
l-()wards tIle Am<:~ricanizing of Methodism

by Douglas R. Chandler *

'fhe Alnericanizing of our transplanted European institutions and
jdecls has 111ade a library of brave thelnes and good books. I recall
v-lith gratitude my long ago pleasure with The Americanization of
Edlvard Bok, Jacob Riis', 'The Making of an American and Mary
Antin's Pro1nised Land-all required reading in high school days.
Frederick Jackson Turner's "frontier thesis". was one popular
explanation of what happened, and for decades we used com
fortably W. W. Sweet's "creative forces" so that we thought easily
of our churches as becoming characteristically American, more or
less the end-products of the frontier, revivalism, nationalism, war,
inlmigration, and so forth.

The search for an Arnerican church may now be about over, at
least telnporarily. John Smylie reminds us that "there is no such
thing, organizationally, as the American church in the singular," 1

and Sydney Mead offers a description of an. AJ.nerican religion in
terms of "a nation with the soul of a church." 2 Methodists, how
ever, have a long habit (matched, it is true in many other de
nominations) of thinking that their church is the most character
istically American of all. This is, of course, highly debatable but
there is enough truth in it to prompt some very good writing 071. the
theme, "The 'Methodist Age' in American Cllurch History." 3

The story of Methodism's peculiar identificatfon with A1nericall
thought and life is often presented as though that English trans
plant had a natural affinity for the ideas of tIle new age and the
new world, a character within her, that is, which encouraged an
easy and fortuitous acceptance of American idealism with all its
accompanying impulses of democracy, freedom and "people power."
In reality, however, the Americanization of Methodism was a pain
ful process, slow and strife-ridden within its own ranks, and this
to a greater degree than in ahnost all the other new churches in
the new nation. Certainly she was slo\ver than her Anglican mother
in keeping pace with the political changes of those first fifty or so
years.

It has been assumed that Methodism began. early to take on an

* This paper was presented as one of the Harris Franklin Rall Lectures at
Garrett Theological Seminary, October 29-31, 1973.

1 "National Ethos and the Church," Theology Today, Oct. 1963, p. 313.
2Church History, Sept. 1967, p. 262.
3 See article by C. C. Goen in Religion in Life{ Au~um~ ~965, pp. 562-72.



4 METHODIST HISTORY

American coloring, when she was just becoming "a new church
in a new nation." The "evidence" has been often repeated: Asbury
cast his lot with the American cause exhibiting his new role by
deciding not to return to England when war broke out, and by
demanding later a conference vote to validate his superintendency
designated by Wesley, and by openly regretting Wesley's unfor
tunate and misinformed position on the Revolution. Even Coke's
and Asbury's two visits to George Washington have been offered
as happy proofs of Methodism's early American leanings.

Also certain American features of Methodist organization have
been named: the Conference itself, voting majority decisions and
electing bishops (even) and, in imitation, eventually, of the na
tional example, framing a Constitution (1808), such as every bona
fi.de American institution should have, and creating a General
Conference (1792), a "Congress" of elected delegates representing
every section of the church.

Wesleyan Methodist, Free Methodist and Methodist Protestant
historians usually downgrade these features as very small signs,
indeed, of any democracy in American Episcopal Methodism. Their
critical appraisal is harsh and often overstated but it should not be
dismissed without examination.

The Conference, they point out, was in reality a governing body
of the elite, chosen by ordination, a spiritually qualified cadre of
itinerant preachers, self-perpetuating and self-empovvered to dis
cipline and/or expel remonstrants. By a curious disregard for the
traditional colonial fear of bishops, the preachers came to regard
episcopal authority as their own best security, even depriving
themselves, in their infatuation with the "\iVesleyan succession,"
of their own right of appeal over the Bishop's power to appoint
them to their circuits. The preachers then created a General Con
ference, to protect themselves against a complete Episcopal monop
oly of power, a monopoly vlhich Asbury's Council plan aimed at.
This General Conference, clergy only, of course, created a Consti
tution for the whole church, and at the same time practically for
bade any future General Conference to change it.

