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It was a time-honored ritual at the United Methodist Archives and History 
Center at Drew University when I was Methodist Librarian there from 2003–
2006: taking visiting researchers on a tour of the library and archives.  Many 
researchers admired the collection, but I will never forget one particular re-
searcher when I led her into our conference room, turned on the light, and 
presented to her a bookcase laden, not only with books, but with about forty 
busts of John Wesley.  She actually shrieked in surprise.

That shriek serves as a gateway into the material culture of Methodism, 
and specifically into what it tells us about Methodist attitudes towards 
shrines, saints, and relics.1  Material culture studies is a form of historical, 
social, and anthropological study which explores “what it means to live in a 
world made up not only  of ideas but of things.”2  Religious material culture 
studies look specifically at the “form, distribution, function, and changing 
character” of religious “artifacts, landscapes, architecture, and art”—not just 
what people say they believe about their faith, but what their actual behavior 
reveals they believe.3  Christians studying the material culture of Christianity 
often explore the connections between “the body of Christ, the church as the 
body of Christ, and the individual Christian’s body”4 because for Christians 
the Incarnation “enables the material dimension of Christianity to assume a 
theological meaning.”5

Methodists do not officially think of themselves as formed by a sanctoral 
tradition; they do not currently officially consider themselves to be main-
taining shrines (with one contested exception, the Strawbridge Shrine), and 
they do not have canon laws governing who is considered a saint and what 
constitutes a relic.  But the lived reality of Methodist material culture is far 
more complex on this issue.6  Clifton Guthrie has noted: 

In a style appropriate to their age and religious inclinations, Methodists still take up 

1 In this essay, I am using “Methodist” specifically for the Methodist (as opposed to Evangelical 
United Brethren) tradition in the United States, unless I indicate otherwise. 
2 Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America (New 
Haven: Yale UP, 1995), 2.
3 McDannell, 2.
4 McDannell, 3. 
5 McDannell, 5.
6 Thomas A. Tweed, “John Wesley Slept Here: American Shrines and American Methodists,” 
Numen, 47 (2000): 42–68.
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the familiar themes of holiness associated with the lives and symbols of the saints, 
put them in art, remember them through stories and calendars, and set aside shrines 
to which they can make pilgrimages.   How many thousands of church choirs have 
gone on English heritage tours led by eager Methodist ministers, perhaps only un-
derstanding subconsciously, but surely understanding very well, that they were mak-
ing a pilgrimage to the shrines and relics of the saints of their faith?7

Shrines

How do Roman Catholics create and maintain shrines?  A shrine in canon 
law is:

. . . a church or other sacred place which, with the approval of the local Ordinary 
[bishop], is by reason of special devotion frequented by the faithful as pilgrims.  
For a shrine to be described as national, the approval of the Episcopal Conference 
is necessary.  For it to be described as international, the approval of the Holy See is 
required.. . . At shrines the means of salvation are to be supplied more abundantly to 
the faithful by the diligent proclamation of the word of God, the suitable promotion 
of liturgical life especially through the celebration of the Eucharist and of penance, 
and the cultivation of approved forms of popular piety.  Votive offerings of popular 
art and piety are to be kept on display in the shrines or nearby places and guarded 
securely.8

Methodists do have an official canonical process via the General Commission 
on Archives and History for naming what are now called Heritage 
Landmarks.  Lesser landmarks are officially named in Annual Conferences 
as well.  Furthermore, the now forty-nine “most sacred places of the United 
Methodist Church” were for many years formally called shrines and man-
aged by a body called the Committee on Historic Shrines and Landmarks.9  
The process for naming a Landmark has an incarnational component invok-
ing anamnesis and epiclesis, not just an educational one.  Anamnesis is the 
liturgical concept that worship involves the recall of God’s saving deeds in 
history, used in Eucharistic prayers as preparation for epiclesis, the invoca-
tion of the Holy Spirit over the elements.  Naming a Landmark foregrounds 
religious meaning: “A place’s significance to the history of The United 
Methodist Church or its antecedents is of utmost importance.  This may be 
augmented by other factors of interest and value to cultural, military, archi-
tectural, archaeological, and other fields of history.”10  Or, as Thomas Tweed 
interprets this, “The site. . . must return pilgrims to sacred time, to an event 

