17

Of course, Asbury’s preaching had never been all that good, particularly

after 1807 when he left off regularly recording sermon outlines in his journal,

and now it got even worse. The press of administrative duties and the decline of

his health conspired to prevent him from any systematic preparation. Most of

his sermons were given off the top of his head. “It seemed impossible for him

to give that attention to reading and study which is essential for” good preach-

ing, wrote Nathan Bangs, who knew Asbury during this period. “In his latter

days his manner of preaching changed—he was often quite unmethodical in

his arrangement—sometimes abruptly jumping . . . from one subject to anoth-

er, intermingling anecdotes of an instructive character, and suddenly breaking

forth in most tremendous rebukes of some prevalent vice, and concluding with

an admonition full of point and pathos,” Bangs noted. Regardless, just the act

of preaching was its own testimony. His speaking could still strike “the

beholder with an awe which may be better felt than described,” the result of

“an unearthly appearance, full of dignity . . . yet softened with . . . patience,”

Bangs wrote.18

This was exactly the reaction of Mary Pocahontas Cabell, who heard “old

Bishop Asbury” preach at Lynchburg, Virginia, in February 1815. “His venera-

ble appearance struck me with awe” as she watched “him ascend the Pulpit

with his cane in one hand” and a preacher at the other. But the sermon itself

was a disappointment. His “ideas” were so “unconnected that it was impossible

to retain the thread of the discourse. This he continued far beyond my expecta-

tion, for I thought in a little time he would be so much exhausted . . .he

frequently paused as if for the purpose of recovering breath.” Cabell concluded

that “old age rendered him incapable of performing his office to the satisfac-

tion of his audience.” But by now what he said was almost beside the point.19

As he traveled with Bond, Asbury collected small contributions from

whomever was willing for what he called his “mite subscription,” after the
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story of the widow’s mite (Mark 12:42–44). Bond says that Asbury started this

fund after hearing “an account of the great deficiency in the preacher’s quar-

terage in the New-England Conference. The bishop thought it most likely that

the same deficiency would prevail in Ohio and Tennessee conferences, and that

many of the preachers, especially those with families, would suffer, or have

to locate; in order to seek support by their own industry in some secular

imployment.” If the plan generated a surplus, Asbury hoped to use it to fund

German-, French- and Spanish-speaking missionaries. No one was supposed

to give more than a dollar, reflecting the grassroots nature of Asbury’s plan.

The money itself was important to Asbury, but he was also aware of

the symbolic value of what he was doing. Here was the church’s senior

bishop, emaciated, poor, and suffering, begging for those in need. Poverty

was nothing to be ashamed of, just the opposite. Social pretension was the

enemy of true religion, of this Asbury remained sure. Why else limit contribu-

tions to a dollar?20

Connecting with old friends was another expression of Asbury’s under-

standing of what Methodism was. He had always put people before ideas, had

always been more concerned with maintaining the church’s connectional

nature than with formulating a systematic theology. His great gift to the church

had been in working tirelessly to put the right people in the right places. Now,

at the end, these links seemed as important as ever. As he passed through

Virginia in February 1815, he preached in the home of Edward Dromgoole, who

had joined the traveling connection in 1774. A month later in Baltimore, he

visited Elizabeth Dickins, widow of John Dickins, the long-time book steward

and one of Asbury’s staunchest supporters (he also left Elizabeth Dickins $80 a

year in his will of June 1813). On his way through Maryland and Delaware that

April, he stopped to see Richard Bassett, former governor of Delaware and a

friend for nearly forty years. A week later he saw Edward White, nephew of

Judge Thomas White, at whose home Asbury had sheltered during the Revo-

lutionary War. In New Jersey he called on Thomas Morrell, whom he had

ordained in 1788. In June he stopped by the estate of Freeborn and Catherine

Garrettson at Rhinebeck, New York, on his way south from New England. “On

our route we called upon many of our old friends, Buck, Sale, Bonner, Smith,

Butler,” Asbury recorded as he passed through Ohio in September. “I have

visited the families of Butler, Owens, Beale, Heath, Wright, Fowler, and Davis,”

he wrote a week later. And so it went everywhere. More than anything,

Methodism was a connection of people.21

Yet for all his peaceful intentions, Asbury couldn’t escape controversy. He

hadn’t forgotten the debates over episcopal authority at the General Conference

of 1812. Though he and his supporters had won, it was clear that there were
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factions in the church separated by deepening divides. “Ah! have I lost the

confidence of the American People and preachers? or of only a few overgrown

members that have been disappointed; and the city lords who wish to be

Bishops, Presiding Elders, Deacons, and to reign without us—over us?”Asbury

wrote to the presiding elder, Thomas Douglass, shortly after the General

Conference meeting. Having spent his career holding the church together, it

would be a bitter end to see it all unravel.22

Now Jesse Lee brought new accusations against his use of episcopal

authority. At the Virginia conference in February 1815, Asbury hadn’t given

Lee a circuit appointment, instead announcing that Lee would receive his

appointment at the Baltimore conference in March. This was unusual, and

Lee immediately concluded that Asbury was trying to prevent his election as a

delegate to the 1816 General Conference. Once transferred, Lee would be

ineligible to serve as a Virginia conference delegate, and it was unlikely that

the Baltimore conference preachers would elect a newcomer. At the Baltimore

meeting Asbury appointed Lee to the Fredericksburg circuit, located in the

Baltimore conference, but Lee flatly refused to go. “It appears as if you were

determined to be my enemy till you die,” he wrote to Asbury on April 10. “It is

high time for you to lay aside all anger, wrath and malice. After you have

degraded me for years in my appointments, and cannot make a tool of me, or

induce me to fall in with all your whims; you at last have trampled Methodism

under your feet, and usurped a power that never belonged to you . . . thinking

thereby to sink me,” Lee wrote. If he didn’t get an appointment in the Virginia

conference, Lee threatened to “declare open war against you.”23

Whether or not Lee’s appointment had anything to do with the upcoming

General Conference, it must have seemed a bitter irony to Asbury that he was

still fighting the same battle that had occupied much of his career: the tendency

for preachers to get comfortable in a circuit or district and refuse to leave. In

one of his last letters, an address to the General Conference of 1816, Asbury

warned the preachers against following the examples of James O’Kelly and

William Hammet. After all these years, these episodes still burned brightly in

his mind.24

Death, Asbury knew, was not far off. During 1815 he pushed himself to

attend eight annual conferences before arriving back in South Carolina in

December. From there, he and Bond set off after the first of the year, deter-

mined to make it to the General Conference in Baltimore that May. His letters

from these final months have a hurried, at times almost incoherent, quality to

them. When James Jenkins saw Asbury in early 1816, he was “overwhelmed

with grief, and my heart sickened within me,” at his physical condition.

Jenkins was so overcome that he couldn’t even pray with Asbury. On March
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24, 1816, Asbury preached his last sermon in Richmond, Virginia. He was so

weak that he had to be carried into the church, where he sat on a table to speak.

A few days later he made it as far as the home of George Arnold in Spotsylvania

County, where he died peacefully on March 31 “without a groan or complaint,”

as Bond sat by his side. It was a fitting place to breathe his last. Even today it is a

rural, out-of-the-way place. A highway marker indicates that spot, but there is

nothing else to see. Asbury died as he lived, unencumbered by this world’s

things, traveling a back road on his way to preach the gospel to lost souls.25

He was already a legend by the time of his death, as Asbury himself knew.

“We must attend to our appointments, though we should speak but little, for the

people wish to see us: we have lived and laboured so long, that we have become a

spectacle to men,” he had written the previousMarch. Death did nothing to tarnish

his image. OnMay 1 the General Conference, thenmeeting in Baltimore, passed

a resolution to remove Asbury’s remains from the Arnolds’ farm, where he had

been buried, and bring them to Baltimore. On May 10 twenty thousand to thirty

thousand people followed the coffin from the Light Street Chapel, where the

General Conference was meeting, to the Eutaw Street Church where Asbury was

buried. “It was the largest procession I ever saw,” remembered Jacob Young, a

delegate to the General Conference from Ohio.26

In his will, Asbury left his horse, books, and manuscripts to William

McKendree. Following the General Conference, Jacob Young was assigned to

Marker identifying where Asbury died in Spotsylvania County, Virginia.

(Photo by the author.)
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collect these, along with some of Asbury’s clothes, and take them across the

Allegheny Mountains to McKendree inWheeling, Virginia. The books, clothes,

and papers were packed in valises, laid across Asbury’s horse and covered by a

large bearskin. Altogether, the horses and cargo “resembled those horses and

packages which carried silver from one part of the country to the other,” Young

realized too late. As he headed into the mountains on his way to Uniontown,

Pennsylvania, he passed an isolated settlement where a group of men eyed him

at a tavern. “The thought struck me that there might be danger ahead.” There

was. Four or five miles down the road, on an isolated stretch, two of the men

caught up with Young and asked him where he had come from. When he told

them Baltimore, they asked if money was plentiful there. No, said Young, to

which one of the men replied, “You appear to have plenty of it here.” “No, sir;

there is no money there. This horse and package belonged to Bishop Asbury,

before his death,” Young replied. “Is Bishop Asbury dead?” asked one of the

men. “I have seen and heard him preach in my father’s house.” The men

paused a few moments and then galloped off. Who would risk stealing the last

earthly possessions of a saint?27
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Epilogue

Bending Frank

There is a scene in The Damnation of Theron Ware that captures a

fundamental shift in nineteenth-century Methodism. Harold

Frederic begins his 1896 novel about the fall of a young Methodist

minister with a description of an annual conference meeting at

which the preachers are just about to receive their appointments for

the coming year. Seated in the church is a collection of “bent and

decrepit veterans” who could remember Asbury. They lean “forward

with trembling and misshapen hands behind their hairy ears,

waiting to hear their names read out on the superannuated list, it

might be for the last time.” Surrounding these old men is a group

of middle-aged preachers, “generally of a robust type, with burly

shoulders, and bushing beards framing shaven upper lips, and who

looked for the most part like honest and prosperous farmers attired

in their Sunday clothes.” Mixed in with these are “specimens of a

more urban class, worthies with neatly trimmed whiskers, white

neckcloths, and even indications of hair-oil,—all eloquent of citified

charges.” There are even a few young seminary professors. Frederic

is quite clear as to how these groups relate to one another. “The

impress of zeal and moral worth seemed to diminish by regular

gradations as one passed to younger faces; and among the very

beginners, who had been ordained only within the past day or two,

this decline was peculiarly marked,” Frederic writes. “It was almost

a relief to note the relative smallness of their number, so plainly

was it to be seen that they were not the men their forbears had



been.”1 The church wasn’t what it used to be. What it had gained in

refinement, it had lost in zeal.

