JAMES Q'!{ELLY-METHODIST MAVERICI{
By Frederick Abbou Norwood

Methodism has been burdened and blessed by a succession of independent spirits. They have provided the necessary vitality to
balance the connectional authority. Tension between this independence and this ,authority has led to many and great troubles. It has
also kept the church alive. The succession of mav,ericks began, I
suppose, with Robert Strawbridge, the only Methodist ever to
demand and receive special dispensation from a rule by which all
the other preachers were bound (on the matter of administration
of sacraments). Something of John Wesley's own utter commitment
to his Christian calling, which finally led him to the fateful decision
to ordain preachers for the work in America, carried over into the
lives of many of his spiritual children. Not all of them possessed as
much of his discipline as they did of his independence. I am content
to leave Strawbridge to the care of the Methodists of IVlaryland, who
relnember him and honor him.
It seems that no one wants to claim James O'Kelly. Methodists,
whom he hurt, won't have him. Disciples have forgotten him. The
Christians of the old General Convention, who would remember
him vaguely, no longer exist. The Methodist attitude is easily
understood. He was an ,accomplished trouble-maker, a thorn in
Asbury's flesh, a disrupter of conventions, an inept administrator, a
superficial thinker, an ambitious and proud pusher, a divisive spirit,
and a monUlnental failure. And yet he should be regarded as one of
the key figures in the formation of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
He was an able and devoted presiding elder. He saw through the
absurd fabric of Asbury's plan for a Council. He was a patriotic
American devoted to freedom and democracy in church and state.
He stirred the Wesleyan movement in America to its depths. He
was one of the three key figures in the establishment of the General
Conference (the others being Thomas Coke and Jesse Lee). Most
of the great issues debated by Methodists for the next hundred
years and more were raised by O'Kelly. And some of his ideas, later
advocated by less belligerent, more adroit, and more sensible men,
won acceptance.
O'Kelly's name appears under appointment first in the Minutes of
1779, assigned to New Hope, North Carolina. Asbury first becan1e
acquainted with him the following year and was favorably impressed. He perceived great promise in this young man. From the
very beginning, however, O'I{elly was associated with dissident
movements. His name appears among those who, at the conference
held at Broken Back Church, Fluvanna County, Virginia, 1779,
approved the raising of the issue of ordination by the An1erican
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preachers (none of whom at the time were ordained). VVhat part
he played is not known. VVhen this threatened schism was healed,
he was not present at the conference, did not sign the document
assuring unity, and did not receive an appointment. 1 The next year,
however, he was hack on the list and gave Asbury a promise "to
join heartily in our connexion." 2
At the Christmas Conference O'I{elly was one of those set apart
for ordination. An old tradition of the former Christian Church
(which ultimately grew in part out of the O'Kelly schism) that the
young preacher stood then in opposition to episcopal ordination has
no basis in fact. 3 In the new church he began directly his long service
as presiding elder in southern Virginia, which virtually became "his
district." In this capacity he led the strong opposition to Wesley's
appointment of Whatcoat as superintendent in 1787. When the
Council was organized, he consented for a time and attended the
first meeting as a member. He even signed the offensive letter warning Jesse Lee, who had vigorously protested the plan. But almost
immediately after the first meeting O'Kelly turned against it and
began a series of violent protests against what he considered as
the tyranny of Asbury. Early in 1790 the latter reported a letter from
O'Kelly which demanded that he throttle down his authority for a
year or else meet opposition. "He makes heavy complaints," wrote
Asbury in his Journal, "about my power, and bids me stop for
one year, or he must use his influence against me. Power! Power!" 4
The same unbending resistance was apparent at the meeting of the
Virginia conference in June, where O'Kelly led the fight and forced
the rejection of the Council. His Author's Apology has much to say
about this session. All except two out of twenty-one, he reports,
voted against not only the proposed revisions but against the whole
plan of a Council. "Then answered Francis and said, eye have all
spoken out of one mouth.' Henereforth, eye are all out of the union.' " 5
O'Kelly professed to be astonished that "we were all expelled the
union, by the arbitrary voice of one man." He admits that Asbury
r

Minutes (1813 ed.), 1781, pp. 30-31;
cf. John 1. Tigert, A Constitutional History
of American Episcopal Methodism (Nashville, 1916), p. 125. The .substance of this
article appeared first as part of a chapter
in The History of American Methodism
(New York: Abingdon Press, 1964, 3
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O'Kelly Schism in the Methodist Episcopal
Church (Mexico City: Casa Unida de
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peared in print. Although it is marred
by some imperfections and errors, it provides much the best appraisal of O'Kelly
and his movement to date.
