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A MILLENNIUM DENIED: 

NORTHERN METHODISTS AND WORKERS, 1865-1886 

PHILIP L. GILES 

American Protestantiam reached the summit of its influence in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. 1 The predominant ecclesiastical force 
in Protestant America was the Methodist Episcopal Church.2 Northern 
Methodism has sprung from six to almost one million members in its first 
century (1766-1866). In 1866, the northerners outnumbered their nearest 
rival, the southern Methodists, by over two hundred thousand com
municants, and were from three to seven hundred thousand members larger 
than their Baptist, Presbyterian, or Congregationalist competitors. 3 

Methodist in the north asserted their cultural hegemony through a greater 
number of colleges and seminaries and through the influence of their 
religious press, "the most powerful religious press in the world," accord
ing to Harpers Weekly, which had been founded by Fletcher Harper, a 
Methodist layman. Its financial power was legendary. When the denomina
tion sought to raise two million dollars to build more colleges after the 
war, grateful Methodists in the hinderlands responded by contributing over 
eight.4 Lincoln paid tribute to the power of Methodism by saying: 

By its greater numbers, (it is) the most important of all. It is no fault in other 
(denominations) that the Methodist Episcopal Church sends more soldiers to the field, 
more nurses to the hospitals, more prayers to heaven than any. 5 

Lincoln's words indicate how politically influential Methodists were. 
A Methodist .Bishop, Matthew Simpson, gained national recognition for 
his promotion of the Union cause. His maudlin "War Speech" gained him 
notoriety. He became a friend of Lincoln's, during the war had easy ac
cess to the White House. He delivered the eulogy for Lincoln at Springfield. 

Simpson's friendship with Lincoln is emblematic of the political im
pact America's "State Church" had on events. Methodism's political clout 

--
1See Timothy L. Smith's excellent study, Revivalism and Social Reform (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1957), cited hereafter as Smith. 
2In 1844 white Methodists splintered into the Methodist Episcopal Church and the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South. Some Blacks had splintered off in 1816 to form the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) and the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (AME 
Zion). 
3Smith, 20-21. 
4Donald G. Jones. The Sectional Crisis and Northern Methodist Metuchen (N.J.: rhe 
Scarecrow Press, 1979), 37. Hereafter cited as Jones. 
5Jones, 34. 
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grew even greater during the Grant administration, when, on any given 
Sunday, a worshipper at Washington's Metropolitan Methodist Church 
would behold a panoply of Republican power in the pew: the President, 
the Vice President, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, six senators, 
eight representatives, and an assortment of judges and bankers. 6 

Embued with such power and charged with characteristic evangelical 
bravado, Methodism at the war's end was primed to usher America, and, 
ultimately the world, into God's holy millennium. The golden age was at 
hand. The Christian commonwealth was near. God had prospered the 
Methodists; they were his instrument of redemption. They would be his 
vehicle to establish his kingdom here on earth. 

Methodist speeches of the post-war period bristled with millennial 
expectation. Gilbert Haven, northern Methodism's foremost antebellum 
abolitionist and its foremost post-war advocate of racial justice and in
tegration, cried that soon Christ himself would renew America with 
holiness and love. He would come and end the consumption of alcohol. 
The rich man's exploitation of the poor would cease. He would come to 
establish complete equality between the races and guarantee education and 
economic security for all. Haven insisted that his millennial hope was not 
a delusion, "so much of it has (already) been accomplished." 7 

Simpson, echoing the apocalyptic cadences of Isaiah, predicted that 
in a scant one hundred years (i.e., 1966): 

The earth shall stand in beauty and glory; a hundred years and the banner of the 
cross shall shine triumphant over every mountaintop and every valley .. . One hun
dred years and they will be singing in heaven and throughout the earth: Hallelujah! 
The Lord God omnipotent reigneth. 8 

Even ardent Methodist, labor leader and first president of the Na
tional Labor Union, William Sylvis, who claimed he did not believe that 
the millennium was imminent, 9 was swept up in the millennial current: 
"The revolution is gradually working, the hour of social emancipation is 
not far distant." He advised workers to keep at the struggle, for soon the 
"Day of Jubilee" would come. 10 

Even discounting some of these words as rhetorical flourish, the mood 
of Methodist hubris and millenial expectancy is abundantly clear. But, 

6Ralph E. Morrow. Northern Methodism and Reconstruction. (Michigan State University 
Press, 1956), 217. Hereafter cited as Morrow. 
7William Gravely, Gilbert Haven (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1973), 116. Hereafter cited 
as Haven. 
8Smith, 234. 
9James C. Sylvis, The Life, Speeches, and Labors of William H. Sylvis, (Philadelphia: Clax
ton, Remsent, Haffelfmger, 1872), 111 . 
10Sylvis, 456. "Day of Jubilee," a term common among mid-century millennialists, comes 
from Leviticus 25 where Israel is commanded to free its slaves and redistribute its land every 
fiftieth year. 
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something happened. In only twenty short years, the heady enthusiasm 
of 1865 had vanished. Twenty years later, the Methodist Christian Ad
vocate warned that America had reached its darkest hour. The Advocate 
feared "elements" were at work in the nation in 1886 that were even more 
ominous than those at work during the "darkest hours of the Civil War." 11 

Signs of a millennium denied were all around. For the first time an 
article appeared in the prestigious Methodist Quarterly Review, 
Methodism's premiere intellectual organ, that was critical of the economic 
order. Capital had committed crimes against the nation. The problem was 
too deep for surf ace treatment. Soon articles alerted the church to its 
weakening position in America's cities - cities that in 1865 had been 
strongholds of Methodism. Earlier the firebell had already sounded for 
the demise of the Methodist vision of a reconstructed South, in the wake 
of restrictive labor laws, the crop lien system, and the midnight rides of 
the Ku Klux Klan. 12 

In twenty short years, the proud promises of 1865 were silenced. The 
millennium had been denied the Methodist churches. What happened? 
Many factors, increasing "secularism" through scientific advances, 
pluralism through immigration, the waning of the pursuit of holiness with 
the waxing of the pursuit of wealth, contributed to the denial. This paper 
focuses on the role that free labor ideology, as articulated by historial Eric 
Foner, 13 played in this denial. 