The idea that Methodist zeal had declined was widely held by the late

nineteenth century, even as the church continued to grow in size and respect-

ability. Membership increased to more than 250,000 by 1820 and nearly half a

million by 1830. By 1876 all branches of Methodism in the United States could

count more than fifty-three thousand itinerant and local preachers, more than

2.9 million members, and more than 2.2 million children enrolled in Sunday

schools. Growth in numbers brought new wealth. By 1860 American Metho-

dists owned nearly twenty thousand buildings, almost 38 percent of all

churches in the United States. These were valued at more than $33 million,

nearly 20 percent of the value of all American churches. Following Asbury’s

death, Methodists launched a sustained campaign to build colleges and uni-

versities, opening more than two hundred schools and colleges between 1830

and 1860. This included Indiana Asbury (later DePauw) University in Green-

castle, Indiana, named, ironically, for someone who by the end of his life

doubted the value of colleges. Methodists were also leaders in popular publish-

ing. By 1831 the Christian Advocate and Journal, published in New York City,

had the largest circulation of any weekly paper in the nation. All of this brought

political clout, particularly in new western states like Ohio, and a comfortable

sense of middle-class security.2

Success is hard to argue with, yet many discerned a darker side to Method-

ism’s rising social status. Many of these so-called “croakers” had known Asbury

personally. Most of the dozens of circuit rider autobiographies written in the

nineteenth century were, to some degree, jeremiads against the church’s com-

placent prosperity. They decried a general decline in holiness and discipline but

were particularly troubled by the erosion of the itinerancy. “I fear there is a

tendency to locality,” James Quinn wrote in 1851. He acknowledged that many

believed the itinerancy “has had its day, and must go down.” “Learned clergy,

who study and write their sermons,” couldn’t be expected to “submit to the toils

and privations of an itinerant life.” When Methodists “have pews, and organs,

and pay the choir to do their singing,” when “the itinerant is snugly fixed in the

village station, and the local preachers do[es] what little itinerant work is done,”

then “my fears come on,” Quinn lamented. Writing in 1857, Jacob Young

worried that “though the Church is not going down yet, there are strong

indications that she is in extreme danger; and in that very day that itinerant

preachers begin to love pleasure, ease and idleness, the Church will sink in their

hands; and I am sorry to say there is a strong tendency in that direction.”3

Asbury’s long-time traveling companion, Henry Boehm, perhaps best

summed up these misgivings. Boehm claimed that he “never belonged to the
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family of croakers,” yet in his 1866 memoir he concluded that “there was a

power among the fathers, both in the ministry and laity” that the church had

lost. “In some matters I cannot but think that, as a Church, we have retro-

graded,” Boehm wrote. “The people and preachers in that day were patterns of

plainness; we conform more to the world, and have lost much of the spirit of

self-denial they possessed. Our fathers paid great attention to Church disci-

pline, and their preaching was more direct; they aimed at the heart, and looked

for more immediate results than we of the present day.”4

One thing was certain: There were no more Asburys. Almost no one of his

generation was left by 1816. Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Coke were dead, as

was John Wesley. Joseph Pilmore was still preaching in Philadelphia (he died

in 1825), but his connection to Methodism had long since been severed. Of the

preachers who joined the traveling connection before the Christmas Confer-

ence of 1784, only six still held conference appointments at the time of As-

bury’s death: Philip Bruce, Freeborn Garrettson, Jesse Lee, William Phoebus,

Nelson Reed, and Thomas Ware. Lee died in September 1816, and Bruce and

Henry Boehm (1775 1875) late in life. (From Abel Stevens, History of the

Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 3 [New York:

Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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Garrettson effectively retired the next year. Garrettson was perhaps the most

respected of these preachers, but he had never been willing to leave his family

and home overlooking the Hudson River, though he felt guilty for his relative

idleness in retirement. He died in 1827. None of the rest came close to Asbury’s

stature in the church. Ezekiel Cooper might be added to the list of founding

preachers who survived Asbury (he joined the traveling connection in 1785),

but Cooper’s most vigorous days were behind him, though he lived till 1847.

Asbury had simply outlasted his peers.5

Saints are tough acts to follow. “When will the world, or the church, be

favoured and blessed with such another servant of God, as that which we have

lost? I never expect to see one come up to his standard,” Ezekiel Cooper wrote

shortly after Asbury’s death. Of the two preachers elected to replace Asbury as

bishops, Robert R. Roberts was married and Enoch George was a widower with

young children. Roberts maintained a farm in western Pennsylvania after his

election, and later one in Indiana, to support his family. They resembled

Harold Frederic’s solid, respectable middle-aged preachers more than Asbury.

Put together, they couldn’t match Asbury’s single-minded devotion, nor were

they any better at managing the preachers.6

Asbury was as Christ-like a figure as most Methodists could imagine.

Tributes pointed to his intense spirituality and perseverance, his ability to

connect with people, and his administrative finesse as the defining qualities

of his career. “Nothing short of deep and uniform piety could so long have

secured to him the love and confidence of a people who knew how to distin-

guish between the form and power of godliness,” noted an obituary in the 1816

conference minutes. “He was always of a slender constitution, and yet never

spared himself, but ventured through the greatest difficulties and dangers, in

order to preach to the people and attend to the Preachers,” Jesse Lee wrote

shortly after Asbury’s passing. Lee continued: “He was deeply pious, remark-

ably fervent and constant in prayer. His peculiar talent was for governing the

Preachers . . .He was generally known throughout the United States, much

esteemed, and greatly beloved . . .his advice requested, and his directions

attended to,” although not always by Lee, who had railed at Asbury about his

annual appointment only the year before. Yet now that it was all over, Lee

realized that a great divide had been crossed and not necessarily for the better.7

For many who had known Asbury, the passage of time did little to dimin-

ish their respect for him. “He was often afflicted, especially when far advanced

in life, and frequently travelled and laboured, when he could scarcely put

one foot before the other. A more indefatigable preacher I never knew,”

Freeborn Garrettson wrote in 1827. “Few men have a greater knowledge of

human nature than he had. My intimacy with him was of about forty years
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standing . . .he was, I believe, perfectly free from the love of the world,”

Garrettson added. Writing in 1848, the New York preacher Abner Chase,

who had joined the traveling connection in 1810, remembered that Asbury

had “commanded a respect and veneration which no superintendent of our

church at the present day can reasonably expect to receive.” “He was the most

unselfish being I was ever acquainted with,” Henry Boehm concluded in his

1866memoir. “Bishop Whatcoat I loved, Bishop M’Kendree I admired, Bishop

Asbury I venerated.” Jacob Gruber, who knew Asbury for more than a decade,

but never traveled with him for an extended period, nevertheless described him

as “the best friend I had in the world.” The Genesee conference preacher

Benjamin Paddock remembered sitting, at age twenty-six, by Asbury’s side in

April 1815 as the bishop recovered from a fever in Philadelphia. “The hours

spent in his society I then felt to be the most precious of my whole life; nor

have the many years I have lived since in the least changed my estimate

of them. His words have been treasured up as if they were the utterances of

inspiration itself,” Paddock later recalled. “We have had other great and good

men in the Episcopacy, but we have had but one Francis Asbury,” wrote

Paddock, who named his son after the bishop.8

Yet it didn’t take long for contemporaries to begin bending Asbury’s legacy.

One of the first and most discerning analyses of Asbury’s life was written by

Ezekiel Cooper in the form of a funeral sermon, which Cooper preached at

St. George’s church in Philadelphia in April 1816 and published in 1819. The

published version, at 230 pages, is more of a short biography than a sermon

(one can only hope that the actual sermon was a good deal shorter). Cooper

had known Asbury for more than thirty years and was aware of how closely

the bishop’s life had been watched. “Few, very few, have been so generally

known . . .we have known him to be critically inspected, carefully watched,

closely examined, thoroughly tested,” Cooper wrote. He saw two primary

strengths in Asbury’s ministry: his deep piety, reflected in his legendary life

of prayer and charity, and his ability to influence others, demonstrated by his

administration of the preachers. “In almost every circle, where he moved, he

gained a kind of irresistible ascendency, influence, and authority,” Cooper

observed. “What could he do, that he did not do? For he exhausted all his

strength, broke down his constitution, spent his talents and his all, and wore

out his life, for the good of man, and for the glory of God.”9

Even so, Cooper saw in Asbury failings that extended to the church as a

whole. If Asbury’s life could serve as an example of all that was good in

the church, it could also serve as a metaphor for what was wrong. To this

end, Cooper freely admitted that Asbury wasn’t a scholar or a consistently

good preacher. But what concerned Cooper most was Asbury’s reluctance to

BENDING FRANK 405



encourage more democracy in the church. “It has also been objected, ‘That he

was too fond of power, and too tenacious of maintaining his authority, and of

supporting his power,’” Cooper wrote. “I have no difficulty in admitting,

honestly and candidly, that the objections, when considered on general princi-

ples, are too well founded.” Cooper believed that this reflected mostly a lack of

patience. “In candour, we ought to admit, that, apparently, he was more

deficient, in the exercise of patience, than in any one of the christian graces.”

This created a serious problem for the church. Asbury’s piety had given

him the humility to avoid abusing his extensive power, but would that be

the case with future leaders? Cooper doubted it. He had been a leading

advocate for greater democracy and decentralization in the church’s polity for

more than a decade, and he took this occasion to bend Asbury’s legacy in that

direction.10

Joseph Travis had a different concern. Travis’s parents became Methodists

under the preaching of Freeborn Garrettson, and Joseph himself was called to

preach under Lorenzo Dow, joining the South Carolina conference in 1806. A

confirmed southerner, Travis was “aware that there was some prejudice against

Bishop Asbury in the South, arising from the introduction of that unfortunate

clause in our General Rules concerning slavery.” Writing on the eve of the Civil

War in 1855, Travis set out to dispel any misgivings about Asbury’s orthodoxy on

the slave question. “In all the conversational and epistolary intercourse that

I have had with Bishop Asbury, not one item was ever even hinted to me in

favor of Abolition from the good old man,” Travis wrote. This, of course, was a

decidedly one-sided reading of Asbury, who became increasingly conflicted over

slavery, especially after 1800. “He frequently spake of it with deep concern,”

remembered John Wesley Bond, who traveled with Asbury during the last two

years of his life. Yet for all of his equivocation, Asbury never came to see slavery

as anything but a moral evil. As sectional tensions increased, “he did not see

what we as a ministry could do better than to try to get bothmasters and servants

to get all the religion they could, and get ready to leave a troublesome world,”

Bond wrote. Still, Asbury considered anyone who continued to hold slaves out of

“avarice . . . to be a slave-holder in soul . . .he could not see how a person who had

a slave-holding soul in them could ever get to the Kingdom of Heaven,” Bond

wrote. This doesn’t sound much like Travis’s proslavery “good old man.”11

Historians of the broader church had their own uses for Asbury. Nathan

Bangs (1778–1862), who wrote one of the first comprehensive histories of

American Methodism in 1839, celebrated Asbury’s legendary piety and perse-

verance, his ability to judge human motivations and manage the conferences,

his charity, and his ability to connect with people “in whatever company he

appeared, whether religious or irreligious, whether high or low, learned or
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unlearned.” No one, apart from perhaps Wesley himself, had ever led a life of

greater diligence or integrity.12

Yet Bangs, like Cooper, saw faults in Asbury that spoke to larger concerns.

After his appointment to New York City in 1810, Bangs became increasingly

concerned with promoting the church’s refinement. Reflecting the domesti-

cated trajectory of Methodism in the mid-nineteenth century, Bangs noted that

Asbury “sometimes manifested sternness bordering upon a hardheartedness.”

This, Bangs concluded, was because Asbury had never been a husband or

father. Hence he “did not always make sufficient allowance for human frailties

and for the unavoidable ills which accompany a married traveling preacher.”

