SOME NEWLY DISCOVERED UNPUBLISHED
LETTERS. 1808-1825 *
By Frederick Abbott Norwood
In 1964 one of my former graduate students, David Warren,
brought to my office in Garrett Theological Seminary an old scrapbook which contained a large number of manuscript letters addressed to the Rev. Laban Clark, a prominent Methodist minister
in and around New York state in the early nineteenth century.
My interest developed rapidly as I saw the names of Francis Asbury, several bishops, Nathan Bangs, and other notables. It was
clear that these letters had not, for a long time at least, been available to students of Methodist history. On the contrary they were
reported to have been stored in an old shoe box in the attic of the
house of Mr. and Mrs. Daniel E. Dorchester, descendants of a
worthy line of Dorchesters stemming from New England Methodism. Through their generosity the letters are on extended loan at
Garrett.
Most of the letters have been photocopied and carefully transcribed. The following nine represent the earliest in the series and
are among the most interesting and important. Some others which
discuss the beginnings of Wesleyan University in Connecticut and
the division of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1844 may be annotated and printed later.
Laban Clark was born in New Hampshire in 1778 and died in
Middletown, Connecticut, in 1868. He was converted under Methodist preaching about the end of the century.l His abiding interest in
missions may have started with his appointment in 1803 to a circuit in Lower Canada. Later assignments were in New York, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. Clark was one of the founders of the
Methodist Missionary Society in 1819, and presented the resolution for "the organization of a Bible and Missionary Society of the
Methodist Episcopal Church." 2 He participated in eight General
Conferences and served a long term as president of the board of
trustees of Wesleyan University. An admirer of Andrew Jackson,
Clark was well known as an active Jacksonian Democrat in his
day.3
Professor Norwood's pointed annotations
interesting and informative.-Editor.
1. See the memoir in the New York
East Conference Minutes, 1869, pp. 35-37.
2 Wade C. Barclay, History of Methodist Missions (New York: Board of Missions, 1949-, 3 vols.), I, 206.
:I Ibid., II, 24.

.. Since it is the policy of this magazine
to print from time to time significant
source materials on Methodist history, we
are glad to present in this issue nine letters from the early part of the nineteenth
century. So for as we know, the letter
from Francis Asbury to Laban Clark has
not hitherto been published. We think
our readers will find these letters and
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The letters show that Clark engaged in wide correspondence
with the leaders of the church throughout the first half of the nineteenth century. For the most part his replies to those who wrote
to him are lacking. He was interested in the intellectual movements
of his time. This bent elicited the fascinating and able communication from Nathan Bangs on the subject of natural theology. Clark
was involved, as was almost every Methodist, in the agitation over
reform in the church in the 1820's. Some of the most important letters reveal his role in the formation of Wesleyan University in
1830. Though eighty or older, he was still corresponding with
bishops in the 1850's and 1860's.
The text here printed follows obediently the form and style (including spelling) of the manuscript except for a small number of
improvements in punctuation. Certain points at which the manuscript is illegible are clearly noted.

1. FROM NATHAN BANGS, 1808

Nathan Bangs (1778-1862) was one of the most outstanding intellectual leaders of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the early nineteenth century. After entering the New York Conference in 1802 he
spent several years in Canadi,an appointments, which then were included within the bounds of that Conference. Bangs was a delegate
to the General Conference of 1808, the year of this letter, and of
almost every General Conference thereafter until his death. In 1820
he was appointed book agent of the church and served in that position during the early years of the Methodist Magazine (Methodist
Quarterly Review) and the Christian Advocate. He served terms as
editor of both publications. Along with Laban ClaTk and others,
Bangs was active in the founding of the Methodist Missionary Society. After sixteen years in voluntary leadership of the Society he
was in 1836 elected general missionary secretary. Among his several
books the most famous is his valuable History of the Methodist
Episcopal Church (New' Yo'rk: Mason & Lane, 1839, 4 vols.). His
theological competence is demonstrated by his Errors of E(opkinsianism (New York: John C. Totten, 1815), and his loyalty to l\1ethodis7n
by An Original Church of Christ (New York: Mason & Lane, 1837).
Montreal, J any, 18th 1808
My dear brother,
By this I acknowledge the receipt of yours dated Dec. 26th 1807,
which contains an account of your health and prosperity in the divine life. I hope to profit by some of the observations which you
have sent, as well as to take the exhortation to go on courageously;
but I am sorry that I cannot assede [sic] to all you say concerning
reason. 1st you say, "When reason dictates our \vill \ve are virtuous,
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consistant, uniform, wise." If this were so, what need is there of
revelation? 1 Moreover, if that were true, why was not the old
heathens virtuous and consistant? How came Socrates to believe
and to teach that one supren1e inteligence ruled the universe, and
at the same time worship the titular Deities in cOInpliance with the
prevailing custoln of his countrylnen? You see that reason taught
hiln to believe in one supreme God, but it did not Inake him consistant. What he principally lacked, I conclude, \\ras revelation, which
would have led hhn to that Grace which \vould have influenced
his will to have acted consistant. I acknowledge that, as reason
teaches us the existance of a God, so it also teaches us that we ought
to obey him. If so, the saIne principal [sic-principle] (call it reason
if you please) teaches that he ought to give us a knowledge of those
laws which we ought to obey. This he has abundantly done in his
revealed will. Thus reason, step by step, dictates to us the necessity
of revelation; and therefore it says, that when we have it, we ought
in1plicitly to obey it. Now if our will is influenced by this revelation, we shall be, (I do not say virtuous but) religious, consistant,
uniforln, wise.
2nd You say, "Even that reason which is the eternal fitness of things,
and infinitely above the cOInprehension of Inortals." I frankly
acknowledge this sentence to be infinitely above Iny comprehension,
for I can see no sense in it. That reason should be the eternal fitness
of things is such a paradox, as I aln utterly incapable of solving. I
can indeed easily perceive that the religion of Jesus Christ is consistant with the nature and fitness of things. To instance, in the
nature of God, and the nature of man. But here scripture, not
reason, must be our guide, and reason become its handn1aid. 2 In
scripture God is represented as being holy. Man is therein represented as being unholy. The Christian religion is, by the saIne,
represented as consisting in a union of the soul with God, through
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. If this be so, reason says, God or
man must alter, their natures being heterogenious one to the other.,
Scripture and reason conjointly saith that God is ilrunutable. Of
consequence man Inust be changed. I-Iere is she\vn the reasonableness of being born again. But will "reason aiding our will" effect
tIlis change of heart? If so, we need no lnore thank God for the gift
Here is defined the theme of the
letter, or rather essay, on the dangers of
deism or natural theology. Clark apparently had written somewhat incautiously about the value of human reason
in adjusting the affairs of life. It is a
competent treatment of issues raised by
1