The thesis is that free labor ideology blinded Methodists to the depth 
of racism in both South and North, and to realities of Gilded Age cor
poratism. The 1870s and 80s prompted a crisis in free labor ideology ac
cording to Fon er. 14 Free labor arguments were still being used to def end 
a system which had ceased to resemble the white "Harmony-of-Interest" 
free labor system which had existed before the war. The robber barons 
knew everything had changed. So did socialist labor leaders and Social 
Gospellers such as Congregationslist Washington Gladden. But most 
Methodists did not. While corporations emasculated worker rights, and 
racism reforged black people's chains, Methodism still preached the gospel 
of education and hard work. 

llQuoted in Henry F .. May, Protestant Churches and Industrial America, (New York,: Oc
tagon Books, 1963), 100. 
12 The Methodist Quarterly Review (renamed The Methodist Review in 1885) cited hereafter 
as MQR. The article critical of capitalism is an unsigned editorial, "Christianity's Next Pro
blem," MQR, 68(July1886), 597-603. The article on cities is E. D. McCready, "The Pro
blem of City Evangelism,'' MQR, 70 (January 1888), 730-746. The article on the South is 
L. C. Matlack, "Southern Reconstruction:, MQR, 54 (January 1872), 103-126. 
13See Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1970), Chapter 1. . 
14See Eric Foner, Politics and Ideology in the Age of the Civil War, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1980), Chapter 6. 
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To def end the thesis we will first examine Methodist support for free 
labor doctrine; then briefly examine the cataclysms America experienced 
between 1865 and 1886; finally, we will see how free labor dogma motivated 
Methodism's imperial expansion into the South immediately after the war 
and how it effected Methodism's outreach to urban America. The Social 
Gospel movement will not be discussed, except in passing, because the 
Methodist elite did not adopt it until almost 1900. The focus will be on 
northern Methodism, because of its size and major influence on the shap
ing of late nineteenth century America. 

Methodism and Free Labor Ideology 

Free labor ideology has its roots in what Max Weber called "The 
Protestant Ethic." 15 Essentially, it is the belief that hard work is rewarded, 
that poverty is the result of laziness. Its hero is the self-employed 
laborer I entrepreneur. In its view, the goal of the American system is to 
create a favorable climate for owner-operated shops and farms. The goal 
of the laborer is upward mobility. If one works hard enough, someday 
he/ she may be able to start his/her O\Vn business. In this scheme, labor 
unions are unnecessary. As long as the doors to self-ownership remain 
open, the laborers will succeed by their own effort. 

Free labor ideology implied a tacit convenant between employer and 
worker. Anthony Wallace presents this covenant under the title "Chris
tian Industrialism." 16 Employers pledged themselves to place the good of 
the community and the welfare of their workers above the maximization 
of profit. Welfare of the workers includes taking a personal interest in 
their Christian nurture. For their part, the workers must agree to defer 
to the employer's wishes and policies. The shop or mill, under these con
ditions, resembles a benevolent dictatorship. Both worker and owner are 
content. Their interests have been brought into harmony, and the possibil
ity exists at any time for the worker to become an owner. 

James Riddle illustrates the closeness between Methodism and free 
labor ideology before the Civil War, a closeness that continued throughout 
the course of the nineteenth century. Riddle had two great callings in life, 
the first was to preach the Gospel; the second was to manufacture cotton 
goods. He proved to be successful in both. 17 

Riddle had converted to Methodism while still in Ireland. Methodism 
had spread among the workers and small businessmen of the English
speaking world since it began in John Wesley's revivals in the 1730s and 
40s. Noted for organization and enthusiasm, Wesley's followers stressed 
the individual's relationship to God, as well as his/her collective respon-

15Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, 12. 
16Anthony Wallace, Rockdale, New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1972), Chapter 8. 
17For the story of James Riddle, see Wallace, 323f. 
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sibility to others. Wesley preached "free grace" rather than Calvinist 
predestination. Heaven's door was open to all who would believe. David 
Montgomery asserts that Wesley's "free grace" doctrine is more congenial 
to "free labor" thought than predestination. If a worker can expect, by 
an act of will, to ascend to the heights of heaven, is it not unreasonable 
to expect to ascend the social ladder to self-ownership here on earth? 18 

Part of the secret of Methodism's rapid spread was its willingness to 
employ the services of lay preachers. Thus, it afforded Riddle the chance 
to preach, while at the same time allowing him to pursue a commercial 
career. Methodist theology encouraged budding entrepreneurs. But it asked 
them to temper their drive with Christian charity. "Earn all you can, save 
all you can, give all you can," was John Wesley's theory of Christian 
business endeavor. 

Methodism's support of free labor ideology from 1865 to 1886 (and 
beyond) can be found among the works of its intellectuals writing for The 
Methodist Quarterly Review and The Christian Advocate, as well as in 
the speeches of its radical proletarians such as William Sylvis and Richard 
Trevellick. Sylvis and Trevellick's fiery attacks on the economic system 
appear to be light years a way from the intellectuals and their staid words 
in its support, but, paradoxically, both streams of Methodist social com
mentary spring from the same well. Sylvis and Trevellick believed in free 
labor as fervently as did the elites. Their perspicacious assaults were based 
on free labor dogma. Their criticism of the capitalism they experienced 
was that it wasn't capitalist enough. 