7 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle? Or Are We Ready for Methodist Hagiography?”, Doxology, 
vol. 12 (1996), 6. The other essays in this volume are very relevant as well: Guthrie’s “In the 
Glorious Company of the Apostles,” 33–52; and K. James Stein’s “The Noble Fellowship of the 
Prophets,” 53–74; “The White-Robed Army of Martyrs,” 75–93; and “Save Your People and 
Bless Your Inheritance,” 94–118.
8 Code of Canon Law (1983), cc. 1230–1234, found at http://www.vatican.va/archive/
ENG1104/_P4J.HTM. 
9 See Heritage Landmarks: A Traveler’s Guide to the Most Sacred Places of The United Meth-
odist Church (Madison, NJ: Commission on Archives and History, 2016), available online at 
http://www.gcah.org/research/travelers-guide; and Tweed, 62–65.
10 General Commission on Archives and History, “Heritage Landmarks,” http://www.gcah.org/
resources/heritage-landmarks. 
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that planted or cultivated the seeds of American Methodism.”11  
These shrines fulfill aspects of the Catholic canon law definition in other 

ways.  At many, liturgical celebration takes place.  St. George’s and John 
Street are functioning United Methodist worshipping communities, for in-
stance, even while maintaining museum sites.12  Others host special annual 
historical services, sometimes even with a costumed preacher who will de-
liver an “old-time” sermon.  Multiple artistic representations of Methodist 
leaders—especially, but not limited to, John Wesley—function as votive of-
ferings of popular art and piety.  Wesley sat for several portraits and busts 
by established artists during his lifetime, but they were copied and recopied 
by many other professional and folk artists in his own day and through the 
decades.13  Christopher Allison notes regarding the classic bust by Enoch 
Wood: 

After Wesley’s death in 1791, Wood began mass-producing Wesley busts in a 
wide variety of media.  Just as hagiographers after Wesley’s death smoothed over 
Wesley’s rough personal imperfections—such as his abysmal home life—so a grad-
ual loss of fidelity was introduced in the Staffordshire production of Wesley’s body.  
The molds began to wear out and break; new, derivative molds were made.  On the 
subsequent busts Wesley’s gaze moved gradually heavenward.  His wrinkles were 
smoothed.  His jowls became taut on his face, and the decoration more fanciful, and 
amateur—in part because children took over the work of decoration in the factories 
. . . . Around the 1830s, some factories even took custom decoration orders from 
consumers . . . . Would you like your Wesley with red or black hair?  Young or old?  
A marbled base or a colorful swirl?  Would you like him to look like Lord Byron, or 
would you prefer him perched upon a fake clock?14

Tweed has argued that Methodists maintain “commemorative” and “iden-
tity” shrines as means of anamnesis, but not epiclesis: “U.S. Methodists 
usually have not established miraculous shrines, found-object shrines, or ex 
voto shrines, and they have consecrated imitative shrines only in the loosest 
sense of the term.”15  The Committee on Historic Shrines and Landmarks 

11 Tweed, 60. Language of pilgrimage and shrine suffuses Methodist tourist materials, from 
W.  H. Meredith’s Pilgrimages to Methodist Shrines (Cincinnati: Jennings and Pye, 1903) to 
Frank Baker’s The Methodist Pilgrim in England (London: Epworth, 1951) to The Ten Nation-
al Shrines of American Methodism (Lake Junaluska, NC: Association of Methodist Historical 
Societies).
12 John Street unites history and worship in their call to action: “We’ve been a friend to John 
Wesley, Fanny Crosby, and Sojourner Truth...and we want to be a friend to you!” (https://www.
johnstreetchurch.org/).
13 Richard Heitzenrater, An Exact Likeness: The Portraits of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 
2016); Christopher M. B. Allison, “Holy Man, Holy Head: John Wesley’s Busts in The Atlantic 
World,: Common Place 15.2 (2015), accessed at http://commonplace.online/article/holy-man-
holy-head/. Allison’s article makes considerable usages of Wesley porcelain photographed at 
the United Methodist Archives and History Center. Two histories of Methodism which picture 
“votive” artifacts to illustrate and advance their narratives are John G. McEllhenney, 200 Years 
of United Methodism: An Illustrated History (Madison, NJ: Drew University, 1984), accessed 
online at https://depts.drew.edu/lib/books/200Years/200UM/homepage.htm, and Kenneth Cain 
Kinghorn, The Heritage of American Methodism (Lexington, KY: Emeth Press, 1999).
14 Allison, http://commonplace.online/article/holy-man-holy-head/.
15 Tweed, 53.
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wrestled with this question explicitly when in 1993, Commission member 
Joseph Lasley asked whether Methodist shrines fulfilled the same function 
as Catholic ones; this led to the change to the current name.16  One of the 
caretakers of the Robert Strawbridge House resisted this change, explain-
ing, “One of the brothers argued that the word shrine made people think 
of Catholic shrines, and so we should change the term . . . [but] the new 
language makes it a more secular designation.”17  Lasley recalled later that 
he objected because “the shrines we had were not the same as those in the 
Roman Catholic tradition.  There are no bones or saints at our shrines.”18