Unitarians and church people influenced
by rationalism.
2 A long echo of the medieval controversy over the priority of faith over
reason (Credo ul intelligarn-Anselm) or
their equation (reason necessary for the
understanding of faith-Abelard).
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of his word and spirit. 3 By the fitness of things I understand that
admirable order and harmony which is visible in the natural and
the moral world; so that every part thereof is fitted to the place
which it occupies, and of course, it ought, in reason, to act conformable to the design of its author. For instance, it is fit and right
that there should be civil and ecclesiastical governors; and if so, it
is but fit and right that others should submit to be ruled. It is but
reasonable then for subjects to obey their la~rful Governors-And
as God is the great head and governor of the universe, it is but
reasonable that all should obey him. Again, every part of the human
body is so contrived by infinite Wisdom as to fit its own place, (one
part does not interfere with another) and to perform its proper
function. In all God's works we behold order, beauty and harmony.
But to speak of the eternal fitness of things, which only exist in
time, appears to me, not to be consonant to reason. And to say
that reason is the fitness of thinks [sic] appears to me absurd. That
reason aided by the unering word and spirit of God will lead a man
to act consistant with the nature and fitness of things, is, I believe,
an incontrovertible truth. And the religion of Jesus Christ becomes
reasonable, because it does not contradict, but coincides with that
establishment.
3rd "You ask me, Was not Moses dictated by reason, when he choose
to suffer affliction with the people of God, having respect unto the
recompense of reward?" I answer in the negative. That it was
reasonable he should do so, I readily acknowledge. But ,vhat Inade
it reasonable? Because God commanded him to go in his Nalne, to
show his wonders unto Pharaoh, and tell him fron1 God to let his
people go. Now I ask, did reason or revelation dictate and influence
his will? Undoubtedly it was most reasonable, fit and right that
Moses should obey because God, who ,vas his rightful Sovereign,
had, by his spirit, communicated his will unto him, and thereby
made it his indispensable duty so to do. He had respect unto the
recompense of reward. I suppose you to understand by this, a reward beyond the grave; and then I would with all sublnission to your
superior judgement, and more extensive imorlnation, ask, in ,vhat
age, or in what nation, reason has Inade known a future state of
rewards and of punishments? 4 Perhaps you will say that 111any of
the ancient heathens believed and taught it. It is true that SaIne
Here and throughout Bangs's intent
is to preserve the central fact of God's
grace, a nocessary scriptural countorpoint to the deistic overvaluation of
reason. Romans and Galatians are not
for off. He goes on to recognize the valid
placo of natural theology, much after tho
fashion of Calvin, echoos of whose Institl

lutes (Book 1, i and ii) are to be found

hero.
·1 Future
rewards and punishments
were one of the five main points of tho
deistic program as set forth by Lord
Herbert of Cherbury, tho English !loventeonth "fathor of natural theology."
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of them had some crude, uncertain notions about it. But none of
them ever arrived to any certainty. And suppose they had-I think
it more reasonable to ascribe it to the light of God's spirit than to
r,eason~ We know not how far God might have manifested himself
unto them, as he did to Job, Melchisedec, etc.
Yet it remained for Jesus Christ to bring life and immortality (more
fully) to light by the Gospel. And this point being firmly and undeniably established by the word and actions of him, who could
neither lie nor err, I agree with you in saying that it is better to
labour for the meat that perisheth not than for that which perisheth.
Uppon the whole, I cannot but observe the contrast between your
sheme of religion and that laid down in the new Testament. By
Grace are ye saved through faith saith St Paul. 5 You say, by reason
aiding the will we are made virtuous, consistant, uniform, wise. I
suppose, you mean by such a person, a christian. I do not wish to
speak contemptibly of reason. I think it to be an excellent gift of
God, and that by it we are enabled to perceive many truths, but
not to practise them. It is then, a matter of importance to be able
rightly to appreciate its worth, neither overrating it nor undervaluing it. And it is verry danderous [sic] to exalt human reason so
as to abuse revelation. Has it not a tendency to engender pride?
For my part I wish not to be wise above what is written, lest I beCOlne a fool. And the moment we depart from the written will of
God we get our minds bewildered in a labarinth of useless speculations, which endanger our peace and salvation.
I have thus wrote down what occured to my mind in reading your
friendly letter; and I hope you will not be offended at the liberty
which I have taken. I wish ever to posess and to manifest a spirit
of love to all men, and more especially to my brethren in the Ministry, whom I love and reverence as the servants of God. I hope
therefore that, if I have said anything amiss, you will do as I have
done, try to correct and forgive me. I could not have answered your
letter, without doing as I have; and I think I have done as I would
be done by. I love you, and esteem you as a brother in Christ, and as
a companion in the Kingdom and patience of Jesus.-Br. Madden 6
is in Quebec, but I expect him up in about a week to take my place
here, as I expect to leave this in about a week. God willing, I expect
to be at Conference,7 where I hope to have the pleasure of seeing
you, and of taking sweet council with you. My congregation in this
place is large and attentive, especially in the evenings. The society
are going on in love and union, and some others appear under serious
impressions. My self & my other self are well, and we feel determined
Ephesians 2:8.
o Thomas Madden, a long-time circuit
rider in Canada. He was appointed to
Montreal in 1808 (New York Conference).
r;

This would be the Annual Conference, meeting at Amenia, April 6, of
which Clark was also a member, not the
General Conference of that year.
7
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to make our way to heaven. God bless you, my brother, and believe
me to be your friend and bro. in Christ,
N. Bangs