Free labor thinking runs through the Review's articles on southern 
reconstruction and on Methodism's urban mission. Writing on southern 
construction, N. E. Cobleigh reports that southern Methodists predicted 
that free Blacks would make extremely poor workers and quickly 
degenerate into thievery, and would, ultimately, end by destroying their 
race. Cobleigh admits that there had been problems getting Blacks to 
respect the binding force of a contract (i.e., to getting them to submit to 
labor discipline, in Foner's terms) but once these problems were solved, 
Blacks made excellent workers. The larger problem was with whites who 
refused to pay their black workers well and who treated them brutally. 
Plantations that paid well and weren't brutal succeeded, according to his 
assessment. 19 

J. C. Hartzell affirmed that "free labor in the South has made better 
crops than slave labor did." He criticized southern laws which restricted 
the freedom of labor, calling them laws designed to force Blacks into serf
dom. The crop lien system, which he accurately presented, was trapping 

18David Montgomery, Beyond Equality, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 202! 
explores the relationship of free grace and free labor. 
19N.E. Cobleigh, "Southern Reconstruction," MQR, 52 (July 1870), 379-397. 
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them in a vicious cycle of debt. The contract system gave them no voice 
regarding wages. Vagrancy laws, with fines of $250 or more (which would 
take years to pay) were oppressive, not to mention the burgeoning harvest 
of violence directed at black workers. The solution, of course, was to un
shackle the laborers, and to inaugurate "heroic efforts for the religious 
uplift and education of all classes." 20 Hartzell's critique and solution are 
grounded in free labor ideology. 

Henry Fox envisioned the day when free labor and northern educa
tion would enable the black citizen so to climb up the social ladder, that 
many would able to practice law, "enter the dissecting room, the chemical 
laboratory, and sit in the professor's chair." 21 

Methodism's intellectuals saw free labor as the salvation of the south. 
For this reason the church promoted education for Blacks with such en
thusiasm and financial backing. With the end of the Civil War, black men 
and women would now be able to enter America's golden door: the free 
labor system. All they would need was an education in the four R's 
(Methodist added "religion"). Free labor would make the former slaves 
true republican citizens. This was the Methodist dream, at least until 1876. 

Concerning northern workers, the intellectual's support for free labor 
translated into a facile endorsement of Gilded Age economics. In an at
tack on Henry George, the Review's editors lauded the existing system: 

The most beautiful phenomenon in history is the increasing prosperity of the peoples 
of the constitutional government ... the rules of private ownership and inheritance 
have guaranteed the march of improvement and prosperity. 22 

They also inf erred that poverty was largely the result of indolence. 
G. M. Steele declared that unions were not necessary because under 

the current system wages were actually increasing. The middle class had 
tripled from 1850 to 1887, the number of rich had merely doubled, and 
the number of poor had actually declined. Average income had risen from 
$265 a year in 1850 to $415 in 1887. Moreover, unions were tyrannical. 
They struck over trifling issues, opposed workers who were efficient and 
those who were non-union. They wanted to dictate wages and hours. His 
closing line sums up his version of Christian industrialism/free labor 
ideology: "Christianity does not propose to make all men equally wealthy 
which is impossible ... but to make them unselfish, pure and kind. " 23 

Until 1886, the Review was nearly unanimous in praise of the postwar 
economic system. In that year it printed its first tentative attack on 

20J. C. Hartzell, "Negro Exodus," MQR, 59 (October 1879), 722-747. 
21 Henry J. Fox, "The Negro," MQR, 57 (January 1875), 79-97. Fox unwittingly revealed 
his class origins when he defended the integreity of black servants by writing "the writer 
of this article has had five sets of house servants in five years and not a dime was stolen," 90. 
22Unsigned editorial, "The Theories of Henry George," MQR, 70 (January 1988), 133. 
230. M. Steele, "Industrial Reconstruction," MQR, 73 (January 1891), 27-43; (November 
1981 ), 790-96. 
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capitalism. The editors attacked contemporary capitalists for having 
violated the code of Christian industrialism and become overly greedy. 
It is not right, they said, for one to become a millionaire by appropriating 
the surplus profits (profits over and above wages) of their laborers. This 
denied the workers the rightful fruit of their work. Neither is it right, they 
said, for profits to overshadow the need for workers' safety. 24 

C. M. Moore offered a more radical critique, the first sign of the Social 
Gospel in the Review, by asserting that the current social system was con
trary to biblical revelation. The Bible condemns usury and concentrations 
of land in the hands of a few; corporatism hallows them. In a passage 
reminiscent of Populist thinking, Morse defined "money" as the creation 
of law. Since the courts and the money in circulation favor the few against 
the many, the system was inherently unjust. 25 

Quotations from The Christian Advocate over this same period show 
various shades of free labor thought: from a plea to employers to deter
mine wages in light of conscience (hints of Christian industrialism), to 
expressing fear over the power of unions. Fear of unions co-exists with 
compassion for streetcar works in Philadelphia who must work eighteen 
hours a day and are permitted only four hours of sleep. However, 
Methodism's utter compatibility with capitalism was confidently expressed 
in the boast that "our church members have, as a body, risen in the social 
scale" because of "the habits which our religion inculcates and cherishes." 26 

The only consistent critics of contemporary capitalism were Methodist 
proletarian radicals: William Sylvis, Richard Trevellick, Edward H. 
Rogers, Samuel Fielden, and Richard Hinchcliffe. 27 Gutman and Mon
tgomery have resurrected these significant figures from scholarly oblivion. 
Hopkins and May overlook them in their otherwise excellent studies of 
Christianity in this period. 28 

