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Methodism's Debt To James Dempster 

James Dempster was one of the numerous itinerants whom John 
Wesley sent to America. He arrived with Martin Rodda in 177 4 after 
serving with rare distinction in five Irish Methodist circuits and later three 
Welsh and two Cornish circuits. Wesley thought highly of him and in 
writing to him used the familiar term: "Dear Jemmy." Wesley usually used 
shortened forms for the names of those itinerants whom he especially ap
preciated. He often referred to Asbury as "Franky," and to Bardsley as 
"Sammy." Thomas Rankin he addressed as "Tommy." 

Some have felt that Wesley, at this point, was rude and patronizing. 
I recall the remark of Bishop McConnell who wrote an excellent biography 
of Wesley, but who was disgusted with Wesley's practice. 

''Fred," the bishop said to me, ''How do you think Wesley would have 
liked it if As bury in writing to him had addressed him as "Dear Johnny 
or Jacky"? The bishop shook his head, and I laughed. The idea was indeed 
preposterous. At any rate, Wesley liked Dempster, although Methodist 
historians have given him scant notice. 

Dempster was born in Scotland and was well educated, having studied 
at Edinburgh University. Arriving in America he was assigned to New York 
where he relieved Francis Asbury. He served with unusual distinction, 
holding the church together through the very early days of the Revolu
tionary War. His health failed, however, and around 1776 he was forced 
to retire. 

A strange mystery surrounds his later actions. On August 7, 1775 
Asbury stated in his Journal: "I received a letter from Mr. Thomas Rankin, 
in which he informed me that himself, Rodda, and Mr. Dempster had 
consulted, and deliberately concluded it would be best to return to Eng
land. . . . " Dempster never carried out this purpose. A year later on 
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March 19, 1776 Asbury wrote in his Journal: "Here I met with Mr. Thomas 
Rankin in the spirit of love; and received a full account of what related 
to the unhappy Mr. (James) Dempster." The cause of the unhappiness 
has never been discovered. However, he was the only Wesleyan itinerant 
besides Francis Asbury who remained in America. Can it be that some 
difficulty in his past life had come to light and made his return to the 
Mother Country impossible? Since he had originally intended to return 
to England, it is strange that he never carried out his purpose. 

It is fortunate for American Methodism that he remained in New 
Y ark. Although he joined the Presbyterian Church and served the 
Presbyterian Church at Florida, Montgomery County, New Y ark, he never 
defected from his Methodist beliefs and practices. Like a good Methodist, 
when he first came into the Mohawk valley, he began preaching in houses 
and barns throughout Tryon County. Later he built a log meeting-house 
in the vicinity of what was known as Snook's Corners in ·w arrenbush, 
now the town of Florida. The log building was known as "Dempster's 
Meeting House." It was the second house of worship to be built in the 
present township. He did not confine his preaching to his own church but 
went through surrounding communities making converts as he proclaimed 
the Gospel. He was considered by some to be the most eminent preacher 
of his day. He joined the Presbyterian Church, but he continued preaching 
with evangelical power until his death in 1803. 

Dempster was twice married, having no children by his first wife and 
four by his second. He evidently indoctrinated his children with Methodist 
teachings, and it is here that Methodism is greatly indebted to James 
Dempster and his family. One of his sons, John (1794-1863), was con
verted at a camp meeting and became a Methodist minister in the Genesee 
Conference. He at once began a life of study and labor. For more than 
fifty years he made a practice of retiring at nine o'clock at night and aris
ing at four in the morning. He became known as a powerful preacher and 
a keen thinker. 

In 1836 he responded to a call to become the first Methodist missionary 
in South America. He preached with persuasive eloquence, founded a 
school, and began the first Methodist church building in Argentina. He 
was also instrumental in 1838 in beginning a Methodist work in Uruguay. 
He requested the Missionary Society in New York to appoint a permanent 
missionary to Uruguay, which was done. He also organized a church in 
Brazil and established a school with eighty students. 

Dempster's most important work, however, was in the field of educa
tion. Well educated himself, he saw the need for an educated ministry 
in the Methodist Episcopal Church. In 1844 he became the second Presi
dent of Methodist Biblical Institute of Vermont. The Institute was later 
moved to Boston and became the forerunner of Boston University. In 1853 
he resigned from the Institute and went to Chicago. There, assisted by 
Mrs. Eliza Garrett, he founded the Biblical Institute of Evanston, Illinois, 
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later, Garrett Theological Seminary, and today, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary. About 1861 he went to the west coast to begin 
ministerial training school in California but died in 1863 before he could 
accomplish his dream. He has been called "The Father of American 
Methodist Theological Education." 

It is not too much to say that all this was accomplished because a 
certain James Dempster did not return to England with the other of 
Wesley's itinerants, but remained in his adopted country preaching 
Methodist doctrines while pastor of a Presbyterian church. In short, James 
Dempster was, through his life and influence, too important a man to be 
cast aside lightly by the historian. 

In 1933 there was discovered in the Archives of the State Library of 
Albany an old leather covered volume containing a record of the mar
riages and baptisms performed by Dempster beginning with July 1, 1778. 
They reveal the extent of his ministry inasmuch as they are of persons 
living in over thirty different villages and boroughs in Tryon, Albany, 
Rensselaer, and Schenectady counties. His itineraries took him to many 
of these hamlets and he is said to have been the last preacher to proclaim 
the gospel in historical Queen Anne's Chapel in Fort Hunter, New York, 
before it was no longer fit for use. 

A thorough study of his life and work would probably give him a 
place of prominence in the history of Methodism in New York. Who knows 
to what extent his evangelical preaching in New York plowed the ground 
for future Methodist planting. 

References to him can be found in Abel Stevens, vol. 1, pp. 264-265; 
Lednum, p. 143; Wakeley, pp. 250 ff.; and Seaman pp. 69-70, as well 
as in the county histories of New York and the Encyclopedia of World 
Methodism. References can also be found in John Wesley's Letters and 
his Journal. 
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