2. FROM FRANCIS ASBURY, 1812
This letter, together with the following, constitute a touching
witness to the personal relationships maintained between the venerable bishop and his men. Asbury was now an old man-within
four years he would be dead. Evidences of encroaching senility are
discernible in this and other letters of the period. His important
thoughts break through the rambling disjointed sentences with
rough clarity. ((Am I not your father?" Asbury was truly a father
to most of the preachers. They stood in awe, they even grumbled
at his undemocratic ways and accepted their appointments with ill
grace. But accept they did, a disciplined army led by a general in
whom they placed simple trust.
The misunderstandings and hurt feelings are well illustrated by
this pair of letters. The matter came to a head during the sitting of
the General Conference of 1812, the first delegated General Conference. Before this the quadrennial meetings had been attended, in
theo'ry, by all the travelling preachers, members of Annual Conferences. It met in John Street Church, beginning May 1, 1812,
with ninety members. The prominent features of the modern General Conference began to appear: formal organization through co?nmittees, proper legislative procedures, the first episcopal address
(by McKendree). This letter is not so important for the light it
throws on this conference but rather for the insight into the character of a truly great man.
Sat [May] 16, 1812
My dear Laban
Give me leave as an affectionate Father to address a dear Son. When
our first interview, or at least very Early acquaintance with you at
AlbanY,l I was charmed with your engaging person, temper and
manners. Brother Hitt 2 was amazingly stricken with you as one
of the excellent, with him who but Brother Cla.rk? Since the Confer,ence in Pittsfield, 3 or before your countenance appears cloudy
towards me, what have I done? what have I said? I fear the Enimy
has tempted you against me? or some Diotrephus 4 hath whispered
The only New York Annual Confer·
onco at Albany (Coeymans Patent) camo
in 1807. Asbury may havo been recalling
an earlier nmaller moeting.
, Daniol Hilt, elected 8GCretary of Gen·
oral Conforonco, 1812.
1

New York Annual Conference, May
20, 1810, Pittsfield, Massachusetts.
.. III John 9: " . .. who likes to put him·
self first, does not acknowledge my au·
thority." This wag Asbury's favorite nick·
namo in carlier days for hig rival in authority and dinciplino, Thoman Rankin.
:l
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against me to you. I fear you have shewed the appearance of severty
in Conference. (It is not your motion in Conference, u directly
Levelled at our chartered privilege, for 40 years, and never designedly abused.) I will freely turn my Back, and my children shall
freely speak against me or my administration. I wish difficulties
may be brought. But am I not your Father? What have I said,
what have I done? Come and tell me, or write to me your heart
your whole heart. Take heed not to oppose what might be essential
to the well being of our union and order because it has fallen into
weak[ness?]; I hope my hands are not wicked; our hands are not
wicked. You invited me to tea? I invited my self to Dinner? I was
pleased to find you, in such a pure simple stile of housekeeping. I
had thought not to have written till the decision of your Question.
But our rules say make all haste to cast the fire out of your Bosom.
It is not with me; I hope not with you. But who is offended and I
burn not, with zeal, for Love, and union. If thy Brother sin against
the tell him his fault between the and him alone, with mouth or pen.
If Thy Father has sinned against thee tell him as a son, to a Father,
with great plainness; yet tenderness because he is an old man among
men, now weak, in body and mind. I am thy Father, and the greatest
Friend thou hast in the world, a spiritual Friend; If not I wish to be
so. I hope our trials, if we have any, will end in Greater Confidence.
Love and union, so wishes, so prays, yours to serve. Fr Asbury
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3. TO FRANCIS ASBURY
[another hand] Saturday eve May 18th 1812
Reverand and Dear Father
I received your line-am pleased!-am pained! I am pleased that
you open your mind to me with freedom. But I am extreemly pained
that your feelings have been wounded! Nothing can be more distant
from me than designedly to injure the feelings of any man; especially the man whom I esteem and reverance above all other men
You ask Sir "What have I said? What have I done?" and request
me to tell all that is in my heart-Dear Father I will try to do it.
But I fear that I may use some word that will not be appropriate,
that some Idea may be drawn that was not intended.
I do ingenously confess that my feelings have been slightly
touched But after deliberating the subject I concluded it not intentional. Our short interview at Albany gave me an opportunity of
expressing the feelings of my heart and the sincere affection I had
always had for you from the first day I saw you. I m'et you sir with
the same affection at Amenia G Conference and I have thought
The only recorded motion by Clark
in the 1812 General Conference was for
election of presiding elders, lost by a narr;

row margin.
o New York Annual Conference, April
6, 1808.
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since lny joy carried me too far. Before that Conference ended I
n1.et \vith your frowns (if I judged rightly) in a most unexpected
Inanner. I knew not the cause but judged it to be one or all of
the follo\ving-First My Presiding Elder \vas displeased \vith my
going to Albany and had said, he had lost all confidence in me. I
feard you were eaqually dissatisfied with me. 2nd I had engaged myself for marriag, [sic] and from an expression of yours I thought it
might be the cause of your displeasure. 7 3rdly My last and most
honourable conclusion was, that I had taken too great liberties and
shovved myself forward-for which cause you wished to hold S me
at a proper distance. This last impression \vas strengthened at Baltimore. 9 Since that time I have been luore reserve. At Pittsfield I \vas
dissatisfied with my appointment. I wrote my reasons and my mind
was freed from all burdens. You mention Sir that my face appears
clouded towards you: You are not the first of my best friends that
have had the sanle impression. I aln insensible of any other cause
than the loss of health, family affliction with depresion of spirit
which I have sensible realised for near three years past.
What you say of my severity in Conference, I have not intended it.
If any part of my conduct has ever had such appearance I no\v assure you sir it was never designed against n1.Y venerable Father &
friend Bishop Asbury.
The motion I laid on the table G I fear has given you the greatest
suspicion. Permit me in this place to state IllY design and conscientious sentiment which led me to do it. It was not a personal prejudice
nor the want of confidence in your [sic.] I have ahvays said I have
greater confidence in Bishop Asbury than any other 111 cu1. on earth:
and if ever a change is to tal<:::e place in that deparhnent of our governlnent it must take place vvhile our Father & faithful friend is \vith
us, Lest unhappy consequences should follo\v. You sir have an
interest in our connection, and an influence over it, that no other
man can have. I think it was fully understood at the last Gen. Conference that those \\rho opposed a present alteration conte111plated
one in futer; and I fear too great a change. The change I 1110ve for
is the election of Presiding Elders. 10 IV[y reasons for \vishing such
Asbury's opposilion to the marriage
of travelling preachers is well known.
He did not himself marry, and he slated
ho would "f~how them the way." Many of
the mon who did marry "located," which
meanl generally that they sellled dovln
on a form.
I: "P u::; h"·l~;
cros::;e d ou t 'In tl1e manu7

t;C r i pI.