Nor did he push “the people sufficiently in making provision for their minis-

ters, particularly for men of families.” Asbury “seemed to fear that if they were

too well off as it respects this world’s goods, they would lose their zeal and

spirituality.”Asbury’s secondmistake was not following up the disappointment

of Cokesbury with another college, a mistake “which will require years of bitter

Nathan Bangs (1778 1862) in his later years. (From Abel Stevens, History of

the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, vol. 3 [New York:

Carlton & Porter, 1867].)
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repentance and assiduous amendment to atone for, as it has thrown us behind

the age in scientific and mental improvement,” Bangs wrote.13

In his massive four-volume history of Methodism published in 1867, Abel

Stevens mostly followed Cooper and Bangs in praising Asbury’s perseverance and

administrative skill. “His discrimination of character was marvelous; his adminis-

trative talents . . . placedhimunquestionably at thehead of the leading characters of

American ecclesiastical history. No oneman has donemore for Christianity in the

western hemisphere,” Stevens wrote. Yet Stevens also shaped Asbury’s legacy to

reflect his own concerns. Stevens defended Asbury’s isolation in Delaware during

the American Revolution, arguing that it reflected a patriotic commitment to

America when Wesley’s other missionaries were fleeing to England. At the same

time, Stevens was less sympathetic than Bangs toward Asbury’s handling of the

sacramental crisis in 1779 and 1780 because, in Stevens’s view, Asbury didn’t

adequately respect the democratic process embodied in the regular conference

schedule. Where Bangs was more concerned with protecting the episcopacy,

Stevens, like Cooper, was more concerned with promoting democracy.14

For all of their differences, Cooper, Bangs, and Stevens agreed that Asbury

had been an overwhelmingly positive force in American society. Not so Edward

Drinkhouse. After forty years of obsessive study, Drinkhouse set out to write a

history of the Methodist Protestant Church in 1892. When they broke with the

main Methodist body in 1830, the Methodist Protestants rejected the episcopacy

and the presiding eldership and gave laymen equal representationwith the clergy

in their general conferences. Drinkhouse’s history is, more than anything else, a

long argument against “thePaternal systemofAsbury and the hierarchic features

embodied by his pliant followers.”After the formation of the American church in

1784, “with the fatality attending autocraticminds, finding himself solemaster in

America,” it occurred to Asbury, “as is always the case with such typical char-

acters, that the safe way to meet . . . incipient demands for a more liberal admin-

istration, was to tighten the fetters of personal authority.” If Wesley’s “autocratic

instinct” was bad, Asbury’s was worse, amounting to a “form of lunacy.” In “the

exercise of his rule-loving propensities—a dominating passion which knew no

subordination . . .Paternalism found its personification,” Drinkhouse tells us.15

Yet for all of the abuse that Drinkhouse heaps on Asbury, he largely agrees

with Cooper, Bangs, and Stevens that the foundation of Asbury’s authority was

his piety and administrative skill. Asbury “ruled . . . by large consent . . . there

being no one his equal in practical wisdom, in strategic ability, in arduous

labors and single-eyed devotion.” Though a few brave preachers “chafed under

the Asburyan rule,” most were simply overawed. “It was utterly incongruous

with the free air all about them, but they saw in their leader such an example of

unfeigned piety and self-sacrifice that they submitted for the gospel’s sake.”
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Even to Drinkhouse, Asbury’s career is regrettable only to the extent that it

poisoned the well of democracy.16

Among nineteenth-century authors, Drinkhouse is perhaps alone in the

depth of sarcasm he leveled against Asbury, but others developed similar lines

of criticism. Nicholas Snethen, who traveled with Asbury for several years

beginning in 1800, later became one of the leading advocates for more democ-

racy in the church and helped to found the Methodist Protestant Church. Like

nearly every analyst of Asbury’s life, Snethen concluded that much of Asbury’s

influence rested on his reputation for piety and holiness. “He was morally

good . . .He was temperate in all things . . . in meat, in drink, and apparel; not

greedy of filthy lucre; not a lover of money, not a lover of this world; not proud.

In regard to his passions, neither his friends nor his enemies had cause for pity

or reproach. There is reason to believe, that at an early period, like a man of

God, he submitted to the admonition, ‘Flee also youthful lusts,’” Snethen

declared in an 1816 funeral sermon for Asbury. Unfortunately, in Snethen’s

view, this same single-mindedness produced a degree of ambition that blinded

Asbury to the concerns of others. “It cannot be concealed, that he was not

incapable of the exercise of that awful attribute of power, hard-heartedness to

those individual personal feelings and interests, which seem to oppose that

execution of public plans. Constantly in the habit of making the greatest

personal sacrifices to the public good, his mind could not balance betwixt the

obligation of duty, and the accommodation, or conveniency of others.” Snethen

further argued that Asbury’s judgment was impaired by his practice of pushing

himself “beyond his strength. Nature cannot long be overdone with impunity.

Had he known the art of doing less, he could have done better.” The crux of

Snethen’s criticism was that Asbury didn’t trust the judgment of others enough

and used his moral authority to hold back dissent.17

Like Snethen, Alexander M’Caine traveled with Asbury as a young preacher

but later rejected the legitimacy of episcopalMethodism and joined theMethodist

Protestant Church. In his most polemical book, Letters on the Organization and

EarlyHistory of theMethodist Episcopal Church (1850),M’Caine repeatedly asserted

that the Methodist episcopacy was a “fraud” and that Asbury was “bad at heart.”

With regard to Wesley and Asbury, M’Caine writes that “Mr. Wesley resembles

the countryman in the fable, who found the adder stiff and frozen in his field,

who brought it to his house, placed it near the fire, did everything in his power to

restore it to life. Mr. Asbury is like the adder, who, as soon as he was warmed and

invigorated, began to hiss, and strike at all who stood in his way, until at last, he

stuck his fangs in his benefactor to whom he owed his existence, and stung him

to death.” Even before Drinkhouse, M’Caine and Snethen fashioned an image of

Asbury as autocrat that has continued to dominate current scholarship.18
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The nineteenth-century biographies of Asbury published by Methodist

presses took a more favorable view of their subject, as one might expect.

They add detail but break little new analytical ground. Frederick Briggs,

writing in 1874, asserted that the key to Asbury’s influence was his single-

minded devotion to proclaiming the gospel. “To what is his prodigious influ-

ence to be attributed?” asks Briggs. “To his extraordinary intellectual endow-

ments, his great scholastic attainments, or his elevated and commanding social

position?” Obviously not. “The explanation of the whole is that Francis Asbury

. . . lived for a purpose and aim.” Early twentieth-century biographers agreed.

For Ezra Squier Tipple, Asbury was defined by his piety and self-sacrifice. “No

man ever lived who more steadfastly yearned after holiness than Francis

Asbury,” Tipple wrote. This gave Asbury the internal strength to put the good

of the church before his own well-being. Self-sacrifice was the lesson that

Tipple hoped his readers would learn from Asbury’s life.19

What neither Asbury’s admirers (Cooper, Bangs, Stevens, Emory, Briggs,

and Tipple) or critics (Drinkhouse, M’Caine, and Snethen) doubted was that he

was important. Drinkhouse in particular was obsessed with what he saw as

Asbury’s pervasive and pernicious legacy. Yet as the nineteenth century pro-

gressed, Asbury began to lose his salience in popular culture. “There is a man,

not even named in our leading histories, who yet has wrought more deeply into

American life in its social, moral, and religious facts than any other who lived

and acted his part in our more formative period,” began an 1866 article in

Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. What follows is a brief laudatory biography of

Asbury that assumes, clearly enough, that readers know little about him. In the

fifty years following his death, Asbury failed to become an American hero.

“The names of Ethan Allen and AnthonyWayne have beenmore familiar to the

popular ear of America than that of Asbury; yet how trivial their influence

compared to his!” the anonymous author in Harper’s concluded.20

Methodists themselves were largely responsible for Asbury’s fall from

popular grace. What the croakers decried, others celebrated. Upwardly mobile

Methodists were glad to be rid of ministers “who preached dreary out-of-date

sermons, and who lacked even the most rudimentary sense of social distinc-

tions,” as Harold Frederic put it in Theron Ware. Most were happy to see the

church’s general rise in wealth and social status. They agreed with a writer who

scoffed at “good old Methodism” and “a certain class of deplorable croakers,” in

the Christian Advocate and Journal of 1841. “And is good old Methodism

susceptible of no improvement? If our noble fathers, in the days of their

poverty, walked, is that any sufficient reason why we, their sons, now that we

can afford it, should not ride? What, sir, shall we be so wedded to old prejudices,

that we must travel in an old Pennsylvania wagon, at the rate of two miles an
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hour, when all the world is flying by steam? . . . I trust, sir, that Methodism will

repudiate all such prejudices, and keep pace with the spirit of the age.” Under

this kind of pressure, mandatory attendance at class meetings and other forms

of communal discipline began to fall out of favor. In 1834 one minister even

suggested that “wealthy members purchase immunity from discipline (espe-

cially concerning class meeting) by providing generous financial support for

the church.” Asbury couldn’t have meant much to this kind of Methodist.21

By the twentieth century most Methodists saw themselves as part of the

Protestant mainstream. From this vantage point Asbury looked different than

he had in the nineteenth century. Much of this new historical perspective was

shaped byWilliamWarren Sweet (1881–1959), the dean of Methodist studies in

the first half of the twentieth century. Sweet grew up in Baldwin City, Kansas,

before attending college at Ohio Wesleyan University and seminary at Drew

University, followed by a doctorate at the University of Pennsylvania. He then

taught at Ohio Wesleyan and Depauw University before becoming professor of

American Christianity at the University of Chicago. He was, according to his

biographer, “the first trained, professional, American historian who specialized

in religion.”22

Sweet was shaped by his background in the church (he had planned to

become a minister before his doctorate) and the academy. As was typical of

historians of the early twentieth century, he believed that history could be

pursued as an objective science, free of personal bias, in which the facts

spoke for themselves. He was also deeply influenced by Frederick Jackson

Turner’s frontier thesis, which hypothesized that the availability of “free”

frontier land had made possible the development of American democracy

and individualism. Sweet’s contribution was to find a role for the church (by

which he mostly meant the Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Congre-

gationalists) in this scheme, arguing that organized religion’s greatest contri-

bution to American life was in bringing civilization to the frontier. “On every

American frontier life was crude, and ignorance and lawlessness were every-

where in evidence. The great majority of the people were indifferent to the

prevailing conditions and accepted them as a matter of course,” Sweet writes in

one of his later books. Fortunately, all was not lost. In “every considerable

community,” there was “a little company of people, the majority of them

constituting the membership and the ministry of the frontier churches, who

believed that conditions could be changed; that life on every frontier could be

raised to a higher level, and thus through them the seeds of culture were

planted in the west.” It was religion that refined “manners and taste,” that

created “new and higher interests,” that inspired “men with loftier ambitions

and sacrificial purpose.”23
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Within this framework Asbury is presented as a “benevolent despot,” and an

agent of order and control. In regard to the “religious frenzy” often associated

with frontier revivals, Sweet assures his readers that it is “an entire misconcep-

tion” that Asbury and his preachers did anything to promote such “extrava-

gances.” “Asbury, like Wesley, believed that everything should be done decently

and in order. Indeed, order was his passion and this he communicated to his

Asbury monument, located at the intersection of Mt. Pleasant Street and 16th Street,

Washington, D.C. (Photo by the author.)
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preachers.” Sweet’s scholarship was voluminous (he published some twenty-five

books, beginning in 1912) and he did more than anyone to make primary

sources readily available. Nonetheless his interpretation of Asbury has done as

much to obscure as illuminate. In Sweet’s hands Asbury became the patron

saint of decency and decorum.24

These views were reflected in what remained of Asbury’s image in the

broader culture. As the U. S. Army Band played “The Star-Spangled Banner”

on a “perfect” October day in 1924, with “not a fleck of cloud in the sky,” an

imposing bronze statue of Asbury on horseback was unveiled in Washington,

D.C., at the intersection of Sixteenth and Mount Pleasant streets. Celebrated

amidst much fanfare in front of a distinguished audience—President Calvin

Coolidge gave the keynote address—the unveiling marked a high-water mark

for Methodist influence in American society, and perhaps for all of mainstream

Protestantism. The Scopes monkey trial took place the next summer in Day-

ton, Tennessee. It is significant that the church selected Asbury to represent

them, though it was a carefully crafted image of Asbury that the clergy and

politicians chose to remember. To them Asbury was first and foremost a

patriotic American. “On the foundation of a religious civilization which he

sought to build our country has enjoyed greater blessings of liberty and

prosperity than were ever before the lot of man,” Coolidge declared amid

cries of “Hear! Hear!” and vigorous applause. “Asbury must be called great,

because he laid the foundation of the great Christian empire, of the increase of

whose ministry and peace there shall be no end,” Methodist Bishop J. W.