Locally, so complained these critics, on circuits and districts
there vvere but few signs of real lay authority or governing re
sponsibility. For the most part Quarterly Conferences were com
posed of (and certainly dominated by) Presiding Elders and
"preachers in charge." Some local preachers, exhorters and class
leaders attended conference occasionally but Inany \-vha Vlere
Quarterly Conference members were regularly absent. In general
the people had, as Wesley intended (and as Hans I(iing has
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\vorded it.) , "Participation. in the life not the decisions of the
church." ·1

13nck in 1928 Alice Baldwin showed us the close relationship
bet\veen the reading and sern10ns of the New England colonial
clergy and those concepts which were fundamental in the making
of this ne\v nation: Natural rights, the social compact, the right
of resistance, the law of nature binding upon both God and Inan,
etc. G Of course the NevI England clergy had no monopoly on those
ideas for the colonial clergy generally were "a major force in
arousing the spirit of independence after 1761." G Sydney Mead
says that donl.inant in this era was the thought that "Sovereign
po\ver lies in the people v/ho by a first compact agree to have a
govern111ent and by a second cOl1l.pact agree upon the kind of gov
errunent they want." 7

Putting early American Methodism into any real affinity vvith
such ideas as this is not easy. By its very nature and by its stated
'raison d'etre it had several built in hindrances to American Revo
lutionary idealism. John Wesley disqualified himself at the outset
by his embarrassing tracts against the noble American experiment
and becam..e the first effective barrier to independency and popular
rights within Methodism itself. Against almost every known new
American idea he took a contrariwise position: convention, con
ference, delegates, representation, voting, natural rights, the origin
of power, political independency, to name several of the lTIOSt im
portant ideas of the Revolutionary era. An advocate of these
Wesley was not, and he was quick: to rebuke hi~ preachers if they
sho\ved leanings in these directions.

Wesley's "Calm Address" was plain and it became at once in
flammatory:

. . . vvould a republican government give you lTIOre liberty, either
religious or civil? By no means. No governments under heaven are
so despotic as the republican; no subjects are governed in so arbitrary
a manner as those of a commonwealth.... Let us put a~Tay our sins!
The real ground of all our cala11;lities, which never will or can be
thoroughly removed till we fear God and honor the king! 8

In his "Observations on Liberty" (1776) Wesley becomes ill.-

4. "Participation of the Laity in Church Leadership and in Church Elections," tr.
by A. Swidler, Journal of Ecumenical Studies, Fall, 1969.

r; Alice M. Baldwin, The New England Clergy and the American Revolution.
Durham: Duke University Press, 1928.

Il Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1972, p. 36l.

7 See Church History, Sept. 1967, pp. 262-83.
13 Works, Thomas Jackson, ed., Vol. XI, pp. 87, 88 (Third edition).
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credibly archaic for a later reading. After a long argUIl1.ent showing
the difference between liberty and independency, the first of which
the colonies already have and the second they have no right to,
he attacks "the supposition that the people are the origin of power
or that 'all government is the creature of the people'-a principle
,:vhich though Mr. Locke himself should attempt to defend it, is
utterly indefensible." W11Y? Because if the right of choosing his
Governors belongs to every partaker of human nature then it be
longs not to men only but to women also, and to those under
twenty-one and to those who have lived threescore.

But none did ever Inaintain this nor probably ever will; therefore
this boasted principle falls to the ground ... so common sense brings
us back to the grand truth, "There is no power but of God" . . . .
government is a trust but not from the people.... It is a delegation,
namely from God for rulers are God's ministers or delegates. 9

Wesley's missionaries, we know, faithfully represel1ted his views
in these matters. They were increasingly suspect and in danger, and
withdrew from the American scene. Asbury by th.e force of neces
sity continued the Wesley voice, n1ind and leadership in the
societies and, as we shall see, won an alrnost cOlnplete and almost
permanent victory for the "old Methodist plan." Coke ineffectually
fostered this idea but his "in and out" relationship to the country,
his .l\.nglican status and manners, and his general inability to ,vin
much more than grudging tolerance among those he never could
regard as his equals, all left the door wide open for Asbury's
almost single superintendency (in effect) especially after his two
great victories-the sacralnental in 1781 and the episcopal (over
O'Kelly) in 1792.

