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Elbert Osborn (1800-1881) 

One of my tasks as an associate archivist at the United Methodist 
Commission on Archives and History is to arrange the papers in the Drew 
University Collections and prepare a finding-aid. 

Usually these papers belonged to some major Methodist figure such as a 
bishop or missionary. But I recently completed a rather unique collection. It 
pertained to a preacher-pastor who served for sixty years in the New York 
Conference. He was never a bishop, Presiding Elder, or missionary. What is 
unusual about Elbert Osborn (1800-1881) is that he coupled his preaching 
ministry with prolific writing and considerable learning which led him to be 
interested in issues both in the church and in society. He wrote many articles 
for the Christian Advocate, wrote an autobiography, kept copious records of 
the churches he served, and took special interest in offering counsel to other 
clergy about how to be a serious and successful pastor-preacher. 

Among his writings I found his ''Constitution for a Preachers' Pastoral 
Visitation Society." Its purpose was to encourage the clergy in the 1840s to 
do constructive, helpful pastoral visitation. In another direction all together, 
in the 1850s he expressed his concern about the issue of slavery. He was 
concerned that not all slaves would be interested in going to Lioeria to set
tle a new homeland. He also believed that the various moves to force aboli
tion would anger rather than appease slave owners. Therefore, he proposed 
another approach. He advocated a Society for Ransom Emancipation taking 
a clue from the British solution in the West Indies where they raised 
20,000,000 pounds sterling and used the money to buy slaves from their 
owners. The slaves were then freed and allowed to choose their own future. 
I had never heard of the Ransom plan. Let me know if you have. 
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But, I want to share in more detail Osborn's list of suggestions that 
would assist preachers to be more effective. Charles Yrigoyen, Jr., our 
General Secretary and a Wesleyan scholar, and I confeITed and concluded 
that Osborn, at the very least, was a true Wesleyan, We agreed that we knew 
of nowhere that Wesley made a list just like this one. There is no date. But 
here are a few of his suggestions. 

He wrote respecting Social Visits: 

1. Let Social Visits not be so numerous as to interfere with those that are more impor
tant. 

2. Do not call too frequently on some particular families. 
3. Even in your social visits show that you are quite able to find the hovel of the poor 

as the mansion of the rich. 
4. Be not too long in your social visit. 
5. Never pay the shortest visit without having some testimony in favor of religion. 

Rules for the Pastor's Study and Pastoral Care include: 

1. Cherish a deep sense of the extent and importance of Theological Science, 
and a devoted attachment to the work of ministry. 

2. Strive to acquire the habit of close and fixed attention to study. 
3. Study with a devout spirit imploring the aid of the Holy Spirit. 
4. Leave nothing till you have done it well. 
5. Bring your acquaintance with any subject to the test of writing. "Always 

have some essay on the anvil." 
6. In any investigation let the testimony of scripture hold the first place. 
7. Maintain Order in the Study. 
8. Let there be variety in your plan of study. 
9. Let your light reading be favorable to your professional studies. 

Shakespeare, Milton, Addison, Cowper, Johnson may supply you with some 
suitable reading of this kind. 

10. Novels should be excluded. 
11 . Everyday read more or less of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. 
12. Never study by candle light. 
13. Write in a standing position. 
14. Be attentive to the children and young people. Through them you may find 

an avenue to the hearts of the parents. 
15. Visit the sick, and let your prayers be tender and short. Visit them, if they 

recover, when convalescent. 

With few exceptions Osborn's rules are still valid and provide some wis
dom to guide the serious pastor. John Wesley would applaud Osborn's sug
gestions and might even recommend them to Boards of Ordained Ministry. 
What do you think? 



I n Methodists and. the Crndble of Race, 1930-1975, Peter C. Murray con" 
tributes to the history of American Christianity and th.e Civil Rights 

movement by examining a national institution-the Methodist Church 
(after 1968 the United Methodist Church)-. and how it dealt with the radal 
conflict centered in the South. Murray begins his study by tracing An1erican 
Methodism from its beginnings to the secession of many African Americans 
from the church and the establish1nent of separate northern and southern 
denominations.in the nineteenth century. He then details the recopdliation 
and compromise of many of these segments in 1939 that led to the ufiifica
tion of the church. This compromise created the racially segregated church 
that Methodists struggled to eliminate over the next thirty years. 
288 pages, $44.95 
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