2 Francis Asbury, Journal, March 17,
1782, Vol. I, 324.
3 Wilbur E. MacClenny, The Life of
Rev. James O'Kelly (Raleigh, N. C., 1910),
p. 53.
4 Asbury, op. cit., January 12, 1790,
Vol. I, 620.
(; O'Kelly, Apology, p. 22. See below
for analysis of this rare book.
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agreed to appoint the men to their stations, "but no regard was paid
to O'KELLY." Nicholas Snethen set the record straight in his Reply
to the Apology) concluding that "not one single circumstance as
therein related can be substantiated." 6 All the men got their appointments, including O'Kelly. But Snethen admits that Asbury
"Probably said some things, which upon reflection he did not justify."
Late in the fall O'Kelly called his preachers together in an irregular meeting at which they agreed to ignore the second session of
the Council and send delegate. 7 In the following year at the
Virginia con£erence he secured the suspension of the Council until
the meeting of the anticipated General Conference. 8 No wonder
young William McKendree, who served in O'Kelly's district and was
devoted to him, was puzzled when, in 1791, he rode sixteen miles
with Asbury, whom he had not met before, and was "astonished at
the Bishop's sweet simplicity and uncommon familiarity." 9
The virulence, then, with which the debates raged in the General
Conference of 1792 over the issue of appeal from appointment by
the bishop may be easily understood. Antagonisms and pressures
had been building up with increasing vehemence for several years.
O'Kelly was a formidable opponent, self-assured and influential, a
most forceful and convincing speaker, widely reputed for integrity
and piety. Asbury was not one to be scared of any man; but he bent
before the fury of the fiery Virginian. The situation was especially
delicate, because Coke had been lining up with O'Kelly in favor of
a General Conference. Coke wrote to O'Kelly on May 4, 1791, in
support saying, "Oh, be firm, be very firm, and very cautious, and
very wise, and depend upon a faithful friend." 10 The same day Coke
prepared a circular on issues to be faced at the General Conference.
In it he listed fiVie points:
1. The abolition of the arbitrary aristocracy. 2. The investing of the
nomination of the presiding elders in the conferences of the districts. 3. The
limitation of the districts to be invested in the general conference. 4. An
appeal allowed each preacher on the reading of the station. 5. A general conference of at least two-thirds of the preachers as a check upon every
thing. l l
•

Coke stood with O'Kelly in preference for a General Conference
over a Council. This does not mean, however, that Coke would support O'Kelly in his attack on the bishops' appointive power.
So it was that, on the second day of the General Conference, the
man from Virginia made his historic motion:
See note 26 below for bibliography.
Reference here is pp. 19-20.
7 Robert Paine, Life and Times of William McKendree (Nashville, 1874), I, 128,
using McKendree's diary.
8 Asbury, Journal, I, 672.
o

Paine, op. cit., I, 131.
10 Asbury, Letters, p. 99.
11 Alexander M'Caine, Tbe History and
Myst·ery of lVletbodist Episcopacy (Baltimore: Richard Matchett, 1827), p. 64.
l)
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After the bishop appoints the preachers at conference to their several
circuits, if. anyone thinks himself injured by the appointment, he shall
have liberty to appeal to the conference and state his objections; and if
the conference approve his objections, the bishop shall appoint him to
another circuit.

In this debate John Kobler felt that "some of the brethren was
rather too warm." The cogent arguments of those who opposed the
motion, on grounds that the proposal would be unworkable, add
confusion to confusion, and worse confound injustice, were so well
put that O'Kelly's supporters, who resorted to personal attacks and
emotional displays, could not carry the day. Asbury, although conspicuously absent from the floor, was quite present in the minds
of the members. Coke found himself chairman of a debating society
which even he was forced to admit proceeded at a high level. Those
who seek to defend O'Kelly impugn the motives of Coke, who
seemed to support him before the General Conference and then
seemed to turn against him. 12 This position overlooks the fact that
the issue before 1792 was the choioe between the Council and a
Generral Conference, while afterward it was the motion to check the
episcopal appointive power. Another criticism arises from the
failure of the conference to take account of the concurrent British
action by which a "stationing committee" provided a measure of
ministerial participation. Some suspected that the recent British
action was purposely withheld lest it influence the American
preachers. 13
One of the important personal factors had to do with O'Kelly's
ambitions. Attempts 'to clear him of any drive for advancement
ignore reality. Of course he was an ambitious man, exceedingly so.