The war itself made a pretty clear issue. The preachers were to
stay out of it. Asbury (and of course Wesley) warned them that
in the military life they might lose their souls. Arlny and navy
rnaneuvers frightened the people, distracting tlleir Ininds, and
reducing attendance at the society n1eetings. They should be fight
ing the devil and not the British. Most of the itu1erants ,vere out
and out pacifists or objectors to military service as inconsistent
with their ealling. State loyalty oaths were refused and the usual
penalties and fines endured. Many flaunted the lavv and· went to
jail, or were mobbed and harassed into hiding. Asbury said he
was "pent up in a corner." This was at Judge Vvhite's in DelR\vare
where he stayed, mostly in hiding, for t\VO years until the general

o l¥orks, op. cit., Vol. VI, pp. 104, 105.
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llllpopuLlrj(y of the IVl8ryhlnd oath rnade its enforcement practically
ilnpossiblc.

1" run inclined to believe that the closest Asbury ever caine io
t~lh ing Revolutionary politics into the pulpit was in a Ilord's Day
Sennon he preached in Baltirnorc in IVIarch of 1776.

l\dapting Iny discourse to the occasion (this was the nrrival of the
British sloop "Otter" in Baltill10re harbor vvhich almost caused an
exodus fronl the city) I preached this evening from Isaiah 1: 19, 20
'If ye be "villing and obedient, ye shall eat the good of the land; but
jf ye refuse and rebel, ye shall be devoured vlith the sword; for the
1110uth of the IJord hath spoken it. 111

This ,vas not a good text for a sernl.on in support of the patriots'
cause.

The Revolution was hardly more disruptive aluong Methodists
than their ovvn "war" over the sacraments-particularly in Vir
ginia and IVlaryland. This controversy is ilnportant as a description,
so early, of the way Wesley's position and what was commonly
called "the old Methodist plan" triumphed over new ideas and
the vvinds of change. As Anglicans, accustomed to Episcopal au
thority arid sacramental usage (and long without either) several
of the preachers (like Strawbridge) sought to provide baptism and
the Lord's supper by an action, independent of episcopacy, such
as they may have expected Wesley to support. Asbury knew better
and was grieved at this "strange infatuation." "\iVhy \vill hE run
before Providence?" he asked of Strawbridge, and V\rhen Stravv
bridge died in the sum.mer of 1781 Asbury wro"te:

. . . pride is a busy ~in. He is no\v no luore; upon the \vhole, I am
inclined to think that the Lord took him away in judgement, because
he \vas in a v.,ray to do hurt to his cause ...11

The arguments and the agony in the sacramental controversy
need not be recited here. The climax caIne in 1780 when Asbury,
\iVillialn \iVa tters and Freeborn Garrettson took the old deman.ds
to the southern agitators at their conference in Manakintown. They
all ,vept, prayed, preached and debated two days. Asbury thought
sonle talked "out of doors." In despair he left the conference,
prayed that night "as with a broken heart." Watters and Garrett
son prayed, too, and in the Inorning all found they had been
brought to an agreement not only with Asbury on the sacran1ent

10 Journal and Letters 01 Francis Asbury, 3 vols. Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1958. Vol. 1, p. 180.