Was he right?

Saints

Methodist lived religion is in fact replete with people treated as saints 
and objects treated as relics.  It is true that this devotion does not always 
express itself in the ways classically associated with Catholic popular piety.  
Tweed maintains that “Methodist pilgrims do not petition John Wesley to 
intercede for them; nor do they venerate images of Asbury.  They do not re-
port apparitions or seek healings. Methodists do not crawl up shrine steps on 
their hands and knees or leave wax limbs and wooden crutches by the saint’s 
altar, as Catholic pilgrims do.”19  The question, though, is whether the ways 
Methodist interact with their material culture, especially at shrines, consists 
of other forms of veneration.  Allison maintains, “At the center of Protestant 
devotion to eminent divines is mimesis—an urge to be cast in the mold of 
their preeminent saint.”20 

Official Methodist attitudes towards saints grew from the tension be-
tween Wesley’s admiration for the great men and women of church history 
and his suspicion of a too-Catholic attachment to them: 

To [adore saints] . . . .was a problem not only of idolatry, but of soteriology and 
ecclesiology; it was, he thought, a misunderstanding of the “communion of saints” . . . .  
Wesley believed that there were indeed those within that communion whose lives 
were especially worthy of imitation, but that this did not confer a status beyond that 
of others . . . . The surest way to participate in the communion of saints was to live as 
one by accepting God’s gift of salvation by faith, and applying the means of grace.21

Yet, this official position was not always borne out by lived religious expe-
rience.  David Wilson notes that “as the stories of those who were consid-
ered eminently pious amongst the early Methodists were fashioned, edit-
ed, told, and retold, some became perceived as saints in a more particular 

16 Tweed, 62–65. 
17 Tweed, 64.
18 Tweed, 63.
19 Tweed, 57-58.
20 Allison, http://commonplace.online/article/holy-man-holy-head/. (He also argues that the 
spread of mass-produced Wesleyana was one major contribution to the Protestant development 
of this kind of devotion.)
21 David R. Wilson, “John and Mary Fletcher,” in Making and Remaking Saints in Nine-
teenth-Century Britain, ed. Gareth Adkins (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2016), 195–196.
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sense.  Narratives of their lives became unapologetically—and often inten-
tionally—–hagiographical.”22  Stories at first focused on John, Charles, and 
Susanna Wesley; John and Mary Fletcher; George Whitefield; and later in 
America, Francis Asbury first and foremost.23  But over time, the list grew. 
Robert Cray argues, based on his study of the interactions with Whitefield’s 
corpse, that Methodist teachings “failed to prevent the faithful, including 
ministers, from engaging in actions that seem to contradict these tenets . . 
. . Indeed, Methodists venerated their early leaders with an unusual fervor, 
treating them almost as if they were saints, particularly in regard to burial 
sites.”24  