Hamilton added.25

Granted, public celebrations of this nature are generally not the place to

raise a controversy, but even the statue itself seems to reduce Asbury to a

supporter of American progress and empire. The left side of the statue’s

pedestal reads: “IF YOU SEEK FOR THE RESULTS OF HIS LABORS YOU

WILL FIND THEM IN OUR CHRISTIAN CIVILIZATION.” On the right:

“HIS CONTINUOUS JOURNEYING THROUGH CITIES, VILLAGES AND

SETTLEMENTS FROM 1771 TO 1816, GREATLY PROMOTED PATRIOTISM,

EDUCATION, MORALITY AND RELIGION IN THE AMERICAN REPUB-

LIC.” Not very elegant and not very accurate. The effect is to obscure Asbury

behind a haze of patriotic consensus, to make him seem no different from any

of the generals memorialized in bronze throughout the city, only perhaps less

well armed.26

But the monument builders had their own battles to fight. They were all

too familiar with the growth of unbelief and agnosticism, which had been

accelerating since the Civil War and seemed to threaten the intellectual foun-

dations of religious faith as never before. This seemed particularly true among
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intellectual leaders. “As for God, sin, grace, salvation—the introduction of

these ghosts from the dead past we regard as inexcusable, so completely do

their unfamiliar presences put us out of countenance, so effectively do they,

even under the most favorable circumstances, cramp our style,” historian Carl

Becker wrote in his influential book, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century

Philosophers (1932). The ministers who dedicated the Asbury monument knew

that Becker wasn’t alone in his views. In fact, Becker was raised in a strict

Methodist home in Iowa, which he later regarded as “the heart of the Method-

ist menace.” In response, Methodist leaders crafted an Asbury who would

appeal to people inclined to listen to Becker. Despite their praise for Asbury

on that perfect October day, none of the monument builders wanted to live as

he did. Consequently, they chose to preserve only a shadow of Asbury’s life. By

the 1920s the leadership of mainstream Methodism had crossed a great

chasm, leaving Asbury, frozen in bronze, on the other side.27

The most sensational biography of Asbury is Herbert Asbury’s AMethodist

Saint: The Life of Bishop Asbury, published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1927. Having

The dedication of the Francis Asbury monument in Washington, D.C., October 15,

1924. (National Photo Company Collection, Prints & Photographs Division, Library of

Congress, LC DIG npcc 26317.)
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turned his back on his strictly religious upbringing in a small town in south-

eastern Missouri, Herbert intended to expose Francis as the demagogue of a

fanatical religion that promised “spiritual loot” to gullible rubes. In an earlier

book,Up From Methodism (he later wrote Gangs of New York), Asbury described

growing up among Methodists on his father’s side (he claims that Francis

Asbury was the half-brother of his great-great-grandfather, but this is unlikely)

and Baptists on his mother’s side. The more devout the relative, the more

repressive and sadistic their religion. “Among all my relatives I do not recall

one whose home was not oppressed, and whose life was not made miserable

and fretful, by the terrible fear of a relentless God whose principal occupation

seemed to be snooping about searching for someone to punish,”Asbury writes.

There is a salacious quality to much of Up From Methodism. “It seemed

impossible for Preachers or devout Brothers to say ‘virgin’ as casually as they

did other words; they gloated over it, toyed with it, rolled it about their tongues

and tasted the full flavor of it before it slid drippingly from their lips with

amazing clarity of pronunciation. Usually they accompanied it with a doleful

sigh,” Asbury tells us. “I find myself full of contempt for the Church, and

disgust for the forms of religion. To me such things are silly; I cannot under-

stand how grown people can believe in them, or how they can repress their

giggles as they listen to the ministerial platitudes and perform such mumm-

eries as are the rule in all churches,” Asbury concludes. No unbiased observer,

this Herbert Asbury.28

Asbury beginsMethodist Saint by informing his readers that while Elizabeth

Asbury “was pregnant God appeared to her in a vision and told her that her child

would be a boy and that the lad was destined to become a great religious leader

and spread the Gospel among the heathen, although He did not specify the

Americans.” We are also told that Elizabeth was “ambitious” for Francis “to

become Archbishop of Canterbury,” and that her “favourite scriptural readings

were the bloody horrors of the Old Testament, and those portions of the gospels

which describe the agonies of Christ bleeding on the cross,” which she dinned

into Francis even during his infancy. And this is all on the first page! Later,

Herbert tells us that at the time Francis came to America, “the people generally

were not only weary of wresting a living from the wilderness, but had become

alarmed and frightened by the clamours and excitements of the impending

Revolution, and had reached that pitch of emotional insanity and instability

which has always been essential to the success of Methodism.”29

In a chapter entitled “The Father of Prohibition,” Herbert tells us that

Francis was “the real father of prohibition in the United States,” who did more

than anyone else to frighten good folk away from the enjoyment of a refreshing

beverage. With evident glee Herbert describes the “jerking, barking, jumping,

BENDING FRANK 415



hopping, dancing, prancing, screeching, howling, writhing in fits and convul-

sions, falling in cataleptic trances” and other “holy antics” that attended camp

meetings. “One child was considered especially blessed because she barked

hoarsely, like a mastiff, while the best the others could do was to imitate

spaniels or other small dogs,” he informs us, though without citing a source.

“Francis Asbury regarded camp-meetings with great favour; to him the specta-

cle of thousands of men and women and little children writhing in torment

was a glorious visitation of the Lord, and he loved to hear a score of howling

prophets belabouring the wicked.” One has to admire the audacity of an

author who, when faced with a lull in his narrative, simply makes something

up, the more outrageous the better. In the end, Herbert’s main complaint

against Francis was that he didn’t drink, smoke, or chase women enough.

Instead, Francis’s “whole life is a record of fearful grovelling before the

Almighty.” Methodist Saint is a fun read, but only if one doesn’t take it too

seriously.30

But many did. It is a testimony to just how little the reading public knew

about Francis Asbury or early Methodism that Herbert Asbury could publish

Methodist Saint with a leading commercial press to generally favorable re-

views. TheNew York Times touted the book as “impressively documented” and

“damaging to Methodism” in the way that it exposed the church’s early

fanaticism and “grotesque personalities.”31 This kind of reception helps

explain why William Warren Sweet and the Asbury monument backers

were anxious to make their founding figure seem so rational and respectable.

They can perhaps be forgiven for only seeing in Asbury what they needed.

They were willing to admit that he could be heavy-handed, but they insisted

that he was also a calmly rational man who would have felt perfectly at home

in modern America.

More recent biographers of Asbury have either largely accepted the Sweet

synthesis or failed to capture the attention of historians or the broader public

with an alternative interpretation. L.C. Rudolph’s short but lively 1966 biogra-

phy presents Asbury as well-meaning and self-sacrificing, but an autocrat

nonetheless. He was the “kingpin” at conferences, who “ruled . . .with an

iron hand.” Like Sweet, Rudolph roots Asbury’s life in a “hyperdemocratic”

frontier experience that, by its very nature, no longer connects to modern

American life. This has the tendency to relegate Asbury to a bygone era, to

make him seem quaint and not terribly relevant or even likeable. “No biogra-

pher should try to make him lovable, for this he would never allow himself to

be,” Rudolph writes. Yet Asbury loved and was loved, despite his flaws. His life

was rich with human drama and spiritual commitments that still connect to

our world.32
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Driven by their own agendas, most commentators have missed the extent

to which Asbury redefined the religious landscape of America. There was no

blueprint for what he did, for building a large, strictly voluntary religious

movement led by non-elites in a pluralistic society. Yet his understanding of

what it meant to be pious, connected, culturally responsive, and effectively

organized has worked its way deep into the fabric of American religious life. If

ever there was an American saint, it was Francis Asbury.

What accounts for Asbury’s legendary drive and single-minded persever-

ance? Like all of us, he was the product of inherent traits and the sum of his

experiences and the way he interpreted them. Had he not experienced an

evangelical conversion and joined the Methodists, he probably would have

married, had children, and become a fairly typical Birmingham-area artisan.

Methodism gave Asbury’s life a razor-sharp focus, a mission of unwavering

certainty into which he could channel all his energies. The call to preach the

gospel and warn sinners of the wrath to come justified distancing himself from

an overly protective mother and a flawed father, crossing the ocean to a new

land, and forgoing a more conventional lifestyle for the career of an itinerant

preacher. It also gave him the confidence to grasp for leadership and defy

senior colleagues, even John Wesley. Many preachers of his day believed that

preaching the gospel and building up a community of believers were the most

important things they could do in life. What made Asbury unique was his

willingness to follow this reasoning to its logical conclusion. While others

hedged their bets by combining ministry with marriage, family, and other

pursuits, Asbury devoted all his energies to a single goal. He simply believed

in a God who transcended this world.

He was not a demagogue. The image of Asbury as iron-fisted autocrat has

obscured his ability to connect with people and understand them, especially as

he matured and became more sure of himself. He was so successful as a leader

in part because he allowed for a variety of opinions and approaches within the

broad scope of the Methodist system. Asbury tried to find a place for just about

everyone who was seeking God’s grace. He was “unwilling, to cut off any

member, whether in, or out of conference, until every prudential, and christian

means, to reclaim, recover, and save them, had been used,” as Ezekiel Cooper

put it. That there were so few schisms in the church during his career is

testimony to his success in this regard. Spiritual discipline was essential, he

believed, but not rigid consensus, except on the most basic of doctrines.

His ability to understand others was also reflected in his cultural sensitivi-

ty, which was as nuanced as that of any of his contemporaries. From the

beginning of his career in America, Asbury had a better feel for the tension

between faith and culture than most of the religious leaders around him.

BENDING FRANK 417



No sooner had he arrived in America in 1771 than he concluded that

Joseph Pilmore and Richard Boardman were making a mistake by staying in

Philadelphia and New York and catering to elite sensibilities. This same feel

for the direction of popular sentiment led Asbury to stay in America through

the revolution and to endorse the enthusiastic style of southern Methodism. It

generally helped him to choose wisely in deciding where to appoint individual

preachers and who to elevate to positions of leadership. It also allowed him

to appreciate the deep sincerity of religious commitment among African

American converts, but prevented him from pushing for an unequivocal end

to slavery. Asbury was too enmeshed in popular white culture to see the full

extent of his own racism, though he was hardly unique in this regard.