11 FAIL, I, p. 411.
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question but demanding "also that Mr. Asbury should be requested
to ride through the different circuits and superintend the ,vork at
large." Whatever their differences they all wanted Asbury! 1 ~ So
the division was healed. "Afterwards," said Asbury "we had a love
feast," and the next year (1781) at the conference in Baltimore he
,vrote: "All but one agreed to return to the old plan, and give up
the administration of the ordinances; our troubles now seem to be
over froIn that quarter ... all was conducted in peace and love." ] ~~

"All but one." Was this James O'Kelly? I-lis nalne was conspicu
ously absent from the thirty-nine preachers listed in the Minutes
of 1781 \vho "novl determined to preach the old IVlethodist doctrine
and strictly enforce the discipline." It was this Irish "maverick"
(as Fred Norwood calls hiln) who threw a bomb into the Confer
ence proceedings a decade later against Asbury's sovereignty and
supremacy-and for preachers' rights. With his bomb quickly de
fused, O'Kelly and three or four others walked out forsaking the
\lvesley-Asbury "old plan" for what Vlesley, then in his London
grave, could no longer denounce: a Republican Methodisln!

lVIeanwhile the peace between England and America confirmed in
November 1782 was encouraging new voices of delnocracy which
increasingly plagued the Methodists-voices now heard against
bishops, against Asbury's own authority, against vVesley even and,
soon, against the itinerants themselves. At Fluvalma, Manakin
town, Choptank and Baltimore earlier skirmishes had held the
line but now all Methodists were looking to their English "father"
with new problems. As always VVesley was prompt with a solution
sending them (again) his o\vn authority, the sacralnents they
wanted and the ordained men necessary for their adn1inistration:
ordained, that is, in a manner Wesley thought far preferable to
that improvised by Gatch and the Virginia radicals at their Broken
Back meeting house in 1779. Thus the threat of that much presby
terianism was done avvay and the real Anglican character of the
new church confirmed-even to an episcopacy (or reasonable fac
simile thereof) under a temporary alias, "superintendency." Asbury
could see what was happening and he liked it.

On Christrnas Eve, 1783, Asbury received a reassuring letter
from John Wesley. With obvious satisfaction he wrote: "He
(Wesley) directs me to act as a general assistant and to receive
no preachers from Europe that are not recolnn1ended by ~1iln, nor
any in America who will not submit to me and to the Ininutes of
the Conference." This letter Asbury produced the next spring

12 William Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience and J\tJinisterial
Labors of William Watters, by himself. Alexandria, Va., 1806, pp. 80, 81.

H FAIL. Vol. 1, p. 402.
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(lVL1Y 1784) to \vhip J~n1es O'I(elly (lnd Willi(lm Glendenning into
linC'. 'rho LdLcr, he s~id, "had been devising a plan to lay me aside
01' <11. lc<\st to abridge Iny povvers (but) Mr. Wesley's letter settled
the point and all \vas happy." ].I

'~Tell, not quite all was bappy. There were SaIne uncertainties at
least. Coke's arrival \vith doculnents, "the plan" and a task force
r8ised questions about Asbury's peculiar standing, his tenure, and
his relationship to a whole new structure.

On Sunday, Novelnber 14, 1784 Asbury came to Barratt's Chapel
in Delavvare. The preacher that Inorning was Dr. Coke and his
111eeting with Asbury was deeply n~oving. The two embraced: the
little doctor who wanted more than anything else to become the
American Wesley, and the itinerant preacher who more than anyone
else had had that status de facto for years.

After the serUion that Novelnber morning Coke says he ad
ministered the sacrament to 500 to 600 people, held a love feast and
baptised 30 or 40 infants and seven adults-such was the aCCUl1iU
lated backlog of sacramental need in the past three years.

Asbury says he was "surprised" and "shocked"-surprised \vhen
he sa\v Whatcoat (without Anglican ordination) assist in the sacra
ment and shocked at the plan for a separate chuTch \vith himself
as a joint superintendent in it. But he would comply if the preachers
unanimously chose him. This and the whole scheme obviously
would require a Conference. The date was set for Christmas Eve,
a little over a month away, the place, Lovely Lane Chapel in Balti
more. Freeborn Garrettson was dispatched "like an arrovv" to sum
mon the pTeache14 s, it never entering anyone's head to invite any
who \vere not preachers.