Hagiographies of Methodist saints, just like those of saints officially can-
onized in Roman Catholicism, often included “anecdotes demonstrating the 
working of God’s providence, including ‘miracles’, answers to prayers, and 
spiritual combat,” serving not only “to bolster ‘experimental religion’” but 
also producing “the cultural (although not doctrinal) adoption of certain per-
sons as pre-eminent holy ones in the communion of saints.”25  Methodists 
avidly consumed stories about saintly lives and holy deaths and represented 
saints in story and art with signs of sanctity—from the halo surrounding 
Wesley on his deathbed in one famous painting of the scene to a lynch-
ing of a Northern abolitionist preacher explicitly flagged by the Methodist 
Review as a “martyrdom.”26  (The “Deadwood Cluster” Heritage Landmark 
commemorates another martyrdom, “the life of Henry Weston Smith, mur-
dered on his way to preach on August 20, 1876.  Smith exemplifies hun-
dreds of frontier preachers who risked their lives to spread the Gospel.”27)  
Furthermore, there was an attempt to recapture saintly exemplars from pre-
vious eras. John Wesley was the chief of attempters, foregrounding in his 
Arminian Magazine the stories of “some persons, eminent for understanding 
and piety,” throughout church history.28  Despite far different theological ap-
proaches, the “saints” (Methodist and otherwise) included in different mod-

22 Wilson, 203.
23 John Wigger explicitly invokes this with the title of his biography of Asbury, American Saint 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009); see especially 3–5, 404.  He is playing off of the title of Herbert 
Asbury’s muckraking biography of his pseudo-relative, Methodist Saint (New York: Knopf, 
1927), but Herbert Asbury himself was playing against hagiographical narratives of Asbury’s 
life from the nineteenth century.  Other authors have also adopted such terminology for their 
biographies of Methodist worthies, such as Percival Esche’s Crusader Saint: The Life of Henry 
Clay Morrison (Berne: Herald Press, 1963).
24 Robert E. Cray, Jr., “Memorialization and Enshrinement: George Whitefield and Popular Re-
ligious Culture, 1770-1850,” Journal of the Early Republic 10.3 (Autumn, 1990): 355–356.
25 Wilson, 203–204.
26 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle?”, 11–12.
27 GCAH, “Heritage Landmarks.”
28 John Wesley, “To the Reader,” Arminian Magazine: Consisting of Extracts and Original Trea-
tises on Universal Redemption, 1778–1791, Vol. 1, p. 3.
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ern Methodist hagiographical compilations have tremendous overlap.29 
Devotion to saints takes other forms as well.  First, one of the widely com-

memorated Sundays in the United Methodist liturgical year commemorates 
a miracle story of conversion: Aldersgate Day.30  Individual conferences of-
ten have further sanctoral commemorations.  For example, the Illinois Great 
Rivers Annual Conference celebrates the Prentice Memorial Sermon every 
year, at the order of Hiram Buck Prentice who—just as medieval benefac-
tors used to endow chapels to honor saints—left a bequest in his will for an 
annual sermon on “the Ministry and service exemplified by the lives and la-
bors of pioneer preachers of the Illinois Annual Conference of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church.”31  Guthrie argues: “American Methodist circuit riders, 
of course, did not meet their deaths at the hands of governmental authorities 
like most of the early martyrs did but they died just the same for their faith.  
For this, Methodists have always deeply revered and even found strength for 
themselves in remembering them.  The circuit riders’ renown is closely tied 
to the suffering they underwent in their ministries.”32

Methodists also name churches after dead people they wish to honor.  
There are a fair number of Methodist churches named after officially can-
onized saints, especially Biblical figures—but Methodists also name local 
churches after dead Methodists.  Not just Wesley and Asbury; a brief and 
informal survey produced seventy responses, of which this is a partial list: 
George Whitefield UMC, Peter Cartwright UMC, Jesse Lee UMC, Jason 
Lee UMC, several William McKendree UMCs, Albright-Bethune UMC 
for Jacob Albright and Mary McLeod Bethune, Simpson UMC for Bishop 
Matthew Simpson, Hoosier UMC for Harry Hoosier, Thoburn UMC for 
James and Isabella Thoburn, Bishop Janes UMC for Bishop Edmund Janes, 
several Strawbridge UMCs for Robert Strawbridge, Tindley Temple UMC 
for Charles Albert Tindley, Watters UMC for William Watters, two Soule 
UMCs for Bishop Soule, Theressa Hoover UMC, Eli Lindsay UMC, Glenn 
Memorial UMC for Wilbur Fisk Glenn, Holman UMC for district super-
intendent Calvin Holman who was influential in organizing the church, 
Galloway UMC for the congregation’s first pastor, Summerfield UMC for 
preacher John Summerfield, Cox Memorial UMC for missionary Melville 