Engaging competing cultural agendas was bound to be a messy affair, and it

was. It would have been easier to limit the number of cultural settings the

church engaged, but this would have undermined the Methodist mission as

Asbury saw it.

The Damnation of Theron Ware is about the fall of a young Methodist

minister into unbelief and disgrace, driven by his vanity and ambition to rise

in the world, an ambition made all the more apparent by the miserly intoler-

ance of his congregation. The book portrays a church largely devoid of honesty,

generosity, or sincere spiritual devotion, the opposite of everything Asbury

spent his career trying to create. Toward the end, as Ware is in the process of

jettisoning the last flimsy remains of his faith, Frederic writes that “His

thoughts were absorbed . . . by the contemplation of vast, abstract schemes of

creation and the government of the universe, and it only diverted and embar-

rassed his mind to try to fasten it upon the details of personal salvation.”33 At

this point the divide between Frederic’s character and Asbury could hardly have

been greater. In the decades after Asbury’s death, Methodism came to embody

something of both. Though he had hoped for better, Asbury wouldn’t have

been surprised.
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book is so small.” Frank Bartleman, chronicler of the early Pentecostalmovement, recalled

receiving “great help” from Abbott’s memoir about 1903. See George Peck, The Life

and Times of Rev. George Peck, D. D. (New York: Nelson & Phillips, 1874), 51 52; Frank
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Bartleman, From Plow to Pulpit, From Maine to California (n.p.: Frank Bartleman, 1924,

95 96; reprinted inWitness to Pentecost: The Life of Frank Bartleman (New York: Garland

Publishing, 1985). OnAbbott’s dreams and broader influence, seeMechal Sobel,TeachMe

Dreams: The Search for Self in the Revolutionary Era (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University

Press, 2000), 13; Taves, Fits, Trances, & Visions, 92 95.

7. Glendinning, Life, 79, 80. Glendinning also accused the Methodists of passing

a “secret minute” in their annual conference recommending “to their people not to buy

any books of me,” and doing everything they could to keep him from preaching

anywhere. With regard to Asbury, Glendinning wrote: “I think too much power and

authority are lodged in the hands of one man, while the people are mere cyphers, not

only excluded from all share in government, but deprived even of a right to complain of

any measure whatever. Passive submission, or actual exclusion, is your only alternative.”

He also accused southern Methodists of hypocrisy regarding their stance on slavery.

Glendinning, Life, 67, 77, 94, 99, 101 2.

8. Glendinning and Asbury had something of a reconciliation in January 1814.

Writes Asbury: “William Glendenning and I met, and embraced each other in peace.”

JLFA, 2:752. On Glendinning’s later endeavors, see P. J. Kernodle, Lives of Christian

Ministers (Richmond, Va.: Central Publishing Company, 1909), 44 46.

9. Minutes (British), 186; Coke, Extracts (1793), 49 66, especially 55. Coke was

onboard the same ship with Hammet.

10. Coke reported that when he found Hammet, he “lay dangerously ill of a fever

and ague, and a violent inflammation in one of his eyes, and was worn almost to a

skeleton with . . . fatigue.” Coke, Extracts (1793), 137, 142 46; William Hammet, An

Impartial Statement of the Known Inconsistencies of the Reverend Dr. Coke, in His Official

Station, as Superintendent of the Methodist Missionaries in the West Indies (Charleston: W.

P. Young, 1792), 5; D.A. Reily, “William Hammett: Missionary and Founder of the

Primitive Methodist Connection,” MH, 10:1 (October 1971): 30 43; Frederick E. Maser

and George A. Singleton, “Further Branches of Methodism Are Founded,” in The

History of American Methodism, ed. Emory S. Bucke, 3 vols. (New York: Abingdon Press,

1964), 1:617 22; Vickers, Coke, 173 74. Hammet spelled his name with one “t,” as did

most of his contemporaries, thus I have adopted this spelling of the name.

11. JLFA, 1:668, 674; Lee, Short History, 206; Drinkhouse, Methodist Reform, 388;

Reily, “WilliamHammett;” Hammet, Rejoindre: Being a Defense of the Truths Contained in

An Appeal to Truth and Circumstances, In Seven Letters Addressed to the Reverend Mr.

Morrell (Charleston: Printed for the Author by I. Silliman, 1792), 11 12, 27 28; John

Dickins, Friendly Remarks on the Late Proceedings of the Rev. Mr. Hammet (Philadelphia:

Printed by Parry Hall, 1792), 12; Thomas Morrell, Truth Discovered, 6 10, 16 43. Asbury

heard Hammet preach in New York in late May 1791, noting that Hammet’s first

sermon was “not well received” and that his second was “still more exceptional.” JLFA,

1:675; Taves, Fits, Trances & Visions, 93 94.

12. JLFA, 1:705, 706; Hammet, Rejoindre, 29, appendix, 1 4; Reily, “William Ham

mett.”

13. Dickins, Friendly Remarks, 6, 7, 9 10, 35. Also see ThomasMorrell, Truth Discovered,

16 43. The pamphlets associated with this dispute reached a fairly wide audience. While
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riding the Pamunkey circuit in Virginia in October 1792, James Meacham reports reading

“three pieces of Controversy[,] two of which wrote byMr. Hammet of Charlestown lately left

the Methodist connection[;] he was an elder. The other wrote by the Rev.d T. Morrell of our

order of the same place.” Meacham, mss. journal, Oct. 25, 1792.

14. Reily, “William Hammet;” Drinkhouse, Methodist Reform, 389; John Phillips, A

Narrative Shewing Why the Rev. J. Phillips is Not in Connexion With the Episcopalian

Methodists . . .Together With a Summary Account of His Connexion With, &c. The Rev. W.

Hammet (Charleston: Printed for the Author, 1796), 33. In a 1793 pamphlet, Coke wrote

that the leaders of Hammet’s home society had urged Coke not to admit Hammet as a

preacher “on account of his excessive self sufficiency,” and that Wesley also voiced

concerns. Coke also claimed that Hammet’s Charleston church welcomed “men that

keep Mulatto mistresses, and others who are Polygamists, who have left their wives in

the Northern States, and are nowmarried in the Southern.” Thomas Coke, An Address to

the Preachers Lately in Connexion with the Rev. John Wesley: Containing Strictures on a

Pamphlet Published by Mr. William Hammet; Intitled, “An Impartial Statement of the

Known Inconsistencies of the Rev. Dr. Coke, &c.” (London, 1793), 5 6, 14 19. Coke had

evidently been hard on William Brazier prior to his split with Hammet. “I am sorry to

say that it is not only my opinion but many others, that Brother Brazier has not received

that good treatment from the Doctor, which he was entitled to. Sister Brazier & the Sick

Baby are truly to be pitied, in being thus hurried backwards and forwards at the very

great Expence & Risque of the Lives.” Wm. Tead to William Hammet, Kingston,

Jamaica, June 23, 1792, Hammet Papers, DUL. In 1794 Hammet’s followers collected

enough money to build a meetinghouse on Nassau Island in the Bahamas. See James

Johnstone to William Hammet, April 5, 1794, Hammet Papers, DUL. Adam Cloud built

a meetinghouse in Savannah after joining Hammet and still controlled the property in

1807. See Jesse Lee to Ezekiel Cooper, April 16, 1807, Cooper MSS 15, GTS.

15. Hammet, Impartial Statement, 13 16; Coke, Address to the Preachers, 16 19;

Vickers, Coke, 149 72; Reily, “William Hammet.” Baxter was a storekeeper on Antigua

before Coke arrived in December 1786. A former class leader, he gave up storekeeping to

become a missionary. See Joseph Sutcliffe’s short biography of Coke in Coke, Extracts

(1816), 19.

16. Coke, Extracts (1816), 247. Asbury wrote to Daniel Hitt in January 1804 from

Rembert’s Chapel, South Carolina, “Here Mr. Brazer, only surviving minister of Mr.

Hammett’s Fraternity, has had conversation with me and Bishop Coke, about giving up

the whole concern to us.” Asbury to Hitt, Jan. 21, 1804, “Letters to Hitt.” Phillips,

Narrative, iii iv, 32 36; JLFA, 2:42; Minutes (1840), 1:48; Morrell, Truth Discovered, 31;

Hammet, Rejoindre, 20; Reily, “William Hammett.” Asbury was in Charleston in

February 1795 and met Phillips soon after his split with Hammet. Phillips was “in want

of money. Our friends opened their hearts and gave him twenty or thirty dollars. He is

not clear on Original Sin; so that we cannot, and dare not employ him; yet . . . I hope he

is a good man; but, good or bad, he ought not to starve.” JLFA, 2:42. Dow repeated the

charge that Hammet died drunk in Cosmopolite in 1815, leading Hammet’s son to sue

Dow for libel. Dow lost the case and was sentenced to twenty four hours in jail and a fine

of $1.00 plus costs, but the governor apparently pardoned him.
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17. William Capers joined the itinerancy in 1808. He later came into possession of

“a parcel of letters between Mr. Hammett and Mr. Wesley,” given to him by one of

Hammet’s sons. The letters, according to Capers, indicate that Hammet “had the

confidence of Mr. Wesley & to the last of his life.” William Capers, “Autobiography,” in

William M. Wightman, Life of William Capers, D. D., One of the Bishops of the Methodist

Episcopal Church, South; Including an Autobiography (Nashville: Southern Methodist

Publishing House, 1859), 24, 88 90, Boehm, Reminiscences, 214 15.

18. JLFA, 3:110. Within a decade of Hammet’s death, nearly all of his churches had

joined the MEC.

19. JLFA, 1:711, 712, 733; Nathan Bangs, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson:

Compiled From His Printed and Manuscript Journals (New York: G. Lane & C. B. Tippett,

1845), 205.

20. John Kobler reported that there were 114 preachers present, while Thomas Morrell

and Richard Whatcoat put the number at 116. John Kobler, “Journal, 1789 1799,” entry for

Nov. 1, 1792, LLM; Richard Whatcoat, “Journal,” Nov. 1, 1792; Thomas Morrell, “Journal of

Thomas Morrell,” TMS, MAHC, entry for Nov. 2, 1792;Minutes (1794), 170 76.

21. M’Caine, Letters, 119; Stokes and Scott, Christian Church, 9 10; MacClenny,

O’Kelly, 78. Also see Snethen, Reply, 22 23. Hammet also complained that the General

Conference “is only to be an aristocratic one.” See Morrell, Truth Discovered, 31.

22. Lewis Curts, The General Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From 1792

to 1896 (Cincinnati: Curts & Jennings, New York: Eaton & Mains, 1900), 1 2; Drink

house, Methodist Reform, 408; O’Kelly, Apology, 31. On the O’Kelly schism also see Lee,

Life of Jesse Lee, 273 87. As early as August 1791, Ezekiel Cooper warned Coke against

further support of O’Kelly: “I fear our brother in the lower part of Virginia is too much

prejudiced against Mr. A. and I candidly believe his ambition carries him to measures

unbecoming a servant of Jesus in filling others minds, with his own prejudices to

strengthen his party.” Cooper to Coke, Aug. 11, 1791, Cooper MSS 16, GTS.