The story of the Christmas Conference needs no telling here.
We all know what the preachers there did. They created a "ne\v"
church-mostly out of the old but re-\vorked lumber they were
familiar with-a church episcopal in government, ruled by ordained
elders and superintendents (bishops), with sacralnents, articles of
religion, a liturgy and a discipline. One event, 1iot often mentioned
and usually regarded as of marginal interest, has some fascination
for me. I hope to learn more about it.

While the preachers at the Christlnas Conference were organizing
a new Methodist Church two Episcopal clergymen, John An.drews
of the St. Thomas and St. J alnes Parishes, and William West, rector
of St. Paul's in Baltimore, invited Thomas Coke and Fral~cis

Asbury to tea to protest the Conference actions a11d to urge the
Methodists to remain in the Episcopal Church. A1idre\vs describes

11 FAIL, I, p. 460.
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the meeting, which seems to have taken place Decelnber 31, 1784.
Coke came at six in the evening and brought with him a "Mr.

Goff" (I-Ienry Dorsey Gough) and Mr. Asbury. The Episcopalians
suggested the possibility of special bishops consecrated for the
Methodists, Coke to be one of these should he and they so desire.
Furthermore the Garrison (81. Thomas) Church vestry, through
IVIr. Thomas \iVorthington, was prepared to jnvite IvIr. P.1.sbury to
become its rector. This was an invitation which apparently had
already been extended seven years before and \vhich Asbury had
declined. He, obviously, had no interest in the offer; and Coke
seems to have been cool and reserved. He said they would have to
consult Wesley, and Andrews concluded that Methodists in An1er
ica must have Mr. Wesley for "the first link~ in the chain upon
which their church is suspended. ,) 15

During their conversations Dr. Andre\vs observed that there
were no real differences between them in liturgy, articles of faith
and form of government. Their goverrunent, (the Episcopalian), he
said was "very simple" and a "very rational plan" to be exercised
by a convention consisting of an equal number of laity and clergy;
and having as their president a bishop elected by the whole body
of the clergy-"such an episcopacy," he added, "as could not be
said to entangle man more than Mr. \iVesley's episcopacy entangled
them." Coke replied that the new system of the IvIethodists '\vas
of greater advantage than a lTIOre traditional systelu."

It is hard to locate real motives in these sketchily reported inter
views (Andrews had a private talk with Coke t,vo days later) but
Drinkhouse, the Methodist Protestant historian, goes so far as to
say that Coke and Asbury could not go along vv-ith Andre,vs and
the Episcopalians on the matter of equal lay and clerical represen
tation in Church Councils, that this ,vas a degree of den10cracy un
acceptable to Wesley as well as to Coke, Asbury and 111any others
in the Lovely Lane Conference. This is a matter for study lest "the
wish become the father of the thought," hut there SeelTIS to be
some truth in it.

But there ,vas S01ne democracy. Reflecting after adjoUl'lllTIent
Asbury wrote, "We spent the whole week in Conference, debating
freely, and determining all things by a majority of votes." I6_a
procedure he could not yet take for granted. His autocratic tenden~

cies and his own iriunense popularity, his vlisdolTI and ben~volence,

and the weight of a conservative ministerial tradition all cOl1l.bined
to create \vithin Methodism this lag in c1elnocrncy. Prayerfully

lfi John Andrews' letter is in the Garner Ranney collection at the Maryland
Historical Society, Baltimore, Md.

10 FAIL .. Vol. I, p. 476.
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(and often tenrfully) Ashuyy opposed at great length all attempts
to increase representation in the church conferences or to give
a voice in church goverlunent to more than the itinerant clergy.
rrhis he regarded as a dangerous in1itation of the national politics.
Very few national interests, he said, carryover well into church
governn1ent. "l-Iere," he wrote, "are some siulilitudes of form but
not of nature." For example, civil governments should change
their elected leaders from time to time; spiritual governments do
not. In church governments, since they are spiritual, "one election
to office is sufficient during life."