24Unsigned editorial, "Christianity's Next Problem," MQR, 68 (July 1886), 597-603. 
25C .. M. Morse, "Regeneration and Reform," MQR, 74 (November 1892), 876-883. 
26 All quotations can be found in May: a plea to employers, 61; fear of unions, 57 and 96; 
concern for streetcar workers, 97; and Methodism's compatibility with capitalism, 62. 
27Ray Boston, British Chartists in America, 1839-1900, (N.J.: Rowman and Littlefield, Inc., 
1971), 86, records 5 of 70 emigre Chartists as former Methodist ministers. I could only identify 
2: Joseph Barker, 89 and William Thornton, 95. 
28Herbert Gutman, "Protestantism and the American Labor Movement" in Gutmal]., Work, 
Culture, and Society in Industrializing America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976), 79'"117. 

Montgomery, 200-228. 
Charles Howard Hopkins, The Rise of the Social Gospel in American Protestantism, 

1865-1915 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1940) mentions Rogers, 42, 47-48. 
May overlooks the names mentioned, but he does record Methodist Francis Willard's sup

port of the Knights of Labor, 127-8 and Methodist pastor Carwardine's support of the Pullman 
strikers, 109. 

Francis P. Weisenberg, Ordeal of Faith (New York: Philosophical Library, 1959) mep.
tions Methodist pastor Henry P. Gibbs who was martyred for protesting policies of the cot
ton mill in his Mississippi town, 136. 
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The proletarian radicals and the intellectuals shared a common 
evangelical theology and a common commitment to free labor. Sylvis ad
mired John Jacob Astor as much as Bishop writing in the Review admired 
the robber barons. 29 The planks of Sylvis' labor platform belie his free 
labor orientation. He was clearly no socialist. He did not advocate worker 
ownership. But neither was he satisfied with the wage system. Instead, 
he favored a division of profits. His speeches and writings cover a wide 
range of issues, opposing Greenbackism, the federal debt, and a standing 
army, while affirming women's suffrage and a radical restructuring of the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs. In an incisive stab at imperialism, Sylvis laments 
that the advancement of Christian nations has often meant barbarism. 
The English in India created serfs, not free men. 30 

Trevellick, who succeeded Sylvis as head of the National Labor Union, 
promoted most of the same causes - with a special emphasis on agita
tion for shorter hours. Advocacy of free labor is apparent in the talk he 
gave southern whites on behalf of hard work when he visited Louisiana 
during Reconstruction. 31 

The radicals' commitment to evangelical theology is as apparent as 
their commitment to free labor. Sylvis' dying words express classical 
evangelicalism: "I'm going home to Christ, I know my sins are forgiven." 32 

Trevellick, though apparently more theologically "liberal'' than Sylvis, was 
inspired to remark after he prayed the Lord's Prayer in church one Sun
day, "If I have been or can be instrumental in having God's will done on 
earth as in heaven, then I shall have accomplished my mission." 33 

If Montgomery is correct that "Methodism was the faith most com
monly associated with radicalism," 34 how can the same religious tradi
tion spawn both elitist and radical discontent? 

Black Methodist labor leaders belong primarily to the African Methodist Episcopal Church. 
Clarence Walker, A Rock in A Weary Land (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1982) records that pastor/politician Henry Turner supported black unions, 135. William 
C. Hine, !(Black Organized Labor in Reconstruction Charleston" Labor History 20 (1978/79), 
mentions AME labor organizer Richard Carr, 507. Eric Foner, Nothing but Freedom (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1983) indirectly shows Methodist influence on a 
black labor strike in 1876. The strikers sang a parody of Charles Welsey's hymn "A Charge 
to Keep I Have," 93. 
29For Sylvis and Astor see Montgomery, 202. For Bishop see Robert Bishop, "After 
Capitalism, what?" MQR, 78 (May 1896), 366-376.-
30 All references can be found in Sylvis: for his views on wage system, 98; Greenbackism 
and the federal debt, 266; a standing army, 255; women's suffrage, 294; restructuring the 
Bureau of Indiana Affairs, 399; India, 454. 
31 0bediah Hicks, Life of Richard Trevellick, The Labor Orator (New York: Arno and the 
New York Times, 1971. Reprinted from 1896): for shorter hours, 68; for railroad owner-
ship, 142; for pep talk, 58. Cited hereafter as Trevellick. 
32Montgomery, 228. (As Wesley said, "Methodists die well.") 
33Trevellick, 61. 
34Montgomery, 201. 
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E. P. Thompson's ground-breaking study is cited by both Gutman 
and Walker in their attempt to explain radical ties to Methodism. 35 Ac
cording to Thompson, Methodism attracted workers with its fervent 
message and intimate weekly class meetings. It taught them self-love and 
organizational skills. In order to inspire radicals to direct action, it gave 
them a "legitimizing notion of the right." 36 In order to mount a popular 
crusade, a crusader needs more than a list of grievances. His protest must 
also be based on an appeal to some transcendent value such as "justice," 
or "the good society," or some revealed truth from scripture. 