Probobly General ConInrencc, ] 808.
Thi~; would not have been an l\I1nuol
I.

Conference. Clark was in the New York
Conference.
]11 A
perennial issue in all of the General Conference!>, throll<Jh those of tho
1820's which led to the f,eparation of tllC'
Methodist Proto~tant:;. Many of the kading preachorf~ Iovored the idco of (']ccli\,C'
presiding elder;; a~; r('l're!~cntClti\'C':: of Ilw
m C' m her !'i 0 f t h C' )\ n n \l (1 1 Co 11 fc I C' 11 C t' , ( i !:
over ogail1~;t tho "c'pir-coj)ol" prillripl(' (,I
tho C1ppointm('llt of tho pr0:;idinq ('Id(\!::
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change is to prevent a greater one taking place in some futer period:
I n1.ean the entire rejection of that office from among us, which is
wished for by some. Again Presiding Elders have not always had
the confidence of the preachers in their charge. It was not your fault
that they had not. But would it not be a means of conciliating the
affections of the preachers, if they could have a choice of their
rulers? I candidly confess it is my serious belief it would.
The Iuotion which I seconded is not intended to take 11 the decisive voice of stationing the preachers out of your hand. But, in
case the presiding Elders be elective, that they should be known to
the Conference as your councillors, that it should be their duty to
give you the information which is necessary; that, as the superintendents see through theln all cases and CirCUlTIstances of the Conference, so the members of Conference by them have proper access
to the superintendants. 12
These are my views on the subject And I do most sincerely assure
you I have not adopted them from any prejudice, nor have I any
hostile intentions against you.
At Pittsfield you asked for a standing and advisory committee,
which has led me to think that something of this kind would meet
your wishes. At least I think it would be the preservation of our
connexion and the peace & glory of your last days. I leave all of
this with God! 13
[
?J sir shall never cease, and while my prayers have any
access, they shall be poured [
?] and for a blessing on your
Administration & labours.
You mention your visit at my house; all I can or wish to say on
that subj ect is, I should be glad you would make theln ten times
more frequent, and that I could make them a thousand times luore
agreeable and pleasant.
[no signature]

.

I

4. FROM SHADRACH BOSTWICK, 1820
The two letters following de'velop two favorite theTnes of ea?·ly
Methodist writers-ca1np meeting ?'evivals and P?·esbyteTian shenanigans. Bostwick began the travelling ?ninistry in 1791 and fOl' several
by the bishop as his lieutenants. In this
way the issue of presiding elders was involved in the interpretation of the Third
Restrictive Rule of the Constitution of 1808
(not "destroy the plan of our itinerant
general superintendency"). As Clark explains, some wanted the more radical
change of abolition of the office altogether.
11 The manuscript of this letter was
written on legal size paper. The extra

lengths have fallen off, and the joining
of remaining parts of the manuscript is
unclear. Here "intended to take" is
largely an educated guess.
12 Here another small piece ends. The
next appears to follow the same thought
in summary.
13 The final (7) piece, only a fragment,
suggesting a typical closing for so tense
a letter.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _d
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yea'rs se1'ved Ch·C1tits j?'011~ l\tJassachusetts to Ma?'yland, and west to
Ohio. In 1803 he was appointed missionary to Deerfield, Ohio,
whe?4e he formed a new ci?'cuit in the wilderness by following Indian
paths. This wa.s the yea?· Ohio was ad?nitted to the union as a state.
Within two years Bostwick had to locate and reSU11~e the p'ractice
of ?nedicine, in which he was well trained. For 111,any yea?4S he contin1~ed active as a local preacher. Alfred Brunson, a weste?4n pioneer
himself, acknowledged the encouragement Bostwick gave young
?nen ente?'ing the 111,inistry. He reported that the older man was ((a
p?'ofesso14 in OU?4 brush college." In Ohio Bostwick had so?ne of his
encounte?4S with the P?4esbyterians. In Youngstown they ?'efused hi?n
the 1~se of their church, but he preached anyway in a private ho?ne.
Canfield, [Ohio] June 11th 1820
Very Dear BroThrough the infinite benevolence of God, these leave me and mine
in our usual health, and in hopes they n1ay find you and yours in like
enjoyments. I thank the Lord for all his benefits, and feel my heart
lnuch dilated with love to him, his cause, & Dear Children. We had
and still have great hopes that you & your dear family \vould be
seen in our fertile Country as inhabitants of the saIne. a! my Dear
Bro, we have had pleasant and blooming tilnes because of the
presence of the I\:.ing of Zion since you left us. The Lord \vas eminantly present at our Can1p Meeting, BraceviIle,l IVlay 28th, 29, 30.
On the Sab[bath] and through the night the mighty po\ver of God
caIne do\vn, and it \vas supposed that about thirty precious souls
were converted. Many more were deeply mourning which had not
obtained peace. Satan and his host seem'd to try their utn10sts to
keep the ground and take the lead, but failed. The Rotest Cannonading was at the time of the sacrement, \vhich \vas perforin'd by
Candle light Sunday Evening. The Cries of the wounded \vere
heard, and their n10urns pierced the Ear h.·oln every direction of the
encamplnent. One mourning, trelnbling Candidate, ventured to the
Table of the Lord on an Invitation given to such, of \vhon1 there
were a nUlnber as Spectators. Peace poured upon his soul \vhilst
communing, he arose shouting Glory, and called aloud, \vhere is
such and such and calling their names saying I have found the Lord,
I've found the Lord!
Braceville, Deerfield, and other villages mentioned by Bostwick are situated in the old Western Reserve of northeast Ohio, where vestiges of former
New England influences are still to be
found. Among those influences were the
Congregational church on the green, or
perchanco the Prosbyterian. Mothodist!J
1

were generally expected to locato olsowhere, if at all. Camp meetings were by
this time well established and moro or
less respectable, even with the more roserved denominations. Twenty year~ of
experienco with unrestrainod emotional
release had brought !;omo order.

