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John Dempster AnD the missionAry origins of 
MeThoDiST TheoloGical eDucaTioN
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The Rev. John Dempster (1794–1863). Image from the Mission Biographcal Files at 
GCAH,  Madison, New Jersey.

Nineteenth-century American Methodist theological education existed at 
the crux of a paradox.  Methodists were both committed to building schools 
and indifferent or opposed to the use of theological schools for the training of 
preachers.  In that era, American Methodists founded countless educational 
institutions that persist on the American landscape today as colleges and uni-
versities.  By 1844, only the Presbyterians had opened more schools across 
the United States.1  Schools uniquely dedicated to the theological education 
of Methodist clergy, however, developed slowly and against entrenched re-
sistance by church leaders.  In 1840, the bishops of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church explicitly advised against starting theological schools.  To educate 
clergy in that way, they declared, was a practice “of doubtful authority and 
expedience” that was likely to draw students away from evangelical truths 
and into metaphysics or “rational Christianity.”2  Methodists both founded 
schools and believed their preachers had no business studying theology in 
them.  

1 William R. Cannon, “Education, Publication, Benevolent Work, and Missions,” in The History 
of American Methodism, ed. Emory Bucke, vol. 1 (New York: Abingdon, 1964), 549–561. 
2 “Journal of the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church . . . 1840,” in Journals 
of the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, vol. 2 (New York: Carlton & 
Phillips, 1855), 142.
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Against such opposition, the role of John Dempster in history of Methodist 
theological education in America is often appreciated, but little understood.  
Dempster, a second-generation Methodist missionary and preacher, served 
his first years under appointment in upstate New York and Lower Canada 
during the Second Great Awakening.  He was sent to South America as one 
of the first foreign missionaries of the Methodist Episcopal Church.  When 
he returned to the United States, Dempster was instrumental in the found-
ing of two theological schools that exist today as Boston University School 
of Theology and Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary.  He died while 
planning a third theological school to be located on the Pacific.  In surveys 
of the educational history of Methodism, Dempster is often named as a tran-
sitional figure between an era of Methodist opposition to theological schools 
and their emergence, but the motivations and rationale behind his work for 
theological schools go unexplored.3  

This paper will trace the career of John Dempster and identify connect-
ing themes in his biography, missiological, and educational writings.  These 
themes point to the importance of Dempster’s missionary experience and 
his mission theory as the key to understanding his work founding theolog-
ical schools.  Mission provided a kind of “feedback loop” that amplified 
Dempster’s own interest in education and the educational commitments 
of the Methodist tradition.  As such, Dempster’s story is a case study of a 
way American missionary engagement abroad changed domestic American 
religious life.  In recent years, historians have noted other such examples.  
For example, historian Jay Riley Case identified ways nineteenth-century 
American foreign missions “created conduits by which influences from 
new movements of world Christianity circulated back to affect American 
evangelicalism.”4  Historian David A. Hollinger found in twentieth-century 
American missions a “protestant boomerang” or missionary “blowback” in 
which the export of a religious ideology abroad through missions generated 
an unexpected response in its country of origin.5  

Other factors that were also at play in the emergence of Methodist theo-
logical schools.  Richard M. Cameron contended that denominational com-
petition in America also played a role.  Established schools associated with 
Calvinist denominations concerned Methodists who opened schools to com-
pete for the minds and souls of Americans.6  Increased prosperity also aided 
this development.  Wealthy Methodists, such as the lay founders of Boston 
University, desired schools to train leaders for service in American society 

3 Richard M. Cameron, Methodism and Society in Historical Perspective, vol. 1 of Methodism 
and Society (New York: Abingdon, 1961), 237; Cannon, “Education,” 570–571; Stan Ingersol, 
“Education,” in The Cambridge Companion to American Methodism, ed. Jason E. Vickers (New 
York: Cambridge UP, 2013), 274.
4 Jay Riley Case, An Unpredictable Gospel: American Evangelicals and World Christianity, 
1812–1920 (New York: Oxford UP, 2012), 9.
5 David A. Hollinger, Protestants Abroad: How Missionaries Tried to Change the World but 
Changed America (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2017), 1–23.
6 Cameron, Methodism and Society, 231.
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and the church.7  While such factors were important in the eventual adoption 
of theological schools by American Methodists, they do not fully explain 
Dempster’s interest in and commitment to his new method of educating 
Methodist preachers.  