29 Compare those included in Clifton Guthrie, For All The Saints: A Calendar of Commemo-
rations for United Methodists (Order of St. Luke Publications, 1995), produced by liturgically 
minded Methodists attempting to imitate the sanctoral compilations of the Episcopal Church, 
with those included in They Knew Their God, vols. 1–6 (Hampton, TN: Harvey Christian Pub-
lishers, 2003–2018), produced by members of a small Wesleyan Holiness house church.
30 United Methodist Communications, “What is Aldersgate Day?” https://www.umc.org/en/con-
tent/ask-the-umc-what-is-aldersgate-day, accessed July 25, 2020.
31 “From One Generation to Another,” Historical Messenger 46.2 (April–June 2014), https://
www.igrc.org/newsdetail/196682. 
32 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle?”, 11.
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Cox, and Phillips UMC for Bishop Glenn Randall Phillips.33  And this is just 
a small sampling of hundreds of other functional worshipping communities 
where the Word is preached, the sacraments are administered, popular piety 
is exercised, relics may even be present, and the memory of the “saint” is 
honored.34

Relics

According to Catholic canon law, saints can be venerated via devotion 
given to physical objects:

To foster the sanctification of the people of God, the Church commends to the spe-
cial and filial reverence of the Christian faithful the Blessed Mary ever Virgin . . . 
and promotes the true and authentic veneration of the other saints whose example 
instructs the Christian faithful and whose intercession sustains them . . . . The prac-
tice of displaying sacred images in churches for the reverence of the faithful is to 
remain in effect.  Nevertheless, they are to be exhibited in moderate number and in 
suitable order so that the Christian people are not confused nor occasion given for 
inappropriate devotion.35

Catholic theology has historically separated relics into first class relics 
(saints’ body parts), secondary relics (items a saint touched or used), and 
third class relics (things, usually cloth, touched to first or second class rel-
ics).36 

Methodists obviously preserve such objects. Do they venerate them? 
Tweed believes the answer is “no,” but his own narrative gestures towards 
lived counterexamples:

One Methodist divinity school exhibits John Wesley’s death mask [he appears to 
mean the copy at Duke]; another preserves George Whitfield’s thumb and displays 
pieces of Wesley’s coat.  Yet with the possible exception of the World Methodist 

33 See https://georgewhitefieldumc.weebly.com/ (Whitefield), https://www.igrc.org/heritage-
mapdetail/87843 (Cartwright), https://www.jesseleechurch.com/ (Jesse Lee), http://www.jason-
leemumc.org/ (Jason Lee); https://www.mckendreeumc.com/  and https://mckendreenashville.
com/  (McKendree), https://www.albrightbethuneumc.org/ (Albright and Bethune), https://
www.simpsonumc-oldbridge.com/ (Simpson), http://www.hoosierumcatlanta.org/ (Hoosier), 
https://thoburn.org/ (the Thoburns),  https:www.bjumc.org/ (Janes), https://strawbridge-umc.
org/ and http://strawbridgeumc.org/  (Strawbridge),  https://www.tindleytemple.net/ (Tind-
ley), https://soule.nccumc.net/ and https://www.umc.org/en/find-a-church/church/?id=38248  
(Soule), https://www.umc.org/en/find-a-church/church/?id=64320 and http://nlmatthews.com/
elindsey.htm (Lindsay), https://www.umc.org/en/find-a-church/church/?id=81622 (Hoover), 
https://wwumc.org/ (Watters), https://www.glennumc.org/ (Glenn), https://www.holmanumc.
com/ (Holman), http://gallowayumc.org/ (Galloway), http://www.summerfieldchurch.org/ 
(Summerfield), https://coxmemorialumc.360unite.com/home (Cox),  and https://www.phillip-
sumc.org/ (Phillips).  A cursory Google search on the EUB side located at least 30 churches 
named for Otterbein, including the UBC “mother church,” Old Otterbein in Baltimore (http://
oldotterbeinumc.org/home); Boehm’s Chapel in Lancaster County, PA (https://boehmsumc.
org/); and three churches named for Jacob Albright besides Albright-Bethune.
34 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle?”, 25.
35 Code of Canon Law (1983), cc. 1186–1188, found at http://www.vatican.va/archive/
ENG1104/_P4D.HTM.
36 Johann Roten, SM, “Marian Relics,” (International Marian Research Institute: University of 
Dayton), https://udayton.edu/imri/mary/r/relics.php.