SOME NEWLY DISCOVERED UNPUBLISHED LETTERS

13

About midnight I retired to get some rest, but the power of God,
like Electric Streams, so penetrated my Tent and my heart that I
could not sleep. There were about twenty persons went from this
Town, one of whom was Mrs. Scofield, vvho keeps publick house
where you and I attended a prayer meeting one night, west of the
[Centre?] .
She never left the Circle form'd for prayer during the whole
Night. She told me she was exceeding happy, it was the most
pleasant night she had ever experienced. If this is religion, and
what they call finding the Lord, said she, I would be willing to
spend my days at Camp Meeting! This lady till very lately was an
entire Deist.
Many persons here have often enquired and exprysed ardent
wishes to see you again in these parts.
I have usually attended from five to six meetings every week. The
Superlapserians 2 are busy day and night, they fear much for this
Town.-I want help, my body fails, but God is precious, and I am
happy and full of hope of Imortality. I humbly trust, my Dear Bro,
God will always be with you and prosper you and yours. I expect
daily to receive a line from you. I hope I Inay not be disappointed
in this. Say, my Bra, are you not making arrangelnents to come to
this Country? I heard a Mr. F'. I-Iays Esq. from Granville at the
Camp Meeting sanguinely Stating his hopes of your arrival here.
Please to write, without fail.
Give my respects once mor~ to all enquiring friends, and accept
my warmest wishes for the prosperity of yourself & yrs.
S Bostwick
P.S. My wife, dautrs, & Sons (little Edward Especially) send their
Respects to you & yoursAdieu SB
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5. FROM SHADRACH BOSTWICK, 1820

Canfield Dec 29th 1820
Dear Bror
A few days since I received yours of Nov 26 pr Mail; with Joy and
gratitude to heaven I read its contents.
First, I thank God to find my Dear Friend & Bror Clark is not
only living, tho in a dying world, injoying health of Body; but still
bound to blow the Trump of God to the dying sons of Adam where
ever his Lot may be cast! Go on, my Bror, go on, and may Jesus go
:: A designation Bostwick obviously ape
plies to all Presbyterians and conservative
Congregationalists.
Technically
Bupralapsarianism designates the interpretation of Calvinism which would place

predestination before the creation and
fall of man. The implication is a rigid
and narrow understanding of Calvinistic
theology.
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with you, and bless and apply the sound, as it leaves your lips, with
tremendous power to the souls of all who hear the same. Secondly, I
thank God you have not forgotten the poor Pilgrim, tho so far from
you and my former and dear friends. Thirdly, I am thankful to hear
from Bror Washburn, Bror Sykes. 3 etc. Lord blys them all.
My poor Little soul took wing and flew Eastward, & lit upon
several spots of the new England country, and thought over, talked
about and conversed with those and many more of my former and
precious friends, whom my mortal Eyes no more behold; but feel
strong hopes of meeting in our Fathers Kingdom in bright Glory.
I still have a feint hope providenc may open your way to become a
residenter of our fertile land! I tTIlst you will embrace the same if
he does. The field of Gospel exercises here is evidently enlarging,
and we need ((Benja1nites, who can sling a stone to an hair breadth,"
and then no doubts would be left, of certain victory.
The work is pleasingly and gradually progressing in this Town!
We have at present thirty Members in Society, and nearly all, are
drawing abreast, with tightened traces, bound for the Kingdom of
Glory, most of whom not Eight month ago, gave no evidence that
they had ever heard or believed there was such a place. A Sister
of My Neighbour Mr. C S Mygatt is one of the number Joined with
us! Many of the Superlapsums Prophesys, ware, ah! They will soon
turn to their old courses again. This is no evidence of a work of
grace, when the work first commenced here: But now they begin
to open their eyes upon us. They have recently set up singing
schools every evening in the week, that the Methodist Prayer meetings were established upon! They kept up their own prayer meetings by appointment till no more came, and now for this other expedient. How far it may su_cceed in retarding ours, I cannot yet tell,
but doubtless the singing meetings will draw off many of the youth
who would otherwise attend. We had a candidate for Jesus lately,
who deserted the ranks of Satan, was powerfully and wonderfully
brought out, and made publick declaration of what Christ had done
for him, and Joined society. This was an awful alarln to the opposition side, "\vho looked as tho they feared God had foreordained more
instances of the I(ind, which had not yet CaIne to pass! Therefore
high time to bestir themselves. I was a few days since conversing
with a Person of information in this Town, who told me he had for
thirteen years past been weighing sentilnents and vvatching the
Conduct of some who "\vare called Methodist P-s- [professors, i.e.,
believers] comparing them with the Scriptures: and contrasting
them with other Sentiments & Doctrines, together "\vith the general
Spirit of its Professors. That his convictions threw hin1 into the
Methot Scale frequently. The hand of deligence vvas carefully ap:l

Members of New York Conference.
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plied to rock and lull him again to quiet: but of late, said he, they
have rocked the cradle so hard that they have rocked me clear out
of it, and I think it will be difficult for any to preswade me to take
the cradle again!
A Bror of his, a member of ye Pr Church, recently told me, his
home was among the Methots and he was not in waiting for a letter
of Dismysion, that he might go home! These things, My Dear Bror,
I leave with my God, and your God [who] knows best how to conduct such concerns; tho you may be [..... ? blotted out] I think
he hears me talking with him in secret places upon my knees where
no other eye sees but his. We have three Prayer Meetings every
week at Sabh Nt, Wed Nt, Frid Nt. Last Nt we had one, and the
Lord was there ! It would do your soul good to hear their talents, see
their Zeal and the symplicity of their hearts and fervent love.
My Family joins me-My Wife, Sister, Daughters Myra & Harriet,
My Sons Loorayn & especially little Chas Edward, in their best
wishes to you and yours. Edward sings finely. My Kind respects to
all inquiring friendsI am as ever YrsS Bostwick
Revd L. ClarkRedding [Conn.]