biography

John Dempster came from a Methodist family.  His father, James, had 
been sent to the American colonies by John Wesley in 1774.  Described by 
Wesley as “an upright man, and, unless I am much mistaken, a friend to the 
Methodist doctrine and discipline,” the elder Dempster was educated at the 
University of Edinburgh.8  Wesley’s evaluation of James Dempster, however, 
was mistaken.  During the American Revolution, James left the Methodists.  
He became the pastor of a Presbyterian church in Florida, New York, where 
his second son, John, was born to his wife, Sara (Monrow) Dempster January 
2, 1794.9  

John Dempster was largely self-educated.  His father died when John 
was ten, and the books his father left formed the basis of John’s education.  
John first found work as a tin peddler in New York.10  According to a for-
mer student familiar with Dempster’s conversion narrative, it was said that 
Dempster “was, at this time, wayward and skeptical and being ever ready 
to antagonize Christianity either by argument or ridicule.”  Nevertheless, in 
1812, Dempster attended a camp meeting in Deerfield, New York, where he 
was the only convert.11  In 1816, Dempster entered the Methodist ministry.  
As such, Dempster would have been among the first Methodist preachers to 
read the Course of Study, a reading plan for Methodist preachers launched 
that year that required a high degree of personal initiative to complete.12  
Dempster also learned, primarily through his own study, Hebrew, Greek, 
and Latin.13  

Dempster suffered from poor health.  Like Melville Cox, the pioneer 
Methodist missionary to Liberia, Dempster may have accepted a missionary 
posting to Buenos Aires, in part, because of the perceived health benefits 

7 Donald B. Marti, “Rich Methodists: The Rise and Consequences of Lay Philanthropy in the 
Mid-Nineteenth Century,” in Perspectives on American Methodism, eds. Russell E. Richey, 
Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1993), 268–273; 
Dana L. Robert, American Women in Mission: A Social History of their Thought and Practice 
(Macon, GA: Mercer UP, 1997), 141–144. 
8 Wesley to Thomas Rankin, 21 April 1777, in The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M. Vol. VI 
December 11, 1772–March 12, 1780, John Telford, ed. (London: Epworth Press, 1960), 147.  
9 “Records of Marriages and Baptisms of the Rev. James Dempster,” accessed April 1, 2019, 
Ancestry.com; Thomas M. Eddy, “Funeral Sermon: Preached on the Occasion of the Death of 
Rev. John Dempster, D.D., at Evanston, Ill., December 1, 1863,” in Lectures and Addresses by 
Rev. John Dempster, D.D., ed. D. W. Clark (Cincinnati: Poe and Hitchcock, 1864), 11.
10 “Records”; Henry Bannister, “Dr. Dempster as a Student and Thinker,” in Lectures and Ad-
dresses, ed. Clark, 51; Samuel McKean, “Recollections” (unpublished memoir), John Dempster 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL.  
11 McKean, “Recollections.”
12 Ingersol, “Education,” 265.
13 Bannister, “Dr. Dempster as a Student and Thinker,” 51–52.  
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to be gained from living there.14  Prior to his missionary appointment, from 
1816 to 1828, Dempster served in Lower Canada and New York, except for 
1820 when he was superannuated.  In 1829, he became the Presiding Elder of 
Cayuga District and in 1836 the presiding elder of the Black River District of 
the Oneida Conference, although he spent part of that year in St. Augustine, 
Florida, for health reasons.15  

High expectations framed Dempster’s missionary tenure.  Before he went 
to Buenos Aires, Dempster experienced the rapid membership growth that 
characterized American Methodism during the Second Great Awakening.16  
A Methodist society existed in Rochester as early as 1817, but Dempster’s 
two year appointment almost a decade later as the first preacher on a new-
ly formed Rochester Circuit coincided with a period of revival and rapid 
membership growth.17  His ministry there was remembered as being “blessed 
with an extraordinary manifestation of the Divine Spirit” and a revival spirit 
that spread to other churches.18  Membership on the circuit increased from 
an uncertain beginning to 125 members in 1826, and from that level to 346 
one year later.19  The Rochester society outgrew its meeting location and 
built a bigger building.20  From 1829 to 1832, while Dempster served as the 
Presiding Elder of the Cayuga District of the Oneida Conference, Methodist 
membership in the district more than doubled from 3,015 to 6,200.21  