Stra\vbridge and O'Kelly were the first recalcitrants to be dealt
with. The former took his independent spirit into retirement on the
farlU of a friend in Baltimore county. He died in 1781 and his
party, if it can be called that, was silenced. O'I(elly was voted down
at the Conference in 1792 and the preachers added to the Discipline
a warning article:

If a men1ber of our Church shall be clearly convicted of endeavoring
to sovv dissentions in any of our societies, by inveighing against either
our doctrines or discipline, such person so offending shall be first re
proved by the senior Minister or Preacher of his circuit; and if he
afterwards persist in such pernicious practices he shall be expelled
the society.17

J esse Lee, our first historian, said the southern local preachers
showed an "uneasy and restless Spirit" contending "that (they)
ought to have a seat and vote ill all our conferences" and that
"there ought to be a delegation of lay members." When they com
plained that taxation without representation was as wrong in
churches as in nations, the older men replied that Methodists did
not tax anyone therefore representation was no issue.l 8 In. 1816
the local preachers' petition to General Conference was rejected
although, at that time, they outnumbered the itinerant elders three
to one.

The list of Methodist "reforrp.ers" now increases; most to be
silenced or driven out. Willialu Hammett and his Primitive Meth
odists in Charleston, South Carolina; Pliny Brett and Elijah Bailey
and their Reformed Methodists in New England; Samuel and
Willialu Stillwell (the Stillwellites or independent Methodists) in.
New York City-these all came and went quickly. Their chief
energies were wasted in the an1.bition and popularity of their
leaders alld in their cOlllplaints with Inatters of property, assess-

17 Discipline, 1792, p. 56.
18 Jesse Lee, A Short HistOlY of tIle MethodistsJ Baltimore, 1810, p. ~13.
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Inents and signs of "worldliness" in the church. Quick to secede
in anger they soon and easily merged with (or were absorbed by)
stronger groups like the Congregationalists, Baptists, Christians,
and the IVlethodist Protestants \vhose ideas had survival value in
their depth, intellectual respectability and a clearer articulation.
The really genuine reform activity was deeper, within the life and
structure of the church. It reflected new excitements and the new
vocabulary of democracy, especially after 1812: constitutional
changes, voting rights, representation, rotation in office, short terms,
and the vvhole concept of a new place in government for common
people against a power elite. By 1820 Methodists had a battle cry,
"the election of presiding elders," and sixty of the eighty-nine
delegates to General Conference were ready to vote for this small
change. Conservatives \vere sure that lay representation and good
ness knows what other dangerous innovations would follo\v. Bishop
McKendree's opening episcopal address had one heavy line that
ultimately determined the outcome. "It is assumed," he said, "that
no radical change can be made for the better at present." 19 The
debacle of that General Conference of 1820, Joshua Soules' elec
tion to the episcopacy and his refusal to serve after the Conference
took away his power to name his assistants (Presiding Elders),
the days and days of angry debate, the political maneuvering in
and out of the sessions and the bitter personal attacks on both sides
make this year climactic in the confrontation of American Meth
odism with American democracy. The somewhat shocking story of
the failure of reform in 1820 and the decade of internal "civil war"
which followed has seldom been objectively told and for one hun
dred years Methodist historians remained strongly partisan. Nathan
Bangs set the style of reporting for the conservatives when in 1840
he completely ignored the dreadful storm of 1820, referring to one
of the ideas as "a startling innovation" and cavalierly dismissing the
protest as "that spirit of radicalism which ended in the secession of
the party who styled themselves 'Reformers' and who have since
organized under the name of the Protestant Methodist Church." 20

Any Methodist Protestant would be happy to tell Dr. Bangs that he
misnamed their church and, furthermore, that they did not secede,
they were expelled-and for the principles of democracy, not for a
"startling innovation."