He was acutely aware of his abilities. He understood clearly the
possibilities of his position. He believed himself to be a born leader
of men, probably far more effective than Whatcoat, whose designation as a superintendent he had opposed. He was unwilling to accept
obediently authority in the person of Asbury-or Coke. And when
the General Conference voted down his motion, instead of submitting
to the will of the majority, he rejected the decision and left the
conference. Certainly Asbury had become convinced of his personal
ambition. A letter to one of his loyal supporters immediately after
the conference summarizred his judgment:
I believe now nothing short of being an episcopos was his first aim. His
second was to make the Council independent of the Bishop and General
Conference, if they would canonize his writings. This could not be done.
His next step was with the authority of a pope to forbid me, by letter, to
go a step farther with the Council, after carrying it once around the continent and through the first Council, which ordered me to go round and
know the minds of the brethren.:I.'
MacClenny, Ope cit., p. 75.
13 Ibid., p. 88.
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Asbury then went on to relate O'Kelly's appeals to Wesley and his
subversion of Coke and finally his break with the church. He never
quite understood the real issues that lay behind the personal conflict
between the two men. And these issues the personal ambitions of
O'Kelly do not affect. For he was a man not only driven by a strong
personality but also committed to a high ideal. His own interests
and his commitment coincided.
~ And so, after the last, exhausting evening, when the vote went
against him, O'KeIIy went away, in spite of several attempts to
avoid a break. Lee saw him walk away: "I stood and looked after
them as they went off, and observed to one of the preachers, that
I was sorry to see the old man go off in that w,ay, for I was persuaded
he would not be quiet long; but he would try to be the head of some
party." 15 He was accolnpanied by Rice Haggard, the only traveling
preacher who remained with him; by William McKendree, who had
spent his entire ministerial life with hin1; and by John Allen and
John Robertson. They w,alked together twelve miles, out to the
place where they had left their horses. This was not a bad hike
for an "old man"! A few days later Asbury dolefully wrote: "The
mischief has begun." 16 Since O'Kelly was almost ,vorn out, the
conference, on Asbury's suggestion, agreed to pay him forty pounds
a year provided he was peaceable. This act was later interpreted as
an attempt at bribery.
Soon the O'Kellyites were brought together in congregations
under the name Republican Methodist Church,17 It was so called
because of the current popularity of republican politics in Virginia,
where the movement was centered. The loss of membership to the
Methodist Episcopal Church was large enough-estilnates r·an as
high as a fifth of the total-to cause considerable concern. For a
while Methodism in Virginia was disrupted as congregations split
apart, as the dissidents took over some of the chapels, as extrelnists
resorted to bitter diatribes, and as the regular leaders fought back.
The new church was to be, in McKendree's later, ironic, words, "a
republican, no slavery, glorious church; Bishop Asbury was a pope;
the General Conference was a revolutionizing body; the Bishop
and his creatures were working the ruin of the Church to gratify
their pride and ambition!" 18 The new church ,vas to give layn1en
more rights and to put all preachers on an equal basis. It gre\v
modestly for a few years, then began to decline, and in its decline
to disintegr,ate. The members decided to call then1selves silnply
"Christians," and the church was reorganized on the basis of pure
Jesse Lee, Short History of the Methodists (Baltimore, 1810), p. 178.
10 Asbury,
Journal, November 21,
1792, I, 735.
lfj

Kilgore discusses the organization
of the new church, pp. 30 fI.
18 Paine, Ope cit., I, 139.
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scripture. In the early nineteenth century these folk merged with
the "Christians" of New England under Abner Jones and the "Christians" of Kentucky under Barton Stone. In spite of defections and
infighting the whole movement grew into what was later caned the
Christian Church (General Convention). Some in the meantime
had broken off with Stone to join with the followers of the Campbells
to form the Disciples of Christ. The original line, which had increased to a little over 100,000 m,embers by 1926, merged in 1931
with the Congregationalists to form the Congregational-Christian
Churches (now the United Church of Christ). It would be impossible to determine just how large was the contribution of O'Kelly
to this movement, which was the composite result of many sources.