Methodists also held enthusiastic hopes for a mission to South America.  
In the early 1830s, the church’s missionary society received a letter from 
a Methodist society in Buenos Aires requesting a missionary.22  In 1835, 
Bishop James O. Andrew sent Fountain Pitts, a preacher from Tennessee 
to reconnoiter these prospects.  Even ahead of Pitts’ appraisal, the mission-
ary society’s managers considered the possibility of a Methodist mission to 
South America an answer to prayer and anticipated a favorable report.23  Pitts’ 
findings, published in the Christian Advocate, and shared in person with the 
Mission Committee of the 1836 General Conference were extremely opti-

14 Justin Spaulding, “Rio De Janiero Mission,” Christian Advocate, March 3, 1837; John Demp-
ster, ibid., March 31, 1837; Wade Crawford Barclay, Early American Methodism, 1769–1844: 
Missionary Motivation and Expansion, vol. 1, History of Methodist Missions (New York: Board 
of Missions and Church Extension of the Methodist Church, 1949), 306.
15 Eddy, “Funeral Sermon,” 17–18; John Dempster, “Letter from the Rev. John Dempster,” 
Christian Advocate, January 8, 1836.  
16 Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, “How the Upstart Sects Won America: 1776–1850,” Journal 
for the Scientific Study of Religion 28.1 (1989): 27–44.  
17 F. DeW. Ward, Churches of Rochester (Rochester: Erastus Darrow, 1871), 121–122.  
18 D. P. Kidder, “Dr. Dempster as a Missionary,” Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 43.
19 Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church for the Years 1773–
1828 (New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1840), 471, 501, 536.
20 Ward, Churches of Rochester, 122.
21 Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church for the Years 1829–
1839 (New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1840), 32, 209.
22 Sixteenth Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New 
York: J. Collord, 1835), 20.  
23 Seventeenth Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
(New York: J. Collord, 1836), 13.  
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mistic.  He reported more than 10,000 English and North Americans resident 
in Buenos Aires served by an Anglican priest and a Scottish Presbyterian 
minister.  Those clergymen warmly received him, as did some self-iden-
tified Methodist laity.  Pitts rented a room in which to preach, found the 
gathered congregation exceeded the capacity, and began a campaign to build 
a Methodist chapel.  Pitts also reported, “This government has officially ap-
proved, and I preach Jesus here as freely and as independently as I would 
at home.”24  According to Pitts, Protestant groups were not only tolerated, 
but guaranteed rights by the government of that predominantly Catholic 
country.25  Impressed by these reports, the Mission Committee of the 1836 
General Conference called on the bishops to select and appoint two mission-
aries to South America.26  Dempster returned from Florida in time to be one 
of the Oneida Conference’s representatives to General Conference, and he 
was appointed to Buenos Aires. 

Dempster’s missionary career in South America went through two dis-
tinct periods.  The first continued the spirit of optimism that had launched the 
endeavor.  In the fall of 1836, Dempster sailed for South America, confident-
ly declaring he was going “to be shut out, to labor, or to die.”27  Dempster 
was well received by the expatriate population, obtained a government per-
mit to preach, and assembled a congregation.28  Construction of a chapel and 
establishment of a school were the priorities of the mission.  The Missionary 
Society dispatched a teacher, Hiram Wilson, to supplement this work.29  Both 
the New York Y.M.C.A. and the Missionary Society sent funds to build the 
chapel.  Dempster also visited Montevideo in hopes of expanding the mis-
sion.  The only note of caution was that a French blockade made life some-
what difficult for the residents of Buenos Aires.  Nevertheless, Missionary 
Society reports declared, “at no time has the missionary been interrupted in 
his labors, or despaired of success.”30  

By the end of the decade, however, Dempster’s missionary tenure en-
tered its second period.  High expectations and enthusiasm for the endeavor 
ran into numerous hindrances.  The French blockade continued until 1840 
as that nation, eager to extend its influence in the region, allied with oppo-
nents of Juan Manuel de Rosas to oust the Argentine dictator.  The Argentine 