23. Curts,General Conferences, 2 3; Ware, Sketches, 181 82, 220 21; O’Kelly, Apology,

35; O’Kelly, Vindication, 5. William Colbert noted in his journal that O’Kelly’s motion

was “abley defended by O’Kelley, Ivey, Hull, Garrettson, and Swift and oppos’d by Reed,

Willis, Morell, Everett and others.” Colbert, “Journal,” 1:85 (Nov. 2, 1792).

24. JLFA, 1:734. It isn’t clear exactly when Asbury sent this letter to the conference.

It is dated Nov. 8, 1792, in his published journal, but by then the debate and final vote on

O’Kelly’s motion was over. O’Kelly later wrote that “after leaving conference in the

height of the dispute,” Asbury “sent letters back, and in them did he plead against the

appeal.” O’Kelly, Vindication, 26.

25. Ware, Sketches, 220 21; Kobler, “Journal,” Nov. 1, 1792; O’Kelly, Apology, 38;

Snethen, Reply, 27 32; JLFA, 3:114; MacClenny, James O’Kelly, 87 95. On Hull, see

Chreitzberg, Methodism in the Carolinas, 86 87. Methodism, O’Kelly later wrote, ought

to consist of “districts . . . formed in a kind of confederacy.” See O’Kelly, Apology, 12.

26. Watters, Short Account, 96 98, 106; Watters located in 1783. He reentered the

traveling connection in 1786, but only for two quarters. Watters, Short Account, 99, 108.

27. Kobler, “Journal,” Nov. 1, 1792; Bangs, Life of Garrettson, 206. “It was surely a

very fatal hour of papal darkness in which a law passed, that an injured brother and
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minister in the church of Christ, should have no redress!” O’Kelly later lamented. See

O’Kelly, Apology, 39.

28. O’Kelly, Apology, 40 43; Kilgore, O’Kelly Schism, 25 27; Stokes and Scott,

Christian Church, 11 15. Nicholas Snethen and others later concluded that O’Kelly left

the church for three reasons: (1) he was frustrated at not being elected a bishop; (2) he

was bitter at having a manuscript rejected for publication; and (3) he feared being

expelled for holding Unitarian beliefs. See Snethen, Reply, 32 33, 43; O’Kelly,

Vindication, 27 28; Snethen, Answer, 24 46.

29. O’Kelly, Vindication, 29, 30, 59. Asbury later concluded that “to make himself

independent,” O’Kelly had “dragged in the little Doctor, whom, a little before, he would

have banished from the continent.” See Asbury to Thomas Morrell, June 6, 1793,World

Parish (April 1960): 31.

30. Meacham, mss. journal, Sept. 9, 1795; Watters, Short Account, 107.

31. JLFA, 1:736; O’Kelly, Apology, 43 44; Snethen, Reply, 34 36; O’Kelly, Vindication,

28 29; Kilgore, O’Kelly Schism, 27 28.

32. O’Kelly,Apology, 45 51; Lee, Short History, 202 203; Kilgore,O’Kelly Schism, 30 33;

Stokes and Scott, Christian Church, 22, 25 27; Leroy Lee, Jesse Lee, 284 285; MacClenny,

James O’Kelly, 4, 110 22; JLFA, 1:775, 3:124. O’Kelly’s followers met for an earlier

conference at Piney Grove, Va., on the Amelia circuit on Aug. 2, 1793. Following the

conference, they sent Asbury a petition to call a special conference, which Asbury rejected.

33. Meacham, mss. journal, Nov. 27, Dec. 25 30, 1792, Jan. 5, 9, 11, 13, 31, Feb. 3, 11,

15, 16, 17, 22. The quotation is from March 22, 1793. William Spencer was another

young preacher who might have followed O’Kelly but didn’t. “I love my dear Brother

O’Kelly as I do my own soul,” Spencer wrote while riding the Surry circuit in 1792.

William Spencer, “Diary,” typescript for June 9 July 31, 1790, RMC, pp. 20 22;Minutes

(1794), 140, 170. Spencer rode the Cumberland circuit in O’Kelly’s district in 1792.

34. Meacham, mss. journal, July. 22, Aug. 13, 16, 17, 25, Sept. 2, Oct. 8, 10, 12, 1794,

Feb. 16, April 6, July 29, 31, 1795 (quotations are from Aug. 25, 1794, and July 31, 1795).

Olive is mentioned in MacClenny, James O’Kelly, 131, 150.

35. JLFA, 3:138.

36. C. J. Taylor, aMethodist living on the Limestone circuit inKentucky,wrote to a friend

in January 1796 that “the work of God” seemed to be “at a stand” throughout the district. “O

Kelly’s party is in some circuits; the devil is in all of them.” The Methodist preachers Henry

Smith and JohnWatson also remarked on the rise of the “Republicans” inKentucky in 1796.

See Taylor to Daniel Hitt, Jan. 22, 1796; Smith to Hitt, March 23, 1796, and April 25, 1796,

andWatson to Hitt, July 15, 1796, “Letters to Hitt”; Kilgore,O’Kelly Schism, 33 34, 37; Sweet,

Virginia Methodism, 134; Lee, Short History, 205; Stokes and Scott, Christian Church, 37 51;

MacClenny, James O’Kelly, 121 68. MacClenny says that the name Christian Church was

adopted in August 1794. But Nicholas Snethen still called O’Kelly’s followers Republican

Methodists in 1800. See Snethen, Reply, 60. In 1926, before its merger with the

Congregational Church, the Christian Church numbered only about 112,000members.

O’Kelly died in 1826. Also see James E. Atkins, “Early Methodism in Surry County, VA. and

CarsleyUnitedMethodist Church,” unpublishedmss, VHS; Bangs,History, 345 46, 351 56.
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37. Robert Paine, Life and Times of William McKendree, Bishop of the Methodist

Episcopal Church (Nashville: M. E. Church, South, 1893), 17 125 (quotation from 56); E.

E. Hoss, William McKendree: A Biographical Study (Nashville: M. E. Church, South,

1914), 9 61; Gorrie, Eminent Methodist Ministers, 271 72; Simpson, Cyclopedia, 577 78.
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CHAPTER 13
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1960): 30; Marilyn James Kracke to John Wigger, e mails, May 15 and 26, 2006.
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Clause: Religion and the First Amendment, 2nd ed. (ChapelHill: University of NorthCarolina

Press, 1994), 27 68; Sidney E. Mead, The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in

America (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 103 33; Thomas E. Buckley, Church and State in
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George A. Phoebus, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America: Chiefly Drawn From
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(New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1887), 175.

6. Lee to Cooper, Aug. 11, 1789, Cooper MSS 15, GTS.

7. Lee, Life of Jesse Lee, 215 49; Phoebus, Beams of Light, 159 61. On Lee’s

appointments from 1790 to 1793, see Minutes (1794), 144, 159, 176, 191.

8. Cooper, mss. journal (Feb. 9, March 23, 1793), vol. 9, (June 6, 1793), vol. 10;

Phoebus, Beams of Light, 159 61, 164, 165; Asbury to Morrell, June 6, 1793, July 13, 1793,

World Parish (April 1960): 31, 32 33. JamesMudge,History of the New England Conference of

the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1796 1910 (Boston: Published by the Conference, 1910), 47.

9. Cooper, mss. journal (July 31, Aug. 1, 1793), vol. 10.

10. Cooper, mss. journal (Aug. 1, 1793), vol. 10; Phoebus, Beams of Light, 167 70.
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Life of Jesse Lee, 292 93.

12. Cooper, manuscript journal (Oct. 2, 1794), vol. 11; Phoebus, Beams of Light, 190.
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when he had the time for it. Thomas Prince, ed., The Christian History, Containing

Accounts of the Revival and Propagation of Religion in Great Britain, America, etc.

(Boston: S. Kneeland and T. Green for T. Prince, No. 1 104, March 5, 1743 Feb. 23,
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CHAPTER 14

1. JLFA, 1:747; 2:6, 39, 77, 110. Asbury’s remarks on black and white membership

in Georgetown are from his Dec. 27, 1796, journal entry. The annual conference
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277, 365, 374, 391

fame of, 3, 302, 399 400

and German speaking Metho

dists, 363 65, 379, 397

and hardships of traveling, 121,

127 28, 160, 171 72, 187, 189,

275 76, 288, 310 11, 365, 368 69,

375

hides out in Delaware, 97 104

horses of, 310, 334

humor of, 6, 83 84, 121, 131

illnesses (undetermined) of, 75 76,

187, 211, 227, 230, 263 64, 266 67,

276, 277, 288, 305, 310, 329 30,

337 38, 374 75, 394 95

improvements in his health, 128, 294,

302

journal of, 268, 308 9

leadership style of, 4, 7, 13, 55 56,

201 2, 215 16, 227, 233 34, 280,

342, 382, 397, 417

and malaria, 67 68, 69, 73, 264

and marriage, 134, 295, 312, 340,

343 44, 349 51

and New England, 200 2, 216,

223 24, 330, 367

notebook of, 377 81

and the O’Kelly schism, 211 14, 216,

218, 230, 355, 389

ordination of, 143 44

and ordination of black preachers,

293 94
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and pastoral duties, 36, 41, 168,

234 36, 368

and the Philadelphia schism, 305 9,

311 12, 315

piety of, 2, 3 4, 5, 6, 37, 73, 117, 119,

131 32, 170, 193 94, 216, 285, 368,

404, 405, 406, 408, 409, 410

and politics, 181 82, 383, 389

and the poor, 11, 12, 127, 168, 175, 176,

192, 239, 242, 285, 308, 316, 368,

395, 396 97, 405

portrait of, 374, 388, 395

prayer, life of, 11, 27, 33, 52, 100, 104,

117, 121, 131 32, 160, 187, 193, 239,

271, 276, 378, 404, 405, 406

preaching of, 4, 32, 37, 284 86, 287,

303, 396

preference for riding horseback, 160,

269, 368

prophetic dream of, 188

reading of, general pattern, 15, 92, 117,

131, 132, 187, 230, 270, 277, 311, 378

reading of, specific items, 19, 27, 100,

104 8, 114, 268, 353 54, 390

refuses to leave America, 90, 97, 100,

132

and resignation from the episcopacy,

276 77, 289 90

and reunification with the Episcopal

Church, 197, 198, 356 57

and romance, lack of, 12, 132 33, 134

and the sacramental crisis, 1, 2, 59, 61,

112 13, 115, 117 21, 127, 408

and sanctification, 31, 73, 193, 375, 389

and slavery, 7, 122, 123, 124 25,

150 52, 154 55, 241, 243, 295,

296 97, 298, 384 85, 406, 418

and southern Methodist enthusi

asm, 59, 65, 83 84, 167, 418

valedictory address of, 388 90

voluntary poverty of, 3, 12, 127, 132,

134, 176, 194, 215, 221, 288, 292, 338,

367, 375, 397

and the War of 1812, 383

and wealth, aversion to, 19, 91

and wealth, dangers of, 8, 37, 170,

175 76, 238 39, 243, 367 68

on Wesley, 89, 143, 314, 317, 391

and women, 68 69, 84, 234, 242, 271,

343, 350 51, 416

See also Baptists; Camp meetings;

Church of England; Class meetings;