One of the difficulties encountered in any study of the O'Kelly
movement is the paucity of documents. One reason for this lies in
the early leaders' odd habit of burning their minutes immediately
after the conclusion of general meetings. 19 O'Kelly's widow, tiring
of the unending dissension, gather,ed together his records and burned
them up. He left an incomplete manuscript account of his life,
which survived until it in turn was burned up in a house fired by
Union soldiers in the Civil War.
Both Asbury and O'Kelly recoiled from the schism. The dissident
elder lingered several days in Baltimore before he made a final
departure. The decision to continue his salary and permit him to
preach was a move intended to make possible a renewal of the bond
of fellowship. O'Kelly himself was willing to talk with representatives from the conference. Furthern10re, at a meeting of his followers held late in 1792, probably in Reese Chapel, Charlotte
County, Virginia, two ministers were appointed to approach Asbury
to discuss r,eunion. 20 Another attempt to get together was made at
Perry Grove, Chesterfield County, Virginia, on August 2, 1793.
Nothing came of these efforts, and the little new church went its
way.
On July 1, 1798, Asbury recorded cryptically in his Journal:
"James hath turned the butt-end of his whips, and is unanswerably
abusive: the Lord judge between us!" 21 The reference was to the
appearance of a curious little book entitled The Author's Apology
for Protesting Against the Methodist Episcopal GoVe'l~1,7nent, published at Richmond, Virginia, without indication of authorship except for the signature, "Christicola." 22 Everybody knew the work
was by James O'Kelly. Written in a peculiar style patterned after
MacClenny, p. 154. Kilgore notes
and summarizes the literature. But he
has unaccountably erred in a few important particulars, especially regarding
the writings of O'Kelly himself.
20 MacClenny, Ope cit., p. 109.
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stilted biblical language and using first names for all participants,
it was intended to be a justification of his actions. But the method
was a purely personal attack on Asbury. For that reason the book
has been largely dismissed by Methodist historians as a useless
piece of diatribe. One must admit that O'Kelly did not put his best
foot forward in his defense. But his statement remains one of the
prime sources in a most lively controversy and as one of the most
important documents on democracy in American Methodism. For
these reasons full consideration must be given to the Apology.
The "Advertisement" at the beginning presents a more positive
and succinct theme than the body of the work:
If Christians are free citizens of Zion, they should prize those liberties,
seeing they were purchased with the precious blood of Christ. By adding
reproaches to oppression, can never tend to heal a distressed mind [sic] .
If my narrative is thought destitute of merit, I can give no preface that can
possibly grace it.

In this way the essential democratic framework is set. It is characteristic of his approach that he would, without qualification, identify
the Christian doctrine of freedom from sin with the political doctrine of democracy.
After a brief historical resume of the English origins of the movement, O'Kelly works into the main line of argument via the Fluvanna Conference of 1779, at which the presbyterial ordinations
took place. Asbury is brought in to argue against the action on the
ground of Wesley's authority; but John Dickins is reported as
defending the action on the ground of the New Testament. Then
follows the story of the Christmas Conference. The most startling
allegation, although all other evidence is to the contrary, is that
neither Coke nor Asbury were elected superintendents by the
preachers assembled. This charge is one of the first points of dispute
that raises serious questions over the reliability of the document.
The fourth chapter discusses the attempt of Wesley to appoint
Whatcoat a superintendent in 1787, which O'Kelly opposed vigorously. Here also is the report that Asbury ordered the preachers
to address him always las bishop-a charge which the latter most
v1ehemently denied. 23 This charge led Asbury to wonder why "I am
the grand butt of all his spleen." But O'Kelly is not done with the
year 1787. For the same conference that rejected Whatcoat also
dropped Wesley's name from the Minutes. This, says O'Kelly, was
done by Asbury "in a clandestine manner." Next comes a discussion
of the Council in which Asbury is made to appear in a very poor
light. The author makes the most of a rare opportunity. He says that
he told Asbury to his face that in that session, "instead of counsellors, we were his tools; and that I disliked to be the tool for any
23
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man." This remark strikes close to the heart of O'Kelly's personality.