24 F. G. Pitts, “Missionary Intelligence: Mission to Buenos Ayres,” Christian Advocate, April 
8, 1836.  
25 Ibid.; Fountain E. Pitts, “Return of Brother Pitts from South America,” Christian Advocate, 
April 22, 1836; Seventeenth Annual Report, 14–15.  
26 “Journal of the General Conference, 1836,” Journals of the General Conference of the Meth-
odist Episcopal Church, Volume 1, 1796–1836 (New York: Carlton & Phillips, 1855), 494.  
27 John Dempster, “Missionary Intelligence,” Christian Advocate, March 3, 1837; Justin Spauld-
ing, “Rio de Janiero Mission,” Christian Advocate, March 3, 1837.  
28 Joseph Adams, “Captain Adams’ View of the Buenos Ayres Mission,” Christian Advocate, 
August 4, 1837.  
29 Nineteenth Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New 
York: J. Collord, 1838), 13.  
30 Twentieth Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New 
York: J. Collord, 1839), 15–16.  
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economy stagnated and construction on the chapel slowed.  Dempster also 
found less freedom to operate than he anticipated.   Rosas allowed Protestant 
preaching and the construction of a chapel to appease the British.31  Preaching 
in Spanish, however, was illegal.  Dempster persisted in his work and hoped 
for the day when there would be “unobstructed access shall be had to this 
widespread population.”32  

Dempster attended the 1840 General Conference and pondered remaining 
in the United States.  Although he returned to Buenos Aires, Dempster’s time 
as a missionary was closing.  The Missionary Society suspended funding 
for the construction of buildings, and annual reports despaired of any prog-
ress.  “The unsettled state of the country, the established religion of South 
America, and the peculiar nature of the prevalent superstitions of that entire 
continent, are formidable obstacles to the missionary work.”33   By 1842, the 
Missionary Society abandoned the mission and recalled Dempster to New 
York.34  Dempster served appointments in New York City until 1845.35  

A Methodist presence in Buenos Aires, however, continued in Dempster’s 
absence.  Foreign residents continued to worship and pledged support for a 
continued Methodist mission.  The following year, the Missionary Society 
reconsidered its decision and sent new missionaries.36  Eventually, in 1857, 
William Goodfellow was appointed to Buenos Aires.  His wife, Mary, was 
John Dempster’s daughter.  Mary (Dempster) Goodfellow, thus, became 
a third-generation Methodist missionary.  Their service merits further re-
search, but it may be noted that since she had spent her childhood in Buenos 
Aires, she likely had some fluency in Spanish.  During the Goodfellows’ 
tenure, the mission first began to hold Spanish-language services.37  

Dempster’s time in Buenos Aires coincided with the rise of voices advo-
cating for a different method of theological education for Methodist preach-
ers.  Most American Methodists believed a general education complemented 
by the Course of Study to be sufficient educational training for the work of 
ministry.38  Historian William R. Cannon argued Methodists had a “charis-
matic concept of the ministry” and believed it was selfish to seek an educa-

31 John Lynch, “The River Plate Republics from Independence to the Paraguayan War,” in The 
Cambridge History of Latin America, Volume 3: From Independence to c. 1870, ed. Leslie 
Bethell (Cambridge, England: Cambridge UP, 1985), 645; Reports 1840, p. 16.
32 John Dempster, “Buenos Ayres Mission,” Christian Advocate, August 4, 1837.
33 Twenty-second Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
(New York: J. Collord, 1841), 14–15.  
34 Twenty-third Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
(New York: J. Collord, 1842), 12.  
35 Eddy, “Funeral Sermon,”13.  
36 Twenty-fourth Annual Report of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
(New York: J. Collord, 1843), 13–14.  
37 Kidder, “Dr. Dempster as a Missionary,” 49; Ann Day, “Mary E. D. Dempster Goodfellow,” 
accessed April 1, 2019, https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/156186319; Wade Crawford 
Barclay, The Methodist Episcopal Church, 1845–1939: Widening Horizons, 1845–1895.  His-
tory of Methodist Missions, vol. 3 (New York: Board of Missions of The Methodist Church, 
1957), 763–768.  
38 Ingersol, “Education,” 265.  
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tion when evangelistic needs were pressing.39  Nevertheless, in 1834, LaRoy 
Sunderland of the New England Conference wrote an essay entitled “On a 
Theological Education” on behalf of the Junior Preacher’s Society of that 
conference for the Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review.  Opposition 
to Sunderland’s ideas was such that his article was first denied publication in 
the Christian Advocate.  In the course of his argument, Sunderland quoted 
several biblical references to companies or “schools of prophets” (1 Samuel 
10:5, 19:20; 2 Kings 2:5, 4:38) and the authority of the Methodist theologian 
Richard Watson to argue that schools were an ancient and biblical method 
for training preachers.40  