12 Methodist History

Building at Lake Junaluska, North Carolina, which one prominent Methodist histo-
rian playfully called “the Methodist Disneyland,” The United Methodist Church has 
not encouraged popular reverence for those items or established a pilgrimage center 
to house them.37

Guthrie is on the fence about veneration: “At times the remembering of 
saintly figures by Methodists closely resembles that of the Church of early 
and late antiquity.  At others there are sharp differences: Methodists were 
always shy about the close association of the miraculous with the relics and 
remembrances of their saints, they did not invoke them in prayer for protec-
tion or special blessings.”38 

McDannell, on the other hand, feels that Methodist treatment of materi-
al objects associated with Methodist holy people proves that veneration “is 
not unique to Catholics.”  And one specific example she uses to prove this 
point is the Methodist relics at the United Methodist Archives and History 
Center—dismissed by Tweed even though they include one first-class relic, 
George Whitefield’s thumb!  In addition to the thumb (she oddly does not 
mention the death mask), McDannell lists or pictures the following, all sec-
ond-class relics by the Catholic definition:

1. Pieces of John Wesley’s coat 
2. Velvet upholstery from one of Wesley’s chairs
3. Another chair on which Wesley stood to preach
4. Adam Clarke’s thread case and knee buckle
5. Francis Asbury’s glasses
6. A wooden peg from the Methodist Church in Rahway where Asbury once hung 

his coat
7. A rock that Asbury once sat on39

She also references the extensive nineteenth-century trade in Wesleyana pot-
tery, even marketed by some potters and merchants with the term “relic” 
(which would have gotten them in official trouble with the Catholic church, 
which does not permit the sale of relics); the illustrative plates of this trade 
are drawn entirely from the UMAHC, including some of the nearly one hun-
dred busts present in the Center.40  

McDannell argues that the UMAHC cares for “these objects as if they 
were historic exotica rather than sacred relics” but believes herself that “the 
relics remain in a religious context because they were given to a seminary for 
safekeeping.”41  Lived experience again complicates a purely academic pic-
ture.  The UMAHC is a regular destination for confirmation class tours and 
for curious members and pastors of local churches, who come on pilgrimage 
to be inspired as well as educated.  And, of course, it’s not the only Methodist 

37 Tweed, 53.
38 Guthrie, 22–23.
39 McDannell, 42-43.  See also McElhenny’s list of Methodist memorabilia illustrations at 
https://depts.drew.edu/lib/books/200Years/gallery/gallery.htm.
40 McDannell, 43–46; see Code of Canon Law (1983), cc. 1190, found at http://www.vatican.va/
archive/ENG1104/_P4D.HTM.
41 McDannell, 43.



13No Bones About It

pilgrimage site with relics.  Methodism’s most historic churches often frame 
themselves as pilgrimage sites through calling attention to their relics in a 
specifically faith-centered way.42  “Methodist Disneyland,” better known as 
the World Methodist Museum at Lake Junaluska, also foregrounds religious 
devotion.  The retreat center’s website describes it this way: 

Beautiful windows depicting Jesus Christ and John Wesley, portraits of early found-
ers of Methodism, the world’s largest collection of Wesleyan Staffordshire pottery, 
a library containing rare books, manuscripts and autographs all provide inspiration 
from the past . . . . artifacts depicting the field preaching aspect of early Methodism, 
such as John Wesley’s traveling pulpit and Francis Asbury’s trunk.  The World 
Methodist Museum is a must-see for Confirmation, Youth, Bible Study, and Church 
groups.  History enthusiasts will also be amazed at this jewel in the mountains! 
[emphasis mine].43

The museum’s own website repeats the appeal of the shrine to confirmation 
classes (the only group of visitors called out by name).44  Relics present 
include one first-class relic, Wesley’s hair, as well as second-class relics: 
Asbury’s trunk, a beam of wood from the Epworth fire, the “Luton pulpit” 
(from which Wesley, Asbury, Coke, and others preached), Wesley’s traveling 
pulpit, Wesley’s chest of drawers; and what might be considered third-class 
relics, a replica of Wesley’s death mask and a quarter-sized replica of the 
Aldersgate shrine in London.