In chapter eight O'Kelly discusses "the proceedings of Francis in
gaining proselytes to his Ecclesiastical Monarcy, &c." Then he goes
on to report the "expulsion" of the Virginia preachers when they
opposed the Council. Here again his report is clearly at variance
with the facts, although it must be admitted that Asbury's defenders have sought to gloss over an incident in which the revered
leader may temporarily have lost his temper. O'Kelly also makes
much of Coke's opposition to Asbury when the two met at Charleston, South Carolina. Coke, he says, "withstood Francis to the face;
condemned his conduct; and being the senior, had a general meeting
appointed according to our request" (chapter twelve). Here again
O'Kelly's testimony, although strongly biased, helps to balance the
attempts of others to gloss over the very real differences between
the two bishops at the point of the Council versus a General Conference.
In the chapters (thirteen through sixteen) dealing with the General Conference of 1792 the author begins with a. report of how Coke
abandoned him when he saw that Asbury was in control. "Then
proceeded F[rancis] according to his foreknowledge, predestination,
and sovereign power, choose out of the conference a few men, which
formed the privy council." This is his way of reporting the device of
organizing the work through a steering committee. He explains his
presence in the committee as a plot to secure from him an assurance
that he would abide by the action of the conference. When the matter
of the appeal was debated in the sessions, he \vas troubled by the
lack of freedom to voice opposition to episcopal authority. Coke
and others commented on the remarkable degree of freedom in the
debate. Then, according to O'Kelly's own testimony, which finds no
official confirmation but may very well be true,
I then arose, and stood before the assembly with the New Testament of
our Lord Jesus in my hand, and spake after this manner: Brethren, hearken
unto me, put away all other books, and forms, and let this be the only
criterion, and 'that will satisfy me.'

When his naive suggestion, to which no one would object in principle, but which was totally useless for the deliberations of a legislative body, was ignored, he professed to be deeply distressed that the
preachers ignored the New Testament! There is little doubt that he
did just what he said. Later, when his own church ,encountered difficulties in organizing a system of discipline, the New Testament
was set forth as the only book of discipline for "Christians." Even
O'Kelly's best friends and most diligent defenders admitted that he
had no knack for leadership and adnunistration. The waving of a
Bible before the brethren assembled in conference was at once his
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greatest act of Christian witness and the clearest proof of his most
serious weakness.
His view of the debates is that no chance was given to the opposition. H,e makes much of the manner in which Rice Haggard, who
had the temerity to testify that the bishop had indeed in his case
made an unjust appointment, was humbled with the cry, "He has
impeached the bishop!" All other eye-witness accounts attest the
freedom of debate. The truth is probably that tempers ran ragged
on both sides. On Monday night, according to the Apology, one of
the last arguments of the supporters of O'Kelly was, "We are far
gone into POPERY!" And immediately the vote was taken, and the
result went strongly against him.
In the ebb tide of emotion O'Kelly struggled to clarify his calling,
and concluded by rejecting the conference and its decisions. "0 Dort,
Dort!" He blames Coke for the failure of subsequent negotiations
for reunion. He professes that he was quite confused and uncertain
of the course he should take. He seeks to interpret the act of the
conference in continuing his support as an attempt by Asbury at
bribery. Here again the evidence is clearly against him in point of
fact. In chapter nineteen he relates in some detail the various moves
for healing the break. First at Piney Grove, then at Manakintown,
action was taken by the dissidents seeking discussion of differences.
According to O'Kelly these approaches were rebuffed, and they were
left with no choice but to organize separately.
The formation of the Republican Methodist Church is discussed
in chapters twenty and twenty-one. A committee of seven drew up a
"small sketch," as follows:
We learn from the book of God, that the church in general, includes all
the real Christians in the world. Eph. v. 25. I Cor. xii. 13, 14.
Any number of Christians united in love, having Christ for their head,
and center of union, constitutes a church.
In the primitive church were twelve chosen ministers whom Christ called
Apostles: Luke vi. 13. The same were chosen witnesses. Acts x. 4l.
Those men were ambassadors, and possessed the keys of the kingdom, even
the spirit of truth, which opened to them the mysteries of the kingdom of
God.