In 1845, three years after returning from Buenos Aires, Dempster joined 
the efforts of New England Methodists to start the Methodist Biblical Institute 
in Newberry, Vermont as Professor of Theology.  He moved with the school 
to Concord, New Hampshire, in 1847.  In addition to teaching, Dempster 
solicited financial support for the school as a traveling agent.  Dempster’s 
past missionary service financially benefited the fledgling school when a Mr. 
Stedman, whom Dempster had known in Buenos Aires, bequeathed a gift 
of a thousand dollars.41  In 1854, Dempster left Concord to start another 
Biblical Institute in Evanston, Illinois, funded by Eliza Garrett.  He served 
on the faculty of Garrett Biblical Institute for nine years.  In 1863, Dempster 
was given leave from that position to start a third institute on the Pacific 
coast.  Before leaving for San Francisco, however, he opted to have a tumor 
removed surgically.  Dempster died from complications from the surgery on 
November 28, 1863.42  

Dempster’s students remembered him fondly.  They celebrated the power 
of his logic, his ability to communicate clearly and to maintain their inter-
est.43  Frances Willard recalled Dempster’s ability to speak in a way that 
“flashed into our spirits with supernal power.”44  He also cultivated a strong 
degree of loyalty and devotion.  Samuel McKean, a member of the second 
graduating class of the Concord Biblical Institute recalled that Dempster was 
regularly invited to fill pulpits of different churches in Concord.  He pre-
ferred his students attend the Methodist church and tried to hide when he was 
preaching elsewhere.  The students, however, learned that they could discern 
if Dempster was to preach based on his Sunday morning breakfast.  If he 
was, they simply followed him to whatever church he went to that Sunday.45  

39 William R. Cannon, “Education, Publication, Benevolent Work, and Missions,” in The Histo-
ry of American Methodism, vol. 1, (New York: Abingdon, 1964), 565–566.  
40 LaRoy Sunderland, “Essay on a Theological Education,” Methodist Magazine and Quarterly 
Review 16, no. 4, new series 5, no. 4, (October 1834), 424–425.  
41 Eddy, “Funeral Sermon,” 14–15.
42 Eddy, “Funeral Sermon,” 23–25.
43 C. H. Fowler, “Dr. Dempster as an Instructor,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 58-63.  
44 Frances E. Willard, A Classic Town: The Story of Evanston by an “Old Timer” (Chicago: 
Women’s Temperance Publishing Association, 1891), 230.  
45 McKean, “Recollections.”  
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Dempster’s Theories of Mission and education

Dempster primarily developed his missiological reflections late in life.  
As a returned missionary, he was often invited to speak at missionary society 
meetings or commissioning services for departing Methodist missionaries.  
Through that body of work, several recurring themes in his mission theory 
can be named that can be linked both to his experiences in Buenos Aires 
and his commitment to theological education.  The obstacles to mission 
Dempster experienced took ideological form in his theories of mission, and 
these theories took institutional form in Methodist theological schools.  

One recurring theme in Dempster’s missiology was that of mission as 
isolation and separation.  The Triune God offered an analogy for the mis-
sionary enterprise.  Just as the Godhead sent the son on “a mission from 
heaven to earth,” the church sent out missionaries and “every missionary is 
a worker together with God.”  Unlike the Trinity, however, Dempster spoke 
of the missionary being physically separated and cut off from the fellowship 
of the church for the purpose of offering salvation to others.  The missionary 
left the church behind when in mission and only retained a spiritual relation-
ship to fellow Christians through their relationships with God.  As he told a 
missionary couple departing for India, their pilgrimage with other Christians 
was ending and “the Church, then, through my lips would bid you go far 
hence, and, as her messengers, to grapple with the giant power of idolatry . . . 
to bravely toil and, if need be, to die for the name of the Lord Jesus.”46  In his 
own experience of mission, Dempster mourned that going to Buenos Aires 
meant that he was “cut off from the delightful society of ministerial associ-
ates—far from those congenial spirits that had so long been the companions 
of our pilgrimage, and surrounded by a dense moral darkness stretching its 
gloom over thousands of miles.”47  

The core of Dempster’s mission theory was a typology of religions that 
were obstacles between God and humanity, and thus served as obstacles to 
Christianity.  He posited that the Gospel was for all people, and humans 
craved an intercessor, but three types of religions functioned as impediments 
to the progress of the gospel and to God’s saving work in the world.  Dempster 
explicated this three-fold religious typology—religion of the priest, empire, 
and reason—in several addresses.  