This "legitimizing notion of the right" was much of the 
Methodist/radical dynamic, but not all. Evangelical Methodism was not 
primarily a religion of moralism, but of enthusiasm. The word "en
thusiasm" implies a certain intoxication with God. "Morality has little 
power of inspiration in comparison with religion," wrote a nineteenth cen
tury sociologist. "God is more dynamic than truth." Then, as if address
ing the question of radicalism and Methodism, he concluded, "It is in the 
religious procreativeness of the evangelical church that solution of social 
problems will largely rest." 37 

In addition to its fervent message, its notion of the right and its God
intoxicating potential, Methodism also attracted workers because of its 
temperance emphasis. A temperance pledge was required of all who joined 
the church. Temperance was popular among labor leaders, and was not, 
as some have suggested, a bourgeois attempt at social control. 38 Trevellick 
listed temperance as the eighth of twenty-two labor demands. Sylvis was 
a "cold-water" man. 39 

It is somewhat clear, then, why radicals sought out the Methodist 
church. But how can the elitist/radical dichotomy be explained? Thomp
son identified the same dichotomy within British Methodism. He found 
that Methodism both defused revolutionary tendencies and ignited them. 
For the most part, the conservative impulse predominated, symbolized 
for Thompson by British Methodist cleric Jabez Bunting. Yet, he also 
found the revolutionary strain among Primitive Methodists, such as Ben
jamin Rushton.40 The fact that Thompson found these divergent tenden
cies in Britain helps predict that they might also occur in America but does 
not help explain why they do. 

35E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, (London: 1963). 
36Gutman, 86. 
37Shailer Matthews, "The Significance of the Church to the Social Movement," Journal of 
Sociology, JV (March 1899), 619. 
38Paul Johnson views Temperance as a form of bourgeois social control in his Shopkeepers 
Millennium (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978). 
39Trevellick, 142. For Sylvis see Montgomery, 203. 
40Thompson, 392, 399f. 
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The tension between conservatism/radicalism has been in Christianity 
from its inception. The apostle Paul preached submission to civil authority 
(Romans 12) while at the same time finding himself at odds with it. He 
spent a large part of his ministry in prison, and was finally executed by 
the state. This paradox can best be resolved by saying that Christianity 
represents a conservative radicalism or a revolutionary orthodoxy. It 
desparately needs the order an efficient state can provide (Paul's Roman 
citizenship saved his life on more than one occasion) yet at the same time 
it claims ultimate loyalty to God and not Caesar. It both supports and 
undercuts the temporal powers, whether political or economic. 

In Thompson's England the Methodists represented an incipient 
renegade faith. They had the potential to become seventeenth century 
Cromwellians. Yet their founder, John Wesley, was a full-blooded Tory. 
His influence restrained their radicalism, but it did not snuff it out. Con
sequently, Methodists played a significant role in the chartist and other 
labor movements and helped form the Labor Party in the twentieth cen
tury. In Sylvis' America, however, Methodism was much more the 
"National Church." It had a much greater stake in the status quo. 
Therefore, though both conservative and radical streams were apparent, 
the overwhelming theme was conservative. 

We have seen, also, that both elite and proletarian in American 
believed in the ideology of free labor. The elites claimed post-war America 
continued to foster it, the proletarians that it did not. The key difference 
between them was class, not ideology or theology .41 The elites were not 
laid off when times got bad. Their lives were not endangered by unsafe 
working conditions. They did not experience the sting of an entrepreneurial 
capitalism transformed. 

Methodism's America 1865-1886 

Jam es Riddle, the antebellum Methodist entrepreneur, would not have 
recognized the America of 1886. An immigrant in 1830, he had been able 
to climb up the free labor ladder to success. But by 1886 that was not 
the common immigrant experience. By that time, their common experience 
was not free labor but wage labor. Those who attempted self-employment 
discovered that ninety percent of enterprises failed. 42 

The antebellum Christian industrialist had given way to the corporate 
titan. Rockefeller and Morgan, devout Christians, no longer knew their 
employees by name, nor could they be instrumental in their Christian nur
ture. And the scale of their success was far beyond anything Riddle might 
have imagined. Rockefeller's Standard Oil, incorporated in 1870, had, in 

41 It wasn't until the elites adopted the liberal theology of the Social Gospel in the early twentieth 
century that they became alienated theologically from the workers. 
42Allan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 80. 
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ten short years, garnered control of ninety percent of America's oil in
dustry. Rockefeller, thereby, demonstrated the superiority of the modern 
corporation. "The day of the combination is here to stay - individualism 
is gone never to return," he said to sum up his achievement.43 

Still, however, Riddle's Methodist successors clung to the free labor 
ideology. It took the cataclysms of 1886 to shake their faith. 

1886 was the year of the "Great Upheaval." Sixteen hundred strikes 
occurred in that year alone. Methodist elites found they could no longer 
ignore the labor unions. The Knights of Labor, which took over the work 
of Sylvis' National Labor Union, claimed one million members in 1886. 
Workers inside and outside of the Knights agitated for a return to the eight
h our day laws, laws which Methodist Edward H. Rogers had pushed 
through the Massachusetts legislature in 1865, but which were ignored dur
ing the Depression of 1873. Labor's friend, and Methodist foil, 1-Ienry 
George ran an unsuccessful but close race for mayor of New York City. 
Renegade British Methodist William Booth visited America for the first 
time to view its urban apocalypse and to plant his Salvation Army there. 
It was, however, the eruption at Haymarket Square in Chicago which 
climaxed this turbulent year and sent shock waves through the Main Streets 
of America. 

Just as Methodist lay preacher and labor activist, Samuel Fielden, 
finished his rambling address to the thousands gathered in Haymarket 
Square in Chicago, an earsplitting blast killed eight policemen on hand 
to disperse the crowd. Fielden was later convicted as one of the anarchists 
alleged to have thrown the bomb. 44 Fear of increased labor violence and 
social chaos grew. 

Fear of the immigrant grew at this time as well. Higham has called 
the 1880's as a decade of crisis in immigrant affairs.45 Industry beckoned 
them, but unions balked at their arrival, fearing they would lose their jobs 
to cheaper immigrant labor. Others identified immigrants with anarchism 
and joined in an increasing national crescendo of xenophobia. 