On the other side, the style of the reformers can be illustrated
by Alexander McCaine's Lette1'S on the Organization and Early

10 See Robert Paine, Life of William McKendree. Nashville, 1874. Vol. I, pp.
397-404.

20 Nathan Bangs, A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 2 vols. New
York, 1838. Vol. 3, p. 143.
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liistory of the 1\11. E. ChlLTCh (Boston, 1850). McCaine says he
"faithfully tells the Inost unpalatable truths" in an "unvarnished
tale" of those "ecclesiastical frauds.... practiced in the church in
order to in1pose upon it a sort of episcopacy in the name of John
vVesley, the founder of Methodism."

Edvvard J. Drinkhouse, the chief historian of the reformers, per
petuated this technique of partisan history (as we shall notice
shortly) in his two volumes on the Methodist Protestants published
in 189921 What really happened must be briefly summarized.

When the General Conference of 1820 turned the tide against
any ,vider representation and any lessening of ministerial and
episcopal powers, every official Methodist publication went silent
on the reform issues. Nathan Bangs, editor of the Methodist 1\11aga
zine, spoke for all on the new policy of repression. J\...ccording to his
September 1823 preface, "nothing would be admitted (in the
Magazine) of a controversial character which go to disturb the
peace and harmony of the Church." The reformers' answer was to
launch their own disturbing periodical, The Wesleyan Reposito?"y
and Religious Intelligence?" (April 12, 1821), edited by the able
PhiladelpBia layman, William S. Stockton, and pledged to open
debate. The title changed in 1824 to Mutual Rights, with variations,
and after 1831 to the running title, The Methodist Protestant. The
journal ,vas regarded by the conservatives as extremely dangerous;
its discovery in a preacher's home made the possessor at once sus
pect in the Conference. To make matters worse union or reform
societies, often meeting boldly in Methodist churches, multiplied in
several Conferences. Eventually, came the expulsions beginning
in 1827, followed by the rej ected appeals, and the calling of the
reform Conventions. In Baltimore the reformers purchased an
Episcopal Church (St. Johns) and there in a General Convention
in 1830 organized a new church-The Methodist Protestant-with
almost all the reform demands written into its constitution: the
election of presiding elders, lay representation, local preachers'
rights, the abolition of episcopacy, the right of appeal of appoint
ments and safeguards on trials and appeals of Ininisters alld
members.

The writers of the stormy pieces in the Wesleyan Repository and
Mutual Rights were usually anonymous "for prudential reasons"
but they have since been identified.23 The ablest, by far, was
Nicholas Snethen, Asbury's "Silver Trumpet"-but shrill and emo-

~1 Edward J. Drinkhouse, History of Methodist Reform and of the Methodist
Protestant Church, 2 vols. Baltimore, 1899.

23 In the Western Recorder. See Drinkhouse, Ope cit., Vol. II, p. 33.
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tional to extreme as a fevv sentences from an 1822 n1essage to
Editor Stockton will show:

I believe that every melnber of any individual church has a right to
be judged by his peers. I believe that no body has a right to make
la\vs for the government of a church vvithout the consent of its mem
bers.... I love the church and I love the preachers-(but) to see
that abomination which maketh desolate, ecclesiastical supremacy,
standing in our holy place vvhere it ought not.... 0 what a monstrous
alliance to priestly despotism! What would America come to if all its
legislatures should follow the example of our General Conference?
. . .. But it will be said that no parallel can be run betwixt civil
and sacred matters; that the cause of God is too important to be
given up to any temporal consideration.... 0 ye of little faith! ....
Am I an American? Are these Americans? How then is it possible
that a whole church should be deprived of the right of suffrage, and
none but the voices of masters and lords be heard in these halls of
ecclesiastical legislation? Mysterious dispensation! Retrograde move
ment of mind! .... In all the United States our General Conference
has only the Romish Church to keep them company in the supremacy.

This was not oil for troubled waters and vvhen met by equally
intemperate blasts from the other side, we begin to see the depth
of the scars made by Methodism's battle with American delnocratic
ideas.