Hinduism, Dempster judged, was a priestly religion.  In addresses to mis-
sionaries bound for India, he delineated this type of religion.   Priestly reli-
gions put a person between humanity and the divine, not as a mediator, but as 
an barrier.  The priest “becomes a bar to…direct intercourse with the Father 
of spirits” and becomes a block to divine grace.48  Hinduism was not the only 
priestly religion.  Like missionaries bound for India, Dempster recalled that 

46 John Dempster, “A Missionary Address: Delivered on the Departure of Rev. J. R. Downey and 
wife for India,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 343, 353–354.
47 John Dempster, “Buenos Ayres Mission.”
48 John Dempster, “A Missionary Address: Delivered on the Occasion of the Departure of Rev. 
Mr. Baume and Family for India,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 324.
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he had gone to South America “to vanquish the superstition of Romanism, 
the similarity is sufficient for commensurate sympathy.”49  Dempster regular-
ly voiced anti-Catholic views to describe the obstacles presented by priestly 
religions.  For example, the papacy “as a hierarchical scheme” usurped its 
role and through the institution of penance, placed itself between people and 
true redemption from sin.50   

The second religion in Dempster’s typology was that of empire.  In a 
religion of empire, the highest human end is the government, and the human 
soul exists to serve it.  This religion “makes fidelity to God a means to that al-
leged higher end of obedience to the magistrate” and by placing government 
over God, inverts the divine order.51  Dempster viewed human government 
favorably, but its ability to accomplish spiritual ends were limited.52  For ex-
ample, he detailed the failures of British empire to eliminate the caste system 
in India.53  Only missionaries, not colonies, had the potential to “transform 
the midnight empire of heathendom.”54  This transformation took place in 
individual lives and was “greater than the revolution of a kingdom” for it 
offered a new “substratum” on which society was built.”55  Dempster did not 
explicitly tie his experiences in South America to his concept of a religion of 
empire, but as noted above, he did encounter legal obstacles preventing him 
from working outside the English-speaking community.  In addition, during 
his missionary tenure, the Roman Catholic Church in Argentina cast Rosas’ 
political opponents as enemies of Christ himself.56  

The last form of religion Dempster posited to be an obstacle to the gospel 
was the religion of reason.  Reason was a natural ability of humans, but, 
Dempster argued, proponents of this religion posited that it offered salvation 
to humanity.  He wrote: “To impose on this unaided faculty the task of mor-
ally rescuing revolted millions, is to require of the natural what is restricted 
to the Divine.”57  It is evident from his writing that the primary target of his 
wrath were a group of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century German 
enlightenment theologians known as the German Neologians.  This school 
of thought critiqued the Bible as a source of revelation.58  In Buenos Aires, 
Dempster was not prevented from ministering to English-speaking expa-

49 John Dempster, “A Missionary Address,” 315.
50 John Dempster, “The Gospel Only Adapted to Effect Man’s Redemption: An Address Deliv-
ered before the Missionary Society of Lawrence University,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. 
Clark, 362, 366.
51 John Dempster, “A Missionary Address,” 324.  
52 John Dempster, A Discourse on Christ’s Mediation (Concord: Jones & Cogswell, 1854), 10.  
53 John Dempster, “A Missionary Address,” 321.
54 John Dempster, “The Gospel the Only Agency that can Elevate the Pagan Nations: A Mission-
ary Address,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 377.
55 John Dempster, “The Missionary Work: An Address Delivered on the Departure of Rev. P. T. 
Wilson as a Missionary to India,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 58.
56 Kidder, “Dr. Dempster as a Missionary,” 46–47; John Lynch, Argentine Caudillo: Juan Man-
uel de Rosas (Lanham, MD: SR Books, 2006), 84–85.
57 John Dempster, “A Missionary Address,” 325.
58 John D. Woodbridge and Frank A. James III, Church History Volume Two: From Pre-Refor-
mation to the Present Day (Grand Rapids: zondervan Academic, 2013), 461–462.  
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triates.  But his correspondence lamented the influence of Enlightenment 
thought on this population.  He wrote, “The gloomy fact is that a majority of 
the foreigners are completely under the sway of anti-Christian principles.”59