Discipline; Itinerant preachers; Itin

erant system; Methodist Episcopal

Church; Presiding elders; Quarterly

meetings; Respectability, allure of;

specific persons

Asbury, Herbert, 414 16

Asbury, Joseph

death of, 269 70

and Francis Asbury, 24, 44 45, 221 22

marriage and occupation, 15 16, 315,

351

religion of, 26

reputation of, 16, 18 19, 42, 417

Asbury, Sarah, 16, 24, 25, 313

Asbury monument, 412, 413 14, 416

Atmore, Charles, 103, 354

Ault, Thomas, 26, 31

Author’s Apology for Protesting Against the

Methodist Episcopal Church

(O’Kelly), 270

Axley, James, 384

Baker, Hannah, 308

Baker, Jacob, 308

Baltimore Academy, the, 255, 257

Bands, 41, 59, 62, 73, 74, 79, 168

purpose of, 33 35

Bangs, Nathan, 148, 369, 387

on Asbury, 120, 286, 377, 396, 406 8,

410

on McKendree, 358, 359 60

Baptists, 27, 60, 222, 224, 325, 411, 415

and Asbury, 50, 115, 328

and camp meetings, 318, 319, 323
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Baptists, (continued)

growth of, 109, 114, 115

and Methodists, 49, 51, 115, 326, 328

and slavery, 243

Barclay, Robert, 105

Barratt’s Chapel, 136 37, 143, 150, 156

Bassett, Richard, 103, 273, 317, 397

Bateman, James, 381

Baxter, John, 209

Baxter, Richard, 104, 107, 205

Becker, Carl, 414

Beecher, Lyman, 326

Bemis, Abraham, 236

Bemis, Polly, 236 38

Bend, Joseph Grove John, 198 99

Benson, Joseph, 96, 199

Bentley, William, 319

Bidlack, Benjamin, 6

Bishop, William, 315, 369 70

Blackman, Learner, 315, 326

Blanton, Benjamin, 295

Bloodgood, John, 292

Boardman, Richard, 42, 44, 50, 56, 84

and discipline, 51, 53, 61, 62

reluctance to itinerate, 48 49, 57, 234,

418

returns to England, 63 64

tours New England, 51

Boehm, Henry, 232, 375, 377, 391

on Asbury, 6, 10, 11, 12, 373 74, 377,

381, 405

on Asbury’s preaching, 284 85

background of, 363 64

as croaker, 402 3

on Harry Hosier, 150

preaches in German, 364

tends Asbury while sick, 394

travels with Asbury, 363, 365

Boehm, Jacob, 364

Boisseau’s Chapel, 82

Bond, John Wesley, 378

on Asbury, 6, 10, 11, 27, 132 33, 406

on Asbury’s charity, 12, 396 97

on Asbury’s preaching, 285, 396

tends Asbury will sick, 394 95, 399

travels with Asbury, 68, 391, 395, 398

Bond, Phoebe, 68

Bostwick, Shadrach, 303

Bradburn, Samuel, 340

Brainerd, David, 105, 114, 354

Brandon, William, 339

Brazier, William, 209

Briggs, Frederick, 410

British Conference, the, 64, 163, 209,

289, 331, 383, 392

Brodhead, John, 303

Brookes, Nancy, 42, 44, 132

Bruce, Philip, 206, 230, 333, 360, 403

Bruen, John, 107 108

Budd, Samuel, 349

Budd, William, 308

Bunyan, John, 105

Burdine, Ezekiel, 283

Burke, Edmund, 22

Burke, William, 283, 290, 333

Burton, Thomas, 301

Cabell, Mary Pocahontas, 396

Calm Address to Our American Colonies

(Wesley), 88 89

Calm Address to the Inhabitants of England

(Wesley), 89

Calvinism, 39, 51, 106 7, 108, 114, 200

Camp meetings, 35

and Asbury, 7, 210, 284, 303, 317, 320,

321, 323, 328, 365, 368, 384

Cane Ridge, 310

nature of, 319, 321 25, 416

number of, 365, 384

origin of, 59, 80, 318 19

See also Baptists

Capers, William, 196, 210 11

Cartwright, Peter, 8, 322 23, 326, 380

Catermole, John, 43

Cavender, Charles, 308

Chandler, William, 323
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Chase, Abner, 319, 374, 377, 405

Chave, John, 73

Chew, Benjamin, 244

Christian Church, 218

Christian Connection, 218

Christian perfection, 30, 66, 328

See also Sanctification; Perfectionism

Church of England, 34, 50, 57, 77, 128,

145, 195

and Asbury, 27, 32, 61

and the end of religious establish

ments, 108

and English society, 20, 32

Methodist split with, 114, 115, 139,

143 44, 146, 159, 161 62, 197

and ordination of Methodist preach

ers, 62, 64, 97, 139 42

and the sacraments in America,

60, 137

See also Anglicanism

Circuit rider. See Itinerant preachers

Claggett, Thomas, 335

Clark, Laban, 290, 386 87

Clarke, Samuel, 107

Class meetings, 49, 51, 54, 57, 132, 245,

307, 326

attended by Asbury, 33, 59, 65, 74, 79,

122, 161, 234

and discipline, 9, 62, 64, 73, 74, 79,

168, 411

importance of, 8, 35 36, 78, 80 81,

182, 235

origins of, 33 34, 53

Cloud, Adam, 209

Clow, Cheney, 101

Coate, Michael, 346

Coate, Samuel, 336 37

Coke, Anne Loxdale, 392

Coke, Penelope Goulding

Smith, 340 41, 342, 392

Coke, Thomas, 91, 264, 273, 279, 290,

330, 333, 334, 336, 384, 403

and African American Methodists, 166

and American politics, 181 82

appearance of, 142

and British Methodism, 197, 265 66,

289, 331, 332

and Cokesbury, 155 57, 173 75, 253 54,

255

compared to Asbury, 155, 216, 268

conflict with Asbury, 198, 199,

259 60, 266, 292, 331 32, 334,

393

correspondence of, 301, 367, 371, 383,

384

and creation of the MEC, 143, 144, 145,

148

death of, 392, 393, 403

and the Discipline, 260 61, 286 87,

308

early life and ministry, 142

and the episcopacy, 157, 164, 183, 218,

258, 264 66, 289, 331 32, 341 43,

355 57

and Glendinning, 205, 222

and Hammet, 194, 207 8, 209 10,

222

and hardships of traveling, 172, 195

on Harry Hosier, 150

marriages of, 340 41, 392

and married preachers, 257, 343

and Minter, 135 36

and mission to Sri Lanka (Ceylon),

392 93

and O’Kelly, 194, 195, 198, 212, 215

and the O’Kelly schism, 211 214, 218,

222, 270

on quarterly meetings, 318

and reunification with the Episcopal

Church, 145 46, 195 97, 198,

199 200, 249, 258, 356 57

on revival of the 1780s, 167

and shortage of preachers, 257

and slavery, 149, 151, 153, 154,

209 210, 299

and southern revivalism, 167
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Coke, Thomas, (continued)

andWesley’s ordinations, 137, 141,

142 44, 146, 147, 161 65, 177 78, 384

See also specific persons

Coker, Daniel, 294

Cokesbury College, 160, 183, 257, 302,

407

Asbury’s support of, 157, 175, 201, 215,

255

burning of, 253, 255

curriculum at, 254

establishment of, 155 57

lack of funding for, 173 75, 186, 194,

221, 230

See also specific persons

Colbert, Betsey Stroud, 345 49

Colbert, William, 254, 334, 360, 364

marriage of, 345 49

Cole, Leroy, 113, 189

Coleman, James, 370

Compton, William, 381

Congregationalism, 108, 177,

200 1, 411

and Methodism in New England, 224,

225

Consumer revolution, 21, 36, 47 48

Coolidge, Calvin, 413

Cooper, Ezekiel, 239, 250, 257

on Asbury, 5, 170 71, 289 90, 404,

405 6, 407, 408, 410, 417

on Asbury’s preaching, 286

and the Baltimore revival of 1788 and

1789, 169 70

and the Book Concern, 272, 273 75,

276, 279, 290, 333

correspondence with Asbury, 168, 236,

239, 261, 271, 276, 312, 317, 328, 334,

336, 365

correspondence with Coke, 167, 199,

200, 257, 289, 331, 357

correspondence with others, 236, 295,

296, 323, 336, 355, 369

early life and ministry, 168 69

and Jesse Lee, 224 27, 236

and Methodist polity, 357 58, 360 61

on New England’s religious establish

ment, 224

and pastoral duties, 234, 235

and the Philadelphia schism, 305 9,

311

remains in the ministry, 337

and romance with Polly

Bemis, 236 38

and slavery, 293, 298, 299, 333

See also specific persons

Countess of Huntingdon, 18

Cox, Philip, 165

Craighead, Thomas, 327

Croakers, 402 3, 410

Dallam, Josias, 69

Dallam, Richard, 156

Dallam, Sarah, 69, 350

Damnation of Theron Ware (Frederic),

401, 410, 418

Dartmouth, Earl of, 18 19, 20, 27, 74, 88,

89

Davies, Samuel, 114

Davis, Stephen, 213

Delmarva Peninsula, 137, 164, 178, 192,

326

during the American Revolution, 99,

101

as Methodist stronghold, 116, 117, 149,

165, 321

and quarterly meetings, 318 19

revivals on, 165, 166, 302, 303, 304,

307, 310, 315, 325

and slavery, Methodist opposition

to, 154, 243

See also specific persons

Dempster, James, 90

Dickins, Asbury, 2

Dickins, Betsey, 271

Dickins, Elizabeth, 350, 397

Dickins, John, 80 81, 156, 181, 397
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and Asbury, 2, 209, 219

on Asbury’s preaching, 285

and the Book Concern, 272 73, 274

and Cooper, 236, 238

death of, 271, 273

and Hammet, 208 209

in New York, 129 130, 178

and the sacramental crisis, 118

on Wesley’s ordinations, 142 43

Dickinson, Charles, 381

Discipline, 144, 234, 333

1798 revision of, 260 61, 286, 308

and the episcopacy, 145, 190, 225, 341

and ordination of black preachers, 294

published in German, 364

and slavery, 149, 154, 293, 296, 308,

334

Discipline, 111, 255, 282

African Americans and, 241, 242, 251,

252

Asbury’s conception of, 45, 57, 64, 72,

168, 170, 234, 252, 389, 417

Asbury’s enforcement of, 48, 49 50,

53, 54 55, 79, 326

Asbury’s habits of, 39, 41, 280, 377

decline of, 10, 239, 402, 403, 411

and John Wesley, 36, 37, 39, 40, 56, 62

lack of, 48, 49, 51, 85, 129, 225, 242

Methodist practices of, 9 10, 33, 74,

78, 130, 169, 182, 235

See also specific persons

Doddridge, Philip, 105

Dougherty, George, 324

assigned to Charleston, 281, 326

opposition to slavery of, 295 96, 298,

299, 333

Douglass, Thomas, 388, 398

Douthet, Samuel, 283

Dow, Lorenzo, 7, 323, 326, 406

Drake, Daniel, 324

Drew, Samuel, 393

Drinkhouse, Edward, 4, 120, 148, 363,

408 9, 410

Dromgoole, Edward, 112, 119, 129, 130,

147, 232, 254

and Asbury, 75, 200, 243, 397

and slavery, 153, 243

Dromgoole, Thomas, 254

Duke, William, 75, 84 85, 90, 101, 199

Dwight, Timothy, 326

Easter, John, 165

Edwards, Jonathan, 4, 107, 108,

114, 354

Edwards, Jonathan Jr., 201

Eggington, Mr., 25

Ellis, Ira, 189, 192, 216

Ellis, Reuben, 113, 117, 118, 167,

208, 238

Embury, Philip, 44

Emory, John, 148, 410

An Enquiry Into the Validity of Methodist

Episcopacy (Kewley), 356

Episcopal Church. See Protestant Episco

pal Church

Essay on Negro Slavery (O’Kelly), 189

Everett, Joseph, 103, 306 7, 323

Federalists, 182, 217

Fidler, Daniel, 200, 238

Finley, James, 322, 328

Finney, Charles, 4, 324, 326

Flavell, John, 105

Fleming, Thornton, 309, 317, 354

Fletcher, John, 27, 28, 89, 392

Fletcher, Mary Bosanquet, 392

Fletcher, Thomas, 339

Fogwell, John, 99

Foster, James, 113

Foxall, Henry, 276

Foxall, Thomas, 20

Frederic, Harold, 401, 404, 410, 418

Free African Society, the, 247, 248

French and Indian War, 47, 94

Frontier thesis, the, 324 26, 411

Frye, Christopher, 382, 383, 394, 395
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Garrettson, Catherine Livingston,