6. FROM MARTIN RUTER, 1822
The co'trespondence has now' entered the period of the reform
movement which led to the Methodist Protestant schism. Martin
Ruter entered the New York Conference in 1801 and shared many
appointments at diffe'tent times with Cla1"k, in New' England and
Canada. IVlost of his mature years were taken up with educational
and publishing interests. He served as president at Wilbraham,
Augusta College (Kentucky), and Allegheny College. His last appointment, however, was as missionary to Texas, then a very rough
circuit indeed. W 01"11, down by this work, he died on his return, in
Washington, Texas, 1838.
At the tim,e this letter was written he w'as book agent of the Cincinnati branch of the Methodist Book Concern, VJhich he founded in
1820. It falls midway between the fiery General Conference of
1820 and the equally fiery one of 1824. As a publishing agent he
was in the middle of the struggle over the use of church publicatiO'ns
for reform progra1ns and arguments. His forebodings, as revealed
in this letter, were well founded.
Cincinnati, Dec. 16, 1822
Rev. Laban Clark,
Dear Brother, yours was this day receive<;l. The draft you Inention
was presented to me at Marietta by Wm Swayze. I understood him
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he had paid the amount himself to Mr. Day, & I paid, or rather gave
him credit for it, & sent the draft to New York. I think there can
be no doubt of Mr. Day's having received the money. If however,
any further doubt should be excited, I can ascertain from Br.
Swayze all the particulars. I believe your name was not in the draft.
I think it was in Br. Masons writing & drawn for Day.The time seemes approaching for your Conference to choose their
delegates. Bishop McKendree's Address 1 seems to have produced
in some Conferences considerable difficulty. In the Ohio Conf. I
voted to recommend the suspended resolutions, but told them I
could not vote that they would be unconstitutional if not recoml.o
mended. As the Conferences now are, there is likely to be a handsome majority in favour of some change, & I presume there will be;
unless the Genesee & Baltimore Conferences make an agreement
among themselves as the Genesee Conference did at the last election
& send half on each side. Those two Conferences are as able to have
all their delegates in favour of a change, as the New York Conference. I think there is danger of some violent proceedings at the
next Gen. Conference. But I hope God will direct his Church. He has
kept us so long, amidst so many difficulties, surely he will not now
forsake us. What I have here remarked about the Conferences I
speak in confidence, for reasons which I can explain at a future
time; but which may now be omitted.
I have not forgotten our former acquaintance, and if the proud
ridges of the Allegany prevent its renewal in this life, it will, I trust,
be revived in a better world. Cities & kingdoms shall dissolve, the
towering pyramids moulder away, & the everlasting hills crumble
to ruins; but friendship founded in honest virture shall never decay;
it will brighten in the shades of death, it will flourish in the ages of
eternity.
Please give my love to Brother Merwin. 2
Yours in Christ J esus.Martin Ruter
William McKendree was aged and
ailing in 1820, and declined to preside at
the General Conference. He did, however, deliver his traditional (by now)
episcopal address, in which he discouraged attempts at further reform. A
resolution to provide for the election of
presiding elders was strongly supported
and passed. But, in complicated and bitter maneuvering, McKendree and the
newly elected but reluctant bishop
Joshua Soule were barely able to overcome the pressure for reform. They finally secured the suspension of the rule for
1

election for four years. Soule refused
ordination as bishop at this time. Ruter
did not realize that this was the high
water mark of reform, and that the next
conference would restore the old liners
more fully to power. The address here
referred to was the request by McKendree for declaration by the Annual Conferences on the constitutionality of the
resolutions for elective presiding elders.
2 Samuel
Merwin, member of New
York Conference, also served in some of
the Canadian appointments.
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7. FROM SAMUEL MERWIN, 1824
Clark, Ruter, and Merwin were close friends dating from their
service in the New York Conference around 1803 and 1804, when
all three. held appointments in Canada. Clar7~ and Merwin were
members of the original group which formed the Methodist Missionary Society in 1819.
';'L

Baltimore, July 13, 1824
Dear Brother
This will inform you that we are in comfortable health. The Lord
has been our defence and hiding place hitherto. I am happy to find
that the Lord has many very many people in this City: but at the
same time there is much trash. I have enough to do I can assure you.
I think we have some gracious intimation the good effects of the
Preachhlg at Gen. Con. l manifests itself. Several have professed to
experience religion.
But our greatest danger arises from the spirit of reform, as it is
called. You have heard of "the Mutual Rights," etc. 2 It is understood
that travelling and Local Preachers and lay members are engaged
in that thing. Great things are to be accomplished. Societies are to
be formed all over the Continent in order to bring about a change
in our Government, etc., etc. Such a high stand I do not, I cannot,
approve. What will be the result I do not know, I cannot tell.
I say nothing, I do nothing in reference to the affair. I think we must
preach on, pray on, and live on, in the name of the blessed Jesus,
and we shall be safe, we shall prosper. This overdoing is miserable,
it is ruinous, it prevents what might, what ought to be done.
I think the people here in general rally round the Royal Standard, 3
and it will be so, for it would seem as if there was no middle way, in
this region.
The young m'en that are stationed here with me are pious, zealous,
and I think prudent. The [Reformers] appear determined upon an
explosion, but I doubt whether they effect it. The Lord is with us,
Held in May in Baltimore. The reformers strove mightily to carry through
their program, of which the issue of
electing presiding elders had become a
symbol. But they did not quite make it.
The crucial vote was 63 to 61 against
them. Soule was elected bishop and this
time accepted.
2 Mutual Rigbts was the publication
now begun by the reformers, who found
the columns of the regular church papers
closed to them. It succeeded the earlier
1
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Wesleyan Repositoryl which failed after
three years.
S This term was widely used to refer
to the established position, or, as in the
case of the O'Kelly people, the New Testament standard as contrasted to the authority of the church. Here it refers to the
main line episcopal position symbolized
by McKendree and Soule. This letter
shows the depth of division already in
1824.
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and a good degree of religious excitement I think is already produced
in the minds of many. But I want wisdom· and I pray for it and I
think the Lord will give it.
I wish you all to remember and pray for me. Tell my good friends
the Preachers in your region not to forget me, nor the members
either. We are to be surrounded with Camp Meeting this Summer
and Autumn.
The Lord has done much for many of this people. and we hope for a
mighty shower. I remember you with affection
S. Merwin
Rev. L. Clark
Baltimore July 13. 1824