Therefore, Christ spake in them, and by them; thus were they fully qualified, and authorised to write the last will and testament of our Lord and
Saviour Jesus Christ.
There were Elders in the church beside the Apostles, who laboured in
the word and doctrine: Some of these could prophesy, speak with tongues
interpret, &c.
'
But after those extraordinary missionaries had run their race only one
order of ministers existed in the church. Acts xx. 17.
'

The Apology continues with an attack in the form of a letter
(chapters twenty-two through twenty-six) on the Methodist Episcopal structure. Much is made of the fact that the General Conference ,
although composed of all the traveling ministers, is not a representative body of the church. Nothing is said of the fact that all the
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ministers are themselves raised by the people. Methodist Episcopal
government is contrasted to representative civil government. Undoubtedly Ezekiel Cooper had O'Kelly's arguments in mind when he
prepared his essay on church government as fitting well the frame
of democratic society. O'Kelly charges that both Coke and Asbury
are "British subjects (in their hearts) to this day." He knows not
what insidious eff,ects British occupation during the Revolution
had in the North. But Virginia kept free.
And I hope, that British policy will always meet with the like repulse
from our Virginians, that British power has done.
Your Bishop Asbury has complained in my hearing, that he had more
trouble in governing the Virginians, than all the connexion beside.
It is not our superior wisdom, nor ignorance, that renders us so ungovernable; but our invariable determination to stand fast in our civil and
religious liberties 'Wherein God hath strangely made us free.'

In chapters twenty-seven through thirty-one O'Kelly criticizes
the Discipline, especially at the point of episcopal authority. Many
of his complaints-such as the authority laid on preachers in charge
to expel delinquent members-were later recognized by the General
Conference and abolished or corr,ected. A great deal, in fact, of
O'Kelly's program was later written into the legislation of the
church. The tragedy is that he was so inept in promoting the causes,
some of them very commendable, to which he was so courageously
devoted. He disparages both the purpose and the administration
of Cokesbury College, and charges misuse of funds in addition. He
interprets the Chartered Fund-the first pension plan-as simply
a device of the bishops to get control of property. He believes that
each circuit should take care of its own, and that worn out preachers
"generally marry well" anyway. The patriotism of Patrick Henry,
which has been impugned, is then hotly defended; and O'Kelly
narrates his own experiences during the Revolution. Chapter thirtythree is a rebuttal of a compilation by Asbury entitled Causes, Evils,
and Cures of Heart and Church Divisions. 24 Chapters thirty-four
through thirty-nine go over again the ground of spurious Methodist
episcopacy, this time from the stance of historical development.
Finally O'Kelly leaves off worrying the old Methodist Episcopal
lion, and turns to his definition of the true church. Chapters forty
through forty-six present, in a long series of verses excerpted from
scripture, "A Sketch· on Scripture Government; Or, the Royal
Standard." It is an interpretation of the prhnitive church as
thoroughly democratic and egalitarian, with only one head, Christ.
"As Christ is the only head of the true church, then are his ministers
on a perfect equality. Superiority is expressly forbidden. Matt. xx.
25, 28.-xxiii. 8, 10. Be not called Rabbi." Paul, continues O'Kelly,
never had the authority Asbury exercises. "He did not lord it over
U
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their faith, nor send a minister but by his free consent. This is plain.
I Cor. xvi. 12." All ministers, both traveling and settled, were "on a
perfect equality." The Royal Standard is plain and simple: Christ
alone. This was true of the Old Jerusalem, in which God ruled, as it
is of the New. God's Church is one. Separated scattered churches
belong to the "same Head and organized body," according to the plan
of Ephesians 4.
In a final appeal to the members of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, in which he reverts to rebuttal of personal attacks, O'Kelly
says:
I continued among you, in love and friendship, as long as I possibly could,
after leaving conference. But you shut your doors against me, and drove me
from your union, what more could I do?
This is not all; I am ready now to be with you in love and church communion, as ever: Think and let think: Is thy heart as mine? Give me thy
hand. (Chapter forty-seven)

The prerequisite for his return is, of course, acceptanoe of his
program of church government. He exonerates the people of the
church, blames only their leaders.
I remember you in love; I write in tears; I pass your houses in sorrow. I
am as you are; you have not injured me at all. I desire union with youthink and let think.