Meanwhile, the Methodists, who had enjoyed some success with Ger
man and Swedish immigrants, found it harder to convert the more staun
chly Roman Catholic newcomers. By mid-decade, Methodists still out
numbered Roman Catholics in America, 46 and continued to grow 
numerically, even in the cities, despite some setbacks. Nevertheless, 

43 Ibid., 86. 
44Sidney Lens, The Labor Wars (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1974), 72-73. For an 
account of Fielden's Christian conversion see Gutman, 106. 
45John Higham, Strangers in the Land (New York: Atheneum, 1966), Chapter 3. 
46Methodism's numerical superiority is claimed in Alexander Martin, "The :tv1ission of the 
Republic" MQR, 71 (September 1889), 681 - 4.5 million Methodists (figure includes all 
branches of Methodism) to 4 million Roman Catholics. 
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Methodists shared Congregationist Josiah Strong's fear, expressed in Our 
Country (1885), that Protestantism in America was somehow in retreat.47 

Protestantism's retreat seemed acutely obvious in America's cities. 
There "Romanism," "vice" and "intemperance" in Methodist eyes, appeared 
to be gaining an ever firmer foothold. Immigration was partly to blame. 
J. F. Richmond claimed that the majority of New York City's crimes were 
committed by foreigners. But some of the pro bl ems were home-grown. 
E. D. McCready complained that fewer and fewer businessmen were go
ing to church.48 

Despite changing circumstances, Methodists clung to the free labor 
ideal up until that fateful year, and, for many intellectuals, beyond. Not 
for immigrants only, but for the land that had lain prostrate at its feet 
in 1865: the South. 

It was the Methodist dream that free labor would raise the black per
son to his or her rightful place in society. But by 1886 the common black 
experience did not match the dream. The new cotton mills which were 
being built in that year should have offered Blacks entry onto the free labor 
escalator, as earlier mills had offered James Riddle. But the southern mills 
were whites only. Instead of free labor, share-cropping and legal serfdom 
were the lot of the freedman. Union troops, the slender reed upon which 
black rights hung, had been withdrawn by Methodist Rutherford B. Hayes 
in 1876, in order to gain the presidency. Their removal helped insure that 
Blacks would have neither political rights nor economic opportunity for 
the next ninety years. 

The dream Methodists had in 1865, of a South of free labor and racial 
peace, the dream that drove them to set up freedman's schools and lobby 
in the halls of Congress, collided with the stubborn fact of racism within 
the South and within their church. 

To Buiid An Empire 

When an anonymous Methodist minister dedicated a new cotton mill 
to the glory of God, near Raleigh, North Carolina in 1880, he was a liv
ing symbol of the millennium denied. The cotton mill embodied the hopes 
of Methodist free labor ideology, but its all-white work force announced 
the betrayal of its millennial vision of racial justice.49 

Methodists has been slow to condemn slavery, but by the war's end 
they were proclaiming the gospel of racial justice. Gilbert Haven and others 

47Higham, p. 39. For signs of Methodist's fears see John Atkinson, "Methodism in Cities" 
MQR, 59 (July 1877), 481-505. 
481. F. Richmond, "Dangerous Classes" MQR, 55 (May 1873), 455-470; E. D. Mccready, 
"The Problem of City Evangelism" MQR, 70 (September 1888), 730-746. 
49For the story of the mill dedication see Liston Pope, Mil/hands and Preachers (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1946), 24. 
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envisioned a "caste-free" America. 50 Admittedly, not all were as fervent
ly integrationist as Haven, 51 yet there is not question that the ideal of racial 
brotherhood was held higher among Methodists, immediately after the 
war than at any other time until the 1960's. Dreams of brotherhood, faith 
in free labor, combined with denominational chauvinism and white guilt 
to propel northern missionaries into the South. 

Northern church-planters and school teachers followed the Union 
troops as they cut into rebel territory occupying, with federal blessing, 
captured southern Methodist churches. 52 Relying on the confiscated prop
erties as their foothold, the Yankee Methodists, first ecumenically, and 
then separately - once the Unitarians and Congregationaiists excised 
religion from the curriculum - sought to educate the freedman through 
an ambitious program of schools and colleges. The Methodist's Freed
man's Aid Society in its first ten years spent over two million dollars to 
educate over 60,000 pupils. Its pupils, in turn, taught an additional 125,000 
others. It also built twenty-five colleges, twelve of which were still extant 
in 1984. 53 The primary aim of the Society was evangelism and education, 
but it is clear from the writing of the intellectuals, that the goal of the 
education that the Society offered was free labor. 

Methodism's imperial expansion southward generated great excite
ment. Young recruits, both Black and white, often in their twenties, 
enlisted for mission work in the South at northern conferences. Caught 
up in the crusading spirit, recruit James Lynch beamed, "It's almost like 
founding an empire." 54 

The length and breadth of northern Methodism generally supported 
its southern expansion through generous giving to the Church Extension 
agency which built new churches (often on land donated by the federal 
government), and to the Freedman's Aid So~iety. 55 Southern Reconstruc-

50See Jones, 296f. and Haven, 117f. 
51 Haven was even more radical than many Blacks of his day. He advocated intermarriage. 
By contrast, black Methodist James Lynch did not even seek integration but was content 
to ask for good, albeit separate, accommodations for Blacks; see William Gravely, "A Black 
Methodist on Reconstruction in Mississippi: Three Letters by James Lynch in 1868-1869," 
Methodist History, 11 (July 1973), 18. 
52See Morrow, chapter II, for all the political intrigue that went into the Northern Methodist . . 
invasion. 
53Morrow, 195. See also J. H. Graham, Black United Methodists (New York: Vantage Press, 
1979), 49f. for list of 12 extant schools. 