I think that Methodist Protestant history is coming into its right
ful place of honor as the record of a remarkable people. !'{o more
just cause was ever Inore quickly crippled, and the V\Thy (as \vell
as how) this was done opens up several intriguing questions, SOlne
central, some marginal.

For example, how do we explain the shifting of so many "greats"
from the side of reform to the opposing conservative side? In the
beginning Coke was no real enemy to the earliest moves to\vard
democracy. McCaine, himself, admits this. And McKendree, on
O'Kelly's side in 1792, made a sharp reversal after conversations
with Asbury (and CoJ~e) and by 1796 was safely over on the
Episcopal side.

Stephen G. Roszel, one of the strongest opponents of reforln in
the Baltimore conference afte-r 1820, had advocated the election
of Presiding elders in 1800.24 .

Also on the side of democracy in the church \vere Nathan Bangs,
John ElTIOry, Ezekiel Cooper, Elijah I-Iedding, Beverly ,V"augh,
George Pickering, Thomas Kelso, Thomas E. Bond, Alfred Griffith,

2~ St;,e Those Incredible Metllodists (G. P. Baker, ed.) Nashville, 1972, p. 119.
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C~ cl'al'd JVlorgan, J Oh11 I-lanson, J ames Davis, J. Guest, and W.
1lyland.

E~zekiel Cooper \vrote a plan for lay delegation, a clear and
logical defense of equal representation \vhich furnished the founda
tion principles for the Constitution and Discipline of the M. P.
Church. Iris strong support of the reformers in the melee of 1820
and his articles in the new reform periodicals (The Wesleyan Re
pository and Mutual Rights) show him as anything but an old
Asbury-McI{endree conservative. But sOlll.ething changed Cooper,
and I think Lester Scherer has spotted at least one cause. It applies
not only to Cooper but to Waugh, Emory and Hedding (who soon
became bishops) and no doubt to some others. It is possible that a
polarization, the disappearance of a middle ground, and the tying
of the presiding elder question to lay representation, "women
delegates and a dozen other dreadful bogeys," started a "drift over
to the old side." Martin Ruter's estimate of the reform periodical
could apply to all their ,vriting: "The Repository appears so hostile
to our church and every part of its government (that) I think it
has a tendency to excite prejudice against all who wish for a
change." 25

V"Vhatever the real reasons for th.e falling avvay of so many who
had hoped and worked for changes, no Methodist Protestant his
torians have tried to excuse the defections. Drinkhouse says that
not one in ten of the itinerants found it possible to remain loyal
to the principle of lay representation. Many had "the zeal of per
verts and the ambition of ecclesiastics" and "not only cowered,
but curried favor of Episcopacy by denying their opinions and
repudiating Reform associations." Although perpetuating the lan
guage of contempt for the lapsed, Drinkhouse felt that charity
compelled the admission that lTIany with family burdens and facing
the threat of poverty which accompanied the threat of discipline
"accepted bread at the price of silence." 26 This is harsh "history."

John \Vesley vvould have called the reformers "contentious dis
putants" as he had so done in his day, striking their names speedily
from society menl.bership rolls. His methods, when applied in the
America of the 1820's, ,vere anachronistic and althougl1 surpris
ingly effective for the moment the techniques of the "old Methodist
plan" produced in the new climate a dreadful harvest of hate, hurt,
fury and frustration which reseeded itself for almost a century.

2G Lester B. Scherer, Ms. Thesis, "Ezekiel Cooper, 1763-1847, An Early American
Methodist J.Jeader." Adrian College, 1968, p. 161.

20 Drinkhouse, Ope cit., Vol. I, p. 248.



]G IV1ETHODlST IlISTOny

rrhc'l'e is no \V~lY 1,11<\1, this ch(lpLel~ in the story of .!\Jrlc·rjc;ln
Episco})<d IVIcthodisln's confrontation \vith Arnericcln c1ernoc}'<lcy
C<lll be \vritLcll as a love story. The reunion, at long last in ] D:3~),

\vas rnore the result of the forgetting rather th<1n the ren1cm brance
of things past.