How cruel for us to be separated by the voice of tyranny! I cordially
despise slavery in every sense of the word; but thee I love.

Thus ends the defense of that courageous and pathetic and appealing
man.
The Apology set off one of those sequences of pamphleteering in
which the polemicists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
delighted. There was good reason for the umbrage taken. Not only
was O'Kelly's tract written against Asbury in a style of personal
invective, but it came to actual falsification through careless exaggeration. Upon reading the tract Jesse Lee was moved to prepare a
rough draft of a reply, chiefly because O'Kelly had at one place said
that Lee helped him. If O'Kelly meant merely that Lee assisted in
opposition to the Council, that was true. But the suggestion was that
Lee had connived with O'Kelly against Asbury. Lee undertook to
correct the record on several items, among which were: O'Kelly's
r,eport on the Christmas Conference, the confusion of his own attitude with that of Asbury in the matter of Whatcoat's superintendency, Asbury's use of the title bishop, the leaving Wesley's
name off the Minutes ("this is telling a lie without cover"), O'Kelly's
relations with the Council, and Lee's "help." In addition Lee reiterated the charge of heresy.
Asbury himself also began to prepare a rejoinder to his forceful
opponent. But the work was taken out of his busy hands by George
Roberts and Nicholas Snethen, particularly the latter, who were
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appointed by the General Conference of 1800. ~() Snethen did the
writing, which appeared in print in 1800 as A Reply to an Apology
for P7'otesting Against the Methodist Episcopal Gove7"1'l,71tent.~G This
reply is in general an effective defense against the particular allegations of O'Kelly, and the first fifty-two pages are devoted to these
specifics. He says that chapter nine of the Apology, on Asbury's
"expulsion" of the Virginia preachers in 1791, is "void of all
truth." 27 Snethen adlnits that, when Asbury and Coke clashed
briefly, "a few sharp words passed between the two bishops upon
this occasion; but the heat was over in a lninute." ~8 He engages in
considerable discussion of O'Kelly's alleged heresy on the Trinity,
and appends certain docUlnents in evidence. He refutes the repeated
charges of the Inisuse of funds, and points out the errors of interpretation in the criticism of Methodist discipline. He frankly regrets
that the General Conference of 1796 (in the Address to the British
Conference) cast aspersions on O'I{elly's patriotisn1.. He does not
enter into the affair of the Council, in large part because his ideas
resembled O'Kelly's.
Then follow about ten pages devoted to O'Kelly's notions on
church government. Snethen begins with a reaffirlnation that Methodists do not insist that all think and do alike. "All that we require
of our brethren is, that they keep the unity of the spirit, in the
bond of peace, and not take any step to sow discord alnong the
brethren." 29 But all assemblies of luen, where freedon1. prevails,
abide by the will of the Inajority in the interests of unity. Appeal
to the Bible is irrelevant, for each nlan interprets the Bible as he
pleases. The real intolerance, the r,eal "popery," is ,vith O'Kelly, who
derides the Methodist Conferences for adn1.itting that they were
"fallible creatures, liable continually to err." 30 Snethen rightly
takes him to task for this criticisln. The introduction of an elen1.ent
of contingency in any affinnation of faith or forn1. of polity is essential to the denominational concept of the church. This attitude
is a special part of Methodist heritage. The Reply never really gets
around to a critique of O'Kelly's scriptural plan, other than to point
out the uselessness of direct appeal to Scripture wiillout understanding or authority.
The Reply to an Apology was followed in due tllne by A Vindication of the Autho7·'s Apology with Reflections on the Reply.31 In
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this little tract the embattled elder repeats the main points of his
earlier work, and he tried, not very effectively, to answer Snethen's
criticisms. His "states rights" position is made clear in his accusation
that Asbury was altering Methodism from "a confederation of the
districts" to "an Ecclesiastical Monarchy." 32 He puts his central
belief in succinct form: "I was a true friend of liberty, and considered sovereignty to be an inherent right of the people." 33 And
later: "1 contend for Bible government, Christian equality, and the
Christian name."
Not much was left to say, therefore, when Snethen returned for a
fourth round with An Answer to Jarnes O'Kelly's Vindication of His
Apology.34 The stage was being set for a larger and a more serious
struggle. But almost all of the issues fought out in the controversies
of the 1820's were already present in the affair of O'Kelly. Snethen's
role is interesting in view of his later participation in the reform
agitation and the formation of the Methodist Protestant Church.