178 80, 229, 397

Garrettson, Freeborn, 397, 406

on Asbury, 404 5

calls preachers to the Christmas con

ference, 143

and Cooper, 168 69

and the council, 182 83, 184

on the Delmarva peninsula, 166 67

early life and ministry, 57, 177

journal of, 206, 268

long career of, 280, 403 4

marriage to Catherine Living

ston, 178 80, 250

New York ministry of, 177 81, 290

and the O’Kelly schism, 211, 212, 214

in Philadelphia, 229, 249, 250

preaching during the American Revo

lution, 101 103

and the sacramental crisis, 113, 118 19

and slavery, 246, 250, 333

spirituality of, 117, 177, 188,

Garrison, Levi, 297

Gatch, Philip, 112, 204

on Asbury, 66

on the Baptists, 115

early life and ministry, 66 67, 117

on quarterly meetings, 318 19

and the sacramental crisis, 113, 117, 118

George, Enoch, 336, 341, 378, 404

Gilbert, Nathaniel, 90

Glendinning, William, 112, 202, 214,

222

early life and ministry, 203 4

and the itinerant system, 207, 211, 250

mental instability of, 203, 204 6

Gough, Henry, 92, 95, 101, 111, 145,

156, 160

wealth of, 91, 176

Gough, Prudence, 68, 91, 95, 111,

160, 176

Graham, Billy, 4

Granade, John, 282, 326

Great Awakening, 13, 200

and Methodism, 114, 177

Great Barr, England, 16, 17, 18, 22, 23,

26, 27, 42, 161, 313

Green, Allen, 366

Griffin, John, 20

Gruber, Jacob, 336, 368, 375, 381, 393,

405

Guest, Job, 379

Hagerty, John, 171

Haggard, Rice, 217

Hall, Jacob, 174, 254

Hamilton, Alexander, 178

Hamilton, J. W., 413

Hammet, William, 202, 214

early life and ministry, 207

schism of, 194, 207 11, 225, 227,

250, 398

Hardesty, William, 276

Harper, John, 281, 295 96

Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, 410

Hart, Oliver, 51

Hartley, David, 105

Hartley, Joseph, 100

Hartley, Thomas, 105

Harvey, Samuel, 308

Haskins, Martha, 239

Haskins, Thomas, 145, 156, 308 9

Haweis, Thomas, 27, 354, 390

Heath, Levi, 173 74, 254

Heck, Barbara, 44

Hedding, Elijah, 362, 365

Hervey, James, 105 107

Hinde, William, 107 108

Hitt, Daniel, 8, 319, 327, 328, 337,

358, 388

and the Book Concern, 272

and Coke, 332, 341

as presiding elder, 335, 338

Hodge, William, 327

Holiness movement, 305

Hood, John, 308
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Hosier, Harry, 149 150

Hull, Hope, 188, 212, 213

Hunter, James, 282 83

Hutchinson, Anne, 13

Hutchinson, Sylvester, 309

Illustrations

All Saints’ Church, 28

Allen, Richard, 245

Asbury cottage, 18

Asbury, Elizabeth, 26

Asbury, Francis, 233, 374

Asbury, Francis, death place mark

er, 399

Asbury, Francis, monument, 412

Asbury, Francis, monument dedica

tion, 414

Bangs, Nathan, 407

Barratt’s Chapel, 136

Boehm, Henry, 403

Boehm’s Chapel, 364

camp meeting, 321

Coke, Thomas, 141

Cooper, Ezekiel, 237

Daniel Killian’s home, 311

The Devil at John Street Church, 129

Garrettson, Catherine Livingston, 180

Garrettson, Freeborn, 102, 179

John Street Church, 55

map of Asbury’s 1793 tour, 228

map of Asbury’s 1811 tour, 376

map of the West Midlands, 17

McKendree, William, 359

“Plan of the Camp,” 320

Rankin, Thomas, 63

Shadford, George, 78

St. George’s Church, 247

St. Mary’s Church, 25

Webb, Thomas, 95

Whatcoat, Richard, 291

Indians, 114, 127, 188 89, 195, 223, 325,

354

Industrial revolution, 21 22

Ingham, Benjamin, 28

Itinerant connection. See Itinerant system

Itinerant preachers, 13, 48, 60, 65, 224,

305, 326, 354, 356, 417

collective authority of, 190, 211, 212,

216, 341

discipline cases involving, 338 39

hardships of, 43, 84, 213 14, 290, 370

imposters, 185

and marriage, 84 85, 133, 236, 238,

257, 343 50

notebooks of, 269

number of, 38, 143, 196, 211, 279, 280,

316, 329, 366, 402

preaching of, 70 72, 284, 287

refuse to take appointments, 283 84

responsibilities of, 8 9, 37 38, 235,

366

salaries of, 37, 256, 274, 335

shortage of, 84 85, 256 57, 279, 343,

366, 378, 381

tendency to locate, 84 85, 256, 280,

334 37, 343, 366, 397

training of, 339 40

trust in Asbury, 65, 120, 183, 187, 201,

215, 280

two year limit on appointments, 333

and women, 68 69, 98 99

See also specific preachers

Itinerant System

Asbury’s conception of 8 9, 189, 215,

388 90

and the Book Concern, 272

threats to, 206, 211, 213, 257

See also Itinerant preachers; specific

persons

Jackson, Jonathan, 266, 303

Jarratt, Devereux, 117

bitterness toward Asbury and the

MEC, 147

on Cokesbury College, 253, 255

early life and ministry, 76 77
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Jarratt, Devereux, (continued)

on the O’Kelly schism, 218

and slavery, 153 54

and the Virginia revival of the

1770s, 77 82, 232

Jefferson, Thomas, 3, 217, 367

Jenkins, James, 281, 284, 292, 297 98,

386, 398

John Street Church, 54, 55, 128, 129, 335

See also Wesley Chapel

Johnson, Samuel, 88

Johnstone, James, 209

Jones, Absalom, 246 48, 249

Jones, Enoch, 338 39

Jones, Sarah, 135 37

Josephus, Flavius, 104 5, 354

Joyce, Mr. and Mrs., 210

Judaism, 49

Keene, Samuel, 70 71, 116

Kemp, James, 356

Kendrick, Bennet, 343

Kewley, John, 356

Kibby, Epaphras, 336

Kinard, George, 302

King, Jeremiah, 339

King, John, 44, 48, 52, 57, 61, 84

marriage of, 85

preaching of, 58, 59

Kingswood School, 2, 50, 155 56, 254

Kobler, John

on the O’Kelly schism, 213, 214

ministry in Kentucky and Ohio, 283,

325

stands in for Asbury, 231, 232, 263

Lakin, Benjamin, 365

Lakin, Betsey, 365

Lattomus, James, 292

Law, William, 104

Lawrence, Joshua, 381

Lednum, John, 150

Lee, Jesse, 143, 403

on Asbury, 103, 363, 404

and Coke, 258

and Cokesbury, 254

conflict with Asbury, 224 27, 291 92,

389, 398

correspondence of, 317

on the council, 184

and the episcopacy, 290 91, 355, 358

and Methodist polity, 361, 362, 384

in New England, 185, 224 27,

235, 236

on the O’Kelly schism, 217, 218

on ordination of black preachers, 294

on the origin of camp meetings, 319

on the revival of the 1780s, 165, 166

on the revival of the early 1800s, 302,

317, 324

on the sacramental crisis, 1, 116

and slavery, 293

stands in for Asbury, 266, 281, 286

travels with Asbury, 265, 270, 275,

276, 277, 279

on the Virginia revival of the 1770s, 78,

82

on Wesley’s proposed ordination of

Whatcoat, 163, 290

See also A Short History of the Methodists

Lee, William, 64

Lewis and Clark expedition, 354

Littlejohn, John

early life and ministry, 93

indicted for preaching, 101

marriage of, 101 102, 133

quits traveling, 97

and Rankin, 95 96

suspected of loyalism, 93 94, 102

Livingston, Margaret Beekman,

178, 179

Livingston, Robert R., 178

Local preachers, 57, 84, 256, 268, 305,

318, 384

African Americans as, 251

number of, 196, 221, 402
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role of in the Methodist system, 8, 37,

339, 366

supervision of, 48, 243

See also specific preachers

Love feasts, 80, 315 16, 318

and African Americans, 242, 244, 304

descriptions of, 81, 170, 193, 303, 317

origins of, 53 54

role in the Methodist system, 9, 62,

64, 235

Loyalism, and American Methodists,

93 97, 101, 113, 128 29, 154

Lupton, William, 54, 56

Luther, Martin, 105

Lutherans, 50, 177

Lyell, Thomas, 280, 333, 335 36, 348

Madison, James, 217

Magaw, Samuel, 156

Mair, George, 131

Manley, Henry, 306

Mann, John, 128 129

Mansfield, John, 27

Maps. See Illustrations

Marsh, Truman, 173 74, 254

Marshall, John, 353

Massie, Peter, 188

Mather, Alexander, 29

Mathews, Philip, 209

Matthias, John B., 129 30

Mattison, Seth, 374

M’Caine, Alexander, 147 48, 298, 338,

341, 409, 410

McClaskey, John, 248, 250, 315, 356,

369 70

McClure, Thomas, 113

McCombs, Lawrence, 305 7, 345

McGee, William, 327

McGready, James, 327

McKendree, William, 6, 365, 388,

399 400, 405

as bishop, 362, 365, 380, 381 82, 384

election to the episcopacy, 358 60, 363

and O’Kelly, 212, 214, 218 19

as presiding elder, 283, 326, 329

and slavery, 293

McRobert, Archibald, 81

Meacham, James, 205

on Asbury’s journal, 215

and the council, 192

and O’Kelly, 189 90, 215, 217 18

Mead, Stith, 323, 340

Melish, John, 322

Merryman, Samuel, 57, 92

Methodist Episcopal Church,

Book Concern, 272 76, 290, 333, 338,

363, 391

Chartered Fund, 256 57, 272, 333, 338,

363

creation of, 143 48, 159

General Conference of 1792, 211 14

General Conference of 1796, 255 59

General Conference of 1800, 288 93

General Conference of 1804, 330 34

General Conference of 1808, 355 63

General Conference of 1812, 383 88

membership in, 10, 139, 165, 185 86,

192, 196, 218, 303 4, 305 6, 317, 325,

353, 365, 402

Preachers’ Fund of, 272
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