The Methodist Freedman's Aid Society is not to be confused with the federal Freeman's 
Bureau. The Bureau outspent the Society but lasted only one-third as long as its Methodist 
counterpart. 
54Gravely, Lynch, 13. Despite Lynch's imperialistic language, L. C. l\tlatlack, "Southern 
Reconstruction" MQR, 54 (January 1872), 21 claims there were never more than 50 nor-
thern Methodist ministers in the South during Reconstruction. · 
55Marrow, 173. 
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tion, however, was primarily the passion of the hierarchs, like Bishops 
Simpson, Ames, and Haven as well as intellectuals like Daniel Curry, J. 
C. Hartsell, and L. C. Matlack. Heady with their ne'N-found power in 
post-war America, Simpson, et al. became unabashedly partisan. They 
prayed publically for the impeachment of Andrew Johnson, the passage 
of congressional Reconstruction, and the election of the Ulysses S. Grant. 56 

Partisan politics trickled out into the southern field as well. A southern 
newspaper reported that a northern parson "preached to blacks in church, 
kissed babies, and told them Jesus was a Republican."57 

America appeared destined for the millennium, and black workers 
for the free labor market. Reports on the progress of the Freedman's Aid 
Society, designed to pry loose even more northern dollars, were glowing. 58 

But there were ominous clouds on the horizon: restrictive labor laws -
an anathema for free laborites such as Hartzell, 59 and brutality against 
blacks and even against northern Methodists. 60 God's chosen, the Grant 
administration, turned out to be a dismal failure - they were a pack of 
thieves! Stunned, Methodist hierarchs would shun politics until the battle 
for Prohibition in the early twentieth century. 

Even though Hartzell, Fox, and Fuller61 continued to campion free 
labor as a key to black liberation throughout the 1870s, southern 
1\1ethodists, who had never accepted the idea in the first place, and their 
northern allies conspired to undercut the ideal. The South clamped down 
with its segregation codes, which grew even more effective with the col
lapse of Reconstruction in 1876. Southern Methodists tacitly supported 
these measures. Official southern Methodism jettisoned the goal of in
tegrated churches at its General Conference in 1876 even though, in a strik
ing example of bureacratic mystery~ it had consecrated integrationist Haven 
a Bishop and sent him to Atlanta only four years earlier. 

Thus, the dreams of 1865 died an official death in 1876. Methodism 
had given up its support for free black labor by retreating from its goal 
of racial equality. It continued to bless the industrialization of the South62 

but, without equality, industrialization benefited whites only. Blacks drifted 
back to the fields or to northern cities. It also continued to bless black 
education, although on a somewhat reduced scale. Nonetheless, the 

56/bid., 219. 
57Edward D. Jervey, "Motivies and Methods of Methodist Episcopal Church in the Period 
of Reconstruction," Methodist History (July 1966), 23. Jervey scolds northern Methodists 
for their undue involvement with the politicians of this. era. 
58For one such report see L. C. Matlack, "Southern Reconstruction" MQR, 54 (January 
1872), 103-126. 
59See J.C. Hartzell, "Negro Exodus" MQR, 59(October1879), 722-747. 
60Morrow, Chapter 9. 
61Fox, "The Negro," and E. Q. Fuller, "Our Southern Field" MQR, 60 (March 1878), 219-238. 
62See Pope, 21 f. 
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denomination's black colleges helped fulfill a fragment of the millennial 
hope of a racially just world. They graduated black professionals who 
populated the black middle-class islands of America. 

Kenneth Stamp, Eric Foner and other revisionist historians, as well 
as William Sylvis in the nineteenth century, have judged the activities of 
the Freedman's Bureau, and, by implication, the Methodist Freedman's 
Aid Society, a failure. Sylvis did so because he claimed they were a fraud 
upon the northern worker; Stamp, because they failed to achieve their 
goals; other revisionists because they believed such efforts helped to re
establish a neo-plantation system. On the positive side, Foner says north
ern efforts destroyed the communal slave quarters and fostered the develop
ment of the black family and the black church. 63 W. E. B. DuBois, also 
had good things to say. DuBois himself was a graduate of Fisk College, 
one of the schools started by the Bureau and named for a Methodist 
layman. DuBois labelled the northern effort a "ninth crusade" and an 
"astonishing success." He claimed that 

Had it not bee for the Negro school and college, the Negro would - to all intents 
and purposes - have been driven back to slavery. 64 

The Holy City 

Methodism had captured a sizable share of the urban Protestant 
market by 1865 through the agency of successful revivals and city-\vide 
weekly prayer meetings. 65 It established its presence through local con
gregations and service agencies, such as Five Points Mission, an ecumenical 
venture begun in New York City in 1850. lt,was in the city that Methodism 
met the northern worker. It was also in the city that Methodism confronted 
the stark face of the new industrialism, though it denied that the system's 
visage had changed. Its continuing faith in free labor hindered its ability 
to see how much Gilded Age corporatism had contributed to the problems 
its city missions tried to solve. J. D. Rockefeller knew that everything had 
changed, but Methodist urban planners did not. It was with the old tools 
of revival and mission that Methodists would move onto the city streets 
of post-war America, to engage a worker who was becoming increasingly 
disenchanged with Methodism and the American system its elites 
supported. 