Two angles require brief comment. The first is the alleged heresy.
The chief evidence in support came from Stith rv.I:ead, who declared
that two ministers from O'Kelly's district early in 1792 stated that
they had been influenced toward Unitarianism by their presiding
elder. 35 Jesse Lee put an added twist to the charge with the opinion
that these errors had come from Emanuel Swedenborg. 3G Historians
have been divided on the issue. The best conclusion seems to be
that, although O'Kelly, who was no theologian, may have ventured
some incautious opinions, he nevertheless was guilty of no conscious
heterodoxy. His almost total lack of form,al training and his antiinteHectual attitudes would not encourage theological speculation.
On the other hand is the issue of slavery. O'Kelly was well kno"\VIl
as a vigorous foe of slavery in all forms. His spirit of democracy
cried out against such a denial of freedom and equality. His concern
was of long standing, as Asbury indicates in an entry in his Journal:
Both Coke and O'Kelly, he reports, strongly disputed with the Virginia Methodists about slavery, and "Brother O'Kelly let fly at theIn,
and they were made angry enough." 37 In 1789 O'Kelly published
an Essay on Negro Slavery on the theme of one blood for all nations. He never changed his uncompromising attitude. The difficulty
is to assess a possible influence on the Methodist controversy. Underneath the surface the powerful prejudices on that explosive issue
may well have played a part in his downfall. And that would be
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passing strange, for his great strength was in southern Virginia.
What was the significance of this, the first noteworthy schism in
American Methodism? One result is clear: In Virginia the membership in the societies went down seven hundred in 1794, some 3,670
in 1795, and about 300 in 1796. Between 1793 and 1799 the loss
totaled 4,317. 38 Poor sensitive Richard Whatcoat was so discouraged
that in 1794 he contemplated leaving America and perhaps even
the ministry: "I began to think whether my work was not finished
in America if not in the World or whether I had not better return
to England for I must be where the Living Streams flow." 39 The
decline was all the more remarkable because toward the end of the
century the Second Great Awakening surged forward. Asbury was
sour enough for a while. 40 In his last year he was still plagued by
unhappy m,emories, a fact evident from a perusal of the Episcopal
Address to the General Conference of 1816. 41
O'Kelly's spirit was an ecumenical spirit. One of the most interesting documents to come from his pen is the "Plan of Christian
Union." 42 He suggests that, if the Presbyterians would set aside
their strict confession of faith, if the Baptists would "open a more
charitable door" to communion, if the Methodists would put out
their Discipline, then "Let their Episcopal dignity submit to Christ,
who is the head and only head of his Church; and then we as
brethren will walk together, and follow God as dear children."
Asbury was moved by this program to ask what O'Kelly would give
up. Actually the proposal was one of the most irenic acts of his whole
belligerent career. If anyone could show a better way, he would
accept it.
O'Kelly's spirit was also a divisive spirit. Inevitably his own
movement fell to pieces-although the pieces were presently caught
up in a bigger current that raised up the Christians and the Disciples.
A former supporter who had wearied of the unremitting conflict
wrote: "Jehu had a mighty zeal, but what sort of a zeal was it?
Exactly such a zeal in my humble opinion, as poor old, unhappy
Dadda O'Kelly has." 43 George Wells wrote in his diary, "I fear
he is a man possesst with a Divisive spirit." 44 But the obverse of
this spirit of division is the spirit of democracy. The same indeWilliam W. Sweet, Virginia Methodism (Richmond: Whittet and Shepperson, 1955), p. 134.
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pendence, individualism, and insubordination that caused so much
pain also brought in a fine devotion to democracy. From that day
on American Methodism has been blessed-and cursed-with a long
train of democratic movements, which have kept alive many of the
issues over which O'Kelly agonized. Episcopal consultation in the
making of appointments, elective presiding elders, conference rights
for local preachers, lay representation in the General and Annual
Conferenc1es, and above all free and open debate-all these were
either directly or indirectly contained in the movement we have discussed. Everyone will have his favorite list of independent spirits,
who, like their archetype, would bow the knee to no man. At their
head was James O'Kelly, the original unbranded Methodist maverick
-and Irish at that!