8. FROM ENOCH GEORGE, 1825
Enoch George was a Virginian who saw his first ministerial service
in forming circuits in upper North Ca?"olina, near the mountains.
In 1796 he was a presiding elder. Although his health was uncertain,
he 'Continued in ministerial service until he was elected bishop in
1816, after Asbury's death. He re?1tained active until his death in
1828. George was directly involved in the debates over reform in
the 1820's. Presiding at a session of the General Conference of 1820,
he refused to break a 43 to 43 tie vote over postponement of Soule's
ordination as bishop.
The letter following is typical of an ecclesiastical leader already
caught in the toils of institutionalism. He is concerned about the
scientific and rationalist trends of American life generally and the
response to this challenge by means of a better plan of ministerial
training. Most revealing of all is the essay on finance in the church.
May the 25th-1825
My Dear Bro.
This is to inform you that my mind is impressed with a f.ew subjects, which I think it my duty to present for your consideration,
and which you may dispose of as prudence shall direct.
We shall doubtless discover upon examination that it is strictly
necessary that we, as preachers, should become diligent applicants
to the sources of information, that we may be prepared to meet
the views of our hearers in general, and our people in particular.
It will be clearly understood that the Tide of science is rising around
us in every direction. This we may clearly discover in our own
families, and among our own children; and accoding [sic] to the
fitness of things, if we do not rise with the tide, we shall be encompassed with unmanagable difficulties. For what can we do when our
hearers, our circuits and stations, are making application for talents
\ that we have not? Will they not become discouraged, or disgusted,
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had no family expences, and no missionary societies, parent or
auxilliaries; of course our claims were few and light comparitively
speaking. But Since that time our claims have been coming in like a
flood, so that some of our best men have said in my hearing, that
they are afraid to meet a Methodist preacher. And why? The reason
is plain-they expect whenever they meet a travelling preacher that
there will be an immediate and impressive appeal to their charity,
and if they do not give liberally, they expect to be treated with
distance and coolness by those who were once their immediate and
special friends; and this you know will and must produce such unpleasant feelings as to induce men of sensibilities to look for friends
in some other circles of Society, where they m'ay enjoy friendship
without being compelled to purchase it at so high a price. "\7\7ho
among us that lived twenty or thirty years ago, and moved in the
Itinerant circles, could have supposed that we should have lived to
have seen the days in which our people are disposed to shun us;
as the ancient Catholics were to shun the Jesuits of former days?
Do my dear Bro. let us do what we can to put down this evil before
it shall have ruined our reputation and influence; for if we have to
diminish our influence, or loose our ministerial standing to obtain a
little money, we shall certainly pay more for such money than it is
worth. My experience has taught me that preachers who have done
their business faithfully, and said comparitively nothing about
money, have done the best as to time and Eternity. I.E. they have
had greater success in their labours, and better accommodations
for their families; for it is sincerely my opinion that if we feed our
people they will feed us, and if we starve them, they will starve us. 2
Permit me to call your attention to another subject, that is to say,
the Masonic business. 3 Almost every Conference we have young
This is a familiar theme in all
churches, almost of necessity so. The
old days, when Methodist preachers received sixty-four dollars a year each
and equally, were gone. Churches were
beginning to differ in the actual amounts
paid their pastors, in the first instance
because some churches paid in full their
obligation while others fell more and
more into the habit of deficiency. The
Minutes reveal a long story of deficiencies which ultimately became fixed
as differences in the salary due. Beyond
this, new enterprises such as the Methodist Missionary Society required money.
They were commendable but expensive.
This, then, is simply the perennial issue
of the church in the world at an elementary level. Bishop George was not
the only leader of a Christian church to
2

: I

agonize over the matter.
S The issue of membership in secret
societies has never been raised clearly in
Methodism. It appeared from time to
time in debates as more ministers found
it possible to divide their activities if not
their loyalties. Opponents of secret societies argued that, if their secrecy
shrouded anything reprehensible, Methodists should have nothing to do with
them. If there was nothing objectionable
to be found, it was argued that anything
useful and charitable could better be
done through the church under the name
of Jesus Christ. Proponents of these organizations found in them a suitable
symbol of the increasing identification of
American Christianity with American
culture, and in that they found nothing
wrong.
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men under dealing for having joined the Masons, and they inform us
that they had no knowledge that they were doing anything contrary
to the order of Methodisln. Would it not be best for us to converse
with young men on this and every subject connected with their
standing, usefulness, and happiness, as if they were our children,
seeing they have left their parents, their homes, and friends, and
have put themselves under our protection?
I conclude with the observations of good Mr. Wesley, that with
Holiness we shall have all things; that is, the possession of Holiness
in the Ministry and Membership will give us quality in piety and
purity, and these qualifications will give us quantity; for where we
shall exert an Holy Zeal for the honour of our Holy and venerable
Jesus, his presence will accompany us; and while he shall condescend to smile upon and help us, we shall have peace, victory and
consolations that the world cannot give us nor take from us.
What I said in the commencement of this letter I repeat, that is
this, that these lines are designed for the Presiding Elders of the New
York Conference, to make what use of them they in their prudence
shall think proper. Permit your friend now to solicit an interest in
your petitions at the Throne of Grace.Enoch George
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9. FROM ADAM CLARKE, 1832
Among the half-dozen great names in British Methodism would be
that of Adam Clarke. As a pU?4e scholar he stands without peer
among Methodists of his time. At the sarne time he took an active
pa?·t in the life of the developing church, was an able preacher, and
served three times as president of the British Conference, the last
in 1822.
The invitation to visit American Methodists is significant. That the
supposedly rough circuit 'riders would cherish association with so
formidable a scholar is one indication that thei?' intellectual interest
and competence were not so medioc're as is sometimes imagined.
Since he died in London August 16, 1832, this letter was written,
in a firm, readable hand, a mere six months before his demise. A
visit from this venerable man would have been a signal honor to
American Methodists, although one may be permitted to speculate
that if he had come, some of the difficulties which in earlier days
plagued American Methodist relations with Dr. Coke might have
arisen.
This letter is given here complete, although it appeared, with some
changes and er?'ors, in John M. Hare, The Life and Labours of Adam
Clarke (London: Longman, 1842, 416 p.), pp. 307-309. This is the
original form of the Lette?-.