While Dempster generally addressed his missiological reflections to 
departing missionaries and mission societies, he reserved his educational 
thoughts for students and graduates of the Biblical Institutes, but clear con-
necting threads existed between the two subjects.  Dempster celebrated that 
both Concord and Evanston had sent preachers into ministry in America and 
missionaries abroad.60  Although he differentiated between home missions 
and missions outside the Western world, Dempster argued that those fields 
were marked by more similarities than differences.  Quoting Matthew 13:38, 
“The field is the world,” Dempster asserted any differentiation between 
home and foreign missions was simply a matter of convenience.61  

Both the North American context and foreign mission fields shared many 
of the same obstacles to the progress of the gospel.  In Dempster’s phrasing, 
the religion of the priest, empire, and reason could be found everywhere.  He 
feared that the anarchy unleashed by the Civil War might enable a religion 
of empire to take root in America, that “the altar of God may not soon be 
chained to the throne of the tyrant.”62  After the war, he warned that renewed 
immigration might bring in more adherents of religions of the priest and 
reason.  Immigrants held to “all grades of superstition, from the semi-hea-
thenized Catholic to the utterly pagan from the heart of China” as well as 
“French and German infidels” who “dethrone the Almighty Mind, and raise 
the universe itself to supremacy.”63  

Overcoming these obstacles, Dempster argued, required acute, concen-
trated preparation.  It was in this context that Dempster adopted and applied 
Sunderland’s phase “school of the prophets” to both biblical institutes.  The 
term “school” referred both to their educational nature and to describe in a 
collection of people with a shared commitment and ideals.  In contrast to the 
Course of Study that left preachers to study independently, a school of the 
prophets formed its members and sent them out from the community.  He 
told the students of Concord when informing them that he would be leaving 
to start a “school of the prophets” in Evanston: 

The hundreds of commissioned young men who, under the sacred pressure of a call 
from Heaven, have here investigated inspired truth with an earnestness to which 
nothing but God’s voice could have moved them, seem to still hover around this 
consecrated center, though their farewell long since trembled on their lips.64  

Just as mission demanded physical, but not spiritual, separation, from the 

59 John Dempster, “Buenos Ayres Mission.”
60 Dempster, “The Missionary Work,” 355–356.  
61 John Dempster, “The Field of Missions: An Address Delivered Before the Missionary Society 
of the Theological Seminary of Chicago,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 329–330.
62 Ibid., 331.  
63 Ibid., 332–333.
64 John Dempster, “On the Importance of Locating a Biblical Institute in the West: An Address 
Delivered at Concord, N.H,” in Lectures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 195.
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church community, prophets were sent out from their school to preach the 
gospel.  

Dempster asserted that a general education lacked the singleness of aim 
and power that came from focused theological study in such a school.  Such 
study functions as a “convex lens, which concentrates its energies, giving 
their utmost focal glowing power.”65  That power yielded preachers with keen 
mental acuity, knowledge of many fields, “a mastery of pulpit elocution, a 
comprehensive acquaintance with theology and Biblical literature, a burning 
love for ransomed man, an intenser [sic] interest for the Redeemer’s glory, 
fraternal affection and harmonious action among his anointed servants.”66  

conclusion

The paradox that led nineteenth-century Methodists both to found schools 
and oppose their use to train preachers found the key to its resolution in the 
thought and work of John Dempster.  Other factors also contributed to the 
development of Methodist theological schools, but Dempster’s ideas, born of 
his missionary experience, were instrumental.  His mission in Buenos Aires 
and subsequent mission theory focused on the obstacles he experienced in 
attempting to spread the gospel.  Returning to America, he saw those obsta-
cles present in that context, as well, and concluded that overcoming such 
obstacles was only possible through concentrated power of theological study 
and formation in a community, or school of prophets.  

Much of Dempster’s missiology is problematic today.  But his lega-
cy abides, and Methodist theological education, as it currently exists in 
American seminaries and schools of theology, can be said to have roots 
in foreign missions.  Claiming this missional origin may offer theological 
schools a useable history as they seek to engage a changing religious context.  

65 John Dempster, “The Characteristics of the Age in their Demands on the Ministry: An Address 
to the Alumni of the Biblical Institute, Concord, New Hampshire, November 2, 1854,” in Lec-
tures and Addresses, ed. Clark, 60-61.  
66 Ibid., 67.  