Modern Methodist museums are not the first to see the devotional use of 
Methodist relics.45  The Christian Advocate and Journal in 1854 contained 
this note: “We have received from a brother in Brooklyn . . . a beautiful cane 
made from timber taken from the old Rigging-Loft in William-street, where 
the first congregation in this city . . . was gathered by Philip Embury.”  This 
relic produced the following musings: “We think it good to be often remind-
ed of our humble origin; and for our brethren always to remember the way in 
which the Lord our God has led us so many years . . . . As a people, our call-
ing was, in some respects, a special one . . . . Thank God, we believe we still 
abide in our calling.”46  In the Quarterly Review of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, South some years later, Thomas O. Summers explicitly stated, “We 
do not worship relics” as he describes how he was given “some fragments 
of John Wesley’s bed-furniture and gown, and of Charles Wesley’s gown, in 
which they preached, and John Fletcher’s morning gown.”  Yet he frames his 
experience with a hymn by Charles Wesley on Elijah’s mantle being taken 
up by Elisha: 

42 Old St. George’s (https://www.historicstgeorges.org/museum) includes the statement on their 
museum page: “Through objects, paintings and documents, you will be transported to the start 
of the United Methodist denomination.”  Lovely Lane UMC, no longer in its original building, 
has a church site (http://www.lovelylane.net/) and a museum site (https://lovelylanemuseum.
org/index.html); the museum foregrounds history, but draws a connection between the cemetery 
and the living witness of the church.
43 See https://www.lakejunaluska.com/activities/museums/world_methodist_museum/.
44 See http://methodistmuseum.com/.
45 Guthrie, 22, gives nineteenth-century examples.
46 “Methodist Relics,” Christian Advocate and Journal 29.20 (May 18, 1854): 78.  Incidentally, 
the architect who had produced these canes was selling them in bulk to interested Methodists!
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We gather up with pious care
What pious saints have left behind,
Their writings in our memory bear,
Their sayings in our faithful mind:
Their works which trace them to the skies
For patterns to ourselves we take,
And dearly love, and highly prize,
The mantle for the wearer’s sake.47

And the museum for which they were given to Summers lives on in Lake 
Junaluska today.

All this could be argued, though, to be merely anamnetic, not epicletic.  
Perhaps the strongest argument in favor of Methodist relics being venerated 
in lived practice is their miracle stories.  In the Catholic Church, relics of-
ten produce stories of miraculous healings.  Miracles caused by Methodist 
relics, on the other hand, are miraculous conversions or moments of sancti-
fication.  Allison tells the story of a conversion provoked by a bust of John 
Wesley, which was repeated in many nineteenth-century periodicals:

In an unknown location in England, at an unknown time, an artist, Mr. Culy, invited 
a friend over for evening tea . . . . One bust stood out to his visitor.  Who is this, the 
friend asked?  Why, it is a bust of the “Rev. John Wesley,” the artist replied . . . . Culy 
told his visitor that it “struck Lord Shelburne in the same manner as it does you.”  
But when Lord Shelburne learned that it was John Wesley, he was aghast: “He—that 
race of fanatics!”  Culy had assured Shelburne that Wesley was a very humble man, 
and had always refused to have his likeness taken, thinking it “nothing but vani-
ty.”  But after offering Wesley “10 Guineas” for every ten minutes he would sit for 
him—“knowing you value money for the means of doing good”—Wesley amazingly 
assented.  So Wesley removed his coat, lay on the couch, and the artist prepared the 
plaster, and laid the wet, cold substance on Wesley’s bare face.  After eight minutes, 
Culy “had the most perfect bust” he had “ever taken.” 

Wesley washed his face, “counted the ten guineas in his hand,” and said, “I never 
till now earned money so speedily—but what shall we do with it?”  [He proceeded 
to give the money to poor people he encountered on the way home.]  After hearing 
this story, Lord Shelburne’s heart was softened against the leader of the “race of fa-
natics,” and in response, he “immediately ordered a dozen of the busts to embellish 
the grounds of his beautiful residence.” 48

In several cases, shrines have moved beyond relics to entombing entire saints.  
Richard Allen and his second wife Sarah Bass Allen are famously entombed 
at Mother Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, which 
Allen founded.49  Francis Asbury was interred in three different places, but 
one was under the pulpit at the Eutaw Street Methodist Episcopal Church in 
Baltimore from 1816–1856.50  Richard Whatcoat, just like many a medieval 