'

J

~'

I

'.

.

22

METHODIST mSTORY

To Messrs. J. Emory, B. Waugh, N. Bangs, F. Hall, & Geo. Lackley.l
Gentlemen, and Revd Brethren.
Having been absent in the west of England for a considerable
time, your Letter did not reach my hand till some weeks after its
arrival. Your kind Invitation to visit the United States, was gratifying to me, and, had I been appriz'd of your Intention a few months
earlier, I should most certainly have endeavor'd to meet your
wishes; & by doing so I have no doubt I should have been both
gratified & profited. But the warning is too short, & I am engaged so
far both to England & Ireland in behalf of our Missionary cause that
I cannot by any Substitute redeem those Pledges.
I had proposed also to have visited the Zetland [sic] Isles if possible, but as I had not pledged myself to the voyage, I could have
waived my purpose in favour of America, to visit which I have been
long waiting for an opening of Providence. I might add that I should
have wished to have had the Appointment of our Conference for
the Voyage.
Now, altho I feel a measure of regret that I am disappointed in
this wished-for visit to the American con [sic] continent, yet, I am
far from supposing that there may not be a providential Interference in the way. I am, as no doubt you have already learnt, an
old man, having gone beyond three score years & ten; & consequently not able to perfonn the labour of Youth. You would naturally expect me to preach much; & this I could not do. One sermon in
the day generally exhausts me, & I have been oblig'd for several
years to give up all Evenig [sic] Preaching, as I found the night air
to be peculiarly injurious to my Health. My help therefore must
have been very limited, & in many cases, this would be very unsatisfactory to the good People of the United States. This deficiency,
I grant, might be supplied by an able Assistant, who might be
inclin'd to accompany me, but even this would not satisfy the Eye
or Ear of Curiosity. But, as the journey is now impracticable, these
reflexions are useless. I respect, & wish well to your State; & I love
your Church. As far as I can discern you are close Imitators of the
original Methodists (than whom a greater Blessing has not been
given to the British Nation since the Reformation), holding the same
Doctrines, & acting under the same discipline; therefore,2 therefore,
have you prospered, as we have prospered.
There is no danger so imminent both to you & us, as departing
from our original Simplicity, in Spirit, in Manners, & in our mode of
John Emory, book agent and, after
1832, bishop; Beverly Waugh, book agent
and, after 1836, bishop; Nathan Bangs;
Francis Hall, an active layman in the
work of the Methodist Missionary Society
after 1819, till 1847, a newspaper owner
1

and publisher of wide interests and connections; George Lockley, not identified.
All members of the Board of Managers of
the Missionary Society.
2 Word repeated at top of new page.
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worship. As the World is continually changing around us, we are
liable to be affected by those changes, in our manners, & in our
mode of Worship. We think, in many cases, that we may please well
intention'd men better, & be more useful to them, by permitting
some of the more innocent forms of the world to enter into the
Church. Whenever we have done so, we have infallibly lost ground
in the depth of our Religion & in its spirituality & Unction. I would
say to all, Keep your D'octrines & your Discipline; not only in your
Church Books, & in your Society Rules: preach the former without
refining on them. Observe the latter without bending it to circumstances; or impairing its vigour by frivolous exceptions, & Partialities.
As I believ,e your Nation to be destined to be the mightiest and
happiest nation on the Globe, so I believe that your Church is likely
to become the most extensive & pure in the Universe. As a Church,
abide in the Apostolic Doctrine & Fellowship: As a Nation, be
firmly united, entertain no petty difIerances; totally abolish the
Slave Trade 3 (if it be not yet done); abhor all offensive wars;
never provoke even the punyest [?] State; & never strike th,e first
blow'. Encourage Agriculture & friendly Traffic; Cultivate the
Sciences & Arts; let Learning have its proper Place, Space & adequate share of Esteem & Honour; if possible live in Peace with all
Nations; Retain your holy Zeal for God's cause & your countrie's
weal; &, that you may ever maintain your Liberty, avoid as its Bane
& Ruin, a National Debt. I say to you as it was said to Rome of old
Tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento;
Rae tibi erunt artes; pacisque inponere morem,
Parcere subjectis et debellare Superbos. Virg. 4
But whither am I running! Will it be a sufficient excuse to alledge
"The Zeal of your house hath eaten me up"? Truly, truly do I wish
you good luck in the name of the Lord, and therefore, With my best
The Christmas Conference had pro.
hibited both holding and trading in
slaves, but this strict rule was quickly
modified in the case of states which pro·
hibited manumission. The church always
took a stronger stand against trading in
slaves, following federal legislation
which in 1808 prohibited importation.
Clarke undoubtedly had this issue much
on his mind in 1832, just one year before
th~ legislative abolition of slavery in the
British Empire. The crusade of William
Wilberforce received the enthusiastic
support of John Wesley's followers in
England. The slave trade had been abol·
ished in 1807. Upon several occasions
preceding the crucial General Confer8

ence of 1844 fraternal delegates from
the British church spoke pointedly on
the moral issue of slavery in America.
These addresses were' politely but coolly
received. One may wonder what impres·
sian this "lick" by Clarke had upon the
leaders, many of whom were devoted
exclusively to keeping the church together under all pressures.
4. Virgil, Aeneid, Bk. VI, 851-53, with a
few minor variations from Loeb text:
"Remember thou, 0 Roman, to rule the
nations with thy sway-these shall be
thine arts-to crown Peace with Law,
to spare the humbled, and to tame in
war the proud!"
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Prayers for your civil & religious Prosperity & hearty thanks to such
of you individually, for the handsome & honourable manner in \vhich
you have fran1.ed your Invitation, I have the honor to be, Gentlemen,
& Reverend Brethren, your obliged humble Servant, & most cordial
Well \visher,
Adam Clarke
Haydon Hall, Middlesex
Feb. 6, 1832.