63Sylvis, 235. Kenneth Stamp, The Era of Reconstruction (New York: Vintage Books, 1965), 
131-5. Eric Fooner, "Reconstruction Revisited" in Stanely Kutler and Stanley Katz, eds., 
The Promise of American History, 86, 89. 
64W. E. B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction in America (New York: Atheneum, 1983), 190 
and 667. See also DuBois, "Reconstruction and its Benefits," American Historical Revie.w 
15 (1910), 781-799. 
65See Smith, chapter IV. 
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May asserts that it was revivalism that blinded Methodists to the 
changed urban language, that Methodists saw "sin as the sufficient explana
tion of all social evil, and individual redemption as the only remedy." 66 

May, however, minimizes the role of free labor thinking. Methodism's 
evangelical witness was not limited to soul-winning and prayer. It engaged 
in service projects as well. But these projects were designed to accom
modate the new immigrant or impoverished worker to capitalism. Like 
medics on the battlefield, they offered no solution to end the war; they 
merely aided the wounded, and returned them to battle. The war, after 
all, was holy. 

Free labor ideology, thus, undergirded Methodist city mission. Its 
mission included the establishment of immigrant houses in the 1860's. 
Methodist deaconesses - consecrated women workers - established 
hospitals, orphanages, and nursing homes in the nation's cities beginning 
the early 1870s. 67 Local parishes expanded their activities to include 
outreach to the working class community through Sabbath schools, door
to-door visitation, youth groups, and various evening classes. From 1871 
to 1900, New York City Methodism spent $2.5 million strengthening its 
local congregations below fourteenth street. Similar efforts were under
taken in Chicago and Boston, to make good on the General Conference's 
con1mittment to downtown churches in 1888. 68 

So, though it lacked the political component employed by the 
Methodist invasion of the South, Methodist outreach to the working class 
in America's cities was not solely "pietistical." It also provided services. 
But unlike the social Gospel movement, or even the older abolitionists, 
l\1ethodist were not after structural changes. The services provided were 
tailored to fit its free labor faith. 

Intellectuals in the Review realized that by 1884 Methodism's posi
tion in urban America was quite precarious. 69 E. D. Mccready alerted 
readers to the fact that Methodism was becoming increasingly a religion 
confined to the suburbs and pleaded that the church not forsake the city. 
He felt it necessary to describe in some detail the life styles and living con
ditions of the working class, apparently aware that his elitist readers had 
no idea how the other half lived. His words were designed to inspire them 
to action. 70 But his solution was a mixture of evangelism and service 
outreach, and, again, there was no critique of the system that made 

66May, 190. 
67 Aaron Ignatius Abell, The Urban Impact on American Protestantism (Hamden, England: 
Archon, 1962), 41, 54, and 197f. Deaconesses ran 24 Methodist hospitals by the year 1900. 
68/bid., 167-8. 
69 John Atkinson, "Methodism in Cities," pointed to a 1 OJo decline in Methodist membership 
in NYC, 493. He also ruled out the possibility of converting any non-English speaking im
migrants to Methodism, 491. 
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worker's quarters so crainped, or their lives so drab. Free labor was in1-
plicit in is analysis. 

Even though Methodisn1 had been the faith 1nost con1n1only 
associated with early labor radicals, by 1886, like other Protestant 
churches, it appeared to be losing then1. Rev. I-Ierbert Cannon of Lynn 
Massachusetts' Labor Church suggested a reason why: "Men who grind 
the111 in business are the ones they recognize in the front pew." 71 

Co1nplacency and indifference did not characterize Methodisn1's ap
proach to urban workers fro1n 1865 to 1886, but neither did drean1s of 
socialist ref onnation nor the hopes for a better world of the growing Social 
Gospel 1noven1ent. Free labor ideology, in addition to a fear of 
"Ron1anisn1," "vice," and "intemperance," as well as the classic Methodist 
desire to save souls fro1n the wrath to con1e, guided its hand. 

Conclusion: "The Ahnighty 1-Ias I-Us Own Purpose" 

Abraharn Lincoln re1ninded his evangelical country1nen and wo1nen 
in the course of his second inaugural that "The Almighty has his own pur
pose." Lincoln, with his characteristic agnosticis1n, did not claim to know 
exactly what that purpose was. The Methodist Episcopal Church of the 
north, however, did. God had not raised them up to be the most pro1ni
nent church in An1erica for no great purpose, they reasoned. Therefore, 
they were essential to the working out of his plan for American. 72 Fur
thern1ore, he had given to them a vision of what that plan was: a Chris
tian comn1onwealth. A land of freedom for Black and white. A land of 
abundance in which, through hard work, all might gain riches. A land 
which would be an example for all the world to follow. 

This vision did not co1ne true, either for America or for the 
Methodists, as was painfully evident in 1886. Something terrible had hap
pened to the millenial vision. Blacks had returned to semi-serfdom; ur
ban workers had "advanced" to a new and more efficient form of wage 
slavery. 

As 1886 dawned, the "Nation's Church'' awoke to the dilenunas of 
the modern order. Though it was still growing numerically, it would never 
regain the position it had once held in the post-war world. The Social 
Gospel, and even socialis1n, would replace free labor thinking in the minds 
of Methodist elites. But its newer, more liberal theology, would take it 
farther from the hearts of the workers, who, even as early as the 1880's, 
had begun to trace the fiery footsteps of the Spirit, and follow the1n, away 
from Methodism's comfortable pew, and into the blazing furnace of 
Pentecostalism, I-Ioliness, and Fundarnentalism. 

70E. D. Mccready, "T'he Problem of City Evangelism" 739, 743, 740. 
71 Francis 1-l. Perry, "The Workingman's Alienation from the Church" Journal of Sociology, 
4 (March 1899), 622. -
72For the sublcties of M.cthodism's post-war vision, sec Jones, chapters 4-6. 