47 “Methodist Relics,” Quarterly Review of the MECS 17.2 (1880): 372–373.
48 Allison, http://commonplace.online/article/holy-man-holy-head/.
49 The website of Mother Bethel is currently “under construction,” but Visit Philadelphia 
(presumably drawing on church promotional materials) notes: “Walk on hallowed ground 
at Mother Bethel AME Church, the mother church of the nation’s first black denomination.” 
(https://www.visitphilly.com/things-to-do/attractions/mother-bethel-african-methodist-episco-
pal-ame-church/).
50 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle?” 
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saint, was buried under the altar at Wesley Chapel in Dover, Delaware.51  
And George Whitefield’s body rests at the Old South Presbyterian Meeting 
House in Newburyport, Massachusetts—which became a place of pilgrim-
age for many Methodists as well as Baptists and Anglicans.52 

Robert Cray, Jr. has memorably traced the history of Methodist (and other 
Protestant) interaction with Whitefield’s corpse and second-class Whitefield 
relics, explicitly framing them as illustrating “how Americans both retained 
and refashioned elements of earlier practices toward saints, shrines, and rel-
ics.”53  Traditional stories attached Whitefield’s fame and inherited sanctity 
to rocks he had preached from and beds he had slept in—but above all to 
his body.  In one famous story, members of the Continental Army viewed 
the corpse after hearing a sermon, then removed “part of the collar and the 
wristbands” and promptly carried them along as they marched north to in-
vade Canada.54  Another visitor reported in 1784 that the body had remained 
undecayed, traditionally a sign of sanctity at Catholic shrines.55  Jesse Lee, 
on the other hand, reported decay when he visited in 1790, but it did not stop 
him from a devotional act: “Lee, according to [his biographer] Thrift, took 
a ‘small relic of the gown,’ an action similar to that of the soldiers in 1775.  
Then the preacher prayed, hopeful that he might be endowed ‘with the same 
zeal which once inspired the death of its wearer.’”56  In 1829, British admir-
ers of Whitefield stole one of his arm bones; Cray compares them to “me-
dieval Christians, who often stole relics from shrines.”57  The arm bone was 
later returned, and reinterred with a procession bearing the tiny coffin.58  A 
few years later, Abel Stevens held the skull in his hands in 1851 for devotion-
al inspiration.59  In fact, that same year, “the entire Methodist Conference of 
New England held their annual meeting above the tomb.  All the participants 
descended into the vault to see the bones.”60 

The church leaders eventually sealed the tomb off in the twentieth cen-
tury—but not, apparently, before a thumb bone was carried away for good 
by pilgrims, ending up at Drew University, home of the UMAHC, where 
it currently resides. (Anecdotally, it came to Drew by way of John Street 
United Methodist Church, stored in the church vault until twentieth-century 
parishioners wanted it sent elsewhere.)  At any rate, the hagiographical leg-
ends about the corpse live on and are told to visitors to the UMAHC even 
today.  Based on these stories, McDannell argues from a material culture 
standpoint that Whitefield’s “personal power was understood as passing into 

51 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle?”
52 Cray, 340.
53 Cray, 342.
54 Cray, 349.
55 Cray, 350.
56 Cray, 353–355.
57 Cray, 357.
58 Cray, 356.
59 Cray, 355.  He was only the latest in a long line of ministers, Methodist and otherwise, who 
had done so.
60 Cray, 359.
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his own body and possessions . . . . Methodists and other Protestants wanted 
to connect with the sanctity of Whitefield through physically touching and 
handling his corpse.”61   Guthrie too concludes:

Despite its ingrained Protestant iconoclasm, a deep suspicion that to remember 
saints is a soft form of idolatry, when one actually takes a close look at the way 
Methodism and its sister traditions have represented in story and in art the persons 
they regard as being especially holy and exemplary, they have done so in ways strik-
ingly similar to how Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Christians have remem-
bered their saints . . . . What are we to do when we come to grips with the reality 
that remembering saints has been an important part of Methodist spirituality from 
the very beginning?62

There are Methodist shrines; there are Methodist saints; there are Methodist 
relics; and I would argue that those relics are in fact venerated by Methodists. 
No bones about it.

61 McDannell, 42.
62 Guthrie, “Why a Sanctoral Cycle?”, 6